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underrepresented minorities); and among 
peer institutions. Peer institutions reported 
similar differences between genders, sug-
gesting that women in academia (as in other 
realms) are excluded from informal net-
works and more likely than men to perceive 
a need to work harder to be seen as legiti-
mate scholars.

There were sharp differences at Harvard 
on other matters. Asked if their school or 
department makes genuine efforts to re-
cruit female faculty members, 19 percent 
of women disagreed—but only 6 percent 
of men. Asked if the school or department 

climate is at least as good for female as for 
male faculty members, 43 percent of wom-
en disagreed to some extent, versus 20 per-
cent of men.

Similar, but less sharp, differences 
emerged when the questions were posed 
concerning minority faculty members: they 
evaluated conditions considerably less fa-
vorably than did their non-minority col-
leagues.

•  A tenure track matters. One query cap-
tured a large change at Harvard. In the 2007 
results, half of junior (assistant and asso-
ciate) professors reported that they had 
only an informal mentor, and 12 percent 
had none. In the intervening years, a tenure 
track has been instituted (see “The New 

Tenure Track,” September-October 2010, 
page 48). That has made a world of differ-
ence: instead of conducting casual searches 
for junior colleagues, on the assumption 
that almost all would be leaving, professors 
now know they are searching for younger 
scholars intended to be reviewed for per-
manent appointments, as full peers—a 
much more serious undertaking. Profes-
sional counsel and guidance must therefore 
be the norm. In the 2013 survey, 72 percent 
of junior women reported having a formal 
mentor, as did 60 percent of their male 
peers—and almost all the rest had at least 

an informal mentor. Singer 
said the schools “deserve a 
lot of credit” for effecting this 
change quickly.

• Finally, the survey quanti-
fied the large issue still loom-
ing over academics and the 
society generally: the yawn-
ing gap between men’s and 
women’s household respon-
sibilities. “This is not a Har-
vard phenomenon,” Singer 
noted. Among professors in 
a household with children 
and a working partner or no 
partner, women reported 
10 hours more of household 
work weekly. Among junior 
faculty members in the same 
life circumstances, the gap 
doubled, to 20 hours more of 
childcare, adult care, or house-
work weekly (see graph)—
during the period when the 
professional demands to build 
a record for tenure evaluation 
also peak. Skipping confer-

ences and declining to write papers “are 
career-defining events for our tenure-track 
faculty,” she said. For this cohort, the rule 
apparently is: forget about sleep or leisure.

When she was appointed in 2008, Singer 
recalled, the six campus childcare centers 
had long waiting lists. (Excellent care is 
enormously expensive in the local market, 
on the order of $25,000 annually.) The need 
for periodic care—to attend a professional 
conference, for example, or conduct field 
research—was unmet. Since then, during 
renovations, some of the campus centers 
have been enlarged, and beginning in 2009, 
despite the financial crisis and budget cut-
backs, deans have made available a cumu-
lative total of $5 million for income-based 

subsidies of up to $20,000 yearly for junior 
faculty members to meet daycare expens-
es, at Harvard centers or elsewhere. For 
ladder faculty, Singer said, “It is the best 
program in higher education today.”

The survey results show the effects: 
half of tenured and tenure-track profes-
sors with children age four and under 
now use Harvard-affiliated centers, up 
from one-third in 2007, and the share who 
sought but could not get a placement has 
dropped from 17 to 7 percent.

In 2008, Singer said, it was clear that 
Harvard as a whole had to invest in care 
facilities and other support if it wished 
to nurture the faculty generally, and the 
schools and departments had obligations 
to live up to the commitment to create and 
populate a tenure-track faculty with real 
promotion prospects. Given its evidence 
that on most measures faculty members 
report bettered conditions, the recent 
survey, she said, points more to actionable 
items “at the school level than the Univer-
sity level.” Opportunities for further gains 
lie in discovering and discussing local 
cases where disproportionate concerns are 
detected. There may be differences among 
the faculties in how clearly promotion cri-
teria are spelled out and documented, for 
example, or in how mentoring occurs in a 
particular field or department.

For Singer, a scholar of statistics in her 
academic capacity as Conant professor of 
education, this may be the ideal definition of 
the senior vice provost’s future role: as the 
source of data—backing deans, department 
chairs, and others with the facts about what 
Harvard is doing well, relative to peers, in 
the care and feeding of faculty members, 
and where and how it can do better still.

