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P r e s i d e n t ’ s  v i e w

 A s I sat onstage during this year’s Baccalaureate, 

the multi-faith service that graces Commencement 

Weekend, my heart ached.

It ached at the haunting beauty of the music and of the 

chanting and the readings of scripture by graduating seniors 

Zach Ulman, from Psalm 90, Joe McDonough, from the Gospel 

of Matthew, and Esa Seegulam, from the Qur’an. Associate 

Chaplain and Cantor Bob Scherr pierced the hearts of 

everyone packed into Chapin Hall by ending the service with a 

soaring rendition in Hebrew of The Threefold Blessing.

My heart ached with joy to share this powerful expression of 

religious devotion across traditions and to do so at such a piv-

otal moment in the lives of our graduating seniors. It ached also, 

though, with longing . . . both for our campus and our world.

I longed for members of our college, and others, to get bet-

ter at helping students integrate their spiritual lives, evidenced 

in this service, with their academic lives.

Mirroring national trends, most of our students arrive as 

first-years with religious inclinations. In surveys, almost three-

quarters of new Williams students report having attended 

religious services in the previous year. More than 90 percent 

have discussed religion occasionally or frequently in that year. 

Two-thirds say it’s important to them to develop a meaningful 

philosophy of life, and more than half expect their experiences 

at Williams to strengthen their religious beliefs or convictions.

While I appreciate that it’s appropriate, perhaps even impor-

tant, for young adults to question their beliefs, I’m pleased that 

Williams students engage in a wide array of religious activities 

on campus and with neighboring faith communities. We have 

active programs rooted in a variety of faith traditions, including 

many branches of Christianity, and we offer the chance to study 

the phenomena of religion through our religion department.

The President’s House overflows with life when my wife 

and I invite students, faculty and staff to break the fast after 

Yom Kippur in the fall and to Passover seders in the spring—

both of these being parts of my own tradition that I cherish. 

An equally lively group comes to the house to celebrate Eid-al-

Fitr at the end of each Ramadan.

And the College is careful to acknowledge that religion can 

be pursued far outside the familiar forms of traditional faiths. 

I’m proud that the College takes so seriously the needs 

and interests of a student body that increasingly reflects the 

religious diversity of the world. I’m also pleased that we’re 

taking steps to enhance the resources for religious life that we 

make available. 

I lament, however, that we live in a time that encourages stu-

dents to separate into compartments their academic selves and 

their religious selves. The former is broadly conceived as “ratio-

nal” and the latter “non-rational,” with the twain thought never 

to meet. But they complement each other as ways of knowing 

and together can shed new light on the questions that provoke 

both religion and classical education: What is this universe we 

find ourselves in? Why are we here? How should we live? 

Religion and academia both involve the transforming of 

lives and engage the passions we hold as individuals. 

Faculty, whether overtly religious or not, do grapple with 

these questions and certainly have passion for the particular 

piece of life that they teach and for how it fits into larger, often 

mystifying, puzzles. Students, whether overtly religious or not, 

long to find and develop their own passions and to synthesize 

what they learn into fuller understanding of life as a whole. 

Conversations on campus to which faculty and students bring 

both their passions and their knowledge do take place. But I long 

for a change in the intellectual climate that keeps them from 

happening as often and as richly as they could. I say this without 

naïveté about how difficult and challenging those conversations 

can be, if they’re honest. We don’t all understand the world in the 

same way, and our values collide at times. But difficult conversa-

tions can lead to deep learning and even to transformation.

Back in June, sitting on the Chapin stage, I ached also 

for the world, too often riven by religion, to experience the 

liberating joy that results when religious people affirm, as at 

Baccalaureate, the powerful bonds that unite them.

Williams and the world need more of it.

—Morty Schapiro

Faith in the Liberal Arts
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econ professor who was president of 
Macalester College from 1996 to 2003, 
“are all people who served the College in 
Hopkins Hall and had a chance to prove 
themselves,” Schapiro says. “More impor-
tant, they had a chance to decide that this 
was a life they might want to pursue. Some 
people really like it and want to stay on, 
and others try it for a few years and say, 
‘Thank you, but that’s enough.’”

illiams’ first president 
to arise from the 
faculty was none other 
than Mark Hopkins, 
Class of 1824, a 
30-something profes-

sor of moral and intellectual philosophy 
when he was tapped to succeed Edward 
Dorr Griffin. The College’s next three 
presidents—Paul Chadbourne, Class of 
1848; Franklin Carter, Class of 1862; and 
Hewitt—likewise were former faculty.

