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Foreword
A foreword to a paper is unusual, but then so is this paper, which is part history and part the personal reflections of Professor
Henry Bruton, who began his career at Williams College 50 years ago. But this paper is not just about the past. It also is a
guide for anyone interested in the Center for Development Economics; for those “searchers” who are considering further
studies to help prepare them for careers in government; for faculty interested in pedagogy that is not restricted to the train-
ing of current and future policymakers; and for those interested in development and how education can contribute to the
process. Appropriately, Henry leads off his paper with a quote fromHelping People Help Themselves, the David Ellerman book
that recognizes that all development solutions have to be “home grown” in order to take root. Mechanically transplanting
“cures” from one place to another might be good
for the external advisors recommending their
favorite solutions, but long-lasting development
has to be done by those who know their coun-
tries best.

It is particularly fitting that Henry was
able to sit back and reflect on the CDE, since
more than any of the other great economists
associated with the establishment of the Center
for Development Economics at Williams
College, he personifies it. In Henry’s long career,
he taught more CDE students than any other
faculty member, and since stepping down from
his teaching of the core development economics
course several years ago, he has continued to
interact with the students through a set of teas,—an opportunity for CDE students to discuss economic issues,—and a newslet-
ter that helps alumni to consider the “searching” process. One student who was at the CDE during a year when Henry was
away asked an alumnus of several years earlier who was the faculty member from whom they learned the most, and the reply
was “of course, Professor Bruton.” This was met with the objection, “I heard he asks so many questions and doesn’t tell us as
many of the answers.” The response was, “Exactly. And he taught us to be quick to question and slow to answer.”

At the50th anniversary of the founding of the CDE in the fall of 2010, the orientation to teaching that has been char-
acteristic of the Center was even better illustrated by one returning alumna, who offered that in her country the PrimeMinister
preferred his advisors who went toWilliams to those with PhDs from some of the world’s most prestigious universities because,
as he put it, the latter group came back home thinking that they knew all the answers while theWilliams graduates come back
with questions and were constantly searching for answers that could work in their country. This orientation, an ongoing
feature of the program, owes an inestimable debt to Henry Bruton for his relentless encouragement of the process of search-
ing. The Center is not the CDE without Henry, but it can try to be, and this paper can not only help faculty and students to
understand the tradition to which they should aspire but can assist many in the development community to reflect on the
role of training in the development process.

Jerry Caprio ’72

William Borough Professor of Economics and Chair, Center for Development Economics

CDE Class of 1961: The first class



In order for learners to have an ownership of new knowledge

and for new knowledge to have a transformative effect,

the knowledge must be more the fruits of the learners’ own activities.

Such knowledge comes out of a constructivist active learning process,

not out of pedagogy of teaching, imparting, transmitting,

or pouring new knowledge into passive students.

David Ellerman, Helping People Help Themselves, p 217
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At about 1950, as colonization began to fade away and peo-
ple became acutely aware of the massive and severe poverty
that prevailed in the much of the world, the population in a
few countries was enjoying a level of living that was vastly
higher than it previously had been. Development economics
was born to explain this divergence and how it could be elim-
inated by growth of GDP in the poor countries. The Center
for Development Economics at Williams College (hereafter
the CDE or the Center) came into being in 1960 with the
specific mission of contributing to the resolution of these two
questions—why the great divergence and how to eliminate it.
The story I seek to tell is the story of the CDE’s contribution
to the Searching and Learning about development that will,
we hope and, indeed, assume, lead to the resolution of these
two questions by our teaching and our research efforts.

The story includes two parts and a conclusion. The
first part discusses the idea of a Center atWilliams, its ration-
ale and its methods. There are references to the CDE itself,
but they are by the way and illustrative rather than system-
atic and complete. The purpose is to establish something of
a template for the more direct and systematic discussion of
the first 50 years of the Center’s life. Part II then is the story
of what happened over this 50-year period that seemed to be

significant to the Center in carrying forward its mission. The
third part is a short effort to appraise the Center in light of
the story that we have told.

One further general point. The paper is billed as a his-
tory of the CDE. This is something of a misbilling. The
paper is more of a discussion of ideas and issues associated
with foreign education that are illustrated by the life and
times of the CDE as seen and interpreted by one man,
namely me. I have consulted few “archives,” mainly because
there aren’t many, and interviewed few of the people
involved, mainly because the key people have all died. And I
have relied heavily on my memory, and my memory is 89
years old. So you see it is not real history, and I do not defend
it as such. I do defend it as an essay on an important subject
written by an old, very old, hand, with a strong, long-term
commitment to the Center and to its role in the world and
at Williams and to all forms of teaching and learning.

I hope that the argument and ideas presented here will
attract the attention of all persons interested in the many
aspects of higher education but especially of education in
countries other than their own. All here includes faculty and
students as well as administrators and interested employers
and supervisors. The education process can affect the student

in many ways and hence is rel-
evant to almost everyone.
Indeed, it may be argued that
educators have much to learn
from those who are the users
and colleagues of the educated.
And so I hope for comments
from a wide range of people
who are affected in one way or
another by what the educa-
tional process turns out. The
paper, then, one might say, is
not neatly or clearly focused,
but in a way this is necessary to
convey what I want to convey.
The chief point I wish to make:
Education that is sharply
focused has objectives other
than those pursued here.

Introduction

Cluett House: the first CDE building (located on Gale Road on the far side of the Taconic Golf Club)
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THE BEGINNING
The Center for Development Economics atWilliams College
was the brain child of Professor Emile Despres, a member of
the Williams economics department in the 1950s. Professor
Despres served on an economic advisory team to Pakistan in
the 50s, and while thus engaged he arrived at two conclu-
sions of great relevance to Williams and, indeed, to the role
that foreign training in general could play in the achievement
of development goals. First, he noted that the developing
countries were woefully lacking of good, solid, well-informed
people who could perform as practical economists—could
watch their economy and see the problems at hand as well as
those on the horizon. This kind of knowledge required expe-
rience and close and continuous contacts with the home
economy and society. The need, therefore, was not for peo-
ple steeped in the esoterica of modern economic theory that
most PhD-granting institutions specialize in. Rather the need
was for persons who were historically and socially aware,
conscious of their society’s existing values and norms, and
who were well grounded in basic economics. People—
economists—who could keep their feet on the ground and
their mind on the world as it is were deemed necessary in
Despres’s view.

Given the nature of this evident and felt need, Despres
arrived at his second conclusion: a short, policy-oriented
training program in the context of a liberal arts college could
be very effective. There were two sides of this argument. One
side is obvious from the definition of the needs of the devel-
oping country as just stated. Thus the awareness of the
general milieu in which economic growth takes place or can
take place surfaces most effectively in a liberal arts environ-

ment, where the teaching is good and the learning is general.
The second side had to do with the impact of the presence
of such a program on the undergraduates of the college.
Undergraduates could take courses with CDE students,
socialize in many ways, eat with them, play soccer with them,
and thereby increasingly appreciate the importance and
severe intractability of the development task. In so appreci-
ating, they see—really see—why that task is of so great
importance to the United States and to the world.

