	[image: image1.wmf]
	Kennedy School of Government

Case Program
	DRAFT


Case Two: The Program in Ethics and the Professions
DRAFT


Case Two: The Program in Ethics and the Professions

The Program in Ethics and the Professions has been the focal point of a Harvard initiative that is both interdisciplinary and interfaculty in nature. The program’s broad mission—to encourage teaching and research in ethical issues in public and professional life—involves the participation of scholars in the fields of moral and political philosophy, as well as teachers and practitioners in a range of professions, such as business, medicine, law, and public service. The heart of the ethics program is its “Fellowships in Ethics,” which brings together a small complement of scholars, drawn from the faculties of Harvard and other universities, and from a variety of disciplines, for a year of study designed to develop their competence in teaching and writing about “practical ethics.” The program also offers a small number of graduate fellowships to students at Harvard who are writing dissertations on ethics-related topics. Alongside its efforts to help train a cadre of teachers to bring the study of ethics to college and graduate school classrooms in the US and abroad, the program has nurtured the development of an ethics infrastructure within the university’s professional schools in order to create a home in each for an ethics faculty and curriculum. Ten years after its founding, the program has been widely viewed as a success not only in fulfilling its mission, but, perhaps more remarkably, in finding ways to establish collaborations with and among the independent-minded professional schools at Harvard. 

Beginnings

The Idea. While the Program in Ethics and the Professions was formally launched in 1986, the seeds of the initiative were planted ten years earlier, in an article written by Derek Bok for Change magazine. The October 1976 piece, entitled “Can Ethics Be Taught?”, took note of the virtual disappearance of ethics teaching from college classrooms, except as abstract theory, and its continued absence from the curricula of most professional schools. While acknowledging that the demise of a “common moral code” had undermined traditional approaches to ethics teaching in the US, the article urged in their place the adoption of “problem-oriented courses in ethics,” which stressed critical thinking and discussion of ethical dilemmas and moral choices in everyday life and in the professions. Unfortunately, Bok wrote, few instructors were qualified to teach such courses in “applied ethics.” Competence to teach problem-based ethics, he argued, required “an adequate knowledge” both of moral philosophy and of “the field of human affairs to which their course is addressed.” But more typically, notes Dennis Thompson, who would become the director of Harvard’s ethics program, teachers were skilled only in one or the other area. “What would happen,” he observes, “is a philosopher would parachute into a business school for a few days and talk about Kant and then quickly retreat. Or, some business professor or businessman, at the end of his career and tired of his own work on management or economics, would say, ‘I should think about values and integrity,’ and then tell his war stories. The effect of the first was to make it seem that ethics was irrelevant to practice; and the effect of the second—which was probably worse—was to make it seem a matter of personal opinion and anecdote, and not a rigorous subject on which people could do research and about which people could argue [on the basis of] critical standards.” To redress these deficiencies, Bok wrote in his Change article, universities would need to create “serious interdisciplinary programs for students seeking careers of teaching and scholarship in this field.” 

Bok’s advocacy of ethics teaching and training was bolstered by the university’s own graduates. In the 1970s, says Thompson, there was “a lot of student and alumni interest in questions of practical and professional ethics.” The interest was particularly notable in graduates of Harvard’s professional schools. “It came largely from alumni of the Business School and the Law School and the Kennedy School,” according to Thompson. “The alumni kept saying, ‘We need ethics courses.’” Still, it took several years for Bok’s call for an interdisciplinary program in practical ethics to take root at Harvard. While the deans of the university’s professional schools supported the notion in principle, they had not effectively marshaled their own forces either to train faculty or to develop courses in the subject. Bok had “tried mightily,” Thompson says, “to get Harvard schools to do [more in ethics] by writing critical letters,” but what efforts were made had met with little success. At the Business School, for example, then-Dean John McArthur had “been frustrated,” Thompson recalls, “because though the school had appointed two or three junior faculty [members] specializing in ethics, none had been able to get tenure. The ethics community thought it was because the Business School didn’t approve of ethics. The Business School thought it was because they weren’t getting good people.” 