Following a 70 year-gap, the trend 
reemerged in 1973, when Chandler, a for-

mer chair of the religion depart-
ment, was named the College’s 
14th president. It was Chandler’s 
mentor, John Sawyer, who cre-
ated the positions of provost 
and dean of faculty, the key 
stepping-stones to a presi-

dency at Williams or any other 
liberal arts college. 

“Jack started in 1962 and 
brought Joe Kershaw in from 
the RAND Corporation to be 
the first provost of the College,” 
Lewis explains. “Kershaw went 
on leave in ’65-’66, and Sawyer 

picked John Chandler to be acting pro-
vost. Then it was just a series of us folks 
from inside.”

Sawyer’s influence reached well beyond 
organizational changes. The faith he had in 
his charges was just as important in push-
ing them to assume greater responsibility.

“My apprenticeship with Jack Sawyer 
was really quite thoroughgoing,” says 
Chandler. “He had me working on a lot 
of issues, even though my official title was 
acting provost, then dean of faculty.”

Chandler was typically in charge of 
personnel matters, but Sawyer insisted he 
become involved in other areas, includ-
ing many of the most polarizing issues 
of the late 1960s and early 1970s. When 
fraternities were abolished, Chandler 
gained valuable experience meeting with 
alumni and student groups to explain the 
controversial decision.

“I learned a lot of lessons from Jack, 
especially about bringing constituents 
along,” Chandler says. “No president can 
succeed without having opinion leaders 
from the student body and the faculty 
and the alumni accompanying you in the 
direction you’re going.”

Another Sawyer protégé was Grabois, 
who was the dean of the College under 
Sawyer and a provost under Sawyer and 
Chandler.

“It was all a matter of chance, hardly 
aspiration, that an opportunity came up 
to take on the provost’s position, which I 
did for a few years before going on leave,” 
Grabois says. “It was around that time 
that I began to be aware of the fact that I 
had a lot of experience in administration 
at Williams and that I was fortunate to 

William G. Cole (religion), 
Lake Forest College (1960-1969)

Vincent M. Barnett (political science), 
Colgate University (1963-1969)

Dwight J. Simpson (political science), 
Robert College (1965-1967)

John W. Chandler (religion), 
Hamilton College (1968-1973); 
Williams College (1973-1985)

Francis C. Oakley (history), 
Williams College (1985-1993)

Steven R. Lewis ’60 (economics), 
Carleton College (1987-2000)

Neil R. Grabois (mathematics), 
Colgate University (1988-1999)

Peter Berek (English), 
Mount Holyoke College (interim, 1995)

Michael S. McPherson (economics), 
Macalester College (1996-2003)

Charles Karelis (philosophy), 
Colgate University (1999-2001)

Morton Owen Schapiro (economics), 
Williams College (July 2000-)

Catharine B. Hill ’76 (economics), 
Vassar College (July 2006-)
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have worked with some extraordinary 
presidents. It seemed I ought to at 
least think about the possibility of a 
presidency.”

Many of the presidents marvel at 
Sawyer’s uncanny ability to see potential 
they had yet to realize in themselves. 

“He was always five moves ahead of 
everybody on the chess board and was 
always thinking about long-term con-
sequences,” Lewis says. “Jack was very 
explicit with us youngsters about what he 
was doing, why he was doing it, how he 
was doing it, what the sequence was and 
so on. It was just a continual seminar on 
leadership and governance.”

he latest generation of col-
lege presidents from the 
Williams faculty includes a 
highly improbable number 
of economists, which Lewis 
attributes to “The Sawyer-

Gates-Kershaw Effect.” The theory 
recognizes a powerful chain of economists 
at Williams that ran concurrently from the 
influential president to department chair 
Bill Gates ’39 to Sawyer’s earliest provost, 
Kershaw.

