
Governance at Issue
The faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) 
devoted most of its last regular meeting of 
the academic year, on May 7, to an unusual, 
wide-ranging discussion of FAS and Uni-
versity governance.

The formal agenda item was introduced 
blandly: “On behalf of the 
Faculty Council, Professor 
Maya Jasanoff will lead a 
discussion on consultation, 
communication, and gover-
nance.” But its origins—from 
the faculty’s elected council 
representatives, rather than 
from a substantive commit-
tee—suggested this was not 
routine business, a point 

emphasized by a background memoran-
dum from Jasanoff (a council member 
and vice-chair of the docket committee). 
That noted that “existing forums do not 
provide sufficient opportunity to discuss 
or respond to issues bearing on the FAS 
that originate outside or extend beyond it 
(such as HarvardX, the library, and the de-

velopment of Allston).”
At the tense faculty meet-

ing of April 2 (at which ad-
ditional investigations of resi-
dent deans’ e-mail accounts 
were disclosed, during a re-
view of student cheating on 
a spring 2012 final exam—see 
“E-mail Imbroglio,” May-
June, page 46), Jasanoff, a 
professor of history, had sug-

es for elementary- and secondary-school 
teachers, on subjects from classroom skills 
to early-childhood development. Partici-
pating institutions include the University 
of Washington; the University of Virginia; 
Johns Hopkins; the American Museum of 
Natural History; the Museum of Modern 
Art; and others. Can courses for K-12 stu-
dents be far behind? The potential market, 
and demand among hard-pressed school 
districts, would seem enormous.

Then, in mid May, Udacity and Georgia 
Institute of Technology announced an on-
line master’s degree in computer science, 
aiming to serve 10,000 students during the 
next three years (300 are enrolled on cam-
pus). The degree would cost $7,000—a frac-
tion of the annual tuition for residential 
students—in part reflecting a $2-million 
sponsorship from AT&T, and Georgia Tech’s 
need to hire only a handful of instructors 
to support the new online learners; Udac-
ity will provide staff “mentors” to handle 
student questions.

And at month’s end, Coursera unveiled 
a partnership with 10 large public univer-
sity systems—including those of Colora-
do, Georgia, Kentucky, and New York—to 
create systemwide, for-credit online and 
“blended” classes. Coursera would report-
edly charge from $8 to $60 per student, de-
pending on the origins of the course con-
tent and its application. Both the State 
University of New York and the Universi-
ty of Georgia are focusing on tens of thou-
sands of students who are not now served 
in their systems—a potentially huge boost 
for enrollment and degree completion. For-
mer Princeton president William G. Bowen, 
who has written extensively about online 
education (and addressed the subject at a 
Harvard-MIT conference in early March), 
told The New York Times, “We have encour-
aged Coursera to work with the large state 
university systems…because that’s where the 
numbers are, and that’s where there are the 
biggest issues in terms of cost, completion, 
and access. It’s still exploratory, but this 
partnership has the potential to make real 
headway in dealing with those issues.”
• Critiques. MOOCs are not for everyone, 

nor are they cost-free. In April, the faculty 
of Amherst—then being wooed by edX—
voted against joining. Professors expressed 
concern about seeming to move away from 
the college’s strong focus on residential, 
colloquy-based instruction. A few days 
later, Duke’s Arts & Sciences Council vot-

ed against letting undergraduates at that 
university receive credit for online cours-
es through the nascent 2U consortium. On 
April 29, philosophy professors at San Jose 
State University, which is experimenting 
with online courses and “flipped” class-
rooms (students view lectures and then 
meet in class to work through challenging 
content) wrote an open letter to Bass pro-
fessor of government Michael J. Sandel, ex-
pressing concern that the HarvardX version 
of his popular “Justice” course could have 
the effect of wiping out indigenous facul-
ties’ teaching at less wealthy institutions 
like their own—a specific illustration of the 
economics of online teaching suggested by 
Georgia Tech’s master’s-degree experiment. 
The letter ignited a firestorm of comment in 
the academic press, focusing fears about the 
changes that online pedagogy might entail. 
And on May 8, American University’s pro-
vost, Scott A. Bass, declared a moratorium 
on MOOCs while that school elaborates 
policies on their costs and benefits; release 
time for faculty who develop a course dis-
seminated for free; academic oversight of 
MOOC courses; and other issues.

