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Early OSA Eff orts 
in Optics Education
John N. Howard

How did OSA evolve from a trade association of 
optical practitioners into a diverse group of scientists 
with a strong focus on education?

troscopy, infrared optics, radiometry or 
meteorological optics rather than in the 
“classical” areas such as lens design. More-
over, most of them had been formally 
trained in other areas, such as physics, 
chemistry or engineering, and had later 
switched to optics.  

A few members began to urge OSA 
leadership to give more attention to the 
training of optics workers. A group at 
the Institute of Optics drafted a booklet 
called Careers in Optics (written by Rob-
ert E. Hopkins), and sought help from 
OSA in distributing it to schools and col-
leges. A notice in JOSA in October 1959 
announced plans for this brochure and 
asked for further input from the audi-
ence. OSA’s then-new Executive Secretary 
Mary Warga applied to NSF for funding 
to publish it, and fi rst distribution began 
in 1961.

Meanwhile, in Boston, a group of 
very bright young Harvard/MIT/Boston 
University types proposed a diff erent ap-
proach to the teaching of optics. Most of 
them worked in a variety of small research 
laboratories doing research or design-
ing optical probes for military or space 
research, and few had any formal training 
in classical optics. Many belonged to 
the New England local section of OSA, 
which was the second largest local section 
after Rochester. Th e section held monthly 
meetings, at which its members usually 
assembled for an evening lecture after eat-
ing together in an area restaurant.  

The 30 charter members who 
founded the Optical Society of 

America in 1916 were mostly involved 
in “practical optics”—such as making 
glasses, optical instrumentation and 
optometry—rather than optical physics. 
Th ey represented such organizations as 
the National Bureau of Standards, East-
man Kodak Company and Bausch and 
Lomb. Perhaps a quarter or a third of the 
early members held teaching positions 
at Cornell, Yale, Columbia or elsewhere. 
Even among this group, however, the 
principal interest was in applications. 
Th e teaching of the fi eld was hardly ever 
mentioned, even in JOSA: Th e Cumula-
tive Index of the fi rst 40 volumes (from 
1917 to 1950) does not have any entries 
under “teaching” or “education.”  

But of course some members must 
have been interested in this topic; one 
early indication was the founding of the 
Institute of Optics at the University of 
Rochester, with generous funding from 
Bausch and Lomb and Eastman Kodak. 
And two of the fi rst three honorary mem-
bers elected by the new Society in 1916 
were teachers: Charles S. Hastings of 
Yale and Edward L. Nichols of Cornell. 
(Th e third, George Ellery Hale, was an 
astronomer.)

Th e Society experienced a period of 
vigorous growth immediately after World 
War II and into the 1950s. Many OSA 
newcomers were working in emerging 
areas of optics such as ultraviolet spec-

Th is group of “activists” called them-
selves the SOS (“Subversive Optical So-
ciety”), and appeared to feel that OSA in 
general, and the New England section in 
particular, was too dominated by a classi-
cal establishment that was not amenable 
to new ideas. On their meeting nights, 
they would gather for supper with the 
larger section, which included many so-
called “traditionalists;” however, instead 
of going to the talk with them afterwards, 
they would hold their own “subversive” 
meeting to engage in enthusiastic discus-
sion of such topics as Fourier transform 
optics, coherence theory or optical image 
formation. 

Th is group drafted a proposal for 
a new kind of optics school modeled 
somewhat after the research system of 
some European universities: Scientists 
in the Boston area would continue to 
work in their own organizations—on 
industrial or defense research projects, for 
example—but would also have an affi  lia-
tion with a National Institute of Modern 
Optics, which would be connected with 
a consortium of local universities. Th ere, 
they could also lecture and/or supervise 
graduate students working in critical areas 
of the “new optics.”

Many of these ideas had been around 
for some time. OSA members from both 
“traditional” and “modern” schools had 
representatives on a committee (the so-
called Baird Committee) that was devoted 
to discussing future directions for the 
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Society. OSA’s leadership was also aware 
of the need to focus more on teaching. 
They scheduled a symposium on the 
teaching of physics and optics. It was 
chaired by Bruce Billings at the October 
1960 OSA meeting in Boston.

In 1961, both groups—Rochester and 
Boston—submitted their proposals to 
OSA for consideration and endorsement. 
The Rochester group was not at all happy 
with the Boston proposal. They proposed 
instead that: 

[OSA should] conduct a survey 
to determine the extent and 
nature of the national demand for 
persons trained in optics and the 
nation’s present capability to meet 
this demand, and that, when the 
preliminary results of the survey 
are available, a meeting of the 
Society be convened in Rochester, 
N.Y., for the presentation and  
discussion of the survey results. 

The OSA board, faced with these two 
proposals, formed a Committee on Needs 
in Optics, chaired by Van Zandt Wil-
liams of Perkin-Elmer, to report in 1962. 
The committee included S.S. Ballard of 
the University of Florida, W.R. Brode of 
the National Bureau of Standards (both 
of these had served on the Baird Com-
mittee), Mary Warga (the OSA Execu-
tive Secretary and a former professor at 
Pittsburgh), D.L. MacAdam of Eastman 
Kodak (and president of OSA) and  
Harold S. Stewart of Rochester.  

After pondering both proposals, they 
recommended that OSA endorse “Optics 
—an Action Program,” a detailed survey 
of optics to be conducted under six 
separate tasks: three on graduate research 
programs, two relating to undergradu-
ate programs and one on the training of 
opticians and optical technicians. The 
plans and outline of the program were 
presented by Van Zandt Williams in a 
three-page article in Applied Optics (2, 
653, 1963). 

[ John N. Howard (howards@gis.net) is the 
founding editor of Applied Optics and retired 
chief scientist of the Air Force Geophysics 
Laboratory. ]
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