“Gates, I think, was responsible for 
creating the culture in the department,” 
Lewis says. “He made it clear at our 
departmental lunches that we, collec-
tively, as a group of economists and as a 
department, had a responsibility to think 
about the whole institution. The people 
who have succeeded since I was there have 
continued that.”

Schapiro calls it “bizarre” to consider 
that “four of us who were sitting around 

econ department meetings in 1985 went 
on to become college presidents.”

Yet the anomaly is no accident, as any 
of the four—Lewis, McPherson, Schapiro 
and Hill—will tell you.

“The economics department spent a lot 
of time in our meetings thinking about the 
good of Williams as a whole,” McPherson 
says. “I think of the great leaders I 
experienced—Bill Gates, Henry Bruton, 
Roger Bolton, Gordon Winston, Ralph 
Bradburd, Steve Lewis. At department 
meetings, of course, we would deal with 
the business of the department, but we 
would also talk about policy issues that 
were affecting Williams as a whole.”

During his tenure as provost, Lewis 
regularly sought the advice of departmen-
tal colleagues on issues he was wrestling 
with at the college level. 

“In rather subtle ways, though I wasn’t 
particularly conscious of it, we were being 
socialized into thinking of ourselves as 
citizens of a college,” McPherson says.

“I didn’t know Jack Sawyer, but I 
sure knew Steve Lewis,” says Schapiro. 
“When he went off to become president 
of Carleton and was so successful and 
enjoyed it so much, it was natural that 
in the back of my mind, and in other 
people’s minds, presumably, we thought, 
‘Well, Steve really likes it, maybe we 
should think about it.’”

s long as Williams continues 
to develop top administra-
tors from within for its own 
benefit, there is no reason to 
think more of them won’t 
eventually add their names 

to the illustrious list of faculty members 
who have become college presidents. 

“The fact that a very surprising number 
of people had this opportunity doesn’t 
mean, in my judgment, that the College 
should be grooming people for presiden-
cies,” Grabois says. “I do think it is a con-
tinuing part of the Williams tradition that 
relatively young people who have demon-
strated some talents are given opportuni-
ties and that they are not obliged by virtue 
of those opportunities to think that they 
are now and forevermore administra-
tors. In a sense it’s the very structure of 
Williams and the way it’s managed that 
gives you a very broad perspective on 
the College and how it develops. That 
is implicitly incredibly good training for 
considering going beyond Williams.”

A final reason for the parade of presi-
dents marching out of Hopkins Hall, and 
one that should not be underestimated, 
is the stellar reputation Williams has as a 
premier liberal arts college. In the case of 
potential leaders, it is not simply a matter 
of what they have done, but where they 
have done it.

“People naturally look to the institu-
tions that they think are well run and at 
the top of their games,” Schapiro says. 
“It’s not surprising that when a place is 
looking for a president they would look 
at a provost or dean of the faculty at 
Williams. Quite a lot of schools admire 
what we do and think that maybe they 
can import part of what makes Williams 
so special.” ■

Jim Mulvihill is a freelance writer based in 
Houston, Texas.





Alumni Review: There is a 
perception that Williams students 
are groomed to be i-bankers, law-
yers and teachers. Is that an accurate 
perception, and is it one you’d like to 
change?

John Noble: I think there is a 
perception that this is the case, due 
primarily to the fact that these are the 
employers that recruit on campus. 
Yet we have very little to do with 
which recruiters appear on campus 
and which do not; the economy is the 
determining factor. It is an expen-
sive proposition to send recruiters to 
campus, and so only those employers 
who can afford it will make the visit. 
Consequently, consulting firms and 
investment banks are most prevalent.  

I’d prefer to have students perceive 
that they have a wide range of career 

options by coming to Williams and 
that they have the resources here to 
explore all of them.

AR: If only large firms and corpora-
tions can afford to send recruiters to 
campus, what steps are necessary to 
connect students to options at small 
businesses or with nonprofits?   