Members of Harvard’s Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences touched on some of these concerns 
in their May 7 meeting (see “Governance at Is-
sue,” below). On May 23, a letter signed by 58 
FAS faculty members (among them three Uni-
versity Professors and four former high-rank-
ing FAS deans) to Dean Michael D. Smith as-
serted, “It is our responsibility to ensure that 
HarvardX is consistent with our commitment 
to our students on campus, and with our ac-

ademic mission.” The letter, which was ap-
parently meant to be confidential but leaked, 
went on to ask Smith to “appoint a committee 
of FAS ladder faculty to draft a set of ethical 
and educational principles that will govern 
FAS involvement in HarvardX,” to be voted 
on in the coming academic year.

Smith responded with a statement sup-
porting “free inquiry and spirited debate” on 
these matters, while emphasizing his com-
mitment to ensuring that all faculty mem-
bers have the academic freedom to structure 
courses and pedagogy as they see fit, with 
institutional support as required. HarvardX, 
he wrote, “consists of the faculty members—
from FAS and across the University—who 
have chosen to undertake these innovative 
efforts.” He indicated his comfort with the 
existing HarvardX committees, on which 
FAS is represented. What FAS decides on 
matters such as compensation for partici-
pating professors’ time, granting credit for 
online courses, and so on, remains to be seen.
• Forthcoming  courses. In the meantime, the 

roster of those courses continues to expand. 
The June HarvardX e-newsletter outlines 
new courses and “modules” (units short-
er than a semester-length course), in fields 
ranging from public health (the fundamen-
tals of conducting clinical trials) and poetry 
(modules on early New England and Walt 
Whitman) to modern Chinese history, edu-
cation, religion (“The Letters of the Apostle 
Paul”), and cellular biology.

For continuing coverage, visit http://
harvardmag.com/topic/online-education.

Maya Jasanoff
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gested that communication within FAS fell 
short, and that many colleagues did not 
feel comfortable expressing themselves in 
such formal settings. Intro-
ducing the May 7 conversa-
tion, she said the “shared 
sense” that communica-
tion needed improvement 
arose both from faculty 
members’ crowded sched-
ules and e-mail in-boxes 
and from “significant 
changes in higher educa-
tion, the nation, the world, 
and Harvard.” The latter 
included some items from her memo: deci-
sions about HarvardX and the online edu-
cation partnership with MIT, edX; the pro-
spective move of the School of Engineering 
and Applied Sciences (SEAS) to Allston; 
and the forthcoming capital campaign.

As background:
• Faculty members uncertain about Har-

vardX and edX (the development and de-
ployment of “massive open online courses,” 
MOOCs, that disseminate classes world-
wide electronically)—and their costs and 
implications for teaching and such matters 

as who controls credit for online educa-
tion—have raised concerns in prior faculty 
meetings (see “Online Education Acceler-

ates,” March-April, page 
50 and http://harvardmag.
com/edx-growth, and this 
issue, “Online Overdrive,” 
page 50.)
• At the February 5 fac-

ulty meeting where Presi-
dent Drew Faust and Pro-
vost Alan Garber outlined 
the relocation of SEAS to 
Allston, several SEAS area 
deans rose to object that 

the decision was presented on short notice, 
and to express their then-unaddressed res-
ervations about the prospective move (see 
http://harvardmag.com/seas-13).
• Although a large University capital 

campaign is under way (see “Campaign 
Chatter,” May-June, page 50), many—per-
haps most—FAS members seem to have 
little sense of its aims and impact on re-
search and teaching, beyond the known 
goals of funding financial aid and renovat-
ing the undergraduate Houses.
• Other recent issues disquieting faculty 

members include the centralization of li-
brary services, under the provost’s direc-
tion; the provost’s spring 2012 announce-
ment that financial-planning services for 
professors were being discontinued (see 
“Faculty Finance Frustrations,” July-Au-
gust 2012, page 48); and throughout this 
academic year, the investigation of under-
graduate academic misconduct, and the 
administrative probing of resident deans’ 
e-mail accounts, with the initial approval 
of FAS dean Michael D. Smith and Univer-
sity general counsel Robert Iuliano—and, 
subsequently, by Harvard College dean 
Evelynn M. Hammonds, without Smith’s 
knowledge or consent (see “E-mail Up-
date,” below). The announcement on the 
Tuesday of Commencement week that 
Hammonds would step down at year end 
proved a kind of punctuation mark for this 
controversy.

