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Bye-bye, Blue Books?
At its meeting on May 11, the Faculty 
of Arts and Sciences (FAS) adopted a 
bland-sounding motion that hence-
forth, “ unless an instructor officially 
informs the Registrar by the end of the 
first week of the term” of the intention 
to end a course with a formal, seated 
exam, “the assumption shall be that the 
instructor will not be giving a three-
hour final examination” and no slot will 
be reserved for it in the schedule. Pre-
viously, the faculty members’ handbook 
specified that courses were assumed to 
end with examinations unless instructors 
petitioned for an exemption. That proce-
dure has been uniformly ignored: dean of 
undergraduate education Jay M. Harris 
told colleagues he had never received such 
a form.

The administrative logic aside, revers-
ing the default procedure for scheduling 
examinations reflects a pedagogical real-
ity. It appears that finals are going the way 
of the dodo. Harris told the faculty that 
of 1,137 undergraduate-level courses this 
spring term, 259 scheduled finals—the 
lowest number since 2002, when 200 fewer 
courses were offered. For the more than 
500 graduate-level courses offered, just 14 
had finals, he reported. Until the 1940s, 
Harris noted during subsequent discus-
sion, requests to conclude a course with-
out a final examination required a formal 
vote by the entire FAS.

James Engell, Gurney professor of Eng-
lish literature and professor of comparative 
literature, rose to suggest that the trend 
toward fewer exams was not a trivial mat-
ter. Last fall, the English department (he 
is chair) had just five courses that ended 
with exams. Whatever the merits of re-

quiring just a long final paper, he said, 
it meant that perhaps nothing 
beyond the paper itself 
was being used to evaluate 
what students were learn-
ing. Given that many de-
partments—English, history, 
classics, for example—have 
also given up senior-year gen-
eral examinations, it is increas-
ingly unclear how to answer the 
question, “How are we assessing 
students?” And given grade com-
pression, he added, it became dif-
ficult to distinguish exceptional 
from ordinary work in the humani-
ties. He approved of the motion for 
its bureaucratic rationale, Engell said, 
but he challenged directors of under-
graduate studies and departments to 
examine the consequences of the trend 
“to examine less and less and less and 
less.”

Saltonstall professor of history Charles 
S. Maier said that in a classroom of 20 
students, he and most professors could 
evaluate students’ performance, but that 
the differences had become blurred in 
contemporary grading. As for the dimin-
ishing use of exams, he noted that in the 
new, leaned-down FAS, professors had to 
proctor them personally—a further disin-
centive to requiring finals. When he asked 
whether there were divisional distinctions 
in the use of exams, Harris said he believed 
that the sciences and quantitative social 
sciences were most likely to end courses 
with finals, the interpretive social sciences 
and humanities least likely.

Franke professor of German art and cul-
ture Jeffrey F. Hamburger said he had ob-
served that courses without exams tended 
to suffer diminished attendance late in a 

semester—and 
that without mean-
ing to be cynical, there was also a correla-
tion between doing away with exams and 
professors’ absence from campus in the 
month of May. Commenting more broadly 
on the “climate of expectations,” Wertham 
professor of law and psychiatry in society 
Diana L. Eck (who is also master of Low-
ell House) said that she had always ended 
courses with a final exam and a signifi-
cant paper, and that students increasingly 
seemed “affronted” by this requirement. 
And professor of Greek and Latin Richard 
F. Thomas noted that in the classics, which 
abolished general examinations only last 
year (see “Humanities Rebooted,” May-
June 2009, page 52), the department had 
agreed that students would have to take 
a couple of specified courses that required 
finals. It should perhaps be a departmental 
matter, not solely at individual professors’ 
discretion, he said, to determine the de-
gree to which concentrators should have 
examinations.