JN: This is what our new Route 2 
Program is all about and what we’ll 
be implementing as soon as possible. 
The program involves several key 
components, but at the heart of each 
is alumni participation and assis-
tance. Basically, the idea is to create 
formal pathways to a variety of 
careers by creating “alumni career 
groups” in each field. These groups 
will become a gateway for students 
to explore and then enter the career 

fields of their choice. It involves 
relying on our alumni in new and 
more significant ways.

AR: How do you enlist and foster 
the necessary help from alumni?

JN: It is clear to me, in my short 
time at Williams, that the alumni 
here are exceptionally dedicated to 
the College. It is also evident that 
the alumni office is very experi-
enced at tapping into the talents of 
this enthusiastic group. I intend to 
partner with the alumni office to 
help launch the Route 2 Program 
and, together with the OCC, make 
it a success. I see involvement in this 
program as a significant and new 
way for alums to give back to the 
institution.
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AR: Say a Class of ’90 alum is looking 
to make a career change. Are the services 
you offer to students available to alumni 
as well?

JN: Alumni are key to the success of 
our office, so it is only logical that we 
should be ready to assist them in any 
way we can. Because our services are, at 
present, geared to undergraduates, many 
resources may not be appropriate or 
useful to the 1990 alum. However, two 
things occur to me: one, that the alumni 
database is available and an incredible 
resource for everyone as a networking 
tool (https://alumni.ephnet.org/awc); and 
two, the alumni career groups that are a 
part of our new program may become a 
professional resource for alumni making 
transitions later in their careers.

AR: How has career counseling 
changed over the nearly 25 years you’ve 
been following and shaping it? 

JN: In the early ’80s when I first entered 
this field, the word “placement” was 

still quite prevalent and accepted. The 
idea of “placing” students into posi-
tions seemed more accepted and in line 
with the paradigm students were used 
to—academic achievement equals good 
job. This paradigm grew out of the early 
post-World War II era, when there was a 
supply-and-demand gap for highly edu-
cated college grads, i.e., more demand 
than supply. Corporations were lining up 
at the doors of the top schools vying for 
their graduates, and, for the most part, 
college seniors could pick and choose.  

That picture changed dramatically 
in the late ’60s, ’70s and ’80s as the 
economy changed. Supply and demand 
evened out or reversed. The baby boom 
generation hit the job market, and we 
had a whole new scene. Of course, a 
sociologist would have a field day with 
this simplistic analysis, but in essence 
the viability of placing students into jobs 
has become unrealistic and the emphasis 
has turned to teaching students job-
hunting strategies. 

Most students do not get their first 
jobs as a result of on-campus recruiting 

or from postings they see in the OCC 
jobs database. They return home or 
venture to a new place with a group of 
friends and begin their job search on 
the ground, pounding the pavement. So, 
necessarily, the OCC’s role for the past 
many years—even decades—has been to 
help students decide which career paths 
to follow and then to teach them the 
skills needed to follow that path  
successfully.

AR: In the past, it seemed that giving 
a student a contact was enough to get 
them started down a path. Nowadays 
they want career counselors to help them 
foster more meaningful relationships 
with prospective employers.

JN: Recent generations of college 
students expect something I refer to as 
“high tech and high touch.” In other 
words, they want access to informa-
tion that is specific to their needs, but 
they also want someone to care about 
what they’re doing and to connect on a 
personal level. 

Q&A with John Noble

John Noble (back row, fifth from left) and students 
learned about career opportunities at the United 
Nations in March. 







Normally, biology professor Steve Swoap does 

his physiology experiments on small rodents, 

but lately he’s been using himself as a guinea pig. 

Enter Swoap’s office and you will likely find him 

on a treadmill rigged with a wireless keyboard and 

facing an elevated computer screen.

The inspiration for the “walking desk” came 

from a discussion in his “Biology of Energy and 

Nutrition” class last year. Swoap and his students 

studied how obese people spend two-and-a-half 

more hours per day seated than do lean people. 

As an experiment, he hauled in a treadmill from 

the physiology lab. “I find I’m much more mentally 

alert when I’m walking,” he says. “Normally, when 

I grade papers, I’m drowsy by the third one. But if 

I’m walking, my energy is boundless.”