In the end, Bok convened a committee to consider the issue; out of its deliberations came the conclusion that Harvard would best be served by a central program that would be the locus of university-wide efforts in ethics teaching and curriculum development. Bok then “put [the proposal] before the deans,” he recalls, and they “voted unanimously that it would be good to have a program.” The reason they supported the proposal, Bok adds, “is because they were prepared to accept two principles. One was that we needed to emphasize ethics in the curricula of, if not all, at least most of the faculties at Harvard; and, number two, they recognized that conventional methods of training faculty did not provide all the knowledge that you needed to function successfully [in teaching practical ethics]. So the intellectual case was strong. The deans agreed with it.” 

The “institutional blessing” of the deans did not, however, mark the last hurdle to establishing an interdisciplinary ethics program at Harvard. “The big problem,” says Bok, “was finding a tenured faculty member, who would be respected in the university, to head it up.” There was, as Bok points out, no place, at Harvard or elsewhere, that trained academics in the teaching of practical ethics, so “it goes without saying,” he continues, “that the woods were not full of likely candidates.” Bok and his committee did, however, succeed in identifying one candidate who possessed both the academic credentials in political philosophy and an expressed interest in practical ethics: Dennis Thompson, a professor of politics at Princeton and chairman of its Department of Politics, who had designed one of the nation’s first courses on ethics and public policy.
 Harvard assiduously wooed Thompson to spearhead its still inchoate ethics program. At first, says Bok, Thompson was reluctant to leave Princeton, but, “we kept after him, and eventually he did come.” In the fall of 1986, Thompson arrived at Harvard to take on the task of establishing and directing what would be called the Program in Ethics and the Professions.

Groundwork

The Program. Recalling his decision to take on the task of building a new interdisciplinary program, Thompson notes that he had been offered an unusual degree of autonomy—essentially a carte blanche from Bok. “Derek persuaded me that this was a very exciting thing to do,” he says. “I could design it anyway I wanted. ... You don’t get that much discretion very often.” Bok was, moreover, prepared to provide financial backing for the fledgling program. “[He said,] ‘Here is the money,’” as Thompson recalls. “In fact, he said, ‘How much do you want?’” At the same time, however, Thompson faced the daunting task of starting a new venture from scratch. “When I arrived,” he says wryly, “it was Derek, some money, and me.” There was little going on in practical ethics, he remembers. “At first,” he says, “I thought there was nothing. I looked around and couldn’t find anything.” Eventually, he discovered that there were ethics courses being taught in scattered classrooms throughout the university, but the subject had little visibility or organizational focus on any of the Harvard campuses. 

In formulating his plans for the program, Thompson worked from the premise, as he later wrote, that “there is a distinctive activity—what we have come to call practical ethics—that merits serious curricular and scholarly attention in the modern university. ...” His chief concern was, he explains, to “help people ... not only study and research ethics, but also prepare [them] to teach it better.” Accordingly, the “core idea” animating the new initiative was a fellows program “that would bring very qualified people here for a year.” Most of these “fellows in ethics” would already be teaching at the university level, though not necessarily in ethics, and would be drawn either from the ranks of philosophy and theology, or from the professions; all would share an intellectual interest in researching and teaching practical ethics. The fellows would spend the year studying and doing research; taking part in a weekly seminar run by Thompson; and participating in graduate courses, colloquia, and a variety of activities sponsored by the ethics program. In the end, it was hoped, the fellows would become not only better ethics teachers and researchers, but members of a “community of scholars in practical ethics,” as Thompson later wrote, “that reaches across many different faculties and institutions.” In addition, Thompson hoped to “work on the undergraduate curriculum [at Harvard], to try to integrate ethics” into existing courses in a variety of subjects, and to provide a gathering place and a forum for faculty and students interested in the field of ethics. Finally, Thompson envisioned a program that would encourage and help the faculties at Harvard’s professional schools to establish ethics programs and curricula of their own. 

