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The Sterling years at Stanford

by Frank Medeiros

Sterling: the man and scholar

With the unexpected death of Stanford University Presi-
dent Donald B. Tresidder in 1948, the Board of Trustees
was once again faced with the task of selecting a president.
The search was undertaken in February 1948, conducted by
a Trustee committee of seven with assistance from separate
faculty and alumni advisory committees. As had been the
case just six years earlier, the Trustees searched widely.
Again, the final outcome revealed a choice close to home:
J.E. Wallace Sterling,! a former Stanford student and broad-
ly acquainted with faculty and alumni, was invited to be-
come the University’s fifth president in November 1948. He
assumed office at the age of 42 in April of the following year
for what was to be, in the tradition of presidents David Starr
Jordan and Ray Lyman Wilbur, a relatively long term of
more than 19 years.

Sterling was born in rural Linwood, Ontario, Canada, in
1906, two years after his family’s emigration from England.
Sterling’s undergraduate days were spent at the University
of Toronto, where he received the Bachelor of Arts degree
in history in 1927. Following graduation, Sterling served
for a year as a lecturer at Regina College in Saskatchewan.
During 1928-1930, he taught history and coached football
and basketball at the University of Alberta while studying
for his Master’s degree.

Sterling’s connection with Stanford arose out of the ex-
tensive historical collection offered by the Hoover Institu-

This article is excerpted from a dissertation, The Sterling
Years at Stanford: A Study in the Dynamics of Institutional
Change, © 1979 by Frank A. Medeiros. Reprinted with permis-
sion of the author. Medieros received his Ph.D. in education
from Stanford in 1979, specializing in administration and
policy analysis. He earned a bachelor’s degree in 1967 and
master’s in 1969, both in history from San Francisco State
University. He has been associate vice president for academic
affairs at San Diego State University since 1980 and teaches
there part-time. His areas of expertise include administration
and management, organization theory, and European and
Russian history.

Sterling, second from right, with his History Department
colleagues at Stanford in 1937

tion and Library and, in an indirect way, his continuing
interest in athletics. He accepted a coaching contract with
the town of Calgary because, among other reasons, it was
possible through the quarter system to attend Stanford to
pursue graduate work and to return to Canada each au-
tumn. Having coached the 1930 season at Calgary, he came
to Stanford in December; the Depression ended his contract
and coaching plans, however, and he remained at Stanford
for nearly seven years. Sterling served as a research assis-
tant in the Hoover Library from 1932 to 1937, the last two
years of which he also taught history. He was awarded the
Ph.D. in January 1938.

From teaching, research and graduate study at Stanford,
Sterling moved to the California Institute of Technology in
1937 as an assistant professor of history. He spent the
academic year 1939-1940 in Canada on a social science
research fellowship studying that country’s European im-
migrant situation. After returning to Cal Tech in the fall of
1940, Sterling was promoted to full professor in 1942. By
1944, his institutional reputation was such that he was
elected chairman of the faculty. In addition to these activi-



A roundtable discussion moderated by Sterling for a CBS
radio broadcast on the United Nations San Francisco
conference, 1945. From left, William L. Shirer, Major George
Fielding Ellot, Sterling, Robert Trout, and Bill Henry

ties, Sterling served as a news analyst for the CBS radio
network from 1942 until 1948; among the events he covered
were the Republican national convention and the United
Nations conference. During the autumn of 1947, Sterling
was also a member of the resident civilian faculty of the
National War College in Washington, D.C.

InJuly 1948, Sterling was appointed Director of the Hunt-

ington Library and Art Gallery at San Marino, California. At
the time, he had four writing commitments and was en-
gaged in a host of other scholarly and administrative con-
cerns. Sterling clearly did not seek the presidency of Stan-
ford, yet less than five months after his new appointment
the Trustees had prevailed upon him to accept this post; it
was, as it turned out, a fateful decision for both Sterling and
Stanford.

Possessed of intelligence, urbane manners, wit, and
generous good sense, Sterling was in many ways the perfect
choice to provide Stanford with sound leadership. Con-
versely, the University as it was situated in 1949 provided
Sterling with an appropriately fluid forum in which to
exercise his particular talents. The case for this fortunate
match was perhaps most succinctly put by Herbert Hoover
at Sterling’s inauguration in 1949: “Character, understand-
ing, scholarship, administrative ability, and love of youth
are all combined in him. Stanford will march ahead under
his leadership.””

No one could have possibly anticipated at the time just
how far Stanford University was to progress in the years
ahead. In 1949, Sterling’s presidency represented only a
promise of things yet to come. For his part, through an
intensely personal style and institutional identification re-
miniscent of a much earlier day in the University’s history,
Sterling’s mission was to fulfill the promise he envisioned
for Stanford.

The Sterling family poses on
the steps of the Huntington
Library and Art Gallery in
1948: from left, Sterling,
daughter Judy, son William,
daughter Susan, and Ann
i Sterling



Sterling’s presidency

Sterling assumed the duties of the presidency of Stanford
in April 1949 well aware that the overall situation in which
the University found itself was by no means altogether
positive. As a member of the ““Stanford Family” through his
association with the University in the '30s, Sterling was
widely acquainted with faculty and alumni and had there-
fore maintained a continuing contact with the institution.
He arrived at Stanford, then, with a feeling for not only the
prospects, but also the problems he might reasonably ex-
pect to encounter as President.