Professor Despres began to push for a CDE of some
sort at Williams, and, although there was some opposition
from some faculty members, the college did approve its estab-
lishment in the late 1950s. Those who opposed a CDE at
Williams had a number of arguments, two of which had con-
siderable effect on the way the Center was eventually
organized and classes taught. The first was to question
whether it really is possible to teach down-to-earth, nitty-
gritty, policy-oriented economics to people from Africa, Latin
America, and Asia at a small college in Massachusetts. Policy
design and implementation call for consideration of a great
range of social, political, historical, religious, and other
aspects of a nation that, it was argued, simply could not be
taught in a foreign college, in a country vastly different from
the country of origin of the student. While it was generally
accepted that policy making required consideration of the
factors just listed, it was not accepted that that which could
be taught atWilliams was not highly relevant. Academic eco-
nomics is a way of thinking, a way of looking at an economy,
a way of asking questions. The discipline provides structure
and order to one’s ideas and thoughts and thereby contributes
to the capacity of the analyst to consider the range of factors

generally assumed outside the econo-
mist’s usual box. It is, of course,
important for the classroom instructor
to recognize this fact and to take into
account its implications for the way s/he
teaches. The student absorbs this
method and knowledge, and then
approaches the nitty-gritty things of his
home country armed with tools and
concepts that help to include them in a
productive way. No one said that these
issues outside the box are not important.
It may be noted that the common practice
of justifying certain proposals on “non-
economic grounds,” which often are
nonsense, is frequently the consequence
of weak or non-existent command of
basic, classroom economics.

Another side of this same argu-
ment that attracted attention was

PART I: DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS, FOREIGN EDUCATION AND THE CDE

1972 Fellows including the first woman at CDE
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concerned with the question of what we could teach at
Williams and what the student would do on his return to his
job in his home country. The argument was simply that aca-
demic or classroom economics was generally about the big
issues of the discipline while the student returned home and
did mundane, routine work (“donkey work” someone called
it), without in any way using what was learned in the States.
Granted, this was often true, but the counter argument was:
is it relevant? Of course students advance to higher positions
where the big policy issues are on their agenda, but that is
not the most important response to this question. The most
important response is that any work, no matter how mun-
dane, is done better and more intelligently and provides
greater opportunity for learning if the worker can see—can
appreciate—why it is being done and how it fits in to the big
issues with which a nation is wrestling. In an important sense
there is no donkey work, it is all important and relevant, and
having the structure and order that classroom economics pro-
vides enables all work to be done more effectively and with
greater learning effects for the person doing it.

The second argument opposing the establishment of
a CDE was that it was unsuited for Williams because teach-
ing development economics was not really a liberal arts
undertaking. It was said to be too mechanical, too much like
accounting or arithmetic, and the presence of such a pro-
gram would dilute the liberal arts ethos of the college
community. This argument was directly contrary to one of
Despres’s principal points: the Center would greatly facili-
tate understanding and awareness of a large part of a world
generally unknown to students and faculty. While this argu-
ment attracted some attention, it was soon clear to almost all
the faculty that economic development was so open ended,
included references to so many areas of knowledge, and so
closely involved the approach that liberal thinking required
that a Center would be an ideal complement to theWilliams
environment. For the CDE student, the liberal arts environ-
ment with its attention to critical thinking, its encouraging
of the cultivated intellect—the open but not empty mind,
and the everyday accessibility of faculty, seemed to be the
very essence of a liberal arts environment, and, in turn, this
wide scope of intellectual interest and endeavor present in
the Williams community seemed to constitute an ideal
atmosphere to study development economics.

So a CDE was approved by the college, but the
debates did make clear to all that pedagogy, reading lists,
homework, tests, and examinations should not be—must not
be—just warmed over, conventional, run-of-the-mill college
courses. The courses should present the basic ideas of the var-
ious sub-fields of economics but also reflect awareness of the
social environment—the context, including the development
context—in which these stories were to be applied. Similarly,
recognition of the role of the student on completion of a
CDE program was crucial to the effectiveness of the effort.

It was a daunting teaching assignment for all faculty and an
equally daunting learning assignment for all students.

The program offered by the CDE was to be a one-year
program, and the students were to be young (mid-20s to
mid-30s) government employees on leave from regular gov-
ernment positions. They were expected to have an
undergraduate degree from a college or university in their
home country. The assumption was explicit that all students
were expected to return to their home country and job upon
completion of their year at the CDE. That they were to be
away from home and their job for only a year was an impor-
tant aspect of the program and shed considerable light on
the nature and objectives of the proposed program. So too
was the requirement that each student have a job to which he
(or later, she) would return important and revealing; the
CDE’s overriding goal was to improve policy making and
analysis in developing countries, so it was clear that we could
not achieve our goal unless the students returned home.

The Center was first housed in a fine old mansion
about five miles from the rest of the college. This was a lovely
spot but had the disadvantage of making it difficult for
Center students to take part in the college’s non-course
events. This seemed to be a factor in accounting for early dif-
ficulties in integrating the CDE’s activities with those of the
college. Fortunately, it became possible early on to move to
an equally lovely and much more suitably arranged ex-fra-
ternity house on campus. This location had many advantages
and has proved to be a major asset for the Center. The build-
ing was provided at no cost to the Center by the college.
More on housing and peer effects thereby created later.

A quick word on financing. The college was unable to
assume the additional costs that a CDEwould impose, but the
Ford Foundation agreed to provide one-half million dollars for
the initial start up and early operating costs. The original idea
was that most of these funds would be used for fellowships for
the students coming to the program. At the outset, the idea
was for the Center to operate for about 10 years, and indeed
the Ford Foundation made a second grant later in the 60s to
help phase out the undertaking. Three things prevented this
from happening: one, the widespread recognition that the pro-
gram was effectively carrying out its mission; and, two, it
became evident that fellowship funds were available to the
Center from numerous aid agencies around the world. More
on financing later. The third reason that the Center’s tenure
continued was simply that the world conditions that brought
the Center into existence continued to prevail. A Center still
could play a major role in attacking the development problem.

So the CDE was established and became an ongoing
part of the college. There was a chairman, whose main tasks
were to find next year’s class, monitor the financial situation,
and see to the operations of the house in which students
lived. Meals were served at the house, and there was a single
classroom in which all classes were held.
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CURRICULUM
With the arrival of this first class, the immediate question
was simply “What to Teach,” given the mission as just
described. There were few development economics textbooks
available in 1960 (one, if I remember correctly), but text-
books did not seem to meet the needs in any event. Currently
available texts in economic theory—elementary or
advanced—did not seem appropriate. So it was left to the
individual instructors to put together a reading list. It is cor-
rect to say that these reading lists were tailor-made to fit the
program with its stated objectives and important constraints.
This was the case in the first year and is the case now, 50
years later.

In the first several years, all CDE students took the
same set of courses: Development Economics I, International
Economics, Statistics, and a course in the political and
administrative issues relevant to development. This last
course was taught by a political scientist, the others by mem-
bers of the Williams economics department. In the second
semester, all students took Development Economics II,
Public Finance, and a course in project evaluation and plan-
ning. In addition, each student took a seminar in which he
(they were all men in 1960/61 and for sometime thereafter)
wrote a major paper on a subject related to the topic of the
seminar.

Williams was fortunate in that its economics depart-
ment at this time happened to be well blest with faculty
interested in development. Several members had worked in
developing countries, and all had studied and researched
development economics as an academic discipline. Although,
as noted above, there was no conventional wisdom or litera-
ture at hand, CDE faculty did not have to proceed
completely in the dark. Most faculty were equipped to teach

a conventional field as a part of the
development process. For example,
a focus was not just international
trade but international trade within
the context of a country seeking to
establish an economy marked by
continuous increases in well-being.
It is, however, to be recognized that
reading lists and syllabi had to be
made on the basis of very little
experience. This tentativeness with
respect to the literature and to
course make-up made clear the
importance of good and committed
teaching. Attention in this first year
to pedagogy was an important part
of the faculty’s duty. The fact that
all students took the same courses
(except for the seminars) made it
feasible to dovetail and synchronize

courses in a way not usually possible in a program. Such syn-
chronizing helped the student see and keep in mind the great
interconnectedness of all parts of an economy that develop-
ment requires. Everything really does depend on everything
else. This practice, unfortunately, became less common in
later years.

