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with people from different backgrounds.
Since the Milliken ruling, there has been 

a vast effort to improve public education 
for students from kindergarten through 
high school with an extensive range of 
reforms. These include substantial spend-
ing to boost student achievement in urban 
schools, networks of charter schools as 
alternatives in urban public districts, and 
academic benchmarks on standardized 
tests for schools as well as students.

From his sweeping research, however, 
Ryan concluded that only one reform 
would make a sea change of difference in 
the overall performance and development 
of American students. That reform would 
mandate the most ambitious kind of inte-
gration: with students of different classes 
and races, from cities and adjacent sub-
urbs, transported across district lines to 
go to school together.

This kind of integration makes schools 
more likely to have the elements that im-
prove academic achievement, Ryan wrote: 
“strong principals, talented and engaged 
teachers, reasonable class sizes, a rich cur-
riculum, high expectations on the part of 
students and teachers alike, adequate fa-
cilities, and active parents.” Such integra-

tion can also “bring political benefits and 
greater accountability,” through “a criti-
cal mass of active and engaged parents” 
who are “more likely to have the clout to 
fight successfully for resources,” to moni-
tor “principal and teacher performance,” 
and contribute to the effectiveness of their 
child’s school.

A student from a poor family is much 
more likely to succeed academically in a 
school filled mostly with middle-class stu-
dents than in one filled mostly with low-
er-income students. And students from 
middle-income families maintain their 
achievement when they go to school with 
students from poor families, if the school 
maintains a majority of middle-class stu-
dents.

“The same is true for racial integration,” 
Ryan wrote. “The socioeconomic composi-
tion of a school matters more to academic 
achievement than the racial composition.” 
But to “give up entirely on racial diversity,” 
he went on, “is to accept the narrowing of 
expectations for public schools….”

That narrowing refers to a focus solely 
on academic goals, with the abandonment 
of civic goals—like fostering ties that bind 
Americans as “We the People.” Integration 

allows schools to fulfill a civic mission, 
seeking to teach students not only read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic, but also how 
to be better citizens. In the twenty-first 
century, Ryan wrote, that must include 
“ understanding and friendship across 
lines of class and race.”

Ry�an, who is 47, is a sterling example of 
what can happen when talent and drive 
are empowered by family and fine teach-
ers. He grew up in a blue-collar family in 
New Jersey, where his father worked for the 
telephone company, repairing phone lines 
and then supervising repair crews, and his 
mother was a bookkeeper. Neither went to 
college, but they insisted there was no limit 
to what he could accomplish. Teachers of 
his in public schools reinforced that mes-
sage. With a scholarship and other financial 
aid, he went to Yale, graduating summa cum 
laude and Phi Beta Kappa in 1988.

He took a gap year after college—play-
ing rugby on a team made up of New Eng-
land college players who toured New Zea-
land and Australia; working as a children’s 
ski instructor in Colorado; and, in rural 
Kentucky, spending a couple of months 
volunteering, through Catholic Charities, 

Three new introductory courses in Harvard’s under-
graduate ar ts and humanit ies curr iculum debut this 
fa l l . “The Art of Listening,” “The Art of Reading,” and “The Art 
of Looking” are “predisciplinary” introductions to fundamental 
problems, histories of meaning, and critical methods in the arts 
and humanities, effected through intensive study of exemplary 
sounds, texts, images, and objects. A full-year arts and humanities 
survey course for freshmen and sophomores will follow in 2014-
15. The new courses were developed during an 18-month study 
of the humanities at Harvard, where enrollments in fields such as 
English, music, and the visual arts have fallen by half since 1966. 
Commissioned by Faculty of Arts and Sciences dean of the arts 
and humanities Diana Sorensen and released as a collection of 
reports in early June, the Harvard study, which involved 40 fac-
ulty members, was reinforced nationally a few weeks later by an 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences report to Congress.

Both reports found, broadly, a dwindling proportion of students 
concentrating in the humanities. Theories to explain the decline 
have ranged from general assertions that the humanities are less 
relevant to contemporary society (or that technological gadgetry 
hinders efforts at sustained observation and reflection) to spe-
cific economic arguments: that preprofessionalism among under-
graduates is rising, for example, either as consequence of a difficult 

job market, or—in an argument 
more focused on Harvard and 
similar institutions—as a conse-
quence of growing numbers of 
students on financial aid. 

But data gathered during the 
study at Harvard, where the de-
cline has been most pronounced 
during the past decade, show 
that financial aid has little impact 
on which concentrations under-
graduates ultimately choose. 
What the evidence shows in-
stead is that students who indicate an intention to concentrate in 
a humanities discipline “defect” to other concentrations at a much 
higher rate than students who plan to study other fields. Among 
students who do choose to concentrate in humanities, satisfaction 
is very high (93 percent). “We have less a ‘crisis’ in the humanities 
in Harvard College,” the report states, “than a challenge and op-
portunity”; and “we should arrest and reverse the decline of con-
centrator numbers by focusing on freshmen.”

“The point of an undergraduate education in the humanities,” 
Sorensen explained in an interview with this magazine, “is to 
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in a group home for disabled kids.
On a full merit scholarship, Ryan went 

to the University of Virginia Law School, 
where he continued to play rugby and 
graduated first in his class in 1992. He 
clerked for Chief Judge J. Clifford Wal-
lace of the United States Court of Appeals 
for the Ninth Circuit and for Chief Justice 
William Rehnquist of the Supreme Court, 
and worked for two years as a public-in-
terest lawyer in New Jersey, on a landmark 
case in state court about increasing fund-
ing for poor school districts.

