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A Minor Miracle
For the past few years, undergraduates at Harvard have been hungry for 
ways to be involved with the field of education, either as a future career or 
as part of their belief in public service. Unfortunately, except for a couple of 
individual courses offered at the college, which are difficult to get into be-
cause they are so popular, and the formal Harvard Teacher Fellows Program, 
it hasn’t been easy to dive into the issues around teaching and learning.

That changed in the spring when it was announced that starting this 
academic year, undergraduates would be able to choose education studies 
as a secondary field, the Harvard equivalent of minoring in a subject. This 
first-of-its-kind collaboration between the Ed School and the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences (FAS) involves five approved courses that students can 
take at either school, plus a capstone project. 

Senior Lecturer KAY MERSETH, M.A.T.’69, ED.D.’82, helped lay the ground-
work when, four years ago, an undergraduate approached her with the idea 
to push for the education minor. 

“We worked up a proposal for education studies and then began a very 
long process of getting it approved,” says Merseth, who started teach-
ing United States in the World 35: Dilemmas of Equity and Excellence 
in American K–12 Education, in the fall of 2011 — at the time, the only 
education class for undergraduates. (That first year, 90 students vied for 47 
seats. Now, 400 students routinely sign up for the lottery, and Merseth has 
expanded the course to two sections of 75.) This new education minor, she 
says, offers many more options for undergraduates.

“What this does for Harvard College students is provide a loose struc-
ture whereby students can study different strands of education studies: 
economics and education; learning and psychology and education; social 
policy; inequality in education, and so on,” she says. “We found, when look-
ing for relevant courses, that there were actually quite a few, but it took 
some searching to find them. Now they will all be listed in one place and 
students can choose different areas of focus.”

Merseth, who retired last year from administrative activities but still 
teaches, says there will also be monthly events for those interested in 
education studies to get together, hear speakers, have debates, and learn 
about internship opportunities.

“This will provide undergraduates with a ‘home room,’ in a sense,” she 
says. “They will also have an easier time finding sympathetic faculty work-
ing on research that might interest them. I frankly think this is huge for the 
Ed School and for the college as well as for the field. Now college students 
will be able to see multiple ways to get involved in education beyond be-
coming a teacher. Some might decide to teach through the Harvard Teacher 
Fellows Program, but this broadens the potential for the engagement. I am 
beyond thrilled about this!” LH

“I think there is a delicate 
balance between adults  

and youth partners to try  
to create change.”

 GRETCHEN BRION-MEISELS, ED.M.’11,ED.D.’13, lecturer on 
education, discussing the March for Our Lives. (Education Week)
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Meet the New Faces  
on Campus
Junlei Li (below right) joins the Ed School as a senior 
lecturer. Li comes to Harvard from the Fred Rogers  
Center at Saint Vincent College where he was a profes-
sor and ran a research lab, Incubator 143, focused on 
creating positive change for children’s development. The 
lab was named after Fred Rogers’ favorite number, which 
symbolized the number of letters in “I love you.”  
At the Ed School, Li will be working primarily with the 
Saul Zaentz Early Education Initiative. 

Peter Blair (below left) will be a new assistant professor. 
Prior, Blair was an assistant professor of economics at 
Clemson University, where he was the principal investi-
gator at the Blair Economics Lab. While at Clemson,  
he also served as a faculty affiliate of the Human Capital 
and Economic Opportunity Global Working Group at  
the University of Chicago. He studies the link between  
inequality and occupational licensing, as well as  
economics and education.
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Illustration by Jason Schneider

3 Find an audience. “Before you 
perform in front of a paying au-
dience or classroom, you need 
friends and comedy buddies 
who laugh at your jokes. And you 
need the honest ones who don’t 
—  until the joke is good. Also, 
once I get a show, my first ques-
tion is always, “Who’s the audi-
ence?” Be conversational, as if 
talking to a friend.”

3 Lastly, do it. “Get on stage. As 
much as you can. Do it, do it, do 
it, then do it some more. (Class-
room teachers are lucky. They 
have stage time every day.)  Use 
surprise, exaggeration, specif-
ics, emotion (remembering that 
“I  hate” is funnier than “I love”), 
and honesty. Authentic is the 
highest praise. And here’s the 
best advice of all, the simplest 
but the hardest: Be you. Show us 
your world. As Oscar Wilde once 
said, “Be yourself. Everyone else 
is taken.”  LH

teachers made all of us stand up 
and give speeches. I talked at 
length, probably too long, about 
my trip to Washington, D.C. In 
her class, I also made Mount Ver-
non out of a shoebox, a foot-high 
Washington Monument with a 
flour-water-and-salt reflecting 
pool, and a cardboard Lincoln 
Memorial. My eighth-grade En-
glish teacher, Mrs. Shilonski, 
had us read Shakespeare’s com-
edy As You Like It before anyone 
told us Shakespeare can be hard. 
And we loved it. All this material 
helps in comedy.”

3 Embrace family problems. 
“Most comedians have a great 
pain somewhere in the back-
ground. We had drinking and 
mental illness. But we also had 
love. When my dad died when 
I was 15, my job as the youngest 
of four was to jump up and down 
and entertain people. “I know 
that’s bad but … look over here.”

5  E A S Y  S T E P S  T O :

  

Being 
Funny

ant to make your students 
or kids laugh? Consider-
ing standup comedy to 

supplement your education sal-
ary? JANE CONDON, ED.M.’74, author 
of the new cartoon book, Char-
donnay Moms, shares five secrets 
about her own success touring 
the country and appearing on 
shows like The View and the To-
day Show as a professional stand-
up comedian.

3 Nuns can be helpful. “This is 
where I learned in high school 
to pass notes and whisper funny 
jokes. Thank you, Sister Mary 
Conleth, Sister Magdocia, Sister 
Vincentia, Sister Rose Immacu-
lata, Sister Marylena. But biggest 
thanks to Sister Edwardette, who 
scared me daily. No notes in her 
class! It was all trigonometry and 
Latin III.”

3 Remember your great teach-
ers. “One of my fourth-grade 

READ A PROFILE OF CONDON  
FROM THE WINTER  2012 ISSUE OF ED: 
GSE.HARVARD.EDU/ED.
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