Perhaps the most important issue was that of linking
the classroom work with the student’s world at home and at
his work. There was a need for a “bridge” (as someone called
it) to link the general and elegant with the nitty-gritty. The
most obvious, of course, was to make sure that the classroom
work is aware of this need and therefore to facilitate the
bridge building. At the same time it was important to appre-
ciate that the formal analysis that gives structure and order to
one’s thinking is essential, but, there is order and structure
and there is order and structure. Keeping in mind the need
for the bridge helps then to design a reading list, syllabus,
and lectures that contribute to the ultimate objective.

One more point on the curriculum. From the begin-
ning, the CDE has not encouraged students to pursue a PhD
after a year at the CDE. The CDE program was deemed
from the start as a self-contained program and certainly not
a preparatory course for the PhD. Some students did, of
course, continue on for the advanced degree, but an effort
was made from the start of the program to distinguish
between graduate training for an academic career, for which
a PhD was necessary, and graduate training for a role in the
policy making process, for which it is, at best, irrelevant and
often a handicap. The long journey from undergraduate
degree to a PhD imposes a huge opportunity cost on the pol-
icy-minded student in the form of missing out on the
accumulation of real-world experience and learning so nec-
essary for policy making.

1962 Fellows with Professor Vince Barnett (the first CDE Chair)
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The 50 years from 1960 saw important changes in our
understanding of economic growth and development. These
changes affected the CDE program in not just in the con-
tent of the courses, but also in how we taught, what kind of
homework was assigned, class discussion, and paper writing.
A short examination of some of these changes is in order.

As already emphasized, when development economics
was born in the early 1950s there was no widely accepted “the-
ory” of growth. The simple model originated by Roy Harrod
was concerned with stability conditions, with knife edges, and,
as it assumed fixed coefficients of production, was clearly a
short-run model. Nevertheless, given the lack of a growth
model (or a vision, as I prefer) the Harrod model became
widely used in the classroom and in policy making and plan-
ning exercises. In the Harrod story, physical capital formation
was the only source of increased output (GDP). This was jus-
tified by the well-recognized fact that capital intensity (the
capital per unit of labor ratio) was much higher in the GDP-
rich countries than in the countries of the developing world.
So the assumption was quickly made that a rising capital/labor
ratio meant a rising GDP per capita. Finding ways to get the
rate of investment up to 15 per cent quickly became a key pol-
icy condition for growth and hence for a teaching program.
To make this view hold, technology had to be the same—or
could quickly become the same—in all countries. Observed
differences in technology were due only to the fact that factor
prices differed among nations. Labor costs, in particular, were
so much lower in the South than in the rich North that get-
ting K/L to rise was especially difficult.

The principal vehicle for this way of thinking was the
two-sector model of Arthur Lewis, the quickly famous
unlimited-supplies-of-labor argument. Lewis assumed that
the less-developed economy consisted of two sectors: a very
small, modern sector, where labor productivity was relatively
high; and a large, traditional sector, where labor productiv-
ity was low by any standard. For development to take place,
capital formation of at least 15 per cent of GDP should
occur, all of it in the modern sectors. This would pull labor
from the low-productivity, traditional sector into the higher-
productivity, modern sector, and as a result nationwide GDP
would begin to rise. The physical capital and the technical
knowledge would be largely imported from the North. This
process would continue until all labor had been pulled into
the modern sector, at which point the development effort
would be complete, and the story would end.

This article was enormously influential in the 1950s in
the development community, in the literature, and in the
early years of the CDE. Development then was the replica-
tion of the rich countries by the poor countries, and capital
formation was the key force to bring it about. It looked like
a cakewalk.

The work of Robert Solow showing that the growth of
the productivity of capital and labor, identified as Total
Factor Productivity Growth (or TFPG), was generally more
important than physical capital in accounting for growth of
GDP, forcing economists to redirect their thinking.
Numerous regressions showed that productivity of the factors
accounted for a large, sometimes very large, proportion of
the observed growth of GDP, of certain sectors, and of firms.
Simply more inputs wouldn’t do the trick. Any explanation
of growth and development then had to account for pro-
ductivity growth. The original Solow vision did not do this.
So the search for the sources of productivity growth began,
and the CDE courses began to reflect the importance of the
notion itself and the increasing quantity of empirical evi-
dence. Again there was no extant conventional wisdom here
to which appeal could be made.

There was a connected piece of evidence that surfaced
early on and that proved of great importance: contrary to
expectations, estimates of productivity growth were gener-
ally higher in the North than in the South. This was contrary
to expectations because it was thought early on that the lat-
ter countries could and would borrow from the former and
hence would grow faster. This however turned out to be the
case only occasionally. The notion of tacit knowledge became
common. Tacit knowledge was the knowledge that was
unique to the nation or firm or institution and had to be cre-
ated in situ, could not be imported from abroad, from the
North. This meant that whatever the sources of TFPG, they
had to be significantly indigenous. Some technology and
technical knowledge could be acquired abroad of course, but
only a part, and in some cases a small part. One of the con-
ditions for growth and development then was the presence of
a knowledge accumulating and applying mechanism within
the country. This is a particularly important finding and has
consequences for the vision of development that underlay
the way we taught and thought from 1970 on.

There was one more finding that had implications for
the CDE’s task. This was the increased understanding of the
role of institutions. The body of research surrounding insti-
tutions was originated by Douglass North, but a large
literature quickly appeared. Institutions refer to the rules that
govern human behavior that are beyond the reach of mar-
ket, that tell people how to act in a given social situation and
that in some sense constitute constraints that, with the usual
constraints in economics, define the choice set open to
households, firms, and individuals. Violations of established
institutions is equivalent to violating society’s norms and
mores, and so, in many cases, institutions can be a strong
barrier to change of any sort. It is often difficult—very
difficult—to import and change institutions but evident that
they could and did affect the way the market and the

DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS AND THE CDE
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economy worked. Here also there was no theory or guide-
lines or vision to appeal to for an understanding of the nature
and role of institutions in development, and, especially, no
conventional wisdom on institutional change. Any teaching
program was forced (again) to create the road map while trav-
eling along the road. Remember Aristotle’s observation
(Nicomachen Ethics, II:1), “For the things we have to learn
before we can do, we learn by doing.” The first few years of
the CDE required a lot of on-the-job learning by the teach-
ing faculty, as indeed did the first 50 years.

These three developments—Harrod to Solow to
North—represent the increasing complexity of our under-
standing of how growth and development occur. The simple
Harrod model with its obvious implication that all that was
necessary was a 15 per cent saving rate and the poor countries
could quickly become like the rich was grossly inadequate.
Development was for the most part a long, slow process. The
sources of technical change were not clearly understood, but it
was recognized that they were to be found in the very deepest
characteristics of a society, not simply in a few Rand factories.
Especially did it become clear that technical knowledge was
almost always an effort to control nature and that therefore
religion often mattered greatly to many people in many areas
of the world. Economists don’t handle religion very well in any
event.There were other objections to technical innovation that
required attention—employment, type of work, skill and edu-
cation requirements, effect on household arrangements and
the like—that reflected how deep and powerfully technology
penetrated a society. Hence many constraints appeared to
impede a nation reaching and using the most productive
knowledge and technique in its economy.

Similar observations could be made about institutions.
They, almost by definition, have to be local and indigenous,
and thereby changing them imposed considerable adjust-

ments on a society, some of which were indeed costly.
Development turned out not to be a free good and was ter-
ribly complicated.

To convey this complexity without at the same time
discouraging the student about the possibility of develop-
ment in his/her country posed a genuine teaching challenge.
There was no common vision upon which the various sub-
fields of economics—macro, industrial organization, urban,
and all the rest—could be hanged to form a neat, true picture
with clear policy implications without introducing questions
begging assumptions.

