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and genome sequences of three families, 
each with a sick child whose disease was 
believed to be genetic. Seven teams con-
verged on very useful diagnoses for two of 
the patients (including a case that had gone 
11 years without one), a result that demon-
strated the potential utility of genomic data 
in such cases. But there was an even more 
significant lesson, Kohane believes: one of 
the patients, he reports, “had already been 
evaluated in two of the hospitals that were 
home to winning teams,” but had remained 
undiagnosed. During the challenge, on the 
other hand, the teams successfully identi-
fied the problem. That means, he says, “that 
there is a better process, that does not look 
like the current process, of medical care that 
is multidisciplinary, and involves the use of 
computational experts, as well as genetic 
experts, as well as clinicians, working as a 
team to create qualitative—or quantum—
differences in care.”

That experience persuades him that the 
new department will generate “new mod-
els of diagnosis.” The HMS biomedical in-
formatics group has already been tapped as 
the coordinating center for a new national 
network on undiagnosed diseases. This 
program, based on a pilot developed at the 
National Institutes of Health that resulted 
in successful diagnoses for rare diseases 30 
to 50 percent of the time, involves genome 
sequencing and then a referral for the pa-
tient to the leading specialist in the disease.

Ultimately, Kohane says, such efforts 
will require both a new infrastructure that 
can encompass all kinds of, and lots of, data, 
and a new kind of caregiver: individuals 
who “want to make a difference in biol-
ogy and medicine and yet are wizards in 
quantitative reasoning and computational 

methods.” In his estimation, such 
“quants” could probably 
have greater impact than 
any single doctor by iden-

tifying early signs of 
disease, finding new 
treatments, and warn-
ing about drugs that 
do not work.

A New Breed  
of Doctor

Chirag� patel, a CBMI 
research associate in bio-

medical informatics who 
will become a faculty mem-
ber in the new department 

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

 1925 The senior and freshman classes 
assemble on the Widener steps to have 
their respective pictures taken, and the 
freshmen, according to custom, contrib-
ute to the seniors’ pre-Commencement 
celebration: the total is $244.24 and two 
cats, one alive and one dead.  

* * *
Thirteen Harvard men gather on May 1 
to organize the Harvard Club of Shang-
hai; Way Sung New, M.D. ’14, is elected 
president.

 1940 After Germany invades the 
Netherlands, President Conant argues on 
national radio that “the changed military 
situation in Europe threatens our way of 
life,” and student support for aid to the 
Allies increases.

 1950 Harvard enjoys its “most amaz-
ing financial year in history,” raising near-
ly $26 million in gifts, bequests, and grants.

 1955 The Corporation approves a 
new doctoral gown for Harvard degree 

holders, “crimson silk 
and worsted stuff” 

faced down the front with black velvet 
and with three black velvet bars on each 
wide bell-shaped sleeve. 

 1980 Class Day speaker Walter 
Cronkite warns graduating seniors that 
unless they come to grips with the “mega-
problems” of overpopulation, pollution, 
natural-resource depletion, and nuclear 
proliferation—“our modern Four Horse-
men of the Apocalypse”—civilization as 
we know it cannot survive.

 1990 In mid May, President Derek 
Bok makes public the Harvard Corpora-
tion’s eight-month-old decision to re-
move from the University’s portfolio all 
stock in firms that manufacture tobacco 
products.

 1995 Class Day speaker Hank Aaron 
shares a story about a young man who 
went running up to his father, saying, 
“Look, Dad, I got it! I got my A.B. from 
Harvard.” To which the father replied, 
“Son, that’s fine. We are all real proud. 
Now it’s time for you to go to work and 
learn the rest of the alphabet.”
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