In terms of significant institutional development, Stan-
ford had reached what is best described as a plateau in the
decade of the wartime period. As the demands of that era
gave way to those created by enroliment pressurses in the
immediate postwar years, new strains on the institution
had begun to make themselves felt. Stanford emerged from
the war with a rather strong departmental tradition intact,
but also revealed serious signs of defeatism on the part of
the faculty. Visiting Stanford in the summer of 19486, Sterl-
ing was distressed by the “poor talk” of faculty and admi-
nistrators regarding Stanford’s situation.® Since Stanford
had engaged in only modest fund-raising activities for some
years, University finance was indeed a major problem to be
faced in the early postwar period of increased enroliment
and inflationary pressures; no doubt recognition of this
problem contributed in some measure to the negativism
Sterling encountered on his visit.

While this generally low faculty morale may be judged to
have had some objective basis in terms of the scarcity of
resources, the most subjective matter of faculty perceptions
of the University administration may also be considered as
contributory. A substantial portion of the criticism express-
ed by faculty was directed toward Stanford’s fourth Presi-
dent, Donald B. Tresidder (1943-1948).* In several respects,
Tresidder had perhaps more than his share of obstacles to
overcome, having accepted the presidency in early 1943.
He succeeded Ray Lyman Wilbur, a Stanford legend, who
had held the post for more than 25 years. Having taken over
the presidency in the midst of wartime, he had the difficult
task of guiding Stanford through the immediate postwar
years, during which the imposition of strict budget controls
inevitably engendered conflict. Moreover, both the form
and substance of his approach to education and administra-
tion indicated for some that he did not really understand
the working and mission of the University. This situation
led one contemporary observer later to judge that Tresidder
“ ... did not have the confidence of the faculty. His busi-
ness orientation and his lack of experience as a professor
intensified the severity of this problem.””®

Despite the obviously negative impact that something
less than full faculty confidence in Tresidder must have
exerted, some of his accomplishments were to have lasting
influence. The same observer quoted above, in identifying
the positive aspects of Tresidder’s presidency, indicated
that

It is my view that he did many things which have made Wally’s
work easier. For example, he reorganized our School setup and
gave the Schools some vigorous leadership. He brought in some

Sterling being inaugurated in October 1949 by Board President
Paul C. Edwards, editor of the San Francisco News

outstanding academic figures which represented an initial step
in the upgrading of the caliber of the faculty -— efforts which
Wally has vigorously continued and expanded.

He accomplished the major and needed change of centraliz-
ing the President’s authority over the business and controller
functions of the University, and improved greatly the Universi-
ty’s business and accounting procedures. And he set up our
Planning Office, one of the first, we are told, to have been
established in a major University. . . .°

Certainly the abolition of the dual administration structure
(by which the President and Business Manager reported
separately to the Board of Trustees), for example, repre-
sented a positive step in the direction of effective adminis-
tration, the organizational fruits of which Sterling inher-
ited. Relatedly, the establishment of the offices of the Dean
of Students and Director of Planning in 1945 were also
forward-looking accomplishments. Earlier, as President of
the Board of Trustees, Tresidder had initiated a review of
Board procedures, an important outcome of which was the
annual election of the President to a maximum of five
consecutive years (Tresidder’s predecessor had held the
office for 16 years); this action served to promote the
periodic infusion of new Board leadership for Stanford.
Perhaps Tresidder’s most significant contribution to
Stanford, however, despite his rather poor relationship
with the faculty as a whole, derived from such additions to
faculty ranks as he was able to achieve. While the scope of



A veteran of radio reporting, Sterling is at ease during his first press conference. Photo by Moulin Studios, San Francisco

faculty recruitment during Tresidder’s presidency was li-
mited due to budgetary constraints and a prevailing suspi-
cion of central administration, some progress was unques-
tionably made in this area, thus providing his successor
with a base upon which to build. At the same time, the
effects of a deteriorated relationship between Stanford’s
faculty and administration could not be overlocked by the
new President, indicating, to Sterling at least, the need for
some caution in the exercise of administrative leadership
in the early years of his presidency without clear faculty
concurrence.

Sterling’s approach to education and administrative
style differed markedly from that of Tresidder and he recog-
nized the need for rather extensive internal “fence-
mending” in order for Stanford to develop along the line he
envisioned. He addressed this problem quite directly in a
statement to the Board of Trustees describing his educa-
tional views:

Ibelieve that the formulation of educational policy should be
made through exchange of views among the faculty and by
clear presentation of these views to the trustees. I believe that
the most intimate kind of cooperation between the faculty and
the administrative officers of the university whom the trustees
appoint is essential to the best formulation and execution of
educational policies.

... Itis common knowledge that large faculties are frequent-
ly too readily given to the cliqueishness and sniping at trustees
and administrative officers. . . . One of the best means, it seems
to me, of overcoming such disadvantageous circumstances is to
cblige the faculty through its representatives to participate
strongly and deliberately in the formulation of university poli-
cy and, through participation, to accept responsibility. I ven-
ture the opinion that the broader the base of responsible faculty
participation, the less the bickering and the less the deleterious
effects of grapevine apprehensions.”