And now the good news. One may make a simple
factual statement: The CDE faculty did a remarkably com-
petent job in the face of these intellectual and pedagogical
difficulties. The CDE was blessed from day one (as already
noted) with a faculty of individuals who had lived and
worked in policy making or advising positions in the devel-
oping world, who had done academic research on
development, and who were enthusiastic and committed to
the very idea of a CDE at Williams as it has been described.
These faculty understood that they needed to see their fields
as a component of an ambiguous development process, and
that this task imposed on them a teaching assignment of the
kind that they had never undertaken before.2 At the risk of
no exaggeration, one can say that the early success of the
Center—a success that established its long-run credentials in
the educational community as a place of good teaching, good
pedagogy, good, hard-nosed policy relevant training for for-
eign students—was due to the quality and commitment of
the classroom work in this beginning decade or so of the life
of the Center. In view of the difficulties involved that I have
tried to summarize, this is surely a noteworthy achievement
and has numerous implications for the training of students
from the developing world in any institution anywhere.

2004 Fellows with Professor Peter Montiel
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STUDENTS
The discussion to this point has had several things to say
about the role and the characteristics of the students. I now
try to pull these points together and to add a few more things
about the students admitted to the Center.

Students were to be government employees, in the 25-
35 age range, on leave from their jobs, and planning to return
to their jobs in the government. In the early years, a class size
of between 20 and 25 students was the aim, 25 to 30 today.
Students were to have an undergraduate degree, generally
from a college or university in their home country, and to be
fluent in the English language. A degree of Master of Arts in
Development Economics was awarded by the college to those
students who achieved a B average in the yearlong CDE pro-
gram. The name of the degree was recently changed to
Master of Arts in Policy Economics, to make clear the policy
orientation of the Center.

There was a different sort of characteristic of an appli-
cant that we looked for. We tried to determine an
applicant’s commitment to the idea of the Center, to the
idea that searching and learning really meant something
more—much more—than memorization and regurgitation
in a comfortable classroom. We wanted students to realize
from the beginning that the Center program was a serious
undertaking to the objective of equipping them to be more
effective once they returned to their jobs in their home
countries. Being more effective means being engaged in
one’s job, being committed and competent to perform in a
way that matters, being willing and able to accept respon-
sibility, and being willing and able to continue the learning
process once out of the classroom. This, as we have seen,
requires great attention and effort on the part of the fac-
ulty, but it became clear that student attitude was just as
strategic, just as crucial to the success of the program.

The students’ role in the mission of the CDE is cru-
cial, given the embryonic state of the material being
studied. It was evident almost immediately that the student
did not present a tabula rasa into which learned professors
could pour the knowledge that a student would take home
and use to inform and improve his work. This doesn’t work
for two reasons: the first follows from what has already been
said, the learned professor doesn’t know—can’t know—the
nitty-gritty that is an essential ingredient of policy making
and application. The student may have a good grasp of the
structure and order of what is known of development eco-
nomics, and that, as we have seen, is important but not
sufficient for the actual policy maker.

The second follows from a statement found in David
Ellerman’s book,Helping People Help Themselves (Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan Press, 2004.) I have found this book
of great value, and borrow from it often: “In order for learn-
ers to have an ownership of new knowledge and for new
knowledge to have a transformative effect, the knowledge

must be more the fruits of the learners’ own activities” (page
217) than is possible with the filling up of available tabula
rasae. Such an approach imposes a major task on the student
as well as on the learned professor. It is terribly important
(especially in a teaching situation when policy making is a cru-
cial objective), and I want to discuss what it means and how it
affects what we do.We find it necessary to feel our way along,
because there is no blueprint or road map available.

Why is the tabula rasa approach not effective, even in
studying the formal, structured material even when the stu-
dent really knows that his teacher is on the right track? In
broad terms it is because the student cannot look upon the
material as his/her own. It is borrowed, like a rented car, and
cannot be absorbed and made part of one’s psyche, because
it is second hand and not indigenous. The result is that stu-
dents get the “superficials.” The tabula rasa approach
encourages memorization and cramming to pass tests and
then forgetting and falling back on what one knew before

being exposed to the new. Add to this the fact that the
learned professor cannot know what we have called the nitty-
gritty, and not much is left to defend.

What is the right way for students to learn? The most
helpful single word to describe the process is, I think, discov-
ery. The student must discover the new knowledge. But how
does s/he do that? The instructor can do much. S/he can
open a can of worms to reveal interesting issues—interesting
worms, if you like. Fill the tabula rasa with questions, not
answers. Assigning a two-page paper on the day’s topic could
be an important method. Paper writing on any topic not
spelled out in the class or reading is always a good exercise in
many respects. Having the students write out five questions
brought to mind by the reading can spur the questioning bug

1972 Fellows Shamsul Alam of Bangladesh (left) and Ishrat Husain of Pakistan
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among them. Asking two students to discuss with each other
an issue raised in the reading is helpful. Problem sets help
students learn to do problem sets, but not much else, and
should be used not at all or very sparingly. Review sessions for
the class the day before a test can sometimes create the wrong
idea. Beware of undue lucidity in the classroom. Some ambi-
guity can often do a lot more to stimulate curiosity and,
hence, searching than can great clarity.

Students from abroad at the CDE want answers to
the specific question of how to develop. Teaching and learn-
ing are not, however, to be aimed at filling the tabula rasa
with answers—even if they are known. The instructors need
to help the student identify the important questions and
begin to search and learn how to resolve them. This does not
mean “doing research,” as that term is usually conceived. It
does mean approaching assignments with the idea of learn-
ing what they are all about, of identifying what discovery will
enhance the student’s understanding or well-being or pro-
ductivity. The student, as a participant, brings what Joel
Mokyr refers to in other contexts as “a thirst for knowledge,”
a thirst that induces the search for quenching. Where does
this thirst come from? Aristotle (I think, but I can’t find

where) says it comes naturally with being human, but this is
doubtful. David Ellerman (2005, p. 123) argues that the goal
of school teaching should be “to awaken the self-starting
learning capacity in the students.” (p. 123). Do we know that
students really have a “self-starting learning capacity?” One
thing we can be sure of is that the tabula rasa approach
dampens any inducement to search.

TESTS AND EXAMS
It is a shame that we have to have tests and exams, but we do.
Tests and exams detract attention from learning and discov-
ery instead necessitating memorizing and regurgitation in
order to pass. The objective is to do well on the test but the
post-test result often is to relax and even forget the material
because you have passed the test. The assumption is that if a
student passes the test s/he has mastered the material, has
made it her own. The material has become part of her psy-
che and therefore her thinking. Taking a test is rarely,
however, an event of discovery, an event that induces an
excited a-ha. It is often rather a matter of regurgitation, a
matter of getting over a specific hurdle, the next barrier to
getting a good grade.

1968 Fellows enjoying the snow
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Maybe if all students and faculty were like the ones
talked about in the previous pages, we wouldn’t need to have
tests, but that is not the case, so alas tests are necessary. Two
questions surface immediately: What kind of tests, and how
many? The second question seems easier to think about. The
answer is few, maybe one during term and a final exam, and
they should be short. We have had a great variety of experi-
ences with tests, and short ones seem to work better in the
sense of the preceding paragraph. The exam that often has
shown to be more effective is not one with numerous tech-
nical questions, but one with a few sweeping questions:What
was this course all about? What is the main message of this
course? What did you learn from this course? What does the
material of this course tell you about your own country?Was
this a good course? Especially useful are questions that force
the student to compare his/her own country with another
country in some respect (say employment) or to analyze a
real body of data in some way. Such questions are hard to
grade, but this should not be a barrier. One can tell in read-
ing responses to such questions about how much was
discovered, how much was absorbed into the student’s corpus
of knowledge, into their thinking. Try it, and see for yourself.

The course grade, equally necessary, should also be
based on several short papers or oral presentations in class
and, if you think essential, a few arithmetical exercises.