Building Support. Once he got settled in at his new post at Harvard, Thompson says, “the first thing I did was go and talk to each of the deans and to faculty leaders in each of the schools.” He did so from the conviction that a program being pushed only from the top could not thrive at Harvard. “If you have a top-down program like this,” he explains, “you’ve got immediately to get bottom-up faculty support for you.” Looking back, Thompson believes those meetings were crucial to the survival of the program. Even with the strong backing of the president, he maintains, “it would have gone nowhere if I hadn’t gone around and talked to the deans myself, and tried to win their confidence.” 

Although the deans had unanimously endorsed the idea of a university-wide program in ethics, in practice they did not all show equal enthusiasm for the project. “Some of them,” says Thompson, “were more supportive than others.” A key booster of the ethics program turned out to be John McArthur, dean of Harvard Business School. This was unusual in two respects—the Business School as an institution had been notoriously reluctant to participate in collaborative efforts within Harvard, and McArthur in particular was known to be skeptical about the utility of university-wide activities and joint programs. But McArthur, along with several other deans, says Thompson, had long been committed to developing ethics curricula in their schools, “but had not succeeded in tenuring enough faculty qualified to teach ethics. So some saw this program as their last chance.” As a pledge of their commitment, moreover, four of them agreed to a cost-sharing arrangement that would help defray the expenses of the central ethics program. Under this scheme, one-half of the program’s costs would be absorbed by the Harvard president’s discretionary fund; one-quarter by the Business School; and the remaining quarter divided among the Medical School, the Law School, and the Kennedy School.
 

Recruiting Faculty. Thompson did not use the meetings with the deans solely to garner support for the program. More important, he says, was “asking who the faculty were in their schools that weren’t [necessarily] working in ethics explicitly, but had the respect of their colleagues and would take an interest in this, and that I should recruit.” As he began talking as well with members of the various faculties, Thompson was guided by advice he had received from one of the deans. “He said,” Thompson recalls, “‘It’s like the army: don’t take the first volunteers who come forward.’” The ones who volunteered first, as the dean had explained, frequently were available “because they have not been asked to do anything, and they’re not very interesting people. It’s the ones who are over-committed, already busy, whom you want to get for your project.” It is, Thompson reflects, “a wise piece of advice, but it’s not always easy to follow.” It meant persuading people with full calendars to take on a significant new commitment to an untried program, while holding off others who were expressing an eagerness to participate and to offer their help. “I remember [Thompson] saying,” recalls Jean McVeigh, administrator of the ethics program, “that there were many months when he felt very lonely because it took that long to find the people that he really wanted to have involved.” 

Thompson was searching for faculty members to serve on one of two groups: the faculty committee—composed of representatives of the Business, Law, and Medical Schools; the Kennedy School; and the Faculty of Arts and Sciences—which would help select the ethics fellows and advise the director on the immediate affairs of the program; and the senior fellows, a group of distinguished scholars from across the university, who would advise Thompson and the faculty committee.
 As he scrutinized candidates, Thompson says, he did not put experience in ethics research and teaching first among his selection criteria. “Most of all,” he notes, “I wanted faculty who were respected by their colleagues. Second, people who were really energetic and imaginative. Third ... was [people] who had some competence and interest in the subject.” In addition, notes Jean McVeigh, Thompson was looking for a high level of commitment to the program. He sought faculty members who would not only fulfill their formal duties as faculty committee members or senior fellows, but “come regularly to the public lectures and participate in the dinner seminars” and others events sponsored by the program. 

As part of his round of visits, Thompson included Harvard’s philosophy department. As in the meetings with the deans, he sought both support and suggestions for faculty participants, but in this instance he would also have to make the case for the legitimacy of his venture to scholars who claimed primacy in the study of ethics. In general, Thompson explains, academic philosophers had “always been a stumbling block” to programs such as his. “Philosophy departments looked down their noses at practical ethics.” In winning the cooperation of Harvard’s philosophers, Thompson was aided by his own standing in the field and his familiarity with some of the leading lights in the department. “It was partly personal,” he observes. “I had a professional but [also] personal relationship with [John] Rawls, [Amartya] Sen, [Thomas] Scanlon”—all three of whom eventually became involved in the ethics program, either as senior fellows or faculty committee members. “If that had not been true, it would have been harder [to gain their support], [but] I think it would still have been possible, because they saw that we were seriously committed to maintaining high intellectual standards.” In addition, Thompson “really looked to them for advice” on which philosophers in the field of practical ethics to recruit. “The secret,” he recalls, “was not to try to get them to do what we were doing, but rather to engage them in helping us find the best philosophers who were doing, or could do, applied work.” As a result of these efforts, Thompson points out, “the philosophy department became strongly linked to our program—with a degree of cooperation that, as far as I know, is greater than at any other university.” 