A cardiovascular physiologist, Swoap has 

published studies on hypertension and caloric 

restriction and on nutrition and heart disease. He 

also wrote a series of articles on weight loss for 

Health Quarterly titled “Biology of the Bulge.” 

These days, his name is linked with leading research 

on hibernation, a field he stumbled on “purely by 

accident.”

While studying weight loss in mice last year, 

Swoap and his students discovered they were 

unwittingly inducing torpor, a low-metabolic state 

most animals enter when food intake is reduced or 

temperatures drop. “It’s fascinating that animals 

can … have their heart stop beating, their body 

temperature drop to nearly freezing and wake up 

from it with no ill effects at all,” he says.

Unlike most scientists studying hibernation, 

Swoap is more interested in people than animals. 

“Why we don’t hibernate is an important 

question,” he says. “Almost certainly we still 

have the genes for it.” Being able to trigger our 

dormant ability to hibernate could have many 

useful applications, from controlling appetite to 

lowering a patient’s metabolic rate during surgery.

Swoap works closely with his students on 

every aspect of his research. He co-wrote a paper 

with Ross Smith ’05, published in the January 

Journal of Neuroscience, that examined chemical 

signals in the brain that trigger and counteract 

torpor in mice. (Smith is a technician in Gokhan 

Hotamisligil’s laboratory at Harvard.) 

Now Swoap’s research team is busy isolating 

the biochemicals that initiate torpor. In November, 

the American Journal of Physiology will publish his 

study of the neuron type that signals hibernation, 

co-written by Liz Gluck ’05.

Swoap is quick to emphasize the crucial role 

of students like Smith and Gluck. “Students drive 

the research,” he says. “Their input helps me come 

up with experimental plans. They do the data 

analysis. They spark the ideas and generate the 

enthusiasm.”

—Cathleen McCarthy

Of Mice and Men
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Steve Swoap at his “walking desk.”

continue to have health insurance. 

“It’s important to understand 

whether parents are using those 

alternatives,” she says.

In analyzing federal data from 

a variety of sources, including 

Census Bureau statistics, Shore-

Sheppard has found from 

both Medicaid and SCHIP that 

“children are getting more 

insurance than they would have 

if the programs hadn’t been 

expanded, but there are lots of 

children still uninsured, and that’s 

a puzzle. Why is it that parents 

can get something for their kids 

free or close to free, and yet they 

don’t sign their kids up?”

It’s possible, she says, that 

parents may not know their 

children are eligible, or they rely on 

emergency rooms at the expense 

of preventive health care, or they 

find that filling out the forms 

required to enroll in federally 

funded programs is too daunting.

Shore-Sheppard—who 

is a faculty research fellow 

with the National Bureau of 

Economic Research, among other 

distinctions—says her research 

has implications “for figuring 

out the best way to achieve 

universal health coverage. If 

we are thinking about how to 

accomplish health insurance for 

as many people as possible, it 

makes sense to discover whether 

what we’ve been trying to do 

for the under-18 population is 

actually working. That will help 

us figure out how to cover people 

18 to 65.”

The hope, she says, is that 

“policymakers will read what I 

find and change the programs 

accordingly so that they work 

better. We spend a lot of money 

on [the programs]. You’d like 

to think they are making a 

difference.”

—Sally Abrahms
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s i g n a t u r e by Kate Stone Lombardi ’78

 My dinner partner to the left was 

almost completely deaf and every 

few minutes opened with the 

same conversational gambit. “I was in the Battle 

of the Bulge, but I can’t talk about it,” he kept 

shouting. The dinner partner on my right, mercifully, 

was my father, who spoke in lower tones and was 

not using the occasion to review his own similarly 

traumatic memories of World War II.

There were, however, many other reminiscences. 

The event was my dad’s 60th college reunion, and I 

was his date for the weekend. My father was in the 

Class of 1946; I graduated 32 years later, in 1978.

It’s a special bond to have—something we 

share outside of the family connection. Of course, 

I’ve attended my own reunions over the years, 

too—as a newlywed for my fifth, pregnant for my 

10th, with toddlers in tow for my 15th. When I 

celebrated my 25th, I left the teenagers at home, 

focusing instead on reconnecting with old friends 

and especially taking pleasure in making new con-

nections with people I hadn’t spent much time with 

as a student.