Although the expression of these sentiments regarding the
role of faculty in academic policymaking represented an

appropriate and welcome position in light of Stanford’s
situation in 1948, they also reflected the basic approach to
university governance that Sterling would employ
throughout his presidency. In many senses, Sterling’s early
and sustained attention to the concerns of faculty contri-
buted greatly to his effectiveness in providing institutional
leadership in the '50s and '60s.

Beyond his recognition of the need for imnproving faculty
morale at Stanford, Sterling perceived the matter of faculty
quality to be a central and pressing concern:

The standing and progress of any university is directly de-
pendent in the first instance upon the quality of its faculty and
derivatively in the second instance upon the quality of its
student bedy. I recognize that financial conditions directly
affect the attainment of high quality in these related fields, but
assuming that financial conditions are such as to place no real
barrier in the way of high attainment, then every stress should
be placed on effort to build a faculty not merely of good men but
of the best men, and to attract and sustain a student body
capable of high academic performance. Stanford has ground to
gain in both these particulars.?

While this observation was intended as Sterling’s consi-
dered assessment of the state of Stanford, it also conveys as
succinctly as any he ever made his belief in the centrality of
faculty quality to significant university development. With
regard to the matter of student quality in a period of increas-
ing pressure toward expansion, Sterling’s posture was
equally clear and concise:

I recognize that the university has a responsibility to society
and must therefore seriously consider extending its facilities to
as great a number of students as possible. I recognize also,
however, that over-extension in this direction may adversely
qualify progress toward optimum goals. The criterion by which
decisions in this line are made should be, I submit, improve-
ment of what exists and not expansion for the sake of
expansion.®



From the very beginning, then, Sterling’s conception of
expansion — whether expressed with reference to stu-
dents, faculty, or to programs — represented essentially a
qualitative rather than a quantitative view of the academic
enterprise; it was just this view that sparked his overall
vision of Stanford becoming a major center of educational
excellence.

Asthe statements cited above indicate, Sterling arrived at
Stanford with definite notions as to the institution’s condi-
tion and potential; it remained for him as President to
derive appropriate courses of action based on these no-
tions. Such action also evolved, however, in the context of
changing institutional considerations; thus, while Sterling
had himself identitied many of the tasks before him, certain
broad requirements may be seen in retrospect to have
emerged more from situational imperatives than from any
preconceived plans. One scholar has characterized these
imperatives in the following manner:

President Sterling, during his administration, faced three
major tasks. The first was to revise the several structures at
Stanford to cope with the expansive period which lay ahead;
secondly, to develop a style of administration with which he
could be comfortable; and thirdly, to prepare for an orderly
change in the powers of the various constituencies made neces-
sary by the profound changes in the American universities in
the 1960s.1¢ :

With respect to the first two of these tasks, certainly much
of what Sterling hoped to accomplish at Stanford was pre-
dicated on the establishment of appropriate mechanisms of
coordination in order to carry out expanded policy objec-
tives; further, the magnitude of these objectives and the
immediate past history of the University necessitated
strong leadership, thereby mandating sustained attention
to the matter of fostering an effective administrative style. It
was to these broad internal management tasks that Sterling
devoted much of his energy in the early years of his pres-
idency.

The structure of administration and governance at the
time Sterling arrived at Stanford was relatively simple. As
was indicated above, the discontinuance of separate report-
ing lines to the Board of Trustees and several other reforms
undertaken during Tresidder’s presidency tended to
streamline administration and enhance the potential for
presidential leadership. At the same time, a strong depart-
mental tradition at Stanford provided an appropriate coun-
terbalance to central authority and assured a sufficiently
firm faculty base for effective academic governance.

In terms of formal structures of governance at Stanford,
much of the workload and responsibility was carried by
three policy bodies. Broad University policy was set by a
self-perpetuating Board of Trustees of 15 members. Re-
latively small and essentially traditional in outlook and
range of activities, the Board as it was constituted at the
time of Sterling’s arrival represented in many respects a
“caretaker’” body, yet reflected the potential for increased
vitality; as will be seen below, this potential was tapped
rather early in Sterling’s presidency.

The primary structure for faculty participation in the
governance of Stanford was the Academic Council (con-
sisting of full professors, associate professors, and assistant
professors), numbering some 300 members at the beginning
of Sterling’s’tenure. Required to meet at least three times
each academic year, this body was charged with broad

responsibility for the internal administration of the Uni-
versity. As the full Council was a large and somewhat
cumbersome organization, many routine policy matters
were handled by the Council’s executive committee; even
so, relatively little policy initiative was exercised by the
committee, with the result that the Council essentially
served as more of a validating agency than anything else.

The Advisory Board, a unique Stanford institution estab-
lished in 1904, represented the third formal policy body in
the University’s governance structure; owing at least in part
to its size and composition, this group exerted considerable
influence in the conduct of academic affairs. Consisting of
seven tenured full professors elected by the Academic
Council, the Advisory Board advised the President on mat-
ters referred to it by him and also to initiate recommenda-
tions (other than on appointments, promotions, and dis-
missals). Matters involving appointments, promotions,
and dismissals, as well as those concerning academic orga-
nization required, by tradition, this Board’s approval; the
Trustees were to be apprised of any policy differences
between the President and Advisory Board.

