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President and Fellows of Harvard: Understanding Harvard University's
Governing Body

president and fellows of harvard is a phrase that often appears in formal
contexts related to Harvard University, one of the most prestigious
institutions of higher education in the world. But what exactly does this
term mean, and why is it significant? In this article, we'll dive deep into
the history, structure, and role of the president and fellows of Harvard,
shedding light on how this governing body shapes the university’s legacy,
operations, and future.

The Origins of the President and Fellows of
Harvard

The phrase “president and fellows of Harvard” refers to the governing board
of Harvard University, officially known as the Harvard Corporation.
Established in 1650, it is recognized as the oldest corporation in the United
States and functions as the university’s primary fiduciary authority.

Back in the 17th century, Harvard was founded by a group of Puritan ministers
who sought to create an institution for educating clergy. To manage the
school's affairs, a governing body was formed, comprised of a president and
several fellows. This structure was designed to ensure that the college would
be overseen by a committed and knowledgeable group responsible for its
administration and sustainability.

Historical Significance

The formation of the president and fellows was a pioneering governance model
in colonial America. It laid the groundwork for subsequent educational
institutions’ boards of trustees and regents. Throughout Harvard's history,
the corporation has been instrumental in guiding the university through
challenges such as war, financial crises, and evolving educational needs.

Understanding the Harvard Corporation

Today, the president and fellows of Harvard constitute Harvard University’s
smallest governing board but arguably the most powerful. Unlike other
universities that may have larger boards of trustees, Harvard’s corporation
is intentionally compact, enhancing its ability to make swift and strategic
decisions.



Membership and Roles

The corporation consists of:

- The President of Harvard University
- The Treasurer
- The Secretary
- Several Fellows (typically between 6 and 9 members)

These members are responsible for overseeing the university's overall
direction, financial health, and institutional integrity.

One unique aspect is that members are elected for life, which creates
continuity and allows deep institutional knowledge to accumulate over time.
The president serves as both a member and the chief executive officer of the
university, bridging daily operations with the corporation’s governance.

Key Responsibilities

The president and fellows of Harvard are entrusted with several critical
duties:

- Managing the university’s endowment and financial assets
- Approving major capital projects and investments
- Setting long-term strategic priorities
- Appointing senior university officials
- Ensuring compliance with legal and ethical standards

Through these responsibilities, the corporation maintains Harvard’s position
as a leading global university.

The Relationship Between the Corporation and
Other Harvard Bodies

Harvard University’s governance is multilayered. While the president and
fellows form the core governing body, there are other important entities that
contribute to university management.

Board of Overseers

Alongside the president and fellows, Harvard has a much larger Board of
Overseers. This board acts as an advisory council and provides additional
oversight, particularly concerning academic policies and institutional
priorities. Members of the Board of Overseers are elected by Harvard alumni



and serve renewable five-year terms.

University Administration

The university’s president works closely with deans, provosts, and other
administrative leaders to implement the corporation’s strategic vision. This
collaboration ensures that the university’s academic and operational goals
align with the broader governance framework set by the president and fellows.

Why the President and Fellows of Harvard Matter
Today

Understanding the president and fellows of Harvard is crucial to appreciating
how one of the world’s top universities sustains excellence over centuries.
The corporation’s decisions impact not only Harvard’s students and faculty
but also influence trends in higher education globally.

Stewardship of the Endowment

Harvard’s endowment, valued at over $50 billion, is the largest academic
endowment worldwide. The president and fellows oversee this fund with a long-
term perspective, balancing risk and innovation in investments to support
scholarships, research, and campus development.

Shaping Educational Innovation

In recent years, the corporation has supported transformative initiatives
such as expanding interdisciplinary research centers, promoting diversity and
inclusion efforts, and enhancing digital learning platforms. Their governance
helps Harvard adapt to evolving educational landscapes without losing its
core mission.

How the Governance Model Inspires Other
Institutions

The structure of president and fellows of Harvard has served as a model for
universities globally. Its combination of a small, dedicated board with a
lifetime appointment system promotes stability and deep institutional memory.



Lessons for University Governance

Other universities can learn from Harvard’s approach in several ways:

Focused Leadership: A compact governing board allows for more agile
decision-making.

Institutional Continuity: Long-term board members contribute to
sustained vision and culture.

Financial Oversight: Careful stewardship of resources ensures academic
excellence and infrastructure growth.

Collaborative Governance: Balancing a core corporation with advisory
boards creates checks and balances.