I can’t imagine my dad having much fun if he 

had come to my reunions. But when my father 

first invited me to accompany him to his 50th 10 

years ago, I was delighted. I see my dad frequently 

enough but rarely get him one on one.

As an additional benefit, I earned bonus points 

from my mother, whose idea of a good time does 

not include traveling to the Berkshires to a college 

she didn’t attend and talking to wives she insists 

are all named Buffy and Muffy and Kitty. (This is 

actually not true, but I did meet men in my father’s 

class who were referred to as Stinky, Chappy and 

The Judge.)

Anyway, the 50th was a lot of fun, except 

that my dad insisted on introducing me to all his 

classmates as his “trophy wife.” Once we nipped 

that mortifying joke in the bud, the rest of the 

weekend proceeded smoothly. The Class of ’46 was 

an interesting one. My father arrived on campus in 

the summer of 1942 at the age of 17. He attended 

classes for only one semester before enlisting in the 

Army. Dad returned to Williamstown to resume his 

education in 1946, after the war ended. Many of 

his classmates also served, and some never made 

it back. My father actually graduated in 1949, but 

he and many of his classmates retain their original 

class identity with pride.

My dad’s 60th reunion reminded me that in 

some ways we attended the same school; in others, 

a vastly different institution. We sang the same 

dopey football songs, lived in the same dormito-

ries, enjoyed the same beautiful campus and even 

overlapped on a few professors who started out as 

teachers in the 1940s and were nearing the end of 

their careers when I was in college.

But the differences mark the changing times. The 

student body in my father’s day was male, nearly 

all white, largely Christian and populated heavily by 

prep school boys. (Having twice experienced today’s 

college application scene with my own children, it 

shocked me to hear several of my dad’s classmates 

explain how they got accepted at Williams: “My 

headmaster asked my father where he wanted me 

to go and then called the director of admissions to 

tell him I was coming.”)

I was in the fourth freshman class that included 

women. By then, there was a well-organized Black 

Student Union but few Latinos, and nobody was 

“out” as gay. A few years after graduation, some 

of our classmates would start dying of a mysteri-

ous virus that was not yet called AIDS. This year’s 

reunion events included receptions for the Bisexual, 

Gay, Lesbian and Transgendered Alumni Network as 

well as for Alumni of Color, along with Shabbat ser-

vices and various other activities that mirror a little 

better what the country and the College look like 

today. At a reunion seminar on “today’s admissions 

picture at Williams,” we were told that the incoming 

freshman class is roughly 28 percent “Americans 

of color.” An additional 8 percent are international 

students.

But reunions are reunions, and they have their 

own familiar rhythms. At the annual meeting, reun-

ing classes are seated by age. Those past their 50th 

reunion class are up front. Classes from the 1940s 

were surprisingly well represented. A fair share wore 

hearing aids and carried canes; there was some 

joking about how hard the repeated standing and 

sitting were on the knee and hip replacements.

The 50th reunion class looked dapper in their 

1956 straw boaters. Farther back in the auditorium, 

the 25th reunion class had only a scattering of gray 

hair and balding pates. Toward the back, the young-

est classes cradled babies and shushed toddlers.

While a large contingent of the Class of 2001 

attended their fifth reunion, only a handful had 

woken up in time to attend the meeting, leading 

the College president to joke that their reunion gift 

should have been an alarm clock.

In a way it was like sitting in the middle of a 

real-life actuary table, seeing the age you once 

were in the people behind you and where you are 

heading up front. Looking over at my father that 

morning, I felt the time to be especially precious. The 

meeting ended with singing: “The Mountains! The 

Mountains! We greet them with a song!” We both 

still remembered the words. And the mountains 

were one thing at college that time hadn’t changed.

Kate Stone Lombardi ’78, daughter of Donald 

Stone ’46, is a freelance writer in Chappaqua, 

N.Y., and a frequent contributor to The New York 

Times. Copyright © 2006 by The New York Times 

Co. Reprinted with permission.

Reunions: A Glimpse Ahead, as Well as Behind


