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S TO RY BY LO R Y H O U G H

D E A N  B R I D G E T T E R RY LO N G  
TA L K S  A N C E S TO R S ,  O P P O R T U N I T Y,  
A N D  C O N C R E T E  PAYC H E C K S

The Power  
of Family

Photograph by Jill Anderson

“I was definitely a ‘why’ child,” says 
Dean Bridget Terry Long. “I asked a lot 
of questions, especially about my family 
and our history.” 

It’s how she learned about family 
land in rural Virginia where she spent 
summers as a kid and connections to 
the tobacco fields. It’s how she discov-
ered that her great-grandmother on her 
mother’s side was born into slavery, 
emancipated at 6, and able to amass 
property after becoming a midwife. 
Asking questions was how Long learned 
that her grandparents on her father’s 
side had the same last name, Terry, 
because they both worked as sharecrop-
pers on the same plantation, the Terry 
Plantation. It’s how she learned that her 
father, the eldest son, got pulled into 
the fields to work but yearned to leave.

“He should have been valedictorian 
of his high school class,” she says of 
her father, “but he missed so much 
school because of farming. He basically 
escaped to the Air Force. He didn’t want 
to be a farmer.”

What her father wanted was op-
portunity — for himself and eventually 
for his two daughters. He got married 
and moved from the segregated South 
to Baltimore and later to the Midwest. 
He got a job at Xerox and worked his 
way up to a management position while 
also going to college, two kids in tow. 
It was looking back at pictures of his 
graduation when he was 30 and seeing 
herself in the photos, plus knowing that 
her mom worked her way through col-
lege to become a high school teacher, 
that made Long realize that there wasn’t 
just one way to be a student. “I grew 
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ery little has been written 
about how love impacts 
teaching and learning, 

which is why JOHN MILLER, M.A.T.’67, 
recently published Love and 
Compassion: Exploring Their Role 
in Education. Love, he writes in 
his new book, is a powerful, mo-
tivating force for many teachers 
and students. And by love Mill-
er doesn’t mean only romantic 
love, but self-love, love of beauty, 
compassion, and a love for learn-
ing. Miller, a professor at the 
University of Toronto, recently 
talked to Ed. about compassion, 
seeing students as individuals, 
and why, at the age of 74, he still 
loves teaching.

Why don’t educators talk 
more about love or beauty?
We live in a materialistic society 
that prizes consumerism and 
individual achievement. Educa-
tion reflects this with its focus 
on accountability and measure-
ment. Love and beauty cannot 
be evaluated in the traditional 
manner, so educators shy away 
from them. The work of Gandhi 
and King has had a strong influ-
ence on my writing as they saw 
love as the basis for living and 

“It’s going to take a while 
before it fully penetrates 

into high schools.”
Senior Research Fellow BOB SCHWARTZ, C.A.S.’68, on  

rethinking the gold standard four-year degree in favor of two 
years of college plus work credentials. (Education Week)

WISE
WORDS

What’s Love Got  
to Do With It?

STORY BY LORY HOUGH

I S  I T  A S E C O N D H A N D  E M OT I O N  O R  T H E  K E Y  
TO  B E T T E R  T E AC H I N G  A N D  L E A R N I N G ? 

social change. When you look at 
their lives, they had tremendous 
impact on the world, which for 
me is evidence of the power of 
love. They also wrote about how 
love and compassion require real 
strength and courage.

Do teachers need to love 
teaching to be effective?
To be effective in the deepest 
sense, yes. One can teach basic 
skills without love, but to truly 
make a difference in a student’s 
life, there needs to be love. Love 
sees teaching as an art where we 
explore different ways of con-
necting to subject matter and to 
students. Love brings patience 
and understanding, which are 
so important in teaching.

Do they need to love kids?
Here I would use the word “com-
passion.” Compassion allows us 
to see our students as individu-
als who are struggling and some-
times suffering. Compassion al-
lows us to see ourselves in the 
student, even the student whom 
we find is hard to relate to. Nel 
Noddings [Stanford emeritus 
professor] has written about the 
importance of care, and if our 

up knowing that institutions were more than just good 
times for 18-year-olds,” she says.

It also became crystal clear just how powerful 
education could be. “Education was the only answer 
to changing not only the cycle of poverty, but also the 
ability to take hold of one’s own destiny,” Long said to 
the Ed School community in May, in a speech given af-
ter being announced as the new dean. This meant that 
for Long and her sister, solid jobs were absolutes.

“The big goal was for me to become a vice president 
at IBM,” Long says. “My father understood corporate 
pathways as being opportunities for people of color. 
I grew up with many African American families where 
dad was in the corporate world and mom was a teacher 
or a nurse. That was stability; that was getting into 
the middle class. We had no understanding that there 
were these jobs where you studied the world and did 
research. That would have been frightening. That would 
have been what rich people did. You needed a concrete 
skill to get a concrete job to get a concrete paycheck.”

Joking that she could never have become an art 
history or music major, Long eventually ended up in 
economics after a summer program introduced her to 
what a university economics department was like. This 
led to Harvard, where she got her Ph.D. in economics.

“My parents had absolutely no idea what it meant to 
get a Ph.D., but it was Harvard so they had faith that it 
would all work out,” she says.

And it did. (Her parents obviously agreed, arriving at 
the gates of Harvard Yard at 4:45 a.m. on Commence-
ment day so they could get the best seat possible to 
watch their daughter graduate.) Now 18 years later, 
Long acknowledges the long road her family has trav-
eled from the days of slavery and sharecropping to her 
being the first black woman to lead the Ed School, as 
well as the impact it’s had on her research on access, 
opportunity, and what it means to be a student. 

“It’s definitely the case that my family has affected 
my work,” she says. “All researchers study themselves.”

READ A Q&A FROM LONG’S FIRST WEEK AS DEAN:  
GSE.HARVARD.EDU
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