Exploring the Legacy of Harvard’s President and
Fellows in Modern Context

Today, the president and fellows of Harvard continue to navigate complex
challenges, including globalization, technological disruption, and calls for
greater equity in education. Their role remains central to Harvard’s ability
to uphold its values while innovating for the future.

Engagement with Alumni and the Public

Transparency and communication have become increasingly important. The
corporation often engages with alumni, faculty, and students, fostering a
community-oriented approach to governance. This openness helps build trust
and ensures that diverse perspectives inform decision-making.

The Future of the Corporation

As higher education evolves, the president and fellows of Harvard are likely
to adapt their governance strategies to address emerging priorities such as
sustainability, mental health, and global partnerships. Their historic
mandate combined with a forward-thinking mindset positions Harvard to remain
a beacon of learning and discovery for generations to come.

---



The president and fellows of Harvard represent much more than a formal title.
They embody the stewardship, vision, and responsibility necessary to guide
one of the world’s leading universities through centuries of change.
Understanding their role offers valuable insight into how governance
structures can support institutional excellence and innovation in higher
education.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who are the President and Fellows of Harvard
University?
The President and Fellows of Harvard College, commonly known as the Harvard
Corporation, is the primary governing board of Harvard University. It
consists of the President of Harvard University and several fellows who
oversee the university's overall management and strategic direction.

What is the role of the President and Fellows of
Harvard in university governance?
The President and Fellows of Harvard are responsible for fiduciary oversight,
approving the university's budget, setting strategic priorities, and ensuring
Harvard's long-term sustainability and academic excellence.

How is the President and Fellows of Harvard
Corporation structured?
The Harvard Corporation is composed of the President of Harvard University,
the Treasurer, and several Fellows. The exact number and membership may vary,
but it is the smaller of Harvard's two governing boards, the other being the
Harvard Board of Overseers.

How does the President and Fellows of Harvard differ
from the Board of Overseers?
The President and Fellows of Harvard (Harvard Corporation) is the smaller,
more powerful governing board focusing on fiduciary responsibilities and
strategic decisions, while the Board of Overseers provides broader oversight
and advisory functions and represents the university community.

Can the President and Fellows of Harvard make
decisions independently?
Yes, the President and Fellows of Harvard Corporation have the authority to
make key decisions regarding Harvard University's governance, finances, and



policies, although they often consult with other stakeholders like the Board
of Overseers and university leadership.

Additional Resources
President and Fellows of Harvard: An In-Depth Exploration of Harvard
University's Governing Body

president and fellows of harvard is a phrase that often appears in formal
documents, legal papers, and historical references relating to Harvard
University. This designation refers not to an individual but rather to the
formal corporate entity that governs one of the most prestigious academic
institutions in the world. Understanding the role, history, and structure of
the president and fellows of Harvard provides valuable insight into how this
centuries-old university maintains its leadership, governance, and academic
excellence in a rapidly evolving educational landscape.

The Legal Entity Behind Harvard University

The phrase "president and fellows of Harvard College," commonly shortened to
"president and fellows of Harvard," is Harvard University’s formal corporate
name. This nomenclature dates back to the institution’s founding in 1636,
when Harvard was established as Harvard College. The corporate entity
encompasses the university’s governing board—officially known as the Harvard
Corporation—along with its president.

Unlike many modern universities that use boards of trustees or regents,
Harvard is uniquely governed by a small, self-perpetuating group of
individuals called the Corporation or the President and Fellows. This
governing body wields significant power over the university's strategic
direction, financial management, and academic policies.

Historical Context and Evolution

Originally, Harvard College was overseen by a group of fellows appointed to
carry out the institution’s mission of education and scholarship. Over time,
these fellows, alongside the university president, formed the Corporation,
which has evolved into Harvard’s primary governing authority. This governance
structure has remained remarkably stable for nearly 400 years, reflecting the
university’s emphasis on tradition and continuity.

The president serves as the chief executive officer of Harvard University,
responsible for implementing the Corporation’s policies and overseeing day-
to-day operations. Meanwhile, the fellows, typically a small group of
distinguished individuals from academia, business, and public service,



provide strategic oversight and fiduciary responsibility.

Organizational Structure and Governance

The president and fellows of Harvard operate as a compact yet highly
influential governing body. Unlike larger boards found in other institutions,
Harvard’s Corporation consists of about 13 members, including the president,
the treasurer, and a number of fellows. This smaller size facilitates more
agile decision-making, allowing Harvard to respond efficiently to both
opportunities and challenges.