The quality of faculty representation on the Advisory
Board assured its reliability and value as an important
policy gauge for Sterling, which he utilized quite effective-
ly. While there is evidence that members of the Board had
not been entirely satisfied with their role in the period
preceding Sterling’s arrival,’* he rectified this situation
quickly and sought assistance often:

Thave found this Board a very useful instrument. In my years
here, I have turned to it again and again for counsel and assist-
ance, and it has responded wisely and constructively. If I were
to lose its confidence, this fact would quickly be known to the
faculty and my effectiveness would be diminished.!?

Thus, the stature and influence of the Advisory Board’s
membership, in conjunction with its manageable size and
Sterling’s willingness to consult frequently, rendered this
body an important element in consensus-building at Stan-
ford.

Sterling also turned to other formal groups — such as the
Dean’s Council, with whom he met biweekly on a sched-
uled basis — for information-sharing and policy articula-
tion purposes. Much more illustrative of Sterling’s style,
however, was his initiation of informal monthly meetings
with the deans of the schools as an additional device for the
exchange of ideas. Sterling consulted in this fashion exten-
sively, revealing his ability to function equally well in both
formal and informal settings.

Given the relatively relaxed pace at Stanford and Sterl-
ing’s direct yet informal approach to administration, the
conduct of University affairs during the early years of his
presidency was not a particularly complex matter. More-
over, Stanford’s goals as articulated by Sterling and his
closest associates — namely, the upgrading of faculty and
students and the expansion of institutional resources as
prerequisites for establishing a much more comprehensive
University national in scope — were relatively clear and
generally well-received, if also highly ambitious. President
Sterling’s distinctly personal style of administration pro-
duced remarkable results under these conditions; it was not
until later, as University goals were beginning to be sub-
stantially realized, that modifications in the structure of
administration and governance were made to accommo-
date Stanford’s increasing complexity.

In the meantime, movement toward an expanded institu-



tional mission clearly entailed an effort to broaden the base
of Stanford’s resources, both financial and organizational.
Perceiving this need early in his presidency, Sterling con-
centrated on visiting Stanford Alumni Conferences (eight
per year) held throughout the West; his first-hand impres-
sions of alumni pride in Stanford convinced him of their
importance as a source of University support, as much.in
terms of human resources as financial. Determining that he
could not embark on a campaign for extended alumni sup-
port alone, Sterling requested and received the concur-
rence of the Board of Trustees in this matter,?® thus drawing
the Board into closer contact with the broad thrust of the
University.

In promoting more active Board participation in Stan-
ford’s development, Sterling was fortunate in receiving
very able assistance through the vigorous Trustee lead-
ership of Lloyd W. Dinkelspiel. A San Francisco attorney
elected President of the Board in 1953, Dinkelspiel firmly
believed in the duty of philanthropy; he was re-elected as
President for five consecutive years (the maximum
allowed) and devoted perhaps 40 percent of his time to
Board and leadership activities during this period.'* The
teamwork exhibited by Sterling and Dinkelspiel in pursuit
of common goals produced not only tangible outcomes for
the University, but also served to vitalize the somewhat
conventional President / Board relationship that had ex-
isted throughout most of Stanford’s history.

Relatedly, Sterling’s effort to enlarge Board membership
was based on the contention that the historical level of 15

Sterling looks out on the vast expanse of the Inner Quad
courtyard. Photo by Moulin Studios, San Francisco

was not sufficient to handle the broader range of tasks
imposed by an expanded mission and that greater geo-
graphic representation was needed. Accordingly, a court-
approved amendment to the Founding Grant was instituted
in 1954, raising Board membership to 23 (20 selected by the
Board for 10-year terms; three nominated by alumni for
five-year terms).'® This accomplished, Sterling expected
and received Trustee assistance in addressing the essential-
ly new problems created by such University objectives as
expanded fund-raising, the land development program,
and the anticipated move of the Medical School from San
Francisco to Stanford.

If one of Sterling’s foremost talents was his ability to
assess opportunities and to establish institutional goals
accordingly, certainly another was the industry and exper-
tise he demonstrated in pursuing these goals through a
variety of channels, formal and informal, both within Stan-
ford and in the national arena of higher education. In his
efforts to broaden the base of University support, the Presi-
dent took great care in achieving consensus among influen-
tial institutional groups and individuals, yet managed to do
so with relative dispatch. Almost single-handedly at first,
for example, he mobilized alumni groups and fund-raising
groups such as the Stanford Associates to contribute to this
effort, and saw to it that “‘the case for Stanford” received
proper publicity.

Central to this entire effort or campaign was Sterling’s
utilization of the talents of such individuals as Dinkelspiel
and Frederick E. Terman and a host of other Stanford advo-
cates in reshaping the University. Too, Sterling’s contacts
outside Stanford, such as those gained through his mem-
bership on the Commission on Financing Higher Education
and through active participation in the Association of
American Universities, contributed in some measure to the
dynamics at work at Stanford in the ’50s and ’60s.

Sterling’s view
of the modern university

The ascendancy of Sterling to the presidency of Stanford
afforded him the opportunity to address contemporary
issues in higher education, issues both local and national in
scope, with considerable authority. His lifelong association
with higher education, wide intellectual interests, and
strong commitment to rather well-defined personal and
institutional values further enhanced Sterling’s role as an
educational spokesman through the years of his stew-
ardship. The characteristic forthright fashion in which
Stanford’s President approached educational issues and
problems allows for areliable construction of what isusual-
ly termed a ‘“‘philosophy” of education, the substance of
which was largely reflected in the University’s develop-
ment during the '50s and '60s.