Harris made clear that the motion did 
not mean that “The College thinks we 
should do away with final exams.” (Nei-
ther he nor anyone else brought up a 
change from the prior Core curriculum, 
which generally required final examina-
tions, to the new General Education cur-
riculum, which does not—thereby less-
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Dean Michael D. Smith reported on May 11, at the last regular Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences (FAS) meeting of the academic year, that the faculty’s unrestricted operating 
deficit for the fiscal year beginning July 1 had been reduced to between $50 million 
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8 percent and 12 percent reductions, respectively, in the 2010 and 2011 fiscal years). 
For a more detailed report, see www.harvardmag.com/deficit-diminished. 
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ening the likelihood of exams in courses 
which make up a quarter or more of un-
dergraduates’ work. Crimson reporter Julie 
Barzilay ’13 wrote in April about the pro-
liferation of alternative kinds of projects 
and assignments—in lieu of exams or fi-
nal papers—in many such courses. Harris 
made the same point in the spring College 
newsletter to parents.) 

Harvard College dean Evelynn Ham-

monds said that the discussion raised im-
portant points about assessment broadly, 
and indicated that the Educational Pol-
icy Committee would, and departments 
should, begin discussing the topic in a 
focused way. President Drew Faust not-
ed that Harvard’s recent accreditation 
review also raised the assessment issue, 
and that it would have to be addressed for 
that reason as well.

For now, as a result of the faculty’s vote, 
professors must indicate early on that an 
examination will be scheduled; absent 
that affirmation, a final is fini. Over time, 
Harris said, as fewer tests are required 
anyway, that might result in shortening 
the time scheduled for final exams by a day 
or two. And in the meantime, students can 
prepare to book their end-of-term plane 
flights home with confidence.

It was 10 a.m. and I finally decided it 
was time to go to sleep—having been 
up since the day before. Although I 
have pulled my fair share of all-night-

ers to finish assignments, this time I had 
stayed up talking with one of my room-
mates. 

My roommates and I have shared many 
late nights, for reasons ranging from in-
somnia, to classwork, to our inability to 
stop talking to each other. As a result of all 
our bonding, we can often communicate 
without speaking, creating our own ver-
sion of the old-married-couple dynamic. 
In fact, my roommates have become part 
of my extended family. They’re not just 
temporary surrogates, there for me during 
my years away from home; I hope they will 
forever be a part of my life. 

The similarly close relationships I have 
formed with other dear friends here can 
also be found in various incarnations 
across Harvard and on other college cam-
puses. There is something about taking a 
group of young people, putting them in 
the same place for four years (give or take 
a few), and telling them to work, live, and 
play together that facilitates connections 
unlike the relationships formed in any 
other parts of life. 

My time at Harvard marks the first time 
I have spent four years at one school. My 
dad’s job kept our family on the move ev-
ery two to three years when I was grow-

ing, so I attended a 
grand total of seven 
different schools, in 
five cities and three 
countries. During my 
many transitions, I 
made many friends 
and lost contact with 
just as many. In the 
days before Facebook, 
Sky pe,  and instant 
messaging, maintain-
ing relationships over 
such long distances 
was challenging. That 
is not to say it was 
impossible, but even 
with new technology, I 
often failed at keeping 
up my previous friend-
ships while trying to 
get used to my new community. 

As a result, when I began reflecting on 
the singular strength of my college friend-
ships, I initially attributed it simply to the 
length of time I’d been able to spend in one 
place, solidifying my relationships. But af-
ter talking with friends who were born 
and raised in the same city—who went 
from elementary school through high 
school with the same group of classmates 
and friends—I realized that something 
else might be at work in fostering college 

bonds. The friendships those friends had 
made at college were also special, even 
though they’d existed a mere four years—
or less. 

Regardless of how we grew up and the 
nature of the friendships we made before 
college, many of us left home to live away 
from our families for the first time. We left 
not only to get a liberal-arts education, 
but also to grow into the independent 
adults we are expected to be after gradu-
ation. We left to learn about ourselves, to 
discover who we are, and who we want to 
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