Longer-serving faculty members re-
member the trauma—focused on discus-
sions within FAS—that surrounded the 
administration of Lawrence H. Summers, 
his abrupt dismissal of an FAS dean, and 
the early end of his own presidency, in 
2006. That was followed by the financial 

e-mail update
During the April 2 disclosure that the e-mail accounts of a resi-
dent dean were investigated multiple times in connection with an 
Administrative Board review of students’ academic misconduct 
(see “E-mail Imbroglio,” May-June, page 46), President Drew Faust 
told the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) that the University 
appeared to have “highly inadequate” policies and processes in 
place for treating electronic communications properly.

She therefore retained attorney Michael B. Keating, LL.B. ’65, 
to review the facts and report on whether the situation is fully 
understood; The Harvard Crimson subsequently disclosed that his 
report will be delivered to a committee comprising Faust and 
Corporation members Lawrence S. Bacow, William F. Lee, and 
Theodore V. Wells Jr. According to a statement issued by Lee:

In addition to discussing his findings with the Corporation 
committee, [Mr. Keating] will prepare a written report, 
with appropriate regard for confidentiality, that will be 
shared with the Harvard community. He aims to finish his 
work by June 30.

Separately, Faust set up a University task force to establish 
policies and guidelines on e-mail privacy, chaired by Green pro-
fessor of public law David J. Barron. That group began meeting 
on May 6; it expects to make recommendations for Corporation 
action by the end of the coming fall term. It operates under this 
charter from Faust:

The task force will consider and recommend appropriate 

policies regarding access to, and confidentiality of, elec-
tronic communications that rely on university information 
systems. It will consult with faculty, staff, and students in 
order to obtain a full understanding of the perspectives of 
each group.

In undertaking its work, the task force will inform itself 
about policies now in place at Harvard and other relevant 
institutions and solicit perspectives and advice on best 
practices.

The task force will consider whether and to what extent 
Harvard’s policies should be University-wide or specific 
to certain parts of the University or particular institu-
tional roles and responsibilities.

The task force will be expected to focus on recom-
mending policies for the future that are both principled 
and practicable and that account for the reasonable ex-
pectations of individuals, the legitimate interests of the 
University, and associated issues of notice and pro-
cess.…

Barron’s task force includes administrative, associate, and 
executive deans from the schools of divinity, public health, and  
medicine, and a dozen professors from diverse faculties (the 
complete list appears at http://harvardmag.com/priva-
cy-13). It will be supported by vice presidents Marilyn Hausam-
mann (human resources), Robert Iuliano (University general 
counsel), Anne Margulies (chief information officer), and Leah 
Rosovsky (strategy and programs).

Evelynn  
Hammonds
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Yesterday’s news
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1913 Construction is underway on 
the new Larz Anderson Bridge, connect-
ing Cambridge and Boston, with comple-
tion expected before the Yale Game. 

 1943 Widener Library receives 11,000 
books, pamphlets, and periodicals be-
longing to Theodore Roosevelt, A.B. 
1880, LL.D. 1902, including 150 personal 
scrapbooks and manuscripts, and micro-
film copies of thousands of his letters. 

 1953 Asked to comment on fellow 
Appleton, Wisconsin, resident Nathan 
Marsh Pusey ’28, Ph.D. ’37, Senator Jo-
seph P. McCarthy describes Harvard’s 
president-elect as a “rabid anti anti-Com-
munist” and is promptly chastised by 
most of the national press.

