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tor named, and work will continue to 
implement the recommendations arrived 
at during the past year of reviews of the 
library system’s operations and collecting 
needs and practices.

What was most fun about the posi-
tion? First, Hyman said, “working with 
some remarkably talented and dedicated 

colleagues who care about institution-
building” and about securing the future 
of the University. Second, he said, defying 
external views of Harvard as “terminally 
siloed and tied down like Gulliver,” when 
instead the University is creating new in-
terdisciplinary units—“that feels really, 
really good.” And third, he said, is an op-

portunity not formally part of the job: 
teaching “breathtaking” undergraduates. 
He cited his freshman seminars, a neuro-
biology lecture course, and, more recent-
ly, a neurobiology junior tutorial. Those 
experiences underlie his plan to develop a 
new neurobiology course for the College’s 
General Education curriculum.

tackling teaching 
and Learning
For tHe tHird time in a decade, the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) is ad-
dressing its educational mission. During 
the December 7 faculty meeting, dean 
Michael D. Smith talked at length about 
“teaching and learning,” initiating both a 
website dedicated to the subject (www.
fas.harvard.edu/home/content/teaching-
and-learning) and what he hopes will be 
discussions intended to “identify how 
best to support pedagogical and curricular 
excellence today and for the future.”

Smith drew on the work of the Task 
Force on Teaching and Career Develop-
ment, a 2006-2007 effort during the in-
terim presidency of Derek C. Bok and 
deanship of Jeremy R. Knowles, the result 
of which was the faculty’s “compact on 
teaching and learning” (see “Toward Top-

Tier Teaching,” March-April 2007, page 
63). The task force succeeded the earlier 
review of the undergraduate curriculum. 
That extended review had led to change 
in course content, as the Core curriculum 
was succeeded by the new General Educa-
tion offerings and course requirements for 
students. But it focused little on pedagogy 
per se, beyond advocating smaller section 
sizes and alternative classroom layouts to 
accommodate new teaching styles.

Smith’s decision to highlight teaching 
and learning anew illustrates both the im-
portance of the subject and the difficulty of 
defining what that means, measuring per-
formance, and effecting improvements. His 
starting point—“Harvard is an institution 
of truly great teachers”—set a high stan-
dard for what he described as the progress 
the faculty had made since the compact 
was promulgated, and for its aspirations. 
He placed those aims in two larger con-

texts. The first is as an FAS academic pri-
ority in the forthcoming University capital 
campaign (alongside House renewal, see 
page 44, and goals such as financial aid 
and scholarly initiatives). The second is 
the national debate over the effectiveness 
of higher education—as for-profit schools 
expand, public universities’ budgets 
shrink, and parents and students examine 
the costs and benefits of a wide range of 
private institutions. “Overall,” Smith told 
colleagues, “my goal is to establish in the 
public consciousness our position as an 
undisputed leader in pedagogical and cur-
ricular excellence in America today.”

In a recent conversation, Theda Skocpol, 
who chaired the 2006-2007 task force, 
said that the compact aimed to recast the 
prevailing view of teaching as an essen-
tially private, individual activity: an art 
for which one had or lacked the knack. 
Instead, said the Thomas professor of 
government and sociology, the compact’s 
premise is that teaching, like scholarship, 
can advance through peer review, inquiry 
into effective instruction and learning, 
and incentives—all aimed at promoting 
evaluation and continuous improvement. 
Skocpol was then dean of the Gradu-
ate School of Arts and Sciences (GSAS), 
a post affording perspective on graduate 
education, the training of teaching fellows 
for their significant role in undergraduate 
classes, and her own College courses.

During a late-January interview, Smith 
reviewed progress in implementing the 
compact. Faculty members’ annual self-
reports on their activities now request 
much more detailed accounts not only of 
their research, but also of their teaching, 
mentoring and advising, and pedagogical 
innovation. Deans and department chairs 
use those data in setting salaries, he said. 
In making faculty appointments and pro-
motions, Smith said, “We ask a lot more” 
about teaching, drawing on the Q Guide 
(student course critiques) and depart-
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mental evaluations of lecture, seminar, 
and graduate-student teaching. Dossiers 
accompanying tenure proposals now in-
clude a “teaching statement” so candi-
dates’ work as educators can be assessed. 
Finally, he said, in a few departments, 
“peer support” was under way: a first step 
toward the compact’s recommendation 
that faculty members invite colleagues to 
their classes to monitor, evaluate, discuss, 
and learn from effective teaching tech-
niques, or to correct deficiencies.

