
 

stakeholders through COAL and the think tanks.)
But in practice, ALI is a multifaceted and -tentacled entity. In 

duration, it is like an academic year (although scheduled during a 
calendar year, to fit participants’ lives), but it is not connected to any 
degree studies. The fellows often resemble registrants in executive-
education classes, but those typically last only a week or two, and 
focus on a specific skill or subject. A better analogy for the ALI fel-
lows auditing classes around Harvard might be the Nieman Fellows, 
journalists taking a year of courses they choose to assemble.

The educational result is unlike anything else on campus—far 
beyond other interdisciplinary research collaborations. Khurana, 
a junior professor when the fellowship was conceived, had no 
idea then that he would be a House master, bridging the freeform 
lives of undergraduates and the more controlled studies of M.B.A. 
candidates and their famously planned, vetted HBS case curricu-
lum—or that he would have ALI fellows living in Cabot House 

and interacting with its residents. The fellows “are phenomenal 
role models,” he said, giving “clever” College students direct ac-
cess to “wise” adults whose perspectives provide “moments of 
truth.” In a word, he said, “It is what the House was meant for.”

The interactions extend to classes, where the intersections of 
undergraduates, graduate students, and auditing adult fellows 
amount to a new kind of diversity “on a dimension of life expe-
riences,” Khurana continued. In these teaching moments, “The 
fellows are the content.” (Pforzheimer professor of teaching and 
learning Richard J. Light, who is not affiliated with ALI, reports 
that when 2013 fellow William A. Plapinger audited a course on 
higher education, he became an invaluable resource for its mas-
ter’s degree students; Plapinger, who led Sullivan & Cromwell’s 
European legal practice, chairs Vassar’s board of trustees, and 
could provide vivid insights into the decisions trustees face.) The 
fellows also teach each other, in part by sharing ideas or even col-

Fellows’ Travels
The Advanced Leadership Initiative (ALI) fellows’ courses of 
action range widely: from raising awareness of sex trafficking 
in Boston to deploying a mobile app for real-time evaluation of 
food’s nutritonal value; from moderating environmental impacts 
by improving grazing practices for beef cattle to combating 
childhood obesity by creating rewards programs for lower-calo-
rie meals; from building online resources to help families coordi-
nate autism care to accelerating global certification of “B Corpo-
rations” that pursue economic gains and social benefits. Here are 
snapshots of a few recent fellows’ projects.

Training Internet-era apprentices. Having watched his father 
and others invest in and advise entrepreneurs on growing nascent 
companies, Miguel Rey, M.B.A. ’83 (a native of Bogotá, Colombia, 
now living in South Florida), emphasizes “the enormous value of 
mentorship.” As vice chair of a computer-networking company 
in Rhode Island (a state suffering very high unemployment), Rey 
became involved in its mentoring and apprenticeship program. 
With technologically proficient people scarce, the company be-
gan training its own workforce, while offering full pay and ben-
efits for a year; the apprentices acquire technical proficiency and 
receive guidance on a competitive work ethic and the “soft” skills 
needed to succeed. Trainees (ranging from a track-and-field coach 
to a construction worker, and including the unemployed) all found 
placements at the company or with customers, enlarging the com-
puter ecosystem—and typically nearly doubled their income.

This is precisely the kind of investment recommended by the 
experts involved in Harvard Business School’s U.S. Competitive-
ness Project (see “Can America Compete?” September-October 
2012, page 26). Rey aims to expand it to biotechnology and other 
industries in Rhode Island, and to develop a curriculum for such 
training. The result, he said, is that “Human beings will be able 
to do more because they are more.”

Elevating logistics in China. Drawing on decades of experi-
ence as a lawyer and trade-association executive involved in in-
ternational logistics, and representing China’s national shipping 
line, Richard D. Gluck, based in Washington, D.C., launched a 
Sino-American logistics council to help the swiftly urbanizing 
People’s Republic promptly cut tremendous waste in food trans-
portation, reduce energy-wasting return trips of empty freight 
trucks, and accelerate rail shipping of trailers and freight con-
tainers.

Making writing exciting. David Weinstein, a 2011 fellow and 
2012 senior fellow, worked with “really smart people” at Fidelity 
Investments, where he was chief of administration. But he found 
their written communications, especially across disciplines, sub-
ject to misinterpretation and “often filled with jargon.” Teaching 
at Boston College Law School, he saw a similar need to improve 
students’ writing. As an ALI fellow, he explored with Harvard 
Graduate School of Education (HGSE) experts how students learn 
to write effectively. With HGSE students, he evolved an online 
platform, Write the World (www.writetheworld.com), that en-
gages high-school pupils in writing in an interactive tutorial set-
ting: they submit work in response to a prompt, and then receive 
comments from trained reviewers—a rarity in the school context, 
where teachers are hard-pressed for time.

The low-cost platform challenges students and enables them 
to build a portfolio of their work. Weinstein and his team are ex-
panding distribution by partnering with nonprofit groups, like 
Zoo New England, that encourage writing for subject-matter 
competitions, as a way of demonstrating the value of the pro-
gram to school systems.