An approach along these lines, we have found, is not
perfect in meeting the problems outlined above, but it does
make a legitimate start. The students find such tests fun, puz-
zling, and a legitimate challenge. So too will the instructor
find the responses revealing, and maybe even a bit exciting—
if grading papers can ever be exciting.

HOUSING AND
PEER EFFECTS
I mentioned housing and peer
effects earlier, but a few more
words seem appropriate. The
first housing arrangement for
the Center did not serve its
needs very well. It did not pro-
vide many private rooms, was
well away from the rest of the
college and the town, and was
not conducive to group study
and intra-student conversation.
Almost immediately after the
opening of the Center, major
efforts were made to find a site
on the campus that could serve
as a home for the CDE. This
proved a complicated and some-
what controversial task. The
ideal place would be an ex fra-
ternity house that had been

abandoned when the college effectively outlawed fraternities
in the early 1960s. Fraternities were reluctant to part with
their properties, and the college needed the houses for the
expanding number of undergraduates. After considerable dis-
cussion, the college did agree to allow the CDE to move into
the former St. Anthony fraternity house, a very nearly ideal
house in terms of location, size, room arrangements, class-
room space, and dining facilities. There was opposition to
this move, especially by alumni Saints, and they did maintain
claims to a private room—the Goat Room—for some years
after the Center moved in. Major opposition died out, how-
ever, and the Center has existed there happily ever since.

Housing is of course important for obvious reasons but
also for a not-so-obvious reason—the realization of the poten-
tial of the role of peer effects: students learning from students,
students being motivated by other students, and the creating
of an ethos of searching and learning in the entire house that
prevails the entire 24 hours of every day. To do this—to
attempt to do this—an environment must have no artificial
barriers. No one can should be able to say, “Oh, we can’t do
that because the rooms are not right,” or “because there is no
adequate privacy” or whatever else is in the way. The present
house meets this criterion as well as can be hoped, as does the
dining arrangement, with some meals provided at the CDE
and some elsewhere on campus. It may be noted that the col-
lege does not charge the Center rent, but the electric and heat
bills plus cleaning expenses are paid by the Center.

If the facilities are right, is that enough? The answer
is of course, no. So what else? Well, all that has been talked
about to this point is pertinent. The method of teaching,
of testing and grading, of assignments, of creating an

Ambassador Donald Gregg ’51 with 2010 CDE Fellows
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environment of searching and learning, of seeing—really see-
ing—in one’s own country how policies get made in that
nitty-gritty world, of why and how formal theory matters,
and on and on and on. All matter—all contribute to or
detract from—the creation and continued existence of effec-
tive and powerful peer effects.

Let’s note explicitly that the peer effects are not, repeat
not, aimed at cramming for tests and exams. That I have
already condemned, and there is no need to go over it again.
The learning associated with peer effects, if not a form of
cramming for tests, is (or can be) a great route to the discov-
ery of indigenous, practical knowledge. Students talking to
students without a test the next day have been known to
identify numerous considerations that bear on policy making
and implementation in their own countries. They have,
indeed, here and there, now and then, created the searching
and learning ethos about which I have been harping through-
out this paper.

One further point on peer effects. Their prevalence
suggests to the student and others that one searches for
knowledge everywhere, not just in the classroom.When one
is aware of the omnipresence of the sources of knowledge,
one will obviously learn more, and one’s knowledge base will
be broader and wider and more firmly established. Such are
the ingredients of an effective policy maker.

RESEARCH
The Center package included an emphasis on faculty
research, although no financing was provided or contem-
plated. It was understood that all CDE faculty would engage
in some sort of long-term research related in some way to
development or to the pedagogy of teaching foreign students.
This was fulfilled to a satisfactory extent, especially in the
first 20 years of the Center’s life, when a constant flow of
books and articles flowed from the pens of Center faculty.

The rationale for the research mandate was the famil-
iar one that research both enriches one’s teaching, and makes
it less textbook-ish and, of course, adds to our knowledge
base. That it enriches our teaching seems well established as
long as both teaching and research are concerned with the
stuff that goes into policy making. Research gives the instruc-
tor a feel, an intuition that permits or enforces a deeper and
wider perspective than is usually the case for those without
research experience. The findings of a research effort of
course add to the stock of knowledge that underlies one’s
teaching

The faculty leave policy was a major boon to the
research program. A “mini” leave allowed every three years
provided an opportunity for concentrated research and also
allowed for foreign travel or some sort of consulting or sim-
ilar assignment in a developing economy. Such experience

1965 Fellows with Ted Kennedy
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added both to the riches and realism of one’s
teaching and to the understanding of the mission
of the Center. These kinds of experiences added
further to the effectiveness of the CDE faculty,
not only in teaching at the Center but also in cre-
ating a department that was increasingly
recognized as a source of enhancement of the
understanding of development and development
education.

The biggest research project was one sup-
ported by the Agency for International
Development of the United States. This was a
project on Import Substitution, and resulted in
more than 50 papers, many of which were pub-
lished in widely circulated journals. The body of
material that came out of this research effort
became the profession’s major source of under-
standing and empirical information of a
development strategy that was popular in many
countries. The papers were, to a considerable
extent, responsible for the demise of the Import
Substitution strategy’s popularity on the world scene. They
also helped further solidify the Center’s position as a legiti-
mate and important source of quality research. The Center
was also a founding member of the Northeast Universities
Development Conference. This was an arrangement whereby
development economists from Harvard, Yale, and Williams
met annually to discuss the state of the discipline, what we
knew, what we needed to know, and which policies seemed
to be working and which were not. The idea was not to read
papers to each other but to try to identify lacuna that needed
filling if development economics were to be made into a
legitimate sub-field of economics. The idea was to make our
current research additive to this legitimate sub-field.

This idea prevailed for a short while, but (unfortu-
nately, in my opinion) the idea was soon dropped by the
wayside, and the event turned into a routine conference,
open to all, where people read their papers to other people
who were waiting to read their papers. It is now a huge con-
ference held every fall and has lost its original focus. There is
a notable exception to this last statement: In the spring of
2008, a conference on global warming was sponsored by the
CDE. To a large extent this conference followed the original
idea of concentrating on what is known and what is needed
to be known. It proved to be very effective and received con-
siderable attention. It seems clear enough that conferences
that go back to the original goal of the Northeast Universities
Development Conference could play a significant role in
building a development vision.

There was other research, but no more big, multi-per-
son projects that addressed a major development issue as did
the Import Substitution project. In particular there has been
no project that sought to create a Williams vision of devel-

opment. I will talk more about this in a moment. It is fair to
say, however, that the research ethos is in place and makes
the kind of contribution that was outlined above.

Now a cautionary note. I repeat that doing research is
good for those who do it: It does whet one’s teaching, con-
tent and style, and (sometimes) adds to our knowledge. That,
I firmly believe. We should acknowledge, however, that a
research dominance has major opportunity costs. The role of
teaching in the training of foreigners is, as shown above,
demanding, challenging, and high cost, and must not be
shortchanged. Research then must take second place to
teaching and should be carefully selective not just a search
for significant regression coefficients. The final position here
is rather banal: Don’t succumb to a publish-or-perish envi-
ronment, but do succumb to the demands of the teaching
side of the program, and realize that good, selective research
promotes good teaching.

This concludes Part I. I have tried to present the Idea
of the CDE as it has developed over the years. The ideas and
practices that in fact evolved were a consequence of our learn-
ing by doing and by reflecting while doing. At no time was
the Center program an exact replica of what has been said.
And, of course, it will never be. The purpose is to try to pres-
ent a Center approach to foreign student training that is
effective in the sense that the student goes home much bet-
ter equipped to perform his/her job or some new job. The
task is to put in place that which we have learned.