Since joining the University of Virgin-
ia’s law faculty in 1998, Ryan has focused 
on how American law and politics have 
shaped education and opportunity dur-
ing the past half-century, often impeding 
or undermining the progress they were in-
tended to bring about. His work has been 
about root causes and basic solutions, re-
moved from ideology. He was honored as 
one of the university’s best teachers, and 
has also won a national reputation, as Yale 
Law School’s James Forman Jr. has de-
scribed it, “as the best scholar in this niche 
of legal scholarship.”

Forman co-founded the Maya Angelou 
Charter School, in Washington, D.C.; he 

and Ryan served together as members of 
its board of trustees. The school, started 
for young people who had been in the ju-
venile justice system, now also teaches for-
mer dropouts and students needing spe-
cial education. They are mostly black and 
from low-income families.

“How much is Jim Ryan willing to roll 
up his sleeves and help solve nitty-gritty 
problems?” Forman asked, and answered: 
“He analyzed school data to help the 
school figure out how to boost the atten-
dance rate of students who were chronic 
no-shows.” The school gave points to stu-
dents who showed up, and rewards for 
points accrued, like a day’s exemption 
from having to wear the school uniform.

Harvard president Drew Faust said 
she heard “a chorus of acclaim” when she  
spoke with people in education about 
Ryan as a candidate for dean. His belief 
that his life was transformed by the oppor-
tunity he had to get a great college educa-
tion is “all but inseparable,” she empha-
sized, from his passion for helping provide 
similar opportunities for young Americans 
without great means. She is excited by 
his excitement that being dean puts him 
in a position, as being a law professor has 

not often done, to help solve fundamental 
problems in education.

 The GSE’s focus is on the intersection 
of scholarship, policy, and practice. Ryan’s 
mandate includes continuing to build its 
two doctoral programs: its recent, highly 
sought-after one in education leadership, 
which is training leaders for school dis-
tricts, government agencies, and other key 
organizations in how to apply current ef-
fective policies and practices; and its new, 
cross-disciplinary program in education 
research, which in the fall of 2014 will be-
gin training future scholars, policymakers, 
and others in how to develop more effec-
tive policies and practices.

His most recent research, an example of 
the latter, explores why special education 
in America’s public schools must change 
because of compelling lessons from neuro-
science. The main federal law governing this 
area of education assumes that learning dis-
abilities are internal—caused, for example, 
by an injury to the brain. The law does not 
cover learning problems resulting from ex-
ternal sources, like growing up in poverty.

Meanwhile, the learning disabled make 
up 5 percent of the country’s public-
school students, but draw more than 20 

develop habits of mind, to develop a sense of how to reason rigor-
ously, how to express ideas in a compelling way, and how to write 
well….We want to make that clear, and then find a way to draw 
students into our courses.”

To that end, the Rothenberg professor of Romance languages 
and literatures and of comparative literature continued, the study 
re-envisions the curriculum as “a platform to create courses that 
undergraduates care about: how do you build a meaningful life, 
what do you think about war, or what is the meaning of love?” 
Such a curriculum should also “forge ties that connect depart-
ments” she said, and “give our students a sense of a social and 
academic collective to which they can belong.”

The hope is that the new gateway courses, by providing a com-
mon introductory experience that can be shared by a large num-
ber of students, will reinvigorate recruitment, particularly during 
undergraduates’ first year; and also improve integration within 
the division of arts and humanities. All three courses, and a few 
other divisional arts and humanities offerings, should count for 
concentration credit, the study recommends. Further, to bolster 
the retention of likely concentrators, the report suggests im-
proved advising and outreach as well as enhanced coordination 
and collaboration among clusters of freshman seminars in the arts 
and humanities.

The study also calls for reviving an aggregration of arts and 
humanities course listings in the online catalog:

Reviving an Arts and Humanities section starting in 2013-14 

will facilitate cross-divisional teaching and offer greater visibil-
ity to courses that transcend the cultural and/or disciplinary 
boundaries into which departments are divided. By encourag-
ing cross-disciplinary teaching initiatives that reach beyond our 
Division and even beyond FAS, this new Arts and Humanities 
section will enable our Division to promote intellectual ex-
change and a more active culture of collaboration across the 
University.
Looking further ahead, the study suggests developing intern-

ships that show students the desirability of humanities degrees, 
whether for finding jobs or for pursuing graduate study. (Half of 
admitted medical-school students, for example, have concen-
trated in one of the humanities.) Another proposal suggests fa-
cilitating an option for humanities study as a secondary field in 
combination, for example, with physics or chemistry—perhaps 
using the new introductory courses as a foundation. (According 
to its catalog description, “The Art of Looking,” taught by profes-
sors Robin Kelsey and Jennifer L. Roberts, will hone “skills of 
vis ual, material, and spatial analysis through encounters with aes-
thetic objects from Harvard’s collections” and also “approach 
looking through a consideration of key technologies from its his-
tory, such as the telescope, the television, and the easel painting.”)

“Though varied in tack and emphasis,” Sorensen said, “these 
efforts share a common goal: the collective assertion of the hu-
manities as an essential foundational element in American liberal 
arts education.”
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