Start-Up and Beyond

In its first year of existence, 1986-87, while Thompson was making the rounds and putting together his faculty groups, the activities of the ethics program were limited to a series of events designed both to attract people who might take an interest in the initiative and to give the new venture a higher profile. Thompson sought, McVeigh explains, to “sponsor some visible public events early, especially dinner seminars, that would bring together a cross-section of people who would talk together, who would be helpful to each other. ...” The following year, the program was officially launched, with the inauguration of its fellowship program. The first class of fellows was small—only four members, three of them from Harvard; thereafter, the program played host to a group of anywhere from six to eight fellows each year—from Harvard, from other universities in the US, and, increasingly, from academic institutions abroad. The program proved popular, attracting increasingly large numbers of applicants each year. 

The ethics program proved to be a draw for the university’s faculty as well. The lectures, seminars, conferences, and other events it sponsored were well-attended by members of several of Harvard’s faculties, including, Derek Bok notes, luminaries from the philosophy department. “I noticed when I went to a few of these program events,” says Bok, who became one of the ethics program’s senior fellows, “ ... they had Jack Rawls, Tom Scanlon, and others who [came as speakers] and stayed for dinner and [discussion]. That [had], I think, a lot to do with Dennis’ success in getting good people, making things lively.” In part, Thompson attributed their enthusiasm to the fact that the program provided a central meeting place for faculty members interested in ethics, who were normally scattered around Harvard’s far-flung campuses. “They’d meet Ken Ryan [a senior fellow in ethics] from the Medical School,” he say. “Charles Fried would come from the Law School. People knew of each other by reputation, but had never met.” Equally important, Thompson stresses, was the quality of the events themselves. “A way to keep [good faculty] involved,” he says, “is to make sure there are some activities going on that are really stimulating and different from what they do in their own department, and of a high intellectual quality.” 

Other Activities. Two years after its founding, the Program in Ethics and the Professions was able to begin work on another of the goals that Thompson had originally articulated: integrating practical ethics into the undergraduate curriculum. With the aid of a $1.5 million grant from the American Express Foundation, the program supported the development of 44 ethics-related courses in 25 disciplines in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.
 Essentially, says Thompson, the ethics program acted like a foundation, where “people would apply to us and we would give grants to faculty to develop courses.” The effort had the virtue both of bolstering the ethics curriculum and boosting the program’s image within the Harvard community. It “built us a lot of support,” notes Thompson, “a lot of good will.” Another initiative, launched in 1990, also with the assistance of the American Express Foundation, enabled the program to award several fellowships each year to graduate students at Harvard who were writing dissertations or engaged in research on topics in practical ethics. Like the curriculum grants, the graduate fellows program was popular at Harvard, “an important element,” as Thompson puts it, “that helped integrate us” into the university. 

Building Satellites. Thompson’s final goal for the program—encouraging the growth of ethics curricula at Harvard’s professional schools
—was arguably the most difficult and time-consuming to achieve. He envisioned the task in phases—helping the schools to institute required courses in ethics, promoting faculty appointments in ethics, and, finally, assisting in the establishment of freestanding ethics programs within each school. It proved to be a sensitive business from the start. For one thing, pushing for required courses in ethics exacerbated the already stiff competition for scarce room on crowded schedules. “If you have a required course,” Thompson explains, “then something else has to be not required.” For another, Thompson learned, one had to tread carefully as an outsider on the academic turf of the schools. He recalls, for example, during his first or second year at the program, telling a Crimson reporter that the Business School needed to have a required course in ethics. “I got a call the next day,” he remembers, “from McArthur and several faculty in the Business School asking, politely but pointedly, whether I was quoted accurately. The unstated message was clear: first, I should not presume to dictate to the Business School and second, I did not appreciate the difficulties of academic scheduling in the school.” That experience taught him, Thompson says, that “I had to work within the faculties.” 