Now in Part II I try to talk more directly about specific
changes that have occurred (and that have not occurred) over
the 50 years of the life of the Center. Finally, a brief Part III
tries to evaluate the Center in terms of its contribution to
the social welfare of the community and to the mission of
the college.

2010 Fellows in the CDE Classroom



Part I attempted to spell out in some detail what a program
like the Center was all about, how it could contribute to the
solution of the development problems noted in the opening
paragraph of this report—great differences in per capita GDP
among countries and how to raise the GDP of the poor
countries to reduce or eliminate that difference. The contri-
bution that a CDE could make, it was argued, was equipping
students from the poor countries with searching and learning
processes and to do selected research that led to appropriate
and implementable policies. How to do this, we argued, was
uncertain in many ways in the beginning (and at the present
time) and where fairly clear was extremely demanding of the
time and talents of both faculty and students. We referred to
theWilliams program often, but somewhat haphazardly, and
now we want to consider that program more systematically,
and how it has evolved over the 50 years of its existence.

As is often the case, change happened and change did-
n’t happen. Things got better and things did not get better.
Things became different but neither better nor worse, and
things stayed the same and got worse because circumstances
became different. By better and worse I mean simply that the

mission of the CDE was carried out more or less effectively.
The Center welcomed its first class in the fall of 1960.

There were 20 students from 18 countries, five from Latin
America, nine from Asia, four from Africa, and two from
Eastern Europe. Pakistan and Egypt were the only countries
with two representatives. All the participants had been inter-
viewed and found suitable for the program. They were all
government employees on leave from their jobs, and all shared
the genuine intent of returning to their jobs at the comple-
tion of a year at the Center. They were all between the ages
of 25 and 35, and all had an undergraduate degree in eco-
nomics from a college or university in their home country.

There were four courses offered at the Center in the
fall semester: Development Economics I, Quantitative
Programming (statistics and national income accounting),
Political and Administrative Aspects of Development
Planning, and International Trade and Development. All stu-
dents took these four courses, and all courses included “cases”
to help students “get under,” as we used to say, the theory.
The classes were conducted very informally, with many ques-
tions and comments—a sort of interrupted lecture with the
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PART II: FIFTY YEARS OF SEARCHING AND LEARNING AT THE CDE

CDE Alumni at the 50th Anniversary celebration in October 2010
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interruptions being as common—or more so—as the lec-
tures. As emphasized in Part I, there was no Theory of
Development or of Growth or of Progress readily available
to be taught or to be a “model” on which to build our argu-
ments. The material presented, therefore, was similar to
textbook economics, with equilibrium and efficiency the
dominating arguments.

In the second semester there were also four courses
taken by all students: Development Economics II, some
more Quantitative Programming, Financial Aspects of
Development, and Comparative Economic Development. In
addition, all students wrote a major research paper.

The courses were all designed specifically for the
Center program, and this fact made them a bit different from
the usual undergraduate or graduate course. There was a con-
siderable body of literature on development by 1960, if no
(as we keep saying) conventional wisdom or widely accepted
vision or theory. An attempt was made to mesh the contents
of the several courses in such a way that they complemented
each other and prevented undue duplication. This helped a
bit, and indeed kept everyone aware of what everyone else
was doing. It helped, too, in enabling everyone to see the
program as a whole, to see what it was—really was—that we
were doing or trying to do. If there was no extant vision of
development, we were in the process of discovering a vision
of what the CDE was trying to do. And, happily, this vision,
though somewhat vague, was one that we all accepted. This
was an important factor in the evolution of the Center. The
importance of careful, enthusiastic, thought-provoking
teaching, and the importance of peer effects, were the clear-
est lessons of the first few years.

We began to understand more clearly the point noted
briefly above. It was deemed necessary and important to have
tests and exams and to give grades. To do this and not imply
that grades were not really the heart of the effort was difficult.
It was difficult to convince students that the material
covered was highly relevant to their work at home, to the
understanding of their economy, and was not simply an
exercise to which a grade was attached. Grades, not under-
standing, not ownership of ideas and insights, not personal
discovery, were the hallmark of the good student. This is
mainly the consequence of how we taught. Tests, everyone
agreed, were necessary, but tests for what, was the question.
How to present material that prompted the student to think
that she had discovered it in the context of her own back-
yard? How to present material that helped the student see
that the structure and order and rigor that define academic
economics must be complemented or supplemented by a
thorough understanding of the nitty-gritty? I think it is fair
(and not unkind) to say that the faculty in 1960 did not
understand this very well, but, as argued in Part I, but that
they made up for this lack (in part) by dedicated teaching
and full commitment to the Idea of the Center. This

question—how to incorporate the nitty-gritty with the for-
mal, rigorous, technical, theoretical, and empirical
results—is, I think, the basic question of education (and for-
eign advising) in general.

We may say that in these first two or three or four
years we learned or began to learn several things: The impor-
tance and the difficulty of effective teaching; and the
difficulty of creating a classroom atmosphere that induced
searching and learning; and the ability to see the link between
academic economics and policy formulation and implemen-
tation. The students were terribly enthusiastic for answers
and eager to master the material as measured by grades.
Teaching was challenging, fun, and demanding, much more
so than routine college teaching. Second, the idea of discov-
ery, in contrast to a tabula rasa approach, came slowly and
painfully to students and faculty. The role of peer effects
became increasingly clear, and needed, we saw, to be
exploited more than was then the case.

CURRICULUM
The first big change in the curriculum took place in the aca-
demic year 1964/65. At this time a course called Research
Seminar in Development Economics was initiated. In this
course most students wrote a major paper on some topic that
was currently at issue in their home country. The idea was
to provide an opportunity to the students to apply the ideas
and principles discovered in the other seven courses to a real-
live problem. This writing effort, useful on its own count,
was meant to help make the ideas and principles clearer as
well as to shed light on the actual problem being considered.

The question arose, however, whether this was too
much of an academic exercise, too divorced from anything
that the student would actually have occasion to do in his/her
role as a policy guru. Shorter reports seemed to be both more
relevant, and indeed more demanding, as well as a more
effective learning instrument. A long (25/30 pages) paper
gave the student too much “room” to wander and to graze
among ideas and data and created an opportunity to lose a
focus. The idea, instead, should be: Make a point, defend the
point, cite evidence, and quit. And the key to this project
was for the student to write about his/her country in all its
beauty and grandeur and in its warts.

The next big change in curriculum matters was the
increase in the number of courses offered. No longer did all
students take the same four courses each semester; they had
some choice. Some choice seemed necessary due to the
increasingly wide and deep theory of development that had
become common since the Harrod model days.

While this change seemed necessary to meet the
demands of students, it was not without costs. It became
even more difficult to think in terms of a vision of develop-
ment in contrast just to a group of courses in sub-fields of
economics, or even to mesh the courses in any way. The class



tended toward the view that a central banker did not need to
know anything about productivity or employment or agri-
culture, or anything other than central banking. This attitude
was contrary to the view that defined the Center’s mission,
and, indeed, to the needs of the effective policymaker.
Especially unfortunate, in my opinion, was the downgrad-
ing of Development Economics I and II from its role as a
sort of backbone or skeleton of the program. The idea was
that in these two courses the student would get a general pic-
ture of the development process and the more general
notions of policy and approaches to policy making. The
other courses would then elaborate and extend and deepen
the issues studied in Development Economics I and II.While
this notion has never been pushed hard on the faculty, it was
always in place in the early years and now is losing out to the
idea of more optional choices. This is not to say that the
optional courses were and are not valuable experiences for
the students who take them but to lament that an important
aspect of the common course package seems to have been
considerably diminished and has had to be sought in other
ways—yet to be found.

