
t h e  u n d e r g r a d u a t e

out of  Cambridge
by katherine xue ’13

The boston I knew at the be-
ginning of the semester was 
largely a tourist’s Boston. There 
was one lazy Fourth of July 

spent under a willow on the Esplanade. A 
sophomore outing to Fenway for a Red Sox 
game. Occasional trips into Chinatown 
for dim sum and groceries. The time I got 
lost and ended up in the South End. The 
route of the M2 shuttle, from Cambridge 
to Longwood. Summer evenings spent 
walking along Newbury Street, through 
the Public Garden and Boston Common 
at the city center, following the Freedom 
Trail past Government Center and up to 
the North End. 

This semester I’ve ventured into a differ-
ent Boston. I’ve walked through residen-
tial neighborhoods and housing projects, 
people-watched in postage-stamp parks. 
Away from the more manicured center of 
the city, Boston feels startlingly different. 
There are wide-open spaces and speeding 
cars—poor places for pedestrians. There 
are plain, single-family homes with peel-
ing paint, a far cry from the smooth red 
brick and crowded streets of Harvard 
Square. There are gas stations and dollar 

stores. There are funny little things—un-
expected murals, Halloween decorations, 
a statue on the corner, a peculiar ornament 
on the door.

It’s not quite what comes to mind when 
I think of the city. It’s not, I suspect, the 
Boston that freshmen come to Harvard ea-
ger to explore. And I think this is what’s 
made it important to know.

There’s a straightforward reason for my 
newfound adventurousness: I’m taking a 
General Education course called United 
States in the World 24: “Reinventing Bos-
ton: The Changing American City.” Class 
readings and lectures deal with sociologi-
cal issues like diversity, crime, education, 
and urban planning, and part of my home-
work is to observe neighborhoods. I spend 
my weekends wandering—sometimes 
uncomfortably—through unfamiliar areas, 
trying to play social scientist, and in my 
write-ups on these visits, I try different 
academic theories on for size.

The class brings a piece of Boston into 
the classroom as well. Most lectures are 
given by guest speakers—ministers, prin-
cipals, community leaders, journalists, 
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Although HILT’s aims are bound up in 
experimentation, innovation, and discov-
ery—with outcomes unknown—some 
initial courses of action have been defined.

• Innovation grants. Faculty, deans, ad-
ministrators, postdoctoral instructors, and 
students are eligible to apply for grants to 
pursue educational innovations, from “de-
veloping instructional methods, tools, and 
assignments” to “integrat[ing] pedagogi-
cal scholarship into pedagogical practice” 
or “incorporat[ing] technology and social 
media into teaching and learning activi-
ties.” Grants will be issued by February 
3 (coinciding with the University-wide 
HILT pedagogical conference). 

• A launch conference. A conference 
on February 3 with Harvard and out-
side experts will introduce the best cur-
rent thinking on the science of learning 
(based on studies of cognition, active 
learning, and so on) and innovations 
in higher education. There will also be 
demonstrations of diverse pedagogies, 
and of new ideas in teaching, data collec-
tion, and analysis.

• Infrastructure. Contemporary teach-
ing is more technologically based, more 
visual, often highly experiential, and in-
creasingly international (sometimes in 
real time). Accordingly, the initiative will 
support experimental configurations of 
classrooms around campus, and pay to fit 
them out.

• Evaluation. How do faculty members 
know whether their teaching, or changes 
in their teaching, work? The realm of in-
quiry that Faust described as “thinking 
about assessment in different ways—how 
we evaluate students, faculty, methods, 
and courses and programs” is crucial if 
a broad push for innovation is to yield 
meaningful findings and application of 
fruitful discoveries. A nucleus for doing 
this work has been created within the of-
fice of the president and provost: a newly 
hired director of assessment and evalua-
tion will work with professors and others 
to devise questions, advise on data, and 
perform the analyses to see whether, say, 
students who attend class perform better 
than those who take in lectures via online 
recording.

As innovation grants yield new teaching 
ideas, classroom infrastructure is rebuilt, 
and evaluation proceeds, administrators 
promise, the direction and scope of HILT’s 
activity will also expand and change.
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philanthropists, entrepreneurs, the po-
lice commissioner, the mayor: such a deep 
slice of Boston’s leadership that the city 
would probably cease to function if they 
were all in our classroom at once. Their 
perspectives are often vividly personal: 
there are stories about walking the streets 
of Dorchester at night and the challenges 
of running a charter school. When these 
guests leave, they leave behind open-end-
ed challenges—what do we do about the 
achievement gap? poverty and inequality? 
innovation?—that still linger in my mind.