The effort is far from systematic to date: 
Smith characterized the measures overall 
as “lots of little things,” all of which need 
to be pursued to effect broad improve-
ments in teaching.

Along the way, all sorts of complicated 
issues arise. A basic one is the proper 
expectation for teaching in a research 
university. During the review of the un-
dergraduate curriculum, then-FAS dean 
William C. Kirby wrote, in his 2005 an-
nual letter, “We can equal the best small 
colleges in teaching and inspiration.”

There are no exact metrics for deter-
mining such rankings: the best, crude 
measure is students’ response to “sat-
isfaction” surveys—but those available 
give the nod to learning contexts where 
students have most contact with faculty 
members, and where professors’ obliga-
tions are most focused on teaching. Har-
vard’s senior survey, reported recently in 
the Crimson, generally shows greater sat-
isfaction in smaller concentrations, with 
smaller classes, than in the very largest 
ones, with greater reliance on large lec-
tures. The 31-member Consortium on 
Financing Higher Education surveys stu-
dent satisfaction with academic experi-
ences at select, private schools (including 
Harvard and the other Ivies). The results 
are confidential, but those who have seen 
them say liberal-arts colleges score high-
er than universities, and institutions like 
Princeton—with lesser commitments to 
professional schools, and a culture focused 
on undergraduate teaching—rank higher 
than peers. Although reliable data are 
scarce, much of the teaching in FAS is con-
ducted by people other than tenured or 
tenure-track faculty: a 2010 study of “non-
ladder” appointees indicates that nearly 
50 percent of arts and humanities enroll-
ments were taught by lecturers, precep-
tors, and others (for instance, in language 
classes, Expository Writing, and many tu-

h a r v a r D  P o r t r a I t

surprisingly, the director of the Center for Global Tobacco Control at the Harvard 
School of Public Health was once a smoker himself. Working with emphysema pa-
tients at Boston’s Carney Hospital inspired him to quit. He has since taken up health-
ier hobbies—he and his wife, Susan, have a 70-acre farm in Vermont and, he says, “I 
could cut wood all day long”—but he’s devoted his career to freeing others from 
nicotine addiction. His work has taken him all over the world to advise countries 
on curbing smoking. Although that is his long-term goal, he admits that places like 
Greece and Armenia, with some of the globe’s highest smoking rates, are “nirvana” 
for researchers. (In Massachusetts, where only 14 percent of people report smoking 
daily, doing research “is really, really hard. We just don’t have the subjects.”) Con-
nolly has led studies in settings from pubs (measuring airborne particles pre- and 
post-smoking ban) to playgrounds (using GPS data to show that tobacco companies 
were targeting children with billboards). He has lectured to Major League Baseball 
players about the dangers of smokeless tobacco—earning the nickname “Dr. Chew” 
from one team. He spent 17 years with the Massachusetts Department of Public 
Health, overseeing a comprehensive tobacco-control campaign, including ads that be-
came a national and international model, and leaving just before the 
state enacted its 2004 ban on smoking in public places. He soon 
ran afoul of the ban in his new role as professor of the practice of 
public health: to allow smoking in his lab, so he could study new 
theories of nicotine addiction, he recalls, “We were told, ‘You’re 
breaking state law.’ We had to get an exemption.”
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torials)—and these figures may understate 
the actual role of teaching fellows and as-
sistants.

Should that be otherwise? Skocpol 
points out that there are all kinds of teach-
ing excellence—that Harvard should 
not aspire to emulate a Williams or an 
Amherst, and that some of the classes 
students like most are large, successful 
lectures. FAS faculty members are explic-
itly charged with leadership in research, 
graduate education, developing doctoral 
students’ teaching skills, and undergradu-
ate teaching. Diker-Tishman professor 
of sociology Christopher Winship, who 

thinks a great deal about teaching, says 
that he envisions his role in a course more 
as a producer—creating a framework for 
the subject, assembling an array of guest 
speakers and other sources of informa-
tion, and marshaling technology—and 
only secondarily as a performer at the front 
of the class. And Michael S. McPherson, 
speaking bluntly, puts the matter this way: 
“Good undergraduate education is not 
Harvard’s most important product,” com-
pared to its role in fostering world-chang-
ing ideas. McPherson—former professor of 
higher-education economics and dean at 
Williams, president of Macalester College, 

and now president of the Spencer Foun-
dation, a leading supporter of education 
research—has a particularly broad per-
spective on just these issues (and helped 
organize a Harvard forum on innovation 
in higher education; see “A Collage of Col-
leges,” January-February 2006, page 57).