More recently, tutorials have been introduced. They
have proved very effective, offering the student an opportunity
to explore and articulate an idea or expound upon a policy
and to respond to immediate questions and criticisms. It is
hoped that tutorials can be continued on an expanded scale.

FACULTY
The changes in course offerings and requirements just
described were due to changes in the teaching cadre at the
Center. I have emphasized the importance of the fact that at
its outset the Center was blessed by having a number of fac-

ulty who were interested in—and students of—development
economics as well as general undergraduate teaching. Several
had, indeed, worked in the developing countries. This
equipped them to organize and structure and teach a body of
material not fully developed into a coherent sub-field. It also
enabled the Center staff and the rest of the department to
remain a compatible and cohesive economics department.

As department personnel changed, as people retired,
moved, found new interests, courses had to change. This
change in faculty was accompanied by the decline in the pop-
ularity of development economics as a field of study, along
with opportunities for consulting and the drying up of advi-
sory work in developing countries. Teaching faculty were not
so interested in development as they were in their own fields.
This made their work in teaching and research at the Center
less interesting and exciting to them as well as dampened
their commitment to the Idea of the Center.

The failure to have a common vision of development
and growth imposes a major handicap on teaching and
research and on creating a unified program. Not having a
common vision, we have only a group of courses with ill-
defined relationships amongst them. The spread of thinking
about development summarized by the Harrod to Solow
(and endogenous growth theory) to North story, noted ear-
lier, makes the absence of a common sweeping vision more
serious now than it was in the 1960s.

In particular, not having a common vision dampens
the capacity to establish and maintain a policy orientation.
While not a specific policy, it is important to constantly
remind and be reminded that our mission emphasizes that
the ultimate aim of our efforts is to equip our students to
design and implement policies in their particular country.

STUDENTS
Let’s turn now to the change in students over the 50 years. It
is tempting to say that the students have become better, and
in a way this is correct, but in a way it is not correct. The
students are, for the most part, better prepared in academic
economics and more generally informed as to academic rou-
tines and economic knowledge and understanding. They also
are more aware of their general environment and the world—
the economic, social, political world—about them than were
their predecessors in the 1960s and 1970s.

The students today seem very similar to those of yes-
terday in their eagerness for answers to big questions and in
their interest in receiving good grades. The idea of searching
and learning, of using formal reasoning modified by the
appropriate nitty-gritty is still difficult to understand and
guide. (As it is for almost all economists everywhere).

I wish to emphasize again and again and again that
students came intent on learning that which mattered to
them, that which informed them in the way that would make
them more effective when they went back to their jobs at
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home. It was a rare student who came to the Center for
laughs. This imposes a great responsibility on and a great
opportunity for the teaching faculty and on the administra-
tion of the program. Students of this caliber and this
commitment create an exciting and demanding teaching
assignment for anyone. This quality of the students over the
half century of the life of the Center is an important factor
in making the CDE the effective searching and learning
instrument that it has become.

There are two further points about students that have
become important in recent years. The CDE now has about
1,100 alumni around the world. We keep in close contact
with many of them. They have become important identifiers
of potential students for the Center and are purveyors of the
Center’s ideas of searching and learning as the means of a
country’s development. Their role in finding candidates for
the CDE has become especially important in recent years.
The involvement of alumni is obvi-
ously one of the reasons why the
quality of students has remained so
impressive and so consistent with the
mission of the Center.

The other point refers to the
effort to create a network of alumni
that is aimed at creating and maintain-
ing a forum for discussion of policy
issues in countries around the world, a
forum for continuing the searching
and learning begun at the CDE. This
project is now just an idea in most
places and is just starting up in others,
but it seems to have some momentum.
In many places there is a good size
cadre of alumni that can be mobilized
to bring about such a network. In other
countries there are only a few alumni,
maybe only one or two, which makes
establishing an effective network diffi-
cult. I would emphasize, however, that
even one alumnus can make a differ-
ence in the ethos of an institution or a
society. The CDE itself would like to be able to contribute to
this networking by holding brief seminars with alumni (and
others) all over the world on special topics (e.g., employment,
education, foreign advisory services) every now and then. All
this is yet to happen and takes money and talent and com-
mitment to be mobilized. But keeping the CDE fire burning
in alumni is an important component of the CDE mission.

One aspect of this effort that began a few years back
is the sending out (to alumni) a newsletter about six times
during an academic year. This newsletter, written by a CDE
faculty member (or emeritus faculty member), attempts a
short discussion of a policy issue that is currently relevant in

most of the countries in which our alumni live. Another item
along this path is a program to hold informal (no tests or
reading assignments) afternoon teas in the Center building
during which a current issue or basic pedagogical issue is dis-
cussed. Both of these events are efforts to create the idea that
non-classroom economics can be fun, profitable, and con-
ducive to important learning. These efforts both seem to be
working well and will continue.

Now a brief word about our alumni. I invited all
alumni (all, that is, for whom we have an e-mail address) to
send me their views on the impact that their experience at
CDE had on their lives and their work, their views in eco-
nomics, the way they look at the world and their country,
and anything else connected with their Center experience
that they feel is interesting or important in their life after
CDE. In 1984/85, (the 25th anniversary of the Center) I
sent out a similar questionnaire. The results of the two sur-

veys are quite similar, and I borrow a bit from the 1984/85
survey to supplement this year’s findings. The response rate
of the earlier survey was markedly higher than for the pres-
ent one. In neither case is it possible to claim that replies
constitute a random sample of some population. They are
just a chunk of data to mull over and talk about. It is prob-
ably true that alumni whose post-CDE experience has been
pleasant and productive are more likely to reply to such a
questionnaire than are those whose experience has been less
favorable.

One thing comes through loud and clear: Alumni
found the CDE experience very rewarding. There were few

2011 Fellows at Opening Picnic with Faculty
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adverse remarks about any aspect of teaching, access to faculty,
reading requirements, or other aspects of the academic pro-
gram. The non-academic aspects of the program—living
conditions, trips, parties, host families, etc.—were all deemed
not just satisfactory, but very good and conducive to learn-
ing. On the basis of these responses, the existing living and
teaching arrangements at CDE are in no need for adjustment.

Alumni rarely remembered details of their courses and
did not remember the carefully worked out theoretical argu-
ments, but they did feel that they understood the basic
message of each course, the way the arguments were made,
and what the policy message was. A similar piece of evidence
is the student course survey taken at the end of each semester.
I do not see these, of course, but the reports from the people
who do inspect them is that they, too, are favorable. Some
faculty rate higher than others, and some courses rate higher
than other courses, but no ratings are worrisomely low.

There is no discernible trend in these data. Students in
the 1960s and in the 2000s found the CDE experience sat-
isfying and productive. Their responses were favorable to a
very remarkable extent. There were, it should be noted, more
or less difficult classes. These difficulties arose partly out of
living arrangements and partly out of dissatisfaction with the
courses. I remember two such classes in which a few students
expressed their unhappiness so often and so convincingly that
the whole class became disaffected and unhappy. The evi-
dence suggests that even in these two classes most students
were content to apply themselves in such a way that they
profited from their stay at the CDE.

One finding that came through clearly in the earlier
survey and was mentioned now and then in the recent one is
the extent to which the CDE experience had an effect on the
individual’s job and career advancement. Students were reluc-

tant to announce that the year at CDE
meant a quicker climb up the slippery
career pole, as so many other things
were relevant. What was mentioned
often was that jobs—particular tasks—
were more interesting and more
important than they were before CDE.
Supervisors seem to have more confi-
dence in a CDE alumna/us than in
others and accept his/her ideas and
views and findings more readily. This
was a real plus for the alumna/us.

