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John S. Higgins Jr. ’61, 
of Visalia, California. Hig-
gins was introduced to 
schools committee work 
years ago by Harvard leg-
end Fred Glimp ’50. So 
began a more than 30-year 
sojourn that has found 
him chairing committee 

activities throughout the San Joaquin Val-
ley. The work remains a chance to “give 
back” for the many opportunities afforded 
by his own Harvard education.

Barbara Long, Ph.D. ’82, 
of Atlanta. After inter-
viewing in Minnesota for 
nearly 15 years, where she 
saw no admits from her 
efforts but remained “un-
daunted,” Long moved to 
Atlanta. There, she coau-

thored a “send-off book” for Georgia fresh-
men making their way to Harvard and has 
flourished in an “all-purpose” support role 
that encompasses interviewing, recruiting, 
and preparing students for  the College.

Lidija Ortloff ’82, of West wood, Massa-
chusetts. Pressed into service early, Ortloff 

began interviewing appli-
cants “a few months” after 
graduating.  She has chaired 
one of the Boston suburb 
groups for nearly 20 years, 
although her involvement 
has extended down the 
eastern seaboard from Mas-

sachusetts to Virginia and back again.
Maria Patterson ’70, of New York City. 

Having begun her schools committee ca-
reer back when “it was all yellow pads, 
faxes, and snail mail,” Patterson has been 
fully invested in the work of the Manhat-

tan group for 15 years. As 
a cochair, she has shep-
herded the city’s alumni 
through the joys  and 
perils of interviewing ap-
plicants, and welcomes 
“the possibility of perhaps 
making a difference in 
someone’s life.”

Nicholas C. Taylor ’59, of Midland, 
Texas. With 35 years of 
interviewing experience 
under his belt, Taylor has 
chaired committee efforts 
through more than 69,000 
square miles of west Texas. 
Among his interviewees: a 
brother and sister from a 
tiny school who were also 
skilled in herding, roping, branding, and 
inoculating cattle.

The specter of Charles Darwin hovered over 
the Harvard Arab Alumni Association’s fourth an-
nual Arab World Conference, held in Cairo on May 
28, and with good reason. At the formal dinner, 
HAAA Achievement Award winner Zaid Al-Rifa’i 
’57, the former prime minister and current senate 
president of Jordan, touched upon the notion of adaptability in 
a changing world and quoted the famous scientist: “It is not the 
strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent 
that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable to change.” 

The possibility of the Middle East’s adapting to a changing world 
was the theme of this year’s conference, titled “The Arab World: 
Shaping the Future.” It focused on recent economic, educational, 
financial, and media trends under way in the region; four panels, 
chaired by Harvard-affiliated guests and alumni, provided a plat-
form for discussion. Panelists touched upon steps that may be tak-
en by private institutions and local governments to ensure a long-
term regional recovery, such as increasing investment in tourism 
for countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, and Jordan, which rely heav-
ily on that industry; the role of private versus public education 
and its ability to shape a local workforce; the financial strategies of 
businesses focusing primarily on high-end Middle East consumers; 
and the problem of censorship within regional media. Speakers 
included Jorge Domínguez, vice provost for international affairs 
at Harvard; Tarik Yousef ’97, dean of the Dubai School of Govern-
ment; Hashem Montasser ’97, M.B.A. ’03, a managing director of 
EFG-Hermes; and Lara Setrakian ’04, the Dubai correspondent 
for ABC News. Egypt’s minister of finance, Youssef Boutros-Ghali, 
delivered the opening address, in which he discussed strengthen-
ing the ties between the Arab world and institutions of higher 
education such as Harvard and his own alma mater, MIT. 

Beyond its educational agenda, the conference, which attract-

ed more than a hundred at-
tendees from some dozen 
countries, also highlighted 
the growing presence of 
alumni who are returning to 
their homelands. Tradition-
ally, western-educated Arabs 
have stayed in the West, fo-
cusing their intellectual and 

financial capital abroad. But the HAAA’s yearly gatherings now 
indicate that more Arab alumni are reversing this “brain drain,” 
fostering new trends of local development and investment. 

Perhaps the best example is the Dubai School of Government, 
launched in 2006 as a joint initiative with the Harvard Kennedy 
School, with the aim of creating a world-class public-policy in-
stitute in the Arab world. Researchers such as May Al-Dabbagh 
’99, who has been with the school since its inception, represent 
the intellectual force behind progressive institutions that are at-
tempting local transformations, offering increasing opportunities 
for a new generation—a timely trend in an area where half the 
population is younger than 25. 

HAAA president Sameh El-Saharty, M.P.H. ’91, speaking of the 
difficulty and necessity of creating such opportunities within 
the region, noted: “As we value the intellectual power that ex-
ists at Harvard, we would like to mobilize its academic and re-
search resources in order to contribute to the development of 
our nation in whatever small increments we can.  In this regard, 
we are realistically ambitious.” Saharty, a physician who is now 
a senior health-policy specialist focused on the Middle East and 
North Africa at the World Bank in Washington, D.C., envisioned 
a brighter future. Addressing the opening session, he noted: “I 
am here reminded of the words of the great Arab poet and 
writer Gibran Khalil Gibran, who said, ‘Progress lies not only in 
improving what is, but also in advancing toward what will be.’”
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