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ROTC Returns
An agreement signed on March 4 by 
President Drew Faust and U.S. Secretary 
of the Navy Ray Mabus clears the way for 
the Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps 

(NROTC) program to return to Harvard’s 
campus once the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 
(DADT) policy’s repeal—enacted by Con-
gress in December—takes effect. That is 
expected to happen as soon as this sum-
mer, ending nearly 40 years of formal sepa-

ration dating from the Vietnam War era.
The agreement provides for:
• appointment by the University of an 

NROTC director at Harvard, with office 
space, and access to classrooms and ath-
letic fields (for drilling and military exer-
cises) for participating students; and
• resumption by Harvard of direct fi-

nancial responsibility for the costs of stu-
dent participation in the program (such 
costs have been covered in recent decades 
by alumni donations).

Harvard Navy and Marine Corps mid-
shipmen will continue to take their 
NROTC classes at MIT, home to the 
courses and faculty who have trained 
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Done Deal.  
U.S. Secretary of the 
navy Ray Mabus and 
President Drew Faust 
sign the RoTC agree-
ment as (left to right) 
Vice President and  
General Counsel  
Robert Iuliano, assistant 
Secretary of the navy 
Juan M. Garcia III, Dean of 
Harvard College evelynn 
Hammonds, and Vice  
admiral Mark e.  
Ferguson III look on.
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area students enrolled in the program re-
cently. (Military leaders have indicated it 
is uneconomical to expand the number of 
ROTC programs to multiple campus sites 
that each serve a potentially small number 
of students.) The news release announcing 
the new arrangement noted that maintain-
ing the current consortium arrangement is 
“best for the efficiency and effectiveness” 
of the operations. From Harvard’s per-
spective, this means that issues of faculty 
appointments and class credit for ROTC 
courses within the College curriculum—
potential deal-breakers—do not arise now.

Faust had previously indicated strong 
support for renewing ties to ROTC once 
the prohibition on military service by 
openly gay men and women was abolished. 
She attended commissioning ceremonies 
during Commencement week, and seemed 
to establish a strong rapport with General 
David H. Petraeus (now leading U.S. mili-
tary operations in Afghanistan) when he 
spoke at the 2009 exercises. In the news 
release, Faust said, “Our renewed relation-
ship affirms the vital role that the members 
of our Armed Forces play in serving the 
nation and securing our freedoms, while 
also affirming inclusion and opportunity 
as powerful American ideals. It broadens 
the pathways for students to participate 
in an honorable and admirable calling and 
in so doing advances our commitment to 
both learning and service.”

Mabus called the agreement “good for 
the University, good for the military, and 
good for the country. Together, we have 
made a decision to enrich the experience 
open to Harvard’s undergraduates, make 
the military better, and our nation stron-
ger.” The decision may have resonated for 
Mabus on several levels: he rose to the rank 
of lieutenant during his own navy service; 
holds a Harvard Law degree (J.D. ’75); and 
was in Cambridge at the start of junior 
parents’ weekend (daughter Elisabeth is a 
student in the College).

Harvard is also pursuing discussions to 
renew formal ties with ROTC programs 
serving other military branches. And 
Faust will form an ROTC implementation 
committee chaired by Cabot associate 
professor in applied science Kevin (“Kit”) 
Parker, an army major who has served 
three tours in Afghanistan. (His bioen-
gineering research has recently been ex-
panded to include traumatic brain injury, 
prompted by his military experience.)

Twenty undergraduates now partici-
pate in ROTC programs, including 10 in 
NROTC. In addition to Faust’s interest 
in restoring the program, Harvard may be 
enjoying a bit of geographic luck—in the 
proximity of the current ROTC opera-

tions just downriver at MIT—in gaining 
an ROTC presence on campus so quickly. 
Other institutions that have taken steps to 
re-establish ROTC in the wake of DADT’s 
repeal, including Stanford and Yale, are less 
fortunately situated.

Designing from Life
As a piece of engineering, the hu-
man body is a marvel. It maintains its bal-
ance even while executing complicated 
movements; it senses and adapts to heat 
and cold. Every 20 seconds, it circulates 
blood through even its most far-flung ex-
tremities. It has cells capable of replacing 
wounded tissue, finding and destroying 
dangerous invaders, and interconnecting 
to produce thoughts and emotions. Utiliz-
ing all these functions, our bodies—and all 
living systems—can accomplish tasks far 
more sophisticated and dynamic than any 
artificial entity yet designed by humans. 

Harvard’s Wyss Institute for Biologi-
cally Inspired Engineering (wyss.harvard.
edu) is taking on the ambitious task of ap-
plying the astounding capabilities of liv-
ing systems to better engineer artificial 
ones. Its projects range widely: robots that 
self-organize, materials that adapt to the 
environment, medical devices that sense 
and respond to subtle biological rhythms, 
engineered cells that use nature’s build-
ing blocks to manufacture fuel or attack 
a disease. But beyond pursuing research 
in these areas, the institute focuses on 
transforming its discoveries into devic-

es—transferring ideas from academia into 
the hands of private industry. The two-
year-old institute has a growing project 
portfolio and institutional and corporate 
partnerships that have the potential to ex-
pand Harvard’s research in new ways. Its 
applications range from vibrating insoles 
that could help prevent falls in the elderly 
to a device that rapidly diagnoses sepsis, a 
potentially fatal condition.

The institute grew out of a larger ini-
tiative at Harvard to develop a vision for 
bioengineering. One faculty proposal was 
an institute for biologically inspired engi-
neering; that received seed funding from 
the University in 2008. The following Jan-
uary, the program received an enormous 
boost when Swiss entrepreneur Hansjörg 
Wyss donated $125 million to launch the 
institute, the largest gift in Harvard histo-
ry (see “Life Sciences, Applied,” January-
February 2009, page 34).

“My goal has always been to improve 
patient care,” Wyss says. An engineer by 
training and chairman of the medical-de-
vice manufacturer Synthes, he became in-
terested in the effort while meeting with 
several leaders in biology and medicine at 
Harvard; he saw an opportunity to create 
an institution that would help engineers 
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