Thereafter, Thompson adopted the strategy of identifying an effective and influential faculty member to promote the teaching of practical ethics from within each school. Thus, for example, he established a relationship with Thomas Piper, then the senior associate dean of the Business School. Piper was “a key person over there,” Thompson explains, “and he managed to persuade his faculty to have [an ethics] module.” Thompson got the results he desired “not by making pronouncements and writing memos,” he reflects. “Even if I’d worked behind the scenes on my own from the [ethics] center, I would never have won that particular turf battle.” In selecting faculty liaisons, he adds, he did not always seek the faculty member who had the most expertise or experience in teaching ethics. “You have to pay attention to the culture of each school,” Thompson maintains. “It was more important to find a faculty leader who was known in the Business School as somebody who gets [things] done. Piper didn’t know that much about the academic subject of ethics, but he was willing to learn, and he was able to persuade his colleagues that the subject was important.” 

In fostering the establishment of ethics programs in the professional schools, Thompson was also careful to keep a low profile, at least in some cases. “It was very important ... not to take credit, “ he notes, for some of the advances in ethics curricula that the program had essentially made possible. It had, for example, raised nearly all of the funds—in the form of a $935,000 grant from the Ira DeCamp Foundation—to support the creation of a new Division of Medical Ethics at Harvard Medical School in 1990. “We got the check,” Thompson says. “It came to me, and we sent it over [to the Medical School].” It was the dean of the school, however, who was honored for his commitment to ethics. “You have to be prepared,” Thompson muses, “not to get credit.”
 

For the most part, Thompson enjoyed the support of the deans and, equally important, good access to them. “It’s unusual [to] have four deans [of major schools] like that meet with you ... and to be able to talk to them as a group and see them individually as often as I [did]—so I was grateful.” This access proved to be useful leverage in ”strengthen[ing] my hand with faculty and department chairs,” says Thompson, particularly when he jousted with them over faculty appointments. Disputes about faculty appointments, he explains, were not so much over whether ethics teachers should be appointed, as which ones—”people I wanted them to consider,” for example, “that they didn’t want to, or that I thought were good candidates, and they didn’t.” The fact that he could say that he had met with a dean to discuss an appointment carried considerable weight, since most faculty members, especially in the larger schools, “don’t see the deans as often.” 

As Thompson looks back on his early labors as director of the ethics program, it was the political side of the job, he concludes, that had absorbed most of his time and energy. “I expected when I started,” he recalls, “that this [would be] an intellectual challenge, to try to persuade ... people [that practical ethics] was a respectable field. ... It turned out that was the relatively easy part. The hard part was the institution-building—the sheer politics of it.” 

Summing Up and Looking Ahead

As it celebrated its tenth anniversary, the Program in Ethics and the Professions was widely hailed as a success. It had met many of its major goals and, in so doing, had established itself as a model of interdisciplinary and interfaculty cooperation at Harvard and beyond.
 By 1996, the program could boast of 60 former fellows scattered around the world, serving as “a network,” Jean McVeigh points out, to “help disseminate” the principles and goals of teaching and research in practical ethics. Closer to home, the alumni/ae of the fellowship program had become a significant presence on the Harvard campus. A number of them had migrated to Harvard’s professional schools where, as tenured professors, they taught courses in practical ethics and, in some cases, headed up ethics programs that Thompson had helped establish. 

In the four professional schools where Thompson had concentrated his efforts to promote ethics curricula, there were either discrete programs, as in the Law and Medical Schools, that acted as the locus of ethics activities, or a combination of courses and events sponsored by ethics faculty members. Moreover, Thompson noted in a 1996 report, individuals and programs in the various schools had begun to collaborate with each other “in development and research projects.” By 1996, other professional schools, such as the Divinity School and the School of Public Health, as well as the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, were sponsoring ethics activities with the encouragement of the central ethics program. Across the entire university, the Gazette reported in late 1995, there were over 200 ethics and ethics-related courses being taught. In his tenth annual report, Thompson could write that “[e]thics activities are now so extensive here [at Harvard] that those of us in the central Program, who once had to goad the schools to act, find it a challenge to stay informed about all their activities.” 

