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less-than-privileged background. “Ar-
guably, no one who is admitted to Har-
vard is disadvantaged,” he explains. Still,
not all advantages are created equal.
Those whom he selects often come from
inner-city schools with limited resources
or from less a±uent countries. According
to Losick, many of them might otherwise
be deterred from pursuing a science de-
gree. “In my experience, these students
are at the highest risk,” he says. “They find
themselves falling behind and don’t have a
good feel for the excitement of science.”

Losick is something of a romantic
about “the excitement of science,” and,
like many romantics, he is wary of insti-
tutionalization. His program for disad-
vantaged students (which HHMI will
continue funding for the next four years
with a $500,000 renewal grant) was the
centerpiece of a three-pronged e≠ort to
get back what’s often lost in the lecture
hall: he is trying to bring a seasoned re-
searcher’s excitement to greenhorn un-
dergraduates. Faculty members, who reg-
ularly move among Harvard’s classrooms,
laboratories, and o∞ces, know that dif-
ferent work goes on in each of these
places, but the di≠erence is not always so
apparent to undergraduates. “Being a sci-
entist and doing science is very di≠erent
from being a student and doing course-
work,” Losick explains. “I think they
sometimes confuse taking exams and
going to lecture and doing courses with
science.” The way around this misconcep-
tion, he maintains, is to show students
what’s going on at the research vanguard.

With this in mind, Losick, who in 2002
was named a Harvard College Professor
for excellence in teaching, has helped de-
velop a new undergraduate research
course and incorporate nontraditional
teaching tools, like animations and in-
stant-feedback technology, into his own
lecture classes. Meanwhile, the recent an-
nouncement of a new, integrated under-
graduate curriculum in the life sciences—
much of which bears Losick’s imprimatur
—has turned the approach of his four-
year project into a cornerstone of Har-
vard’s latest science instruction. 

At harvard, laboratory research is tra-
ditionally the endpoint of training, not its
origin. Losick doesn’t think it should be

so. His premise is that the demands of ac-
tual research—designing experiments,
analyzing data, and recalibrating hy-
potheses—can be teaching tools at all lev-
els. Pedagogically speaking, he’s playing
with an old deck, but he’s shu±ed the
cards into a new sequence. This makes for
a very di≠erent game. 

For one thing, Losick, who is co-head
tutor in biochemical sciences, has tried to
front-load the undergraduate curriculum
as much as possible. Rather than save the
most exciting material for higher-level
classes, as a reward for students who per-
severe, he and many of his colleagues try
to integrate it into introductory courses
to entice students to explore further.
Losick’s own Biological Sciences 52, “In-
troductory Molecular Biology,” puts a
premium on interaction and engagement.
He’s used part of his HHMI grant to hire
a graphic artist, Matt Bohan, to make dy-
namic computer animations of molecular
processes. These are ideally suited for

teaching molecular biology, he says, be-
cause they let him show how several dis-
tinct processes—like the unzipping of a
DNA strand and the pairing of its bases—
work together. “If you’re trying to teach
something that is dynamic on a black-
board, it’s hard to do,” he explains. “With
an animation, I can show things in mo-
tion, and also I can layer.”

He also tries to keep tabs on students’
progress during the lectures themselves.
By distributing “personal response de-
vices,” invented by McKay professor of
applied physics and of physics Eric
Mazur (“Outside of Harvard, it’s fre-
quently called a clicker,” Losick dead-
pans), he can instantly monitor how the
class responds to a given problem. “If I
haven’t done a good job,” he says, “I can
re-explain the material.” The goal is to
move away from a muddled textbook-
level understanding of biological pro-
cesses and toward the dynamic under-
standing of a scientific professional.

Kathleen McCartney, Lesser professor in early childhood de-
velopment and since July 2005 acting dean of Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Education, was named to the deanship on May 16
by President Lawrence H. Summers. McCartney, who earned
her Ph.D. in psychology from Yale, has focused on interactions
among childcare, parenting, and poverty in her research. She
joined the faculty in 2000 and served as academic dean during
the 2004-2005 year. A more detailed profile will appear in a fu-
ture issue.

Separately, interim president Derek Bok named Jeremy R.
Knowles interim dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS)
after conferring with a 10-member faculty advisory committee
and consulting junior professors and the graduate and under-
graduate student councils. Knowles, Houghton professor of
chemistry and biochemistry, was previously dean from 1991
until William C. Kirby took office in July 2002. In making the ap-
pointment on May 22, Bok said, “A term as interim dean does
not allow the luxury of learning on the job, and no other indi-
vidual rivals Jeremy in his experience of FAS affairs or his ca-
pacity to begin immediately to address important administra-
tive issues while maintaining forward motion” on matters
ranging from the undergraduate curriculum review to Allston
planning. Knowles, reflecting on his and Bok’s second turns at
their jobs, wrote to the FAS faculty and staff, “In the light of his own generous deci-
sion, it was, of course, impossible for me to look President Bok in the eye and say
‘No.’” He would have to discover, Knowles wrote,“where things stand (academically,
financially, and in spirit),” and encouraged colleagues to let him know.
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