Student housing remains a problem. Only 
10 percent of incoming freshmen are com-
muters, compared with 25 percent in the 
1920s and 15 percent in recent years.

1963 The College Pump reports that 
“at the exact moment the representative 
of the Twenty-Fifth Reunion Class pre-
sented the imposing Class gift of over a 
million dollars to President Pusey, a dra-
matic lighting bolt flashed 
across the western sky.”

 1973 President Derek C. Bok’s name 
appears on the list of “political enemies” 
of the Nixon administration submitted to 
the Senate Watergate committee by John 
Dean. Possible explanations include Bok’s 
opposition to the nomination of Judge G. 
Harrold Carswell to the Supreme Court, 
and his Washington trip to protest the 
invasion of Cambodia.

The Department of Health, Education, and 
Welfare’s Boston office criticizes the Uni-
versity’s affirmative-action plan, specifically 
the dearth of “a department-by-depart-
ment breakdown of goals and time tables 
for the hiring of minorities and women in 
the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.”

 1988 Harvard announces plans to re-
place the 48-year-old Colonial-style Gulf 
station at the intersection of Mass. Ave. 
and Harvard Street with a “moderately 
priced” 150 to 200-room inn.

 1993 Noting that in the past academic 
year, 64 percent of freshmen had Unix e-
mail accounts, but only 42 percent of se-
niors did, the editors explain, “Compu ter 
technology at Harvard is advancing…[so 
rapidly] that seniors are substantially less 
computer literate than Yardlings.”

crisis of 2008-2009—especially stressful 
for a faculty that had become particularly 
reliant upon the endowment for operat-
ing revenue. The University and FAS have 
come quite a distance since then, but many 
professors retain personal recollections of 
those governance and financial crises.

Although the May 7 discussion framed 
these mostly substantive differences in 
terms of communications processes and 
procedures, faculty comments illuminated 
some of the deeper concerns.

Francke professor of German art and cul-
ture Jeffrey F. Hamburger, a Faculty Council 
member, urged reaching out to the faculty 
majority who skip faculty meetings, either 
from genuine cynicism or mere expediency.

Professor of history Alison Frank John-
son—newly elected to the council—said 
colleagues, and she herself, believed “a 
proliferation of administrators who are 
not faculty members,” with new du-
ties and responsibilities, had produced a 
“sense of alienation” and a “more corpo-
rate feeling” about faculty affairs “that not 
all of us fully understand.” Consultation 
is different from governance, she noted; 
people could be asked to share ideas, only 
to see them ignored as impractical or in-
consistent with other aims. Professor of 
philosophy Edward J. Hall said colleagues 
he had spoken to were invited to meetings 
about online program implementation, 
but not to consult on whether the overall 
idea or educational direction made sense.

Saltonstall professor of history Charles 
Maier observed that governance involved 
talking together to contribute to govern-
ment within the University. The sense had 
arisen, he said, that policies now originate 
within the administration. He cited the 
announcement of SEAS’s move; decisions 
about resources; the “debates and disquiet” 
about HarvardX (where it appeared there 
was a rush to board the “fast train at the 
station” without being sure of the destina-
tion); and the University’s internationaliza-
tion via structures that might better serve 
the needs of professional-school faculties 
than those of FAS. As a result, he said, 
“We don’t quite know how to have an 
input.”

Other speakers’ specific 
suggestions for rethinking 
the Faculty Council or re-
visiting its originating leg-
islation, and for enhancing 
digital communications, 
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systematic drug  
discovery

Midway through clinical trials for the ex-
perimental melanoma treatment PLX4032, 
researchers were convinced they had a mir-
acle drug. Patients on PLX4032 had shown 
significant tumor shrinkage within weeks of 
beginning treatment, a radical change from 
the effective death sentence that is metastat-
ic melanoma. And this was no ordinary treat-
ment. PLX4032 was among the first appar-
ent successes in the field of targeted therapy. 
The drug was directed to a specific, cancer-
causing mutation present in more than half 
of all melanomas, and its 
success seemed to herald 
a new age of personalized 
medicine.