That said, FAS can find plenty of op-
portunities to challenge itself. At Harvard 
Business School, the compact task force 
noted, junior faculty members’ teaching is 
rigorously evaluated by senior colleagues, 
through classroom observation and fol-
low-up reviews—a prerequisite for ten-
ure. Throughout the professional schools 

renovation of the 12 undergraduate Houses—likely the Col-
lege’s highest physical priority, and its most costly and logisti-
cally complex—will advance under a plan, announced in mid 
January by Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) dean Michael D. 
Smith, to empty and redo “Old Quincy,” one part of the Quincy 
House complex, at the corner of Plympton and Mill streets.

During the test project, which is expected to require 15 
months—a full academic year and the summers before and after, 
beginning in June 2012—180 students will reside in swing spaces 
from the Harvard Real Estate inventory of nearby properties.

According to the announcement, “Old Quincy House, about 
half the size of most of the neo-Georgian Houses and without 
its own dining hall or master’s residence, provides a valuable 
opportunity to test design concepts, while limiting disruption of 
the House community.” Preliminary plans have been drafted by 
the architectural firm KieranTimberlake (whose many higher-
education assignments include the recent renovations of six 
undergraduate residences at Yale); they will now be reviewed 
with House constituencies and made final. Then, according to 
the announcement, Smith expects to present a funding plan for 
the work to the Corporation this fall, and to proceed to con-
struction in mid 2012.

In a briefing for the faculty last October, Smith identified 
House renewal as his principal building objective for a Uni-
versity capital campaign (see “Time to ‘Change the Channel,’” 
November-December 2010, page 63). He called the Houses the 
“cornerstone” of the undergraduate experience, and stressed 
that they needed to be reconstructed to make them fit for 
twenty-first century education and life.

While physical and programmatic planning for House re-
newal has continued, and now may proceed to this pilot project, 
full construction is not yet scheduled. The new announcement 
makes clear that system-wide House renewal would be tied di-
rectly to the availability of funding. The dean said in the release:

In preparation for 
this project, we have 
identified a funding 
plan composed of a 
mix of University in-
vestment and donor 
support. The upcom-
ing University campaign will be critical to our ability to en-
list the donor support we would need to launch the larger 
project of renewing all the Houses. As was true when the 
Houses were built, this project will require philanthropy on 
a transformational scale.
The full construction program—expected to cost more than 

$1 billion during an extended period in which undergraduates 
would have to be successively relocated—has been postponed 
in the wake of the financial and market reverses in 2008 that 
reduced the value of the endowment and caused budget cuts 
to be instituted throughout FAS and the University. Because 
FAS took on considerable debt to build large science laborato-
ries during the middle of the last decade, reducing its financial 
flexibility today, Smith has sworn off further substantial borrow-
ing for capital projects; hence the need to raise funds for this 
long-anticipated undertaking.

P r o t o t y p i n g  
h o u s e  r e n e w a l

old Quincy (originally Mather hall) 
was erected as an addition to  
Leverett house. The U-shaped, 
Georgian revival structure, built  
in 1930, was transferred to  
Quincy house when its larger, 
modern companion building was 
constructed in 1958. 
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(and in GSAS), faculty members or teach-
ing appointees are expected to do their 
own teaching and grading of students’ 
work (unlike the delegation of grading to 
teaching fellows in many College courses, 
and the greater reliance on ancillary ap-
pointees for much teaching). And at in-
stitutions like Williams and Macalester, 
McPherson says, student evaluations of 
each teacher precede consideration for 
tenure; the process, he says, is “taken very 
seriously” by students and faculty alike.
Some of these processes may be useful for 
FAS, others not. As Smith observed, the 
faculty will have to move forward with 
the steps its members endorse.

Even within the teaching-oriented elite 
colleges, McPherson says, it is “not com-
mon” to find systematic efforts to enhance 
teaching. In the annual report on his in-
terim presidency, Derek Bok (who had re-
cently addressed teaching and learning in 
his book Our Underachieving Colleges) noted 
professors’ interest in new courses and 
other innovations but observed, “Unfor-
tunately, faculties show much less initia-
tive when it comes to seizing chances to 
adopt more effective teaching methods or 
to look for other ways to enhance student 
learning”—for instance, by embracing 
“active, problem-based instruction.” (See 
“Taking Teaching Seriously,” November-
December 2006, page 60, and Bok’s report 
at harvardmag.com/bok-report). 

