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Lincoln caplan’s  article on the flights of 
the Fallowses made me angry at first, then 
just sort of resigned. Your audience of edu-
cated Americans does not cotton to anger 
or any sort of negativity; it’s off-putting, 

but I fear premature optimism can derail 
reform. My take-away from this article is 
that “everything’s going to be OK here in 
the USA”—that there are many examples 
across the land of Americans doing excel-

lent things to make America a better place.
I enjoyed reading the Fallowses’ diverse 

array of examples but…where I have lived 
during the past five years (Lebanon, Tennes-
see, countryside and Hoquiam-Aberdeen, 
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Unfinished Business
The conclusion  of Drew Faust’s presi-
dency coincides with Michael D. Smith’s an-
nounced departure from the Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences (FAS) deanship. Faust and 
Smith, like Neil L. Rudenstine and Jeremy 
R. Knowles, held their offices for the dura-
tion of a Harvard administration—in this 
case, since 2007. Though the interactions 
between Mass Hall and University Hall 
can at times seem more distant than their 
short physical separation implies, having a 
harmonious relationship (as this one 
certainly seems to have been) makes 
life within Harvard easier.

Faust was warm and generous 
in describing Smith’s tenure at the 
April 3 faculty meeting, the first 
following the news that he would 
step down. Nodding toward the fi-
nancial avalanche that crashed down 
on FAS in 2008 (and the constraints 
that have remained since), she said 
he had led the faculty with a steady 
hand, and cited in particular his de-
votion to teaching and to diversity 
and opportunity for all. During the 
ensuing standing O, Smith, who is 
indeed steady and can even seem im-
passive, beamed and touched his hand to 
his heart before thanking all present and 
acknowledging the “incredible honor to 
serve this faculty” and to join in their work 
on behalf of students.

Before the meeting, president-elect Law-
rence S. Bacow had already organized a 
search for Smith’s successor. There will be 
plenty for the new FAS dean to do: effecting 
the move of half of the engineers and applied 
scientists into their new home in Allston in 
2020, ironing out the accompanying logisti-
cal kinks—and figuring out how to pay to 
operate the place; identifying the new (like-
ly scientific) uses for the Cambridge quar-
ters those traveling faculty members leave 
behind, and ditto on financing the required 
retrofits; establishing a permanent academ-
ic footing, and forward trajectory, for the 
undergraduate performing-arts concentra-

tion, research programs in data science and 
inequality, and other initiatives; et cetera.

One critical piece of unfinished business 
relates squarely to Smith’s interest in teach-
ing and learning, and the faculty’s obliga-
tion to deliver on same: populating the new 
General Education courses, and launching 
the program successfully for undergradu-
ates in 2019. The faculty’s review of this part 
of the curriculum, concluded in 2016, found 
that it was a mess, and advanced a new and 
presumably more focused architecture for 
its future. In effect that means that Gen Ed 
was subjected to reconsideration under for-

mer president Lawrence H. Summers; leg-
islated during the interim tenure of Derek 
C. Bok; implemented under financial duress 
in the Faust years; and now is scheduled 
to relaunch in the second year of the Ba-
cow administration—15 years-plus during 
which apparently no one believes a signifi-
cant, mandated part of students’ course of 
study has been up to snuff.

In a letter to colleagues at the beginning 
of the academic year just ended, Smith ob-
served that the faculty had debated the what 
and the how of Gen Ed 2.0 (“to prepare stu-
dents for meaningful lives of civic and ethi-
cal engagement in an ever changing world” 
via single requirements in four newly des-
ignated areas, plus exposure to a “quantita-
tive facility” course, to be defined, and three 
distribution courses). What was lacking, he 
said, was any articulation of why.

He suggested that Gen Ed courses ought 
to challenge students’ “ingrained” ideas—
aiming away from conveying facts and ex-
plicitly toward transforming and broad-
ening how “students think about things 
that they enter the class thinking that they 
know.” (Thus, not “Who won the Battle 
of Bull Run?” but “Is the United States still 
fighting the Civil War?”) In a distressingly 
polarized, partisan time—what Smith called 
“a world where conversation and compro-
mise seem unachievable”—he pointed to 
Gen Ed courses that “unsettle assump-
tions and broad perspectives,” developing 

students’ capacities to “enable them 
to connect with others, communi-
cate effectively, and lead society into 
a better future.”

Done right, that might result in 
classes that students actually care 
about, and a basis for Gen Ed that 
could, one hopes, outlast the present 
moment. Arriving there will remain 
challenging: faculty members have 
to enlist and deliver; students have 
to perceive the change; and there is 
the enduring structural problem 
that FAS and Harvard are cultur-
ally inhospitable to a required core 
of specified courses—or even a de-
fined set of skills that students are 

expected to acquire.
Smith has been recruiting possible teach-

ers for the new courses. Professor of psy-
chology Jason P. Mitchell, the newish facul-
ty chair of the committee that oversees Gen 
Ed, is pursuing the mission with fresh en-
ergy, and refining the why in a way he hopes 
colleagues will embrace and bring into 
classrooms. The newly appointed dean of 
undergraduate education, Zemurray Stone 
Radcliffe professor of English Amanda Clay-
baugh (see page 31), will also have things 
to say about the execution of these plans.

Smith himself will not be in office come 
August 2019, when Gen Ed 2.0 debuts. But 
how it plays out will become an important 
element in determining his legacy. From stu-
dents’ perspective, it is past time that the 
faculty get this right. 

vjohn s. rosenberg, Editor
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