What followed was 
heartbreaking. The drug’s 
early successes were fol-
lowed by the sudden 
emergence of resistant 
tumors. One after an-
other, patients relapsed. 
The drug that seemed 
to snatch them from the 
jaws of death wound up 
delaying disease progres-
sion by only an estimated 
six months. PLX4032 
eventually received fed-
eral approval as the drug 
Vemurafenib, but its re-
sults fell far short of its 
initial promise.

“We need to reexamine the fundamental 
science behind drug therapy,” says Peter 
Sorger, Krayer professor of systems pharma-
cology at Harvard Medical School (HMS) 
and head of the new Harvard Program in 
Therapeutic Science. The pathway to federal 
approval is littered with failed drugs, repre-
senting many years of labor and millions of 
dollars of investments; indeed, an estimat-
ed 70 percent to 75 percent of a successful 
drug’s price reflects the cost of earlier losses 
during development. Even as science crafts 
increasingly sophisticated techniques for 
understanding chemical action at the level 
of molecules, the number of drugs approved 
by the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) has declined from approximately 100 
to about 30 per year in recent decades.

To tackle this stark reality, the new 
HMS program aims to use multidisci-
plinary approaches from systems biol-
ogy (a new discipline that uses quantita-
tive and computational methods to study 
emergent behaviors of biological com-
ponents; see “Seeing Biological Systems 
Whole,” March-April 2005, page 67) to 
create a more rational basis for drug devel-
opment. “We don’t know why most drugs 
work,” Sorger says. As the case of PLX4032 
shows, drugs often have unpredictable 
side effects and remarkable variation in ef-
ficacy from one patient to another. Sorger, 

who has co-founded two 
companies himself, Mer-
rimack Pharmaceuticals 
and Glencoe Software, 
sees research potential 
in the problems that 
plague pharmaceutical 
companies, regulators, 
and clinicians. “If you 
were to work closely 
with a pharmaceutical 
company,” he says, “you’d 
continuously find these 
fantastically interest-
ing biological questions 
spinning out. These 
questions are usually 
shelved in industry be-
cause timelines are tight, 
but they come back to 
haunt you over and over 
again.”

provided grist for future meetings.
The last speaker, Rakesh Khurana, Bower 

professor of leadership development at the 
Business School (but, as master of Cabot 
House, a member of FAS), a scholar of or-
ganizational culture, returned to Jasanoff’s 
introductory presentation. The issue for 
FAS was “How do we create an engaged 
community” that feels genuinely consulted? 
An uncertain era for higher education made 
such engagement more important than ever 
before. The faculty needed to “create a psy-
chologically safe environment,” Khurana 
said, where silence was not interpreted as 
agreement, where there was no pressure to 
create unanimity, and where people were 
not judged for raising ideas before they were 
fully formed. He suggested creating discus-

sions to raise questions—and encouraging 
participants to do so—while deferring the 
presentation of solutions; and soliciting 
written feedback afterwards.

These may seem soft solutions to hard 
problems. Experiments like HarvardX and 
edX involve matters essential to professors’ 
concerns, such as how they teach, at a time 
when everything about teaching is under 
question. A single MOOC—with videog-
raphers, computer programmers, and sup-
port services—may involve an investment 
of $250,000—and a much more centralized 
approach toward “producing” a course. 
And further centralization has occurred. 
The University libraries in effect are now 
led by professional managers, not by fac-
ulty members. The 2008-2009 financial cri-

sis resulted in budget cuts and even more 
centralization of financial management to 
produce better controls. Funds from some 
faculty research centers continue to be 
tapped to shore up FAS’s budget—a source 
of continued unhappiness.

Such factors have reshaped the context 
for faculty-administration relationships 
today, bringing discussion of governance 
to the fore within FAS once again. Khura-
na’s remarks elicited applause, suggesting 
the faculty members’ hunger for solutions 
to their current disquiet, and their enthu-
siasm for context-changing suggestions 
from someone they view as a colleague.

 
For a fuller account, see http://harvard
mag.com/governance-13.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  C h a n n i n g  J o h n s o n / H a r v a r d  M e d i c a l  S c h o o l

Peter Sorger

54     July  -  Augu st 2013

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746