Of course, there are individual cham-
pions of innovative teaching. Cabot pro-
fessor of biology Richard M. Losick, who 
is also head tutor in molecular and cel-
lular biology, has been funded by the 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute 
(HHMI) to enhance science edu-
cation. He and colleagues have re-
vised the introductory life-sciences 
course; pioneered ways to illustrate 
problems and principles with 
graphics and animated tools; and 
paired entering students from rela-
tively less strong secondary schools 
with faculty members for shared re-
search, cementing the undergraduates’ 
interest in studying science to a remark-
able degree (see “The Excitement of Sci-
ence,” July-August 2006, page 56).

In “Changing the Culture of Science 
Education at Research Universities” (Sci-
ence, January 14), Losick and fellow HHMI 
professors wrote about overcoming the 
valorization of research at the expense of 

Yesterday’s news
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1911 Harvard College dean Byron 
S. Hurlbut notes in his annual report 
that students in the past year averaged 
more than 30 class absences apiece. The 
Bulletin’s editors remark that all colleges 
contain students too stupid to gain any-
thing near a perfect course grade, “but 
even stupidity is no obstacle to perfec-
tion in regularity of attendance.”

 1926 The athletic authorities of Yale, 
Princeton, and Harvard agree to charge 
$5 a ticket for their football games, 
prompting an alumnus to write: “I decid-
edly revolt against the idea of a son of 
mine…going to a college that is symbol-
ized by a $5 football ticket.”

 1951 Burlesque queen Sally Rand 
appears at the Freshman Smoker and 
lectures the class of ’54 on the evils of 
Communism. 

 1956 With women now admitted 
to morning prayers in Appleton Chapel, 
the Preacher to the University reports 
that attendance is up so sharply, he may 
move the service to Memorial Church.

  

 1971  The Harvard Corporation 
sanctions the Harvard-Radcliffe “non-
merger” merger previously approved 
by the Trustees and Council of Radcliffe. 
The plan is designed to facilitate “full and 
equal participation of Radcliffe students 
in the informal as well as the academic 
life of the College.” Concurrently, Rad-
cliffe president Mary I. Bunting announc-
es plans to resign in 1972.

 1976 The Lampoon celebrates its 
centennial with “a weekend extrava-
ganza,” seceding from the Union, desig-
nating itself the State of Lampoon, and 
applying for membership in the United 
Nations. (Secretary General Kurt Wald-
heim allegedly refuses admission on the 
grounds that the UN is “enough of a 
circus already.”) Undaunted, the State of 
Lampoon presents the Funniest Profes-
sor of the Century Award to John Ken-
neth Galbraith, who receives a purple-
and-gold Eldorado Cadillac, a trip to Las 
Vegas, and $10,000. 

 1986 In an article on “Building Bet-
ter Professionals,” the editors note 

that the M.B.A. candidates 
graduating in June are the 
first class required to use 
personal computers for  

assignments.

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  M a r k  S t e e l e
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teaching. They noted the common use of 
the derogatory term “teaching load,” and 
the recognition and rewards associated 
with research breakthroughs versus the 
relative neglect of distinguished teaching. 
“Educate faculty about research on learn-
ing,” was their first recommendation. “No 
scientist would engage in research with-
out exploring previous work in the field, 
yet few university educators read educa-
tion research. Universities can demon-
strate that they value teaching by treating 
it as a scholarly activity…predicated on…
education theory, tested practices, and 
methods to assess learning.”

In a conversation at the Biological Labo-
ratories, Losick amplified: “We spend a lot 
of time at Harvard talking about what stu-
dents should learn, and far less about how 
they should learn and what they do learn.” 
He hoped to see Harvard “known not only 
as outstanding in science, but in science 
education.” One way forward would be to 
invest in a program on college-level learning 
at Harvard Graduate School of Education 
and then disseminate the findings. Similar-
ly, he said, insights from psychology profes-
sors who understand cognition and learn-
ing ought to inform campus educational 
practice. And teaching ought to be tied to 
rigorous assessment far beyond the Q Guide. 

Losick’s department is one of the few 
where “peer review” of teaching prac-
tice is in place. The results, he said, ben-
efit not only the junior professors who 
are developing their classroom skills, but 
also tenured professors who are exposed 
to colleagues’ successes. Deploying such 
practices broadly and making the most of 
the University’s potential as a center for 
educational excellence, he suggested, de-
pends on “inspiring leadership” by depart-
ment chairs, deans, and the president.