In Sterling’s view, the articulation of Stanford’s institu-
tional mission and the provision of intellectual leadership
were primary presidental functions.'® Yet the nature of
Sterling’s intellect and personality, and therefore of his
style as President, revealed scant emphasis on conscious
philosophizing. Ever cognizant of the power of the written
word, and himself no novice in the art of eloguent persua-



sion, Sterling nonetheless rather consistently referred to
tangible goals and accomplishments in advancing the case
for Stanford. Sterling’s tendency to express his ideas in
concrete, rather than in purely abstract, terms was in itself
an integral element of his general approach to education;
asked about this approach in the early '60s, he responded
with the somewhat unorthodox comment that

My philosophy . . . is not to develop a philosopy of education,
but instead to try to find the best possible faculty; then to
upgrade the breadth and variety of students, and provide
needed physical plant; and then sit back and see what results.”

While these remarks were obviously not intended as a
comprehensive statement of philosophy, they do reflect
rather accurately Sterling’s attention to means as well as
ends. This fortunate wedding of the pragmatic and the ideal
in the thinking of the President provided the impetus for
much of Stanford’s dynamism during his 19-year tenure.

Sterling arrived at Stanford in 1949 well equipped to
articulate his views on the state of higher education. By
training and inclination an historian, with a continuing
interest in international affairs and first-hand experience as
anews analyst, his perspective tended to be global. Too, his
thinking was buttressed by the contextual realities of the
period; in a world recently emerged from war, the role of
education in a democratic society was a vital contemporary
concern. This issue, with its implicit emphasis on the im-
portance of the individual in a pluralistic, free society
struck a particularly responsive chord in Sterling’s concep-
tualization of education, and provided him with a powerful
theme upon which he elaborated often. For Sterling, the
theme of higher education’s function with respect to the
individual and to society at large suggested consideration
of the ethical, in addition to the solely instrumental, values
of education; his inaugural address concluded on just this
note:

Our eductional gains in the last half century have been con-
spicuously identified with material progress. For these gains I
have nothing but the highest praise, but they supply us with
only one part of the équipment we need today. Education has
enabled man to take the measure of many things. Its preemi-
nent task today is to enable him to take his own measure — his
own moral measure, and the moral measure of the society of
which he is a part.'®

If Sterling recognized, and indeed welcomed, higher
education’s part in technological advances and their ben-
efit to society, he also frequently expressed concern regard-
ing the consequences of excessive emphasis on the technic-
al outcomes of education:

If we learn to set too much store in the material benefits of our
high standard of living, at the expense of setting too little store
in things of the intellect and spirit, we shall have made a choice
which will undermine the very prosperity we seek to sustain
and enhance.®

Always a resolute defender of “‘things of the intellect and
spirit,” Sterling consistently invoked the power of indi-
vidualism in his advocacy of educational excellence,
which in turn he considered essential to a strong republic:

Progress in a free society calls for the best brains and lead-
ership that can be developed; it calls, also, for men lean and
strong; not for men become soft and flabby by easy enjoyment
of creaturé comforts but for men toughened by carrying a full
pack of individual independence and responsibility.

It is for a set of values that will make possible the education of
such men that I plead, to the end that the real essence of
democracy be preserved.*’

Thus, while Sterling often addressed broad issues concern-
ing the proper role of education in society, he did so almost
exclusively in terms of individual development. Speaking
of the pursuit of excellence within his own institution, for
example, he remarked that

If any of us is concerned to improve the quality of Stanford, he
can give meaning and action to that concern by improving
himself and his own performance. The quality of a university
cannot exceed the quality of its members.?!

This deep and abiding faith in the individual permeated
Sterling’s approach to education and the presidency, and
provided him the means by which he charted his course: “It
is this star which shines on the individual at the center of
things which affords me, at least, a light to steer by.””**
For Sterling, virtually all institutional values and accom-
plishments flowed from the interaction and synthesis of
individual values and achievement. He also perceived,
however, that this flow was by no means uni-directional;
educational institutions had importart, indeed critical,
functions to perform in the process of realizing maximum
potential. As the President of Stanford, Sterling attempted
to delineate these institutional functions, and in so doing
helped to establish both an educational posture and a pro-
gram of action for his institution. Given Sterling’s views
regarding the centrality of the individual in the educational
process, it was appropriate that he should identify the
setting and maintaining of rigorous yet flexible standards as
a primary task of educators and institutions of learning:

The central purpose of education is to develop to the opti-
mum the talents of each succeeding generation. This cannot be
done without confronting students with high standards, both
moral and intellectual. It cannot be done effectively by lockstep
programs; it requires recognition of differentials in talent, vigor
and incentive.??

Sterling recognized that there existed no specific formula
for the development of talent, yet he firmly believed in the
obligation to challenge the capacities of students to the
fullest possible extent.

Sterling’s views as to the nature and mission of education
represented, on the one hand, a particularly relevant con-
tribution to the widespread discussion of educational
issues in postwar America; the form of Sterling’s approach
— education considered as a primary asset of society —
reflected the contemporary concern with this subject. On
the other hand, the substance of his views was by no means
universally subscribed to; at a time when many were call-
ing for greatly expanded access to higher education,?*
Sterling seemed to be advocating a policy of restriction. To
a degree, Sterling acknowledged the differences between
his stance and that more generally espoused, but he did not
judge his views to be inconsistent with the concept of equal
educational opportunity. Nonetheless, he often felt com-
pelled to address this issue:

No society can strongly advance without strong leadership,
perhaps least of all a free society, because freedom calls for the
expenditure of time and energy in the tugging and hauling of
public debate.

