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gree, and later her doctorate, at Harvard while 
simultaneously fine-tuning the foundation. In 
1999, she began replicating the Posse model, 
opening a second office in Boston.

Further expansion, between 2007 and 2016, 
under the board leadership of Jeff Ubben, co-
founder and CEO of the San Francisco-based 
hedge fund ValueAct Capital, brought 47 new 
partnerships and increased foundation assets 
to $80 million. Today, alongside additional fi-
nancial supporters, Bial has well-connected 
advocates within higher education, including 
former Harvard president Derek Bok, who 
serves on the national advisory board.

These resources help fund the on-site 
support for Posse students that Bial con-
siders critical. At Bryn Mawr, Sundai meets 
regularly with posse friends to talk, share 
meals, study, hang out. On her very first day 
on campus, she recalls, “People I didn’t even 
know came up and hugged me and told me, 

‘Welcome home.’” They were other, older 
Posse members at Bryn Mawr. Especially 
important is her go-to Posse mentor, pro-
fessor and chair of mathematics Leslie C. 
Cheng. Sundai’s had challenges, like decid-
ing whether to pursue STEM studies and/
or humanities, and says, “I don’t know who 
I would talk to if I didn’t have Leslie. She is 
supportive, patient, dedicated, amazing—
she has helped me so much in my time here.”

 That quality—tending “to look external-
ly when they’re challenged, to think in terms 
of teams solving a problem,” Bial says—is 
often a factor that differentiates successful 
students, and is something the foundation 
looks for in candidates. “They are more like-
ly to succeed than the kid who locks herself 
up in a room and withdraws, who thinks she 
is the only one she can rely on. We tend to 
think of leaders as individual success stories, 
but they are successful because they know 

Centennial Medalists
 
The graduate school  of Arts and Sciences’ Centennial Medal, first awarded in 
1989 on the occasion of the school’s hundredth anniversary, honors alumni who have 
made contributions to society that emerged from their graduate studies. It is the 
highest honor GSAS bestows, and awardees include some of Harvard’s most accom-
plished alumni. The 2017 recipients, announced at a ceremony on May 24, are: Russell 
A. Mittermeier, Ph.D. ’77, a primatologist, herpetologist, and conservation advocate; 
Sarah P. Morris, Ph.D. ’81, a classicist and archaeologist; Thomas F. Pettigrew, Ph.D. 
’56, an expert on racism and intergroup relations; and Richard Sennett, Ph.D. ’69, a 
sociologist who writes about cities, labor, and culture. For more about the medalists, 
see harvardmag.com/centennial-17.

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences honorees (from left) Mittermeier, Morris,  
Pettigrew, and Sennett
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