The climate survey findings are available at 
www.faculty.harvard.edu/sites/default/
files/FCSfinal.pdf.
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Citizen scholars
“s�ome of the smartest thinkers on problems 
at home and around the world are university 
professors,” New York Times columnist (and 
Harvard Overseer) Nicholas D. Kristof ’82 
wrote earlier this year in an op-ed calling 
on professors to engage more with public 
life, “but most of them just don’t matter in 
today’s great debates.”

That essay probably rankled most 
across the Scholars Strategy Network 
(SSN), a nationwide organization of more 
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than 400 academics dedicated to integrat-
ing scholarship into public policy by forg-
ing connections with policymakers, civic 
groups, and the media. Members of SSN’s 
steering committee—including its found-
ing director, Thomas professor of govern-
ment and sociology Theda Skocpol—is-
sued an open letter detailing SSN’s efforts 
since 2009, and other scholars from the 
network joined in. Political scientist Amy 
Fried and sociologist Luisa Deprez, co-
leaders of SSN’s Maine chapter, published 
an op-ed entitled, “No, Kristof, Academics 
Aren’t Cloistered Like ‘Medieval Monks.’”

References to the Kristof kerfuffle elic-
ited good-natured groans during SSN’s 
two-day retreat in Cambridge this June—
but the episode underscores challenges 
that motivate, and at times impede, the 
group’s work. (Reached by e-mail, Kristof 
offered: “I love Scholars Strategy Net-
work and think it’s a model for connect-
ing smart researchers with the public and 
policy-makers….There’s no one solution to 
the problem, but SSN is great at building 
bridges to span that divide!”)

 “We all realized that there’s so much 
excellent research and so many good ideas 
in the hundreds of colleges and universi-
ties,” Skocpol [who is an Incorporator of 
this magazine] recalls of SSN’s founding 
conversations. “But partly because Ameri-
can academia has expanded enormously 
over the last half-century, the conversa-
tions have turned inward—each specialty 
talking in its own private language.” 

This disconnect, she agrees, has hurt 
public policy. She cites immigration de-
bates in which legislators clamor for taller 
fences, ignorant of research showing that 
fortified borders don’t reduce illegal immi-
gration, but do increase costs, keep undoc-
umented workers from going home—and 
ultimately prompt them to bring in their 
families. “It’s a perfect example,” Skocpol 
remarks, “of how policy produced the 

In academia of  late, 
“the conversations have 
turned inward—each 
specialty talking in its 
own private language.”
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exact opposite of what was intended, be-
cause people didn’t understand how immi-
gration works.” Such examples prompted 
SSN, she continues, to try linking scholars 
to policy: “How can their work, their voic-
es, their persons get more connected to the 
broader process of democratic politics?” 

One answer has come through contact 
with national legislators. SSN was originally 
organized regionally—its members, hailing 
from 40 states, are spread across 19 chap-
ters—but the group recently formed nation-
wide issue-based groups. Its criminal-jus-
tice group held a congressional briefing on 

mass incarceration, co-hosted by Represen-
tative Bobby Scott (D-Va.) and the Congres-
sional Black Caucus, this past May. 

Perhaps more important, noted Rep-
resentative Rosa DeLauro (D-Conn.) at 
SSN’s retreat, have been the group’s efforts 
“beyond the Beltway.” The regional chap-
ters—partnering with local civic groups 
and media outlets—have notched some of 
the network’s most significant victories. 
SSN’s 15-member Southwest chapter, for 
example, has worked closely with a New 
Mexico organizing group called Somos Un 
Pueblo Unido to study illegal wage with-
holding among employers of immigrant 

workers across the state. Their findings 
provided ammunition to Somos in seeking 
legislation to expedite wage-theft court 
cases; Governor Susana Martinez signed 
the legislation last year. 

SSN Southwest has also focused on Af-
fordable Care Act implementation in New 
Mexico, holding public lectures, sending 
members to testify before the state’s Leg-
islative Committee on Health and Human 
Services, and meeting (while Skocpol was 
visiting) with the editorial board of the 
conservative Albuquerque Journal to discuss 
whether Martinez, a Republican, should 

expand Medicaid un-
der the law. “At one 
point I looked across 
the table,” Skocpol 
recalls, “and I said, 
‘It’s really the taxpay-
ers of Massachusetts 
who will be paying 
for healthcare for your 
poor people here in 
New Mexico.’ And one 
of the editors piped up 
and said, ‘Well, if we 
accept this, does that 
mean we might not 
have to pay as much 
in local taxes to help 
the hospitals pay for 
the care of uninsured 
patients?’ ‘Yes, that’s 
what it means.’ Ev-
erybody nodded their 
heads.” A few days lat-
er, the paper accepted 
an op-ed from Skocpol 
and a Democratic state 
senator on the topic, 
and then, unexpected-
ly, the board endorsed 

the expansion themselves. Martin ez ulti-
mately agreed. 