How then, in a free society, is this leadership to be identified
and developed? Certainly not by failing, in education, for inst-
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ance, to have a student work to his capacity; and certainly not
by seeking a common denominator, for the common as well as
for the uncommon man. But, rather, by testing capacity, apti-
tude and incentive.

To advance this view is not to argue for the education of an
elite, a word, incidentally, of foreign origin which has discri-
minatory and therefore malodorous overtones.

I would reason, rather, that this view argues for keeping the
doors of educational opportunity wide open so that the possi-
bility of identifying and developing talent — and I mean a
variety of talent — can be enlarged.*®

Sterling saw nothing undemocratic in the viewpoint he
expressed, then, but rather believed that the use of the term
“equality” had become a source of some confusion:

Any of us will go to battle for the principle of equality before
the law. Any of us will go to battle for equal opportunity. But it
is not ordained that because there is equal opportunity, or
should be, and because thére is equality before the law, there is
any such thing as equality of talent. There is no such thing.
Each of us is differently endowed and we should be measured
individually in terms of how we make use of our selective
individual endowments.2®

For his part, Sterling felt that much of contemporary educa-
tional thinking had become muddled as a result of a faulty
understanding of equality and equal opportunity.

Having identified this problem early in his presidency,
Sterling set the tone of his approach to education by point-
ing to responsibilities as yet unfulfilled. In his inaugural
address, he declared that

I should hope that every young person in this country would
have the opportunity to go as far in education as his talent can
carry him. And I should urge that it is society’s responsibility to
provide such opportunity and to provide it without any coer-
cion to fit a pattern. But also I should hope that talent, and the
industry which fortifies it, would be sternly tested at critical
points along the way, more sternly perhaps than it now is, so
that the opportunity which society provides will be appreci-
ated by those who stand to benefit from it.

... We need stern testing at several rungs of the educational
ladder so we may learn where our potential for advanced work
and leadership zesides. It is with this potential that college and
university eduacation should be particularly concerned.?’

As Americea higher education emerged from the strains of
the postvvar years, Sterling prescribed the imposition of
rigorous standards to achieve the educational excellence
he =, consistently advocated; any lesser effort would, in his
e es, amount to an abdication of responsibility.

The thrust of Sterling’s views was quite clearly at odds
with the much more expansive approach to education
taken by the 1947 President’s Commission; much of
Sterling’s external activities during the early years of his
presidency were therefore directed toward advocating an
alternative vision as to the proper course of higher educa-
tion. On the national level, Sterling’s membership on the
Commission on Financing Higher Education (1949-1952)
afforded him the opportunity to analyze the contemporary
state of higher education in a sufficiently broad context and
also served to legitimize his position on a number of speci-
fic issues. The Commission’s posture of opposing any ex-
pansion of federal support and advocating instead in-
creased attention to potential business, foundation, and
alumni sources of support, for example, was precisely that
of Stanford’s President. On more local horizons, Sterling’s
numerous speaking engagements provided him many
opportunities to criticize the approach of the President’s
Commission, opportunities of which he took full advan-

tage. In a 1951 speech before the 19th annual Alumni Con-
ference in Los Angeles, for example, he declared that ““high-
er education today faces the danger of watering down intel-
lectual performance — through a lowering of standards —
by responding to demands that it embrace every American
boy and girl.” The headline over a newspaper account of
this speech read, somewhat dramatically, “Dr. Sterling
Flays ‘Watered’ Education.”’28

Beyond what he considered to be a seriously misguided
overall approach to the development of higher education
taken by the President’s Commission, Sterling was particu-
larly concerned with the ramifications of vastly increased
federal aid called for in the Commission’s report. In this
regard, Sterling felt strongly that private institutions could
and should play a primary role in safeguarding the integrity
of the academic enterprise. Speaking on the role of private-
ly supported colleges and universities in 1950, Sterling
observed that

... there is no greater institutional guarantor of the freedom
and advancement of education. So long as they remain strong
... they will offer protection against dangers of educational
control that may lurk in what appears to be the necessary
amplification of public funds for education of greater
numbers.?®

While Sterling was not categorically opposed to federal aid
to higher education, neither was he completely comfort-
able with the concept and always considered federal sup-
port a potentially dangerous policy. Strong private institu-
tions, be believed, could help maintain the educational
independence and self-determination of all higher educa-
tion. Speaking on this subject 17 years later with specific
reference to the dismissal of the President of the University
of California, Sterling reminded his audience that “the
financial dependence of universities upon public funding
invariably raised the specter of possible political influence
— a specter which has recently appeared on local
horizons.”3°

Besides the important “watchdog” role attributed to pri-
vate higher education with regard to federal influence, and
in addition to the traditional argument for the preservation
of diversity, Sterling felt that private institutions had an
obligation to set an example for all of higher education:

... I recognize, at least at the college and university level,
that one of the strengths of our educational system has been its
diversity, or, if you please, the combination of the publicly and
privately supported education. There is an essential unity in all
education that I would resolutely defend, and I shudder at the
prospect of having the advocates of independent education act
or talk in a way that would jeopardize this unity. I think pri-
vately supported and publicly supported education should be
complementary. I should expect the independently supported
institution to have more opportunity to set the pace and set
good standards. This should be its role, in my view, and if this
role is well played, I'm sure its influence on publicly supported
institutions will be beneficial and constructive.®!