Roles and Responsibilities

President: Acts as the chief executive officer, leading the university’s
administrative functions, academic initiatives, and external relations.

Fellows: Serve as trustees who oversee financial policies, institutional
investments, and long-term planning.

Treasurer: Manages Harvard’s endowment and financial assets, critical to
sustaining the university’s operations and growth.

This governance model ensures that decisions are vetted through a group of
highly experienced individuals who balance academic priorities with financial
stewardship. The president collaborates closely with the fellows to maintain
Harvard’s reputation as a leading research and teaching institution.

Comparison with Other University Governance Models

Harvard’s governance by the president and fellows differs significantly from
the more common trustee boards or regents found at other universities. Many
institutions have boards with dozens of members, often appointed by external
entities such as state governments or alumni associations. In contrast,
Harvard’s Corporation is self-perpetuating, meaning current fellows select
new members, often based on their expertise and contributions to the
university’s mission.

This model has both advantages and drawbacks:

Advantages: Enables streamlined decision-making and preserves
institutional knowledge through a consistent leadership group.



Disadvantages: Potential risks include limited external oversight and
reduced diversity in governance perspectives.

Nonetheless, Harvard’s governance by the president and fellows has enabled it
to navigate complex challenges, such as financial crises, academic reforms,
and shifts in higher education landscapes, with remarkable resilience.

The Impact of Harvard’s Governance on
Institutional Success

The president and fellows of Harvard have played a crucial role in shaping
the university’s trajectory, guiding it from a small colonial college into a
global academic powerhouse. Harvard’s endowment, currently valued at over $50
billion, ranks among the largest in the world, a testament to prudent
financial management by the Corporation.

Strategic Decision-Making and Academic Excellence

Under the leadership of the president and fellows, Harvard has prioritized
investments in cutting-edge research, faculty recruitment, and state-of-the-
art facilities. These strategic decisions have maintained the university’s
competitive edge in attracting top students and scholars worldwide.

Furthermore, the Corporation’s governance framework allows Harvard to
undertake long-term planning initiatives without being overly constrained by
short-term political pressures. This stability has fostered innovation in
disciplines ranging from medicine to law, business to engineering.

Challenges and Critiques

Despite its successes, the governance model of president and fellows of
Harvard has faced scrutiny. Critics argue that the self-perpetuating nature
of the Corporation may limit transparency and accountability. Questions have
been raised about diversity within the Corporation, as well as its
responsiveness to calls for structural reforms.

In recent years, there have been debates about expanding the board or
increasing stakeholder representation, including faculty and student voices.
Balancing tradition with demands for inclusivity and openness remains an
ongoing challenge for Harvard’s leadership.



Notable Presidents and Fellows: Shaping
Harvard’s Legacy

Throughout its history, Harvard’s presidents and fellows have included some
of the most influential figures in American education and public life. From
early presidents like Charles W. Eliot, who revolutionized the curriculum in
the late 19th century, to recent leaders who have expanded Harvard’s global
footprint, these individuals have left indelible marks on the institution.

The fellows have often been leaders from various sectors, bringing diverse
expertise that supports Harvard’s multifaceted mission. Their stewardship has
helped navigate periods of war, economic downturns, and societal change,
ensuring Harvard’s adaptation and survival.

Notable Contributions

Endowment Growth: Fellows have overseen strategic investments that have
substantially increased Harvard’s financial capacity.

Academic Innovation: Leadership has championed interdisciplinary
research centers and expanded professional schools.

Global Engagement: The governance has supported international
partnerships and initiatives to position Harvard as a global leader.

These contributions highlight the critical role of the president and fellows
not only in governance but also in shaping Harvard’s identity and influence
worldwide.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Harvard’s
Governance

As higher education faces unprecedented challenges—from technological
disruption to calls for social justice—the president and fellows of Harvard
must continue to evolve. The ongoing balancing act between preserving
tradition and embracing change will define Harvard’s governance in the
decades to come.

Increasing transparency, enhancing stakeholder engagement, and fostering
diversity within the Corporation are likely to be key areas of focus.
Moreover, leveraging Harvard’s financial resources responsibly to promote
equity and innovation will be central to sustaining its leadership role.



In sum, the president and fellows of Harvard remain a pivotal institution
within the university’s ecosystem. Their decisions resonate far beyond
Cambridge, influencing global education trends and the future of knowledge
itself.
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