For Thompson, the increasing autonomy of the individual programs that the central program had spawned was a positive development. “If we had tried to keep it all centralized,” he argues, ”it wouldn’t have worked. It would have been less integrated into the fabric of the life of the schools.” He did, however, see a continuing role for the central program with the outposts it had helped create. The ethics programs in the professional schools were, in one sense, Thompson observes, at the heart of “what [the schools] are doing,” but in another, they were marginal operations in terms of number of faculty and courses involved. “Intellectual sustenance is in part going to come from someplace else,” Thompson says, “and this is where they come back to get it.” 

Planning for the Future. In 1994, as part of a fundraising proposal, Thompson wrote that “the successes [of the ethics program] have been encouraging enough to warrant turning this experiment into a more enduring program in the university. ...” Thompson’s proposal was a first step in the process of making the Program in Ethics and the Professions self-sufficient. Although the four schools that had helped support it financially were, Thompson believed, willing to continue to do so, at least for the time being, the Harvard administration had decided, and Thompson had agreed, that the program needed to raise its own funds. If the central program had awarded degrees, Thompson says, it would warrant being supported by the schools or the administration. “But if you’re running a fellowship program or an interdisciplinary program, ... you get seed money and support, but eventually you have to be self-sustaining.” Accordingly, by 1996, the program had cut itself loose from the funding provided by the four professional schools; its costs would be absorbed by the president’s discretionary fund while it sought to become financially independent.
 In this effort, the program benefited from its designation as one of five interfaculty initiatives that had been singled out for special attention during the university’s major fundraising campaign. Meanwhile, the individual schools were expected to take responsibility for raising funds for their own ethics activities, a commitment made by the deans but not always honored by development offices. The individual development offices, says Thompson, “don’t always get the message that ethics is important.” 

As the ethics program sought to put itself on more secure financial footing, Thompson was generally optimistic about its place in the intellectual life of Harvard, as well as in ethics education in general. He envisioned an enterprise that would both maintain the fellowships, which he saw as a key tool for disseminating ethics teaching and research, and act as a spark for ethics-related activities at and among Harvard’s schools. “You do need the [central] program to encourage [interfaculty activities],” he says. “Interfaculty collaboration at the university level can cause interdisciplinary activities at a lot of different schools.” But while the ethics program was by all measures a thriving venture, Thompson did see some uncertainty in its future. “It’s a new field, and it’s still kind of fragile,” he told the Gazette. “Much of what we’ve achieved could slip away if we were to back away from the commitment we’ve made.” 

�	Our grateful thanks to Dennis Thompson, Jean McVeigh, and Derek Bok for their help in the preparation of this case. 


�	Harvard University Gazette, October 26, 1995. 


�	Thompson was appointed professor in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences and the Kennedy School; half of his time was devoted to directing the ethics program.  


�	The Faculty of Arts and Sciences contributed as well by sharing some of the costs of Thompson’s faculty appointment within the Department of Government. 


�	Later, a third faculty group would be added: the faculty associates, largely comprising former ethics fellows who had gone on to teach at Harvard, but including others as well who were invited to teach in the weekly seminar for ethics fellows. 


�	Harvard University Gazette, October 26, 1995. 


�	In the first decade of the program, Thompson concentrated largely on the Law, Business, and Medical Schools, as well as the Kennedy School. Ultimately, he hoped to involve all of Harvard’s professional schools in the activities and goals of the ethics program. 


�	Thompson also raised $275,000 in funds to support the Program on the Legal Profession at the Law School, a moribund unit that was revived by a former ethics fellow. 


�	It was also formally designated as one of five interfaculty initiatives at Harvard. 


�	Essentially, the ethics program sought to raise $15 million to, among other things, endow a professorship in ethics, and support the ethics fellowships. 
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