As it turned out, Stanford University and its unique institu-
tional setting provided Sterling with ample opportunities
to validate the substance of his educational thinking. In-
deed, the nature of these opportunities and Sterling’s role
in responding to them lay at the heart of Stanford’s trans-
formation during his presidency.

Sterling’s conception of the mission of the modern Amer-
ican university was fashioned primarily from his own well-
defined educational values and from his assessment of the
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state of higher eucation in the early postwar period. If he
viewed institutions of higher education, quite appropriate-
ly, as a natural vehicle for the advancement of learning, he
also considered colleges and universities unique institu-
tions interesting in themselves. Sterling realized that, un-
like most institutions, universities were expected both to
reflect and to challenge societal values:

Herein lies the paradox of the university — an engine gener-
ating change and a conservatory of the best that has been
produced by that engine. Universities are, like Tennyson’s
Ulysses, a part of all that they have met. They cannot extricate
themselves from the society to which they belong.3?

Sterling did not expect that the university could or should
function apart from society, but neither did he hold that it
should therefore necessarily play a passive role. Rather, he
stressed the need for institutional independence (and re-
sponsibility) in the articulation of an educational mission:

If the university is to stand for values which tend to get
“pushed aside in the rough-and-tumble of everyday living,”
then it must exact from itself and from its members an extraor-
dinary degree of integrity and judgment. . ..

A university will, indeed, be influenced by society’s expecta-
tions and demands, but it should not permit itself to be shaped
by these influences alone; rather it should shape itself by its
own choice of values and purpose.®?

This somewhat anthropomorphic conception of the uni-
versity squared precisely with Sterling’s ideas as to the
attributes necessary for individual success and develop-
ment — independence, determination, and a sense of pur-
pose informed by a clear set of values. Sterling expected no
less of institutions than he did of individuals; indeed, in his
thinking, the two were inextricably bound.

Given the straightforward simplicity of Sterling’s educa-
tional views, it is not surprising that he expressed little
interest in propounding an elaborate “philosophy” of
education. While the sum of his statements on various
aspects of higher education in point of fact constituted a
cohesive educational. approach or philosophy, Sterling
considered such statements merely as a prologue to action.
As a spokesman for higher education, Sterling could be
content with forcefully expressing his views; as the Presi-
dent of Stanford University, he was also vitally concerned
with outcomes. It was just this focus on tangible achieve-
ments that characterized Sterling’s presidency.

The basic thrust of Sterling’s educational approach re-
vealed a deep and thoroughgoing commitment to quality in
higher education. Recognizing that rhetoric alone could
contribute little toward the achievement of this goal, Sterl-
ing directed his efforts toward the accomplishment of con-
crete objectives such as the recruitment of quality faculty
and the attraction of talented students to Stanford. Accom-
plishing these objectives, in turn, required a significant
expansion of resources, and to this goal Sterling also de-
voted considerable energy.

Sterling foresaw great promise for Stanford when he
assumed the presidency in 1949, and he arrived with sever-
al concrete notions as to how the promise he envisioned
might be fulfilled. The degree to which Stanford achieved
this institutional potential was based at least as much on
the validity of these concrete notions as on the substance of
Sterling’s philosophy of education, and it is on this basis in
the final andlysis that the efficacy of Sterling’s presidency
must be judged.
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President and Mrs.
Sterling relax in their
new home, the Lou
Henry Hoover House.
Photo by Moulin
Studios, San Francisco

Ann and Wally Sterling
with Stanford trustees
Morris M. Doyle (upper
left) and Judge Homer
Spence at the 1959
dinner in San
Francisco honoring
Sterling’s 10th
anniversary as
president

Three Stanford presidents
and their wives were
together for Class Day in
June 1986: Jing and
Richard W. Lyman, the
Sterlings, and Don and
Jeanne Kennedy
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At work, a pensive president and, at home, a relaxed gardener on his tractor

Chancellor J.E. Wallace Sterling, 78, dies at home

John Ewart Wallace Sterling, who served as Stanford’s
fifth president, died at 11:30 p.m. Monday, July 1, at his
home in Woodside, Calif. He was 78.

He had been in declining health for several months.

Highly respected by students, faculty, and staff alike,
Sterling, a historian, was named University chancellor for
life after taking early retirement in 1968.

Memorial services were held at 11 a.m. Tuesday, July 9,
at Stanford Memorial Church.

He is survived by his wife, Ann, of Woodside; daughters,
Susan Monjauze of Paris and Judy Morse of Pasadena; son,
William, of San Francisco; and six grandchildren.

During Sterling’s presidency, Stanford rose from 15th to
3rd nationally in the number of highly ranked graduate
programs, a feat unmatched by any other major private
educational institution.

Sterling played a central role in two fund-raising drives
that set national records, the $106 million PACE program
{1961-64) and the $300 million Campaign for Stanford
(1972-77).