Although s�s�n has built ties with policy-
makers and civic groups, perhaps its most 
natural constituency thus far—as the Albu-
querque Journal anecdote suggests—has been 
the media. Avi Green, M.P.P. ’99, SSN’s direc-
tor of civic outreach and development, points 
to several trends that make the group’s work 
supportive of the media’s, including the “tre-
mendous economic pressure facing newspa-
pers—particularly regional newspapers”; the 
“proliferation” of news websites with space 
to fill; and the hunger—evident in the rise of 

explanatory journalism sites—for “strong, 
empirical, interesting research.” 

Both Green and staffer Linda Naval ad-
vise SSN members on how best to pitch 
their work to media outlets, and the in-
vestment has paid dividends. SSN mem-
bers have been cited in the news more 
than 1,500 times in the past year, and their 
articles are regularly accepted by national 
and regional publications. The Maine 
chapter has a weekly column in the Bangor 
Daily News, and a monthly series, “The Peo-
ple Next Door,” that examines how public 
policy affects individual Mainers. Skocpol 
is quick to point out the democratic ad-
vantages of such a wide net: “I get more 
excited when we get something in USA To-
day than I do when we get something into 
the Times, because USA Today is in every ho-
tel room across this vast country.” 

One striking feature of SSN’s model is 
the group’s 2011 decision to become a con-
tent creator. Its chief output—and pro-
spective members’ price of admission—is 
the “two-page brief.” Skocpol calls the pol-
icy “both simple and extremely challeng-
ing. But it’s the right challenge, because it 
represents what people who join need to 
learn to do: take an underlying book, arti-
cle, or topic they know a lot about, and boil 
it down to two pages of crisp, clear English 
with no insider terms of any kind—no jar-
gon, no acronyms, no methods-speak.” 

Beyond providing a vehicle for translating 
complex scholarship into clear prose, the 
group’s roughly 450 briefs published to date 
serve as a valuable organizing tool. “The 
theory is that if something costs nothing, it 
means nothing—that’s why we insist” on a 
first brief for membership, Skocpol explains. 
“Once we discovered that, then the thing 
took off—because there was something for 
each person who joined to do.” 

The membership requirement under-
scores what Skocpol calls the network’s 
“profoundly ‘small-d’ democratic struc-
ture”: “There are a lot of Ivy League profes-
sors, there are a lot of Harvard people—but 
there are also people from community col-
leges, from state universities, from small 
colleges. Everybody’s equal.” This federated, 
democratic, volunteer-driven structure har-
monizes with Skocpol’s own scholarship: in 
her 2003 book Diminished Democracy, she la-
ments the bygone dominance of “major vol-
untary membership associations” inspired 
by “America’s federally organized republi-
can polity,” and their more recent replace-

Theda Skocpol 

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  M a r t h a  S t e w a r t26     September -  October 2014

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



Harvard Commencement address—that 
academics are not impartial arbiters of pol-
icy, but rather boosters of the partisan left. 
SSN’s leaders admit that their membership 
likely skews progressive, but emphasize 
that the organization remains nonpartisan. 
(SSN’s membership does include scholars, 
like Georgetown University’s Matthew 
Kroenig—a hawkish national-security ex-
pert—whose work diverges from liberal 
orthodoxy.) “I really believe,” says desJar-
dins, “that if we have policies that are more 
based on facts, I’m going to be more happy 
with those policies...[Liberals and conser-
vatives] all have good things to bring, but 
I think all of them could benefit from hav-
ing better facts and reasoning behind their 
policies.” “We don’t inquire into people’s 
political commitments,” Skocpol main-
tains. “But we celebrate their commitments 
as citizens, whatever they choose to do.” 

That support means a great deal to many 
of the network’s scholars. “I was almost in 
tears when I talked to Theda about this,” 
recalls Shauna Shames ’01, Ph.D. ’14. “I’ve 
been caught between wanting to do good 
research and wanting the research to be 
relevant—and sometimes too much of the 
latter is seen as not enough of the former. 
To believe that they could be mutually re-
inforcing is revelatory.” Shames worked at 
an activist organization before beginning 
doctoral studies; she left, she says, because 
she wanted to know that what she was 
claiming was true. “The danger,” she re-
marks, “is you go into academics and you 
can find truth, but then most people can’t 
benefit from it.” SSN “is trying to combat 
that,” she concludes, “and I don’t think 
there is any higher calling as an academic.” 

