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It’s not news  that student interest in computer science and 
other applied disciplines is burgeoning nationwide, for diverse 
reasons: intellectual interest in using new tools to solve pressing 
problems; a Facebook effect (the transformative power of com-
puting meets who wants to be a billionaire?); strong employment 
prospects (have you seen starting salaries in Silicon Valley?).

There is interesting evidence on just how attractive this lure has 
become for Harvard undergraduates. Looking within the tradi-
tional academic divisions (arts and humanities; social science; sci-
ence; and engineering and applied sciences) to actual concentrations 
reveals a swift, tectonic shift in fields of study. Based on recent data, 
the clearly quantitative courses of study (computer science, applied 
mathematics, mathematics, and statistics) now have more than 920 
disciples: about triple the census just before the financial crises and 
recession in 2007-2008. The surprise is that this outnumbers the 
830 or so concentrators in the eight biology- and life-sciences-fo-

cused fields, which have long been of major 
interest to would-be researchers and physi-
cians alike. The physical sciences in the ag-
gregate have nearly 600 acolytes. Given the 

growth in quantitative concentrators, and steady cohorts in life and 
physical sciences, undergraduates as a whole have swung decid-
edly toward scientific fields, broadly defined, in the recent past. 

Math-related concentrators appear to have outstripped those 
in life-sciences right at the midpoint of this decade, propelled by 
the expected, continuous expansion of computer-science enroll-
ments, beginning with the astounding success of the gateway CS 
50 course and significant renewal of and growth in those faculty 
ranks; strong interest in applied math; and a little-noticed explo-
sion of excitement about studying statistics. The latter likely re-
flects not only intellectual advances and the enthusiasm for big 
data, but also a refreshed faculty and improvements in pedagogy 
and outreach to potential concentrators. (The Harvard Crimson 
highlighted statistics in a September article, noting a nearly tenfold 
growth in concentrators and joint concentrators in just the past 
seven academic years.)

For what it is worth, the faculty ranks are evolving, too. 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences data show that in the fall of 
2006, when there were 701 ladder faculty members, 30 
percent were in arts and humanities disciplines, 35 per-
cent in social science, and 35 percent in sciences and 
engineering and applied sciences combined. This past fall, 
when the census numbered 732 professors, the relative 
proportions were 27 percent, 33 percent, and 40 percent.                         
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Asked whether any of that income (par-
ticularly HBS’s management programs) 
might be economically sensitive, Hollister 
affirmed that it could be—and amplified 
the point: outlays for financial aid, endow-
ment returns, and government budgets for 
research are all correlated with the larg-
er economy. Undergraduate financial aid, 
which soared during and after the Great 
Recession, has been essentially level for the 
past several years (“It’s the economy,” he 
said). The U.S. expansion has lasted lon-
ger than average, at this point, Hollister 
noted, and although the rate of growth has 
been subdued, continued favorable eco-
nomic circumstances cannot be assumed 
indefinitely.

The rapid growth in research funding from 
nonfederal sources (up more than 9 percent) 
helps buffer the uncertain prospects for the 
much larger pool of federal funding. But 
nonfederal money is often more narrowly 
focused than federal support for basic re-
search, and is accompanied by much less ad-
equate coverage for indirect costs and over-
head (laboratory buildings, libraries, and so 

on). Asked about continuing deficits post-
ed by FAS, the Paulson School of Engineer-
ing and Applied Sciences (SEAS), and the 
medical school, Hollister noted that “wet-
lab basic research” is, essentially, a money-
losing proposition. (FAS also is shoulder-
ing the costs of House renewal and its large 
financial-aid budget.) Capital-campaign 
proceeeds will help, he noted; SEAS is the 
beneficiary of a $400-million unrestricted 
endowment pledge, which will, when ful-
filled, presumably yield about $20 million in 
annual operating revenue. But as it prepares 
to move into its $1-billion Allston facility at 
the turn of the decade, it remains a small 
faculty with large—and it hopes grow-
ing—scientific research and teaching costs. 
Shouldering basic research costs remains a 
long-term concern, University-wide.

Finally, the capital campaign is now in its 
later stages. From fiscal 2012, before the pub-
lic launch of the fund drive, through fiscal 
2016, Hollister and Finnegan noted, current-
use giving increased by nearly 50 percent—
but now appears to have leveled off. In its 
second phase, payment of prior pledges for 

gifts of capital begins to ramp up (as the 45 
percent jump in gifts to the endowment in 
fiscal 2016 suggests).

On the other hand, gifts for facilities and 
loan funds diminished during the year. Har-
vard is spending a lot on “capital projects and 
acquisitions,” some $597 million in fiscal 2016 
(including $97 million to purchase 19 acres in 
Allston from CSX). In its financial report, FAS 
alone disclosed investments of $174 million 
in fiscal 2016 and future-year spending for 
buildings and equipment (including some 
$62 million for House renewal; $16 million for 
the Cabot Library renovation; $24 million for 
projects to accommodate newly appointed 
professors’ research; and $15 million for “an-
nual renewal” programs). Harvard’s financial 
leaders have been emphasizing the costliness 
of maintaining and updating a huge physi-
cal plant, and the past year makes that point 
vividly. Spending on House renewal and the 
science complex in Allston are both likely to 
rise this year.

Pledge balances naturally declined (by 
more than $100 million). The pipeline, so 
generously filled by the University’s sup-
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