In his 19-year presidency, the University’s total operat-
ing expenditures rose from $10 million annually to $108
million. The faculty increased by 170 percent, to 938. Stu-
dent enrollment rose about 40 percent, mainly at the gradu-
ate level, to 11,557.

Landmarks of the Sterling presidency included the Stan-
ford Medical School’s move from San Francisco to campus,
construction of the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center
(SLAC), establishment of overseas studies centers in five
European countries, and development of the Stanford In-
dustrial Park and Stanford Shopping Center.

He changed the face of Stanford with an ambitious build-
ing program. By 1970, approximately 75 percent of the
University’s physical plant had been built or planned dur-
ing Sterling’s presidency, including the Medical Center,
SLAC, and a major program to renovate the original Quad

buildings.

During Sterling’s term as president, gifts and bequests to
Stanford totaled nearly $330 million, compared to $31 mil-
lion raised from 1907 until 1948.

As Stanford made progress in the 1950s, increasing atten-
tion was paid to the quality of its incoming students. Com-
petition for admission to Stanford intensified, and Sterling
asked that attention be paid not only to academic qualific-
tions but to candidates who could contribute a particular
excellence, such as in music, journalism, sports, or drama.

Sterling encouraged and supported efforts of the Admis-
sions Office to actively recruit qualified minority students
in the early 1960s. By 1966, the proportion of minority
students in the freshman class was well ahead of the nation-
al average for major institutions.

Sterling also initiated changes in the Stanford curricu-
lum, which had remained virtually static for a quarter of a
century. He felt strongly that Americans should become
proficient in at least one foreign language, and believed that
the growth of science and technology required students to
have a grounding in these fields.

In what Time magazine called a “gold-rush” of faculty
appointments, Stanford captured, among many others,
historian David Potter and mathematician Edward Begle
after both had spent 19 years at Yale; renowned German
historian Gordon Craig after 20 years at Princeton; and
novelist-critic Albert Guerard after 23 years at Harvard.

In his final years as president, Sterling presided over a
University which had grown much larger and more com-
plex. Stanford’s spectacular financial growth was accom-
panied by increasingly close links with federal agencies
and an increasing heterogeneity in faculty and student
ranks.

The growing restlessness of students and facuity in the
1960s exploded at Stanford in the spring of Sterling’s last

continued on page 21
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Stanford’s three chancellors: (at left) Chancellor David Starr Jordan,
the University’s first president, poses with Ray Lyman Wilbur
(wearing top hat) on Wilbur’s inauguratien day in Janaury 1916.
Wilbur declined to wear an academic gown to his inauguration as
Stanford’s third president (see story below). Years later Wilbur, then
chancellor (at right in photo above), talks with J.E. Wallace Sterling,
Stanford’s fifth president. The date of this photo is not known, but

Sterling became president on April 1, 1949, and Wilbur died about
12 weeks later on June 26

Sterling only third chancellor in 94 years

J.E. Wallace Sterling was only the third person to
serve as chancellor of Stanford University during its
first 94 years.

The University’s first and third presidents, David
Starr Jordan and Ray Lyman Wilbur, each held the
honorary and advisory position.

Jordan, an ichthyologist, was the 40-year-old presi-
dent of Indiana University when Senator and Mrs.
Stanford offered him the Stanford presidency on
March 22, 1891, just seven months before their uni-
versity opened. Jordan accepted immediately.

He guided Stanford through such crises as the 1906
earthquake and the financial setback that followed the
death of Senator Stanford in 1893. He also recruited a
young, dynamic faculty and provided the
philosophical and organizational foundation for the
institution in its early years.

Outside the University, he became a leading advo-
cate for world peace.

After 22 years as president, Jordan was named chan-
cellor on May 23, 1913. He died Sept. 19, 1931, having
lived out his life in Serra House on campus.

Wilbur, a physician and Stanford alumnus, became
dean of the University’s School of Medicine in 1913,
the same year Jordan was named chancellor.

Despite pressure from the president of the Board of
Trustees, Wilbur declined to wear an academic gown
to his January 1916, inauguration as Stanford presi-
dent, saying later: “I knew that if I let this president of

the Board decide this question for me he would try to
decide other more important questions. .. .”

Under Wilbur, the University began charging tuition
in 1920 ($120 per year), and modest fundraising among
alumni was initiated. Wilbur organized academic de-
partments into the schools we have today and strongly
encouraged development of the professional schools.

Wilbur took a leave of absence from Stanford to serve
as secretary of the interior under U.S. President Herbert -
Hoover. The two met as undergraduates when they
both lived in Encina Hall.

On Jan. 1, 1942, Wilbur became chancellor after 27
years as president. He died June 26, 1949, about nine
weeks after Sterling became Stanford’s fifth president.

After becoming chancellor on Sept. 1, 1968, Sterling
remained active in Stanford affairs, serving as national
co-chairman of the successful $300 million Campaign
for Stanford. He also chaired the American Revolution
Bicentennial Commission and became an officer of
Filoli Center in Woodside.

Stanford presidents:

1891-1913 David Starr Jordan
1913-1915 John Casper Branner
1916-1943 Ray Lyman Wilbur
1943-1948 Donald B. Tresidder
1949-1968 J].E. Wallace Sterling
1968-1970 Kenneth S. Pitzer
1970-1980 Richard W. Lyman
1980- Donald Kennedy


