Smith is betting on faculty initiatives 
to spur enthusiasm for improved teach-
ing. His address to the faculty meeting, 
his website, and an associated catalog of 
teaching and learning innovations put his 
personal stamp on the subject. His online 
presentation refers to harnessing research 
in education, neuroscience, and cognitive 
psychology to advance teaching. He high-
lights the potential for the Bok Center for 
Teaching and Learning to be revivified, 
under faculty leadership, as a center for re-
search on education, and for delivering ser-
vices to apply that research—a vision that 
could fulfill some of Losick’s hopes. (That 

may await capital-campaign funding: the 
center’s initial spend-down gift is exhaust-
ed, Smith notes, and its activities now fo-
cus on helping teaching fellows acquire 
basic skills, and offering remedial help for 
faculty who have encountered some prob-
lem.) Finally, Smith is sponsoring a series 
of faculty discussions this semester, where 
professors will share their experiences in 
various classroom approaches.

In a national context, the Spencer 
Foundation’s McPherson points to early 
indicators of success in promoting better 
teaching. Faculty members in biology and 
physics, he says, have done a notable job 
in advancing the cause. One missionary is 
Nobel laureate in physics Carl Wieman, 
who has devoted most of his time since 
2007 to the University of British Columbia 
and the University of Colorado at Boul-
der, leading science-education initiatives, 
rather than emphasizing further research 
(see www.cwsei.ubc.ca). McPherson says 
Wieman has set the standard for immers-
ing himself in the social-science literature 
on pedagogy and applying its lessons rig-
orously to devise effective teaching ap-
proaches informed by clear focus on what 
students should learn, how they can best 
do so, and assessments of the results. That 
example may be particularly effective in a 
community of research-minded professors 
like Harvard; Losick says a Bok Center 
appearance by Wieman drew a large and 
rapt audience.

At the other end of the spectrum, 
McPherson said, there is evidence from 
Carnegie Mellon and elsewhere that “re-
ally high-quality” interactive, online in-
struction may, in some instances, be more 
effective than the best classroom teaching 
known. That, he suggests, may be a useful 
spur to reflection and innovation among 
interested professors. However Smith’s 
teaching enterprise unfolds, McPherson 
says, what happens in Cambridge matters: 
“Harvard is one of the few places that can 
actually change the common definition of 
high-quality education.”

Doing so will also require addressing 
learning. Christopher Winship emphasizes 

that students are responsible for academic 
engagement, too. He cited research pub-
lished last summer by Philip Babcock 
and Mindy Marks (of the University of 
California’s Santa Barbara and Riverside 
campuses) indicating that students spend 
approximately 50 percent less time study-
ing than they did four decades ago. In a 
January Doonesbury, a professor lamented 
that “ most of you are either online or 
texting right now”—puzzling given that 
“the lecture you’re not listening to right 
now is costing you or your parents $175.” 
It was an amusing take on a problem that 
is not unknown in the College: students 
using their laptops to e-mail or search 
for airfares for a ski trip. More seriously, 
Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College 
Campuses, by sociologists Richard Arum 
and Josipa Roksa, published in January, 
depicts four-year college students doing 
so little writing and reading that nearly 
half show no gain in critical thinking and 
reasoning skills after two years of higher 
education, and more than one-third score 
that poorly after four years. 

Whatever the relevance of the Arum-
Roksa sample to students like those at 
Harvard, the issue of assessment is ris-
ing to the fore. During the past year, the 
Chronicle of Higher Education has highlighted 
debates over educational outcomes. But 
as Bok wrote in 2007, “efforts to promote 
assessment at Harvard (and other uni-
versities) have encountered much pas-
sive resistance.” He signaled interest in 
the subject by arranging to have the Col-
legiate Learning Assessment (CLA, the 
tool used in Academically Adrift) adminis-
tered on a trial basis to a cohort of stu-
dents, as well as a vehicle for measuring 
writing competency. The experiment in 
using the CLA—the efficacy of which is 
contested, particularly at the most selec-
tive schools—has not been repeated, but 
writing assessments, and an evaluation 
of the General Education curriculum, are 
being planned or discussed.