SSN continues that work of joining in-
sight to action, even if the mindsets of 
politics and the academy sometimes con-
flict. At one point during the SSN retreat, 
a member asked, rhetorically, “What does 
success look like?” and then supplied a ten-
tative answer: “Basically plagiarism—hav-
ing a scholar’s ideas picked up and put into 
a piece of legislation without attribution.” 

Professors around the room chuckled. 
Jacobs’s eyes lit up. 

“That’s not plagiarism,” he called out, 
grinning. “That’s influence!” 

vmichael zuckerman

Michael Zuckerman ’10, a writer and a resident 
tutor in Lowell House, begins his studies at Har-
vard Law School this fall.

ment by “professionally managed advocacy 
groups” with large, centralized staffs and no 
chapters. SSN has three full-time staff mem-
bers and an annual budget below $1 million. 
Only two donors, Robert S. Bowditch Jr. 
’61, LL.M. ’68, G ’92, and David desJardins, 
have funded the group since its inception, 
though SSN is now enlisting several “SSN 
Supporters”—benefactors who will donate 
between $10,000 and $25,000—to match its 
growing membership (each chapter gets a 
small stipend from headquarters to fund 
events and outreach). Skocpol calls it “one 
of the best buys in all of public life.”

It’s also a prime example of a scholar 
joining theory to practice. In Diminished De-
mocracy’s conclusion, Skocpol argues that 
“new strategies for translocal association 
building must be devised”—and her col-
leagues are quick to praise her for devising 
one. Larry Jacobs, a professor at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s Humphrey School of 
Public Affairs and member of SSN’s steer-
ing committee, suggests that Skocpol “has 
had more impact on public policy than any 
other scholar over the last 40 years—and 
this may be her most important impact.” 

Despite its progress, SSN still faces ob-
stacles—including several trends Kristof 

identified—chief among them, according 
to several members, the “publish or per-
ish” culture of tenure committees, which 
are loath to credit “nonacademic” work. 
“Making your research accessible…has to 
be a hobby,” laments Cynthia Rogers, an 
associate professor at the University of 
Oklahoma and co-leader of SSN’s Okla-
homa chapter. “My colleagues will say, 
‘Great, thank you,’ in the halls [if I publish 
an op-ed], but when they’re assessing me, 
it’s, ‘What are your publications? What are 
your citations?’” 

Scholars must also work to whet the 
public’s appetite for their deliberately so-
ber offerings. Few see this obstacle as insu-
perable. “Most people—if you asked them, 
‘Would you rather eat healthy green veg-
etables or highly processed artificial foods 
with lots of chemicals in them?’—would 
pick the vegetables,” contends desJardins, 
a mathematician, software engineer, and 
member of the MIT Corporation. “But they 
don’t love vegetables so much that they’re 
going to eat them if the processed food 
tastes good and the vegetables taste bad.”

And there are charges—voiced recently 
by former New York mayor Michael R. 
Bloomberg, M.B.A. ’66, LL.D. ’14, in his 
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Math and science Merit
The five inaugural winners of the $3-mil-
lion Breakthrough Prize in Mathemat-
ics (funded by Russian Internet inves-
tor Yuri Milner and Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg ’06) include profes-
sor of mathematics Jacob Lurie, for work 
in derived algebraic geometry and other 
fields.…The Howard Hughes Medical In-
stitute has named 15 scientist-educators, 
including Smith professor of molecular 
genetics Andrew Murray (who also di-
rects the Faculty of Arts and Sciences’ 
center for systems biology) HHMI pro-
fessors. Each receives a $1-million, 5-year 

grant to integrate their 
research with under-
graduate student learn-
ing and engagement 
with science.…And the 
National Geographic 
Society’s new cohort of 
Emerging Explorers in-

cludes Harvard School of Public Health 
research associate Christopher Golden, 
an ecologist and epidemiologist, and 
Charles River professor of engineering 
and applied science Robert Wood, a 
microrobotics pioneer (see harvard-
mag.com/robot-14). Each was awarded 
$10,000.

development dean 
O’Neil A.S. Outar has 
been appointed senior 
associate dean and dire-
cor of development for 
the Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences. He succeeds 
Paul Keenan, who has 
left the University for 
personal reasons, but remains associated 
in an advisory capacity. Outar has previ-
ously worked in fundraising at MIT, the 
University of Alberta, and Tufts—his 
alma mater.
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