The cLass has not only given me a unique 
engagement with a city where I’ve mostly 
been a stranger, it has melted into my life in 
ways I didn’t expect. In lecture, I see data 
from the 2010 census on Boston’s increasing 
diversity; in neighborhood visits, I’m more 
aware of the shifts in character as class and 
ethnicity change from block to block. I hear 
about a smartphone application that lets 
citizens report neighborhood issues, and I 
now regard potholes with newfound excite-
ment. After reading theories about crime 
and urban planning, I’ve thought harder 
about where and why I feel safe at night.

Perhaps this is what my professors 
envisioned. USW 24’s past and present 
course heads recently organized a day-
long conference entitled “Reimagining the 
City-University Connection” (see http://
harvardmag.com/harvard-and-boston). 
Academics and city officials alike came to-
gether to explore the intersection between 
research and practical policy initiatives—
in effect, the grown-up version of my class.

This practicability is part of the unique 
character of the course. People can and 
do live all their lives without, say, solving 
Schrödinger’s equation or reading Hei-
degger, but the reality of people and places 
is impossible to ignore. Some kinds of 
knowledge feel restricted, accessible only 
through laboratories, libraries, and ivory 
towers, but this class has drawn strongly 
from lived experience, whether that of 
our neighborhood visits, or simply that of 
growing up. The issues we discuss—pov-
erty, technology, crime, education, eco-
nomics—are part of both national debate 
and personal concern.

The design of the course reflects this 
tangibility. The reasoning is curiously sim-
ilar to that of studying abroad: some sub-
jects are best learned not in a classroom 
but rather by immersion, whether across 

the river or across the Atlantic. In some 
ways, Boston, for all its nearness, is like a 
foreign country.

It wouLd be possibLe for me to leapfrog 
through most parts of the world without 
once leaving my zone of familiarity. Sure, 
landscapes and languages and architec-
tures change, but at the core of things, my 
experience is wrapped in a bubble of priv-
ileged Western lifestyle and sensibility. 
There are more Starbucks in certain parts 
of Beijing, for instance, than in South Bos-
ton. Diversity runs along many lines other 
than culture and ethnicity, and studying 
this city (or, strictly speaking, Greater 
Metropolitan Area) of which I’m a part 
can be the opposite of parochial.

It seems ironic. My expeditions into 
Boston take just hours and are criss-
crossed with streaks of familiarity—the 
T, the skyline, the Charles. I’m never more 
than 10 miles from Harvard Square. But 
wandering through Boston has taught me 
to appreciate difference, and to become 
aware of the myriad, hodgepodge diversity 
packed into a place that’s at once familiar 
and foreign. Studying Boston should seem 
like the opposite of studying abroad, and 
of course, there’s a separate level of dif-
ference between countries as compared 
to differences within a city. But it’s some-
times easy to forget that difference can’t 
be measured only in terms of 
magnitude, and each block and 
each neighborhood in this city 
of Boston is in a way its own 
world.

I’d Like to say that I under-
stand Boston better now. In a 
way, I do. But understanding 
often requires abstractions and 
generalizations, and the city 
stubbornly resists this. Details 
and complications abound. 
Cityscapes change in a mat-
ter of blocks. At the base of 
Dorchester Heights, in South 
Boston, are several housing proj-
ects, plain buildings of brick. 
Moving up the hill, the houses 
become more familiar single-
family homes; at the top are 
large, colorful, ornate duplexes. 
In the South End, a mere two or 
three blocks separate the iconic 
Victorian townhouses from the 

housing projects of Villa Victoria, where 
Puerto Rican flags abound. A few blocks 
farther north, there is a community gar-
den where empty 25-pound rice bags often 
serve as planters. The crowded, bustling 
atmosphere of a Friday night in the North 
End abruptly gives way to dark, deserted 
streets just three blocks from Hanover 
Street.

There’s plenty to explore, and I’ve learned 
to expect surprises. In predominantly white 
South Boston, I encountered a Taiwanese 
softball league; its players traveled from as 
far as Rhode Island and Connecticut to bat 
in the wide-open fields of Joe Moakley Park. 
Near the Broadway T stop was a row of 
wooden lighthouse cut-outs, brightly paint-
ed. In a housing project in Charlestown, I 
saw a flowerpot stuffed full of American 
flags, a miniature garden of patriotism.