Dean Smith acknowledged the student 
side of the relationship, noting that some 
faculty colleagues thought his initiative 
ought to be called “learning and teaching.” 
Students, he said, “have to put in their ef-
fort in the same way the faculty have to 
put in theirs.” How should learning be 
measured? The Q Guide, he indicated, is 
“important but not sufficient.” Although 
questions remain about what metrics will 

Harvard Magazine invites alumni, 
faculty, and students to share  

examples of innovative teaching, effective learning, 
or suggestions for improvements the University should 
pursue: harvardmag.com/teaching-and-learning
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on tHe evening of my twen-
ty-first birthday, I was in the 
basement of the Science Cen-
ter searching for a misplaced 

semicolon. If you think editors are stick-
lers about semicolons, try dealing with a 
computer. In many programming languag-
es, semicolons mark the end of a line of 
code, so a single misplaced semicolon will 
cut off every;

See what I mean? 

The clock was ticking past midnight, 
and I was still at work on a problem set 
for Computer Science 50: “Introduction 
to Computer Science I” (CS 50). Hope-
lessly mired in code, I had set up camp 
at the course’s office hours in the Sci-
ence Center. (Semicolons were only one 
of my many bugs.) A teaching fellow had 
brought cupcakes with Microsoft logos 
emblazoned in the frosting, probably left 
over from a recruiting event. I took one—

my substitute for birthday cake—and 
resumed my search.

Before enrolling in CS 50 as 
an elective this past fall, 

my programming 
e x p e r i e n c e 
amounted to 

exactly zero. 
The large intro-

ductor y  co urse 
is open to students 

of any level, but its Q 
Guide  ratings (com-
piled from st udent 
evaluations) boast a 
“workload” score (4.1 
out of 5) only slightly 
behind those of Math 
55 and Intermediate 
Sanskrit I. And unlike 
most survey courses 
in the General Edu-

u n D e r G r a D u a t e

The Frisson of  Friction
by saraH zHang ’11

work, he noted that there are “faculty 
proponents for being much more explicit 
about learning outcomes.”

Until consensus forms on some stan-
dard measurements of learning, home-
grown assessment tools might be the 
way to go. Gale professor of education 
Richard J. Light has been developing 
such protocols with colleagues at the 
Harvard Kennedy School (HKS), where 
he also teaches. Light has long collabo-
rated with Derek Bok on research aimed 
at understanding undergraduates’ ex-
periences at Harvard—the basis of his 
popular book Making the Most of College 
(see “The Storyteller,” January-Febru-
ary 2001, page 32)—and with Michael 
McPherson on the college-innovation 
project. His recent work, described in 
a January conversation, is based on the 
premise, Light says, that “ innovative 
pedagogy” is not the same thing as “what 
students are learning.” Changes in a cur-
riculum, or new course content, or even 
updated ways of delivering that content, 
cannot be assumed to affect learning. The 
only way to know, he says, is to assess 
the results rigorously.

HKS dean David Ellwood and aca-
demic dean Mary Jo Bane have supported 
a Strengthening Learning and Teaching 
Excellence (SLATE) initiative, as part 
of which—in a professional-education 
context—Light and colleagues have be-
gun trying to assess learning. For ex-
ample, they are administering “before” 
and “after” exercises: at the outset of an 
academic year or course, they present 
the students with a complex problem in 
public administration (how to respond 
to an offer to purchase a municipal 
asset, how to assume leadership 
of an early-education program). The 
results are evaluated, on a blind basis, 
by outside readers. The same exer-
cises are administered at the end 
of the class, and then evalu-
ated again. The differences 
in scores are analyzed statisti-
cally to determine whether the 
students recorded a “gain” in pro-
ficiency, and if so, how large. (In the 
early trials, happily, the value added by 
the classes has been very large; but, Light 
says, he and his colleagues would have 
been equally interested to learn that the 
courses required revision.)

Such experiments will not, by them-

selves, transform education at Harvard 
overnight. But Light reports that other 
faculties are showing interest: the Gradu-
ate School of Education’s dean Kathleen 
McCartney, for instance, and the FAS 
administrators involved in evaluating 
General Education. An emerging theme, 
he says, is a serious effort to devise statis-
tically valid assessments that can drive 
sustained improvements in teaching and 
learning.

The challenges are great enough within 
the relatively focused professional schools. 
They are greater still in FAS, with its 

dozens of disciplines, with diverse meth-
odologies and forms of knowledge, and 
with the dual obligations of undergradu-
ate education and graduate training in 
academic scholarship. In making teaching 
and learning a focal priority, Dean Smith 
says, he is “starting to see the recognition” 
among colleagues that the faculty can and 
want to understand the opportunities 
better, to determine “what works within 
the Harvard culture,” to undertake proj-
ects that advance educational effective-
ness, and to spread the successes across 
the professoriate as a whole. 
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