The conclusion seems clear: The
program—living arrangements (after
moving into the present quarters),
courses, access to faculty, general envi-
ronment of the geographical area, and
the like— seemed, if not ideal, cer-
tainly conducive to study, searching,
and learning. Has the program become

increasingly like that described in the first section on the Idea
of a CDE? I want to talk about that in the last section, but
now there are two recent administrative changes that have
been important, and I wish to note them: The establishment
of a Visiting Committee; and the creation of the post of
Director at the CDE.

A Visiting Committee, made up of Williams College
alumni, was established in 2003. The purpose of this com-
mittee is to suggest ideas and strategies for the work of the
CDE. Especially helpful have been the discussions on the
role of the Center at the college, on its financing, and on the
geographic distribution of the students. The committee
members also have been very helpful in arranging student
visits to New York, Washington, and Boston. More gener-
ally, the Committee has been especially helpful as a source of
wisdom, lore, and common sense as to the role that the CDE
can and should play atWilliams College itself and also in the
community at large and in the continuing effort to solve the
problem of world poverty. The Committee has been a great
blessing to our entire undertaking, and we look forward to its
indefinite continuation.

The other administrative change that has proved
remarkably helpful was the establishment of the post of direc-
tor in 1999. The director runs the Center from an office in
the Center building and is aided by two assistant directors
in addition to cooks, cleaning personnel and the like. The
director’s most important task is the recruiting of the fol-
lowing year’s class and arranging for their financing. This
involves extensive travel to interview candidates and negoti-
ations with government agencies and other potential sources
of funds. These are vital tasks, a major key to the success of
the entire program. Prior to the engaging of a Director, fac-
ulty members did the interviewing trips, and the chairman of
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the CDE hunted for funds. Now the faculty and chairman
are relieved of these chores and free to concentrate on the
teaching and research side of the program.

Partly because of the obvious need for the post and
partly because the first (and only) hire has turned out to be
very nearly ideal, this arrangement has worked extremely
well. It is, indeed, not clear how we managed without such
a director before the present one came on board.

FINANCING
A final item to note concerns simply how the Center was and
is financed. At the beginning of the CDE’s life the college
made it clear that it (the college) could not absorb any addi-
tional expense that the Center created. The Center must be
self supporting from the word go. The initial grant from the
Ford Foundation supplied the start-up funds. These funds
were expected to be used for fellowships and for maintaining
the Center’s operations. A second grant was made in the late
1960s to help the college phase out the Center after its antic-
ipated 10 years of life. This cost of phasing out arose because
the college did incur commitments in the form of additional
faculty and staff with multi-year contracts. It became clear
very soon that fellowship funds were available from a variety
of sources and that the CDE was proving competitive in the
market for students. The CDE had quickly carved out a
niche for itself. The notion of niche is very important, and
the CDE niche—one year, policy oriented, good teaching,
peer effects, etc.,as detailed earlier—quickly established itself.

The Agency for International Development (AID)
was the major source of fellowship funds for the first 30 or
so years. Generally USAID would finance upwards to one-
half of a class. There were additional grants from the Ford
Foundation field offices, various other government agencies
such as Fulbrights and others, and now and then the home
government of the admitted student.

AID funding dropped off steadily during the 1990s,
and it became necessary to seek other sources. The chief addi-
tional source became the World Bank from funds

contributed by Japan. The Center has been quite successful
in attracting funding from this source as well as from
Fulbrights and Muskies, and from other private sources.
While the Center has been successful in its funding efforts,
it is important to note that the uncertainty surrounding the
search for funds each year causes delays in recruiting a class
and also sometimes makes necessary the acceptance of a per-
son who is less suitable than one for whom funding cannot
be secured. It has become necessary for the CDE to ask the
college to agree to underwrite the Center’s budget in some
years, given the uncertainty of scholarship funding, though
through 2010 the CDE has not only repaid the college but
also accumulated a surplus.

It is clear that there is great need for the CDE to have
its own endowment. This would make the recruiting of stu-
dents more efficient, allow for curriculum planning (which
is difficult of the class size in unknown until they arrive), and
would sometimes result in more suitable students being
selected. The college and the Center are actually engaged in
building the endowment at the present time, anchored by
large gifts from college alumni.

So things have changed, and things have also remained
the same. Classes are a bit larger on the average now, students
a bit more sophisticated, faculty more diversified, a wider
range of courses offered, courses somewhat more technical
now. The program is somewhat more diffuse, especially so in
that Development Economics is no longer required as a full-
year course. All the courses seem to be good, although some
seem to have little to do with policy considerations in devel-
oping countries. There are probably too many tests, too
much reading, too much homework, and too much grading,
too much concern with grades and too little with learning
how to make new knowledge and new ideas one’s own. We
haven’t fully exploited the potentials for learning of peer
effects. We haven’t been as successful as we need to be in
building the bridge from the pure and essential theory of the
classroom to the nitty-gritty of actual policy making in the
government offices of our country. So we are not perfect.
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Given this story, the last question is simply, is the CDE good?
Good for what? One may ask. The answer is good in con-
tributing to the achievement of the economic development
objective as defined in the first paragraph of this paper:
Explaining the vast differences in per capita GDP between
countries of the North and those of the South and discover-
ing implementable policies that will lead to the sustained
growth of well-being in those countries where GDP is now
abysmally low. My position on this question is quite unam-
biguous: Yes, the contribution of the CDE to these objectives
has been significant, indeed quite significant, over the 50
years since being established. I will try to justify this position
with a few brief points.

Students who attend the CDE have shown in many
ways that they strongly support the program as it is now con-
stituted and have made few criticisms of either the academic
side or with respect to living arrangements. Student opinion
is not sufficient to justify the existence of the CDE, but it is
relevant and is a necessary condition for attracting the most
suitable students toWilliamstown. Indeed, themost frequently
voiced question asks why we don’t do more, cover additional
topics. We are entitled to accept the students’ high approval
rating as evidence that they have found their year at CDE “use-
ful” to them on their return home. Alumni reports are equally
and universally favorable.

The Center has found favor with sources of funds.
Especially important in this respect is the general approval
of the World Bank, where a great reservoir of knowledge
about training programs exists. The Center has for several
years received more fellowships from this source than has any

other English-language program in the world. Fellowship
funds from other sources have also been numerous.
Obviously, such support would not be forthcoming were the
donors not to believe in the CDE.

A third source of approval has been shown by reports
from supervisors of alumni who have returned to their jobs.
We have no systematic data, but informal conversations and
off-hand appraisals tell us that supervisors in general find our
graduates effective. This evidence is sporadic, but it is sup-
portive of the program.

Our alumni include a substantial number of graduates
who have risen to high ranks in their governments: prime
ministers, ministers of finance and other departments, gover-
nors of central banks, ambassadors, presidential aides, World
Bank and IMF high officials, and others. We are, of course,
proud of these achievements and like to think that experience
at the Center had something to do with such evident success,
although obviously many other factors likely have con-
tributed. It is also worthy to note that there are many
examples of a Center graduate making a difference in a much
lower position. One does not need to be the Prime Minister
to make a difference in a specific office or environment.

The most important result of a CDE year is a bit dif-
ferent—more subjective, more general, less concrete. CDE
graduates are able to think critically, to question more effec-
tively, and to function better in an uncertain and confused
situation. The nitty-gritty is around us at all times and in all
places, and a good government official sees that and finds or
discovers a way through the difficulties, uncertainties, and
spoils with finesse and honor.

PART III: EVALUATION

1 Thanks are due to Peter Montiel, Tom Powers, and Jerry Caprio for suggestions. The views expressed herein, however, are solely those
of the author.

2 I have eschewed naming individuals in these pages, but it is necessary to mention a few of the people who set such a high standard
in the early years of the CDE: Steve Lewis, Paul Clark, John Sheahan, Bill Gates, GordonWinston, and Vince Barnett. There were
others, but these were the ones who were involved over the longest time and in administrative as well as teaching positions.
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