All of this has made me start noticing dif-
ferent things about Harvard Square. The 
abundance of joggers, for instance—like-
wise common in the South End but not in, 
say, East Boston. The lack of neon signs, 
which characterize the small restaurants 
along Broadway Street in Southie. The prev-
alence of sidewalk cafés, and the paucity of 
gas stations. The red-brick paving, and the 
ratio of Starbucks to Dunkin’ Donuts. Red 
Sox gear is less visible here, and scarves and 
peacoats more so. Sidewalks are busy and 
crowded, and people walk quickly.

k
a

t
h

e
r

in
e

 X
u

e



J o h n  h a r v a r d ' s  J o u r n a l

S p o r t S

Scoring Spree
The football team won the Ivy trophy, and records fell.

In their wisdom, the football gods 
decreed that the quest for the 2011 
Ivy League football championship 
should not go down to the wire.

A week before the season ended, Har-
vard eliminated its last remaining rival for 
the Ivy title by drubbing Pennsylvania, 37-
20, at the Stadium. Brown, the only other 
contender, had just lost to Dartmouth. 
With two league losses apiece, Penn and 
Brown were out of contention. For Har-
vard, still unbeaten in Ivy play, the cham-
pionship was guaranteed.

Harvard teams had previously won 
or shared 13 Ivy trophies, but none had 
clinched an outright title before the last 
weekend of the season. That feat was 
topped off by a 45-7 blowout at Yale Bowl, 
Harvard’s tenth victory in the last 11 meet-
ings with the Blue.

The team was a powerhouse, averaging 
37 points per game and establishing a Har-
vard scoring record of 374 points for the 
season. The modern record of 339 points 
had been set by the undefeated 2004 team.

Like that one—once described by the 
Boston Globe’s John Powers ’70 as “an all-
terrain, all-weather scoring machine”—
the 2011 team could score points whatever 
the conditions. Harvard beat Brown in a 
drenching rainstorm, and routed Dart-

mouth in a blizzard. With a fast-paced no-
huddle offense that featured a two-tight-
end set, the Crimson bedeviled opposing 
defenses.

Head coach Tim Murphy described the 
squad as “mentally tough, relentless, re-
silient, selfless. The chemistry was excep-
tional. They loved playing together.”

Resilient indeed. When three offensive 
linemen were lost before the season, un-
tested underclassmen—including a fresh-
man tackle—stepped up. By midseason, 
the O-line was widely regarded as the Ivy 
League’s best. Though opposing teams 
scored first in five of the last seven games, 
the Crimson offense was quick to strike 
back. When veteran quarterback Collier 
Winters missed four games with an in-

jury, Harvard partisans were relieved to 
find that their team had another talented 
passer in reserve.

Winters pulled a hamstring muscle 
when he ran for a two-point conversion 
late in the opening game, a 30-22 loss at 
Holy Cross. Colton Chapple, a junior from 
Alpharetta, Georgia, got the starting as-
signment against Brown a week later. A 
third-stringer when the 2010 season began, 
Chapple had started three games, but had 
completed just 30 percent of his passes. 
His work on a rain-soaked night at the 
Stadium showed great improvement. He 
ran the offense with assurance, and in the 
final quarter, with rain falling in sheets, 
he unloaded a 56-yard touchdown pass to 
receiver Adam Chrissis ’12, giving Harvard 
a decisive 14-point lead in a 24-7 win over 
one of the Ivy League’s strongest teams.

Chapple played for only two periods in 
a 31-3 walkaway at Lafayette the following 
weekend. He’d connected on 14 of 18 pass-
es for 121 yards and a touchdown when a 
hard hit put him out of the game with back 
tightness. He was 
mobile enough a 
week later to en-

These things are the opposite of pro-
found and surprising. They are normal, 
which has made them invisible, un-
thought-about. But against the varied 
backdrops of the city, different features 
stand out in relief. One of the greatest 
gains from this course has been context 
and contrast, a highlighting and re-evalu-
ation of norms and things taken for grant-

ed. I’ve been able to characterize myself as 
a statistic, and to compare that statistic 
with other statistics in the city, so that my 
life feels less like an isolated singularity, 
and more like one life out of many inter-
connected ones. I think that getting out of 
Cambridge has made my world just a tiny 
bit bigger and richer, and added a little 
more complexity and ambiguity.

And if nothing else, I’ve been persuaded 
to get a Red Sox cap.  

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Katherine Xue ’13 has rediscovered her deep, abid-
ing love for maps.

For more on the “Reimagining the City-Univer-
sity Connection” conference, see www.harvardmag.
com/harvard-and-boston.

Quarterback Collier Winters dove for 
harvard’s third touchdown in a 37-20 
defeat of Penn, and later watched from 
the sideline as the defense scored a bonus 
touchdown on an interception return. The 
Penn victory clinched an ivy championship 
for the Crimson. 
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