Managing mental health. As governments have deinstitu-
tionalized care, people with severe mental illness and their fami-
lies have had to navigate uncoordinated programs and services; 
for many mentally ill Americans, “care” is treatment in the emer-
gency room or a cell, punctuating periods of homelessness. Ron-
ald A. Lauderdale, a former vice president and assistant general 
counsel at IBM, and his wife, Valerie Lauderdale, participating 
as an ALI partner, probed Connecticut’s program to coordinate 
mental healthcare for this population. Their analysis points to-
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laborating on their projects: Plapinger 
and Cristián Shea, an investment ex-
ecutive from Chile, combined forces to 
work on financial aid for international 
students enrolling in U.S. colleges and 
universities.

They also teach their teachers. Khura-
na said it had been revealing to ob-
serve at close hand the different approaches and “habits of mind” 
of fellows who are lawyers (focused on the “cleanliness of the 
idea,” and able to advocate either side), physicians (struggling 
to reconcile professional norms, patient care, and the health bu-
reaucracy), and business people (pragmatists who focus on “the 
workability of the idea, not necessarily its elegance”). He came 
away with a central lesson for ALI itself: “Being problem-driven, 
it doesn’t really matter where the tools are coming from so long 

ward business initiatives—fee-for-service care in more affluent 
areas; continuing-education programs for health professionals; 
and after-care services that save hospitals money compared to 
readmission of indigent patients—that could strengthen the 
program’s finances and enable it to fulfill unmet needs.

Helping children think big. How can children in impov-
erished households imagine the sort of better future (becom-
ing an engineer or a Supreme Court justice) that is routine 
for those in more fortunate environments—and then tie that 
vision to their education? Floridian Susan G. Johnson, 
who has been principal of a private investing and 
management company, has developed a “dream-
big” learning tool, “Lead a Brilliant Life,” that, 
for example, ties the letter “a” to “architect,” pro-
vides an illustrative role model, invites play and 
storytelling about the role, and links it to school 
lessons. “Kids live what they know,” she said, “so 
let’s be sure they know more.” She is working to se-
cure distribution in daycare centers and after-school 
programs.

Re-humanizing medical care. Alarmed at 
the loss of “the physician as the healer of 
ills, not just the fixer of problems,” and 
doctors’ pervasive discontent with their 
profession, Vincent de Luise, a Con-
necticut ophthalmologist, devised “The 
Course in Compassion,” intended to 
reform medical-school curriculums by 
introducing instruction in art, observa-
tion, narrative, mindfulness, and empa-
thy training—all grounded in human-
ism and humanities disciplines.

Nina J. Lahoud ’78, a 2013 ALI fellow and 
2014 senior fellow, who is a principal officer in 
the United Nations’ peacekeeping operations, 
will be profiled in a forthcoming 
issue of Harvard Magazine.

as they help us illuminate something” requiring action. Given the 
initiative’s distinctive aims, Kanter has even drawn upon fellows’ 
work to craft nine and counting HBS teaching cases, used in au-
tumn sessions where the current cohort refine their projects.

Outside the class setting, Khurana cited examples of fellows 
who have mentored graduate students, enlisted undergraduates 
in executing their projects, or—in the case of a former food-re-
tailing executive—made contacts for M.B.A. students seeking 
work in the sustainable-foods industry.

What makes all this possible, of course, is the fellows them-
selves. They are highly accomplished—and highly motivated to be 
at Harvard (most pay their own way, the equivalent of a full year at 
the College, plus living and travel expenses during the year).

Still, these elements constitute a lot of energies and intentions 
to tie together in one program. And there, in assembling ALI by 
working her contacts, Kanter made her own luck. Although he 
had not been involved in early planning for the initiative, she 
asked senior lecturer on education James P. Honan to sit in on a 
conversation, to draw on his teaching and research in nonprofit 
management, in measurement of organizations’ performance, 
and in higher education (in both degree programs and executive-

education courses). With that, she attracted one of Harvard’s 
classroom masters—a teacher who melds diverse people 
and interests, making connections that lead to cooperative 
learning.

Honan, now an ALI co-chair and senior associate direc-
tor, teaches extensively in COAL—he said he found the fel-
lows arrive with “a lot of professional and personal experi-

ences,” making them deep, broad, quick learners 
whose expertise he aims to “honor.” He 

is heavily involved each May in helping 
them prepare brief project proposals (a 
statement of the problem, who is work-
ing on it, the gaps they see, the stake-
holders, how to proceed), and then 
convene in small work groups to re-
fine their statements.

A week later, in what may be 
ALI’s most defining pedagogical 
moment, Honan runs the annual 
“cross-cohort exchange.” The fel-
lows hang up their “shingles” 
(visual representations of their 
projects) and solicit comment, 

share their written proposals, and 
wait nervously for peers and alum-
ni fellows to sign on, using that 

highest of high-tech devices, 
the Post-it®. The notes indicate 

that another person wants to 

Undergraduates, graduate students, and auditing adult  
fellows intersect in classes, creating a new kind of  
diversity “on a dimension of life experiences.” In these 
teaching moments, “The fellows are the content.”

Miguel Rey
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