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that they can then take back to their dis-
ciplines.” Pfister adds that IACS intends 
to foster collaborations across schools at 
Harvard, and to connect students with 
alumni and practitioners in industry 
through internships and research projects.

Several students have already worked 
in industry, giving them valuable per-
spectives on the importance of computa-
tion in the marketplace. After graduating 
from the University of California, Berke-
ley, in 2011, Anita Mehrotra joined the 
technology-consulting firm Accenture’s 
research and development labs, where she 
witnessed firsthand the growing need for 
data scientists and statisticians. Peter Bull, 
who graduated from Yale in 2008, worked 
for five years as a software engineer at 
Microsoft, where he became interested in 
learning how to manage and gain insights 
from large amounts of data. He sees some 
connections between data science and 
his undergraduate focus on philosophy: 
“Both represent rigorous, technical ap-
proaches to finding answers to human-

istic questions,” he says, and he’s excited 
by the potential of big data to transform 
epidemiology and public health. Meh-
rotra, who studied math and economics, 
says she’s “always enjoyed using econom-
ics to understand how people interact, and 
their impact on the world around them,” 
and hopes that by strengthening her back-
ground in programming and Bayesian sta-
tistics she will be able to explore projects 
with social impact in fields like develop-
mental economics, education, and public 
health. She calls the Harvard program the 
“perfect mix” of strong applied-math and 
computer-science classes in an interdisci-
plinary setting. “The degree can really take 
you anywhere,” says Bull, echoing many of 
his classmates.

“I think these [computational-training] 
courses are meeting a real need, and proof 
of that is the great number of students 
who are attending,” says Kaxiras. This 
fall, over 400 students enrolled in the new 
data science course; more than half were 
undergraduates, and the rest a mix of stu-

dents from the graduate and professional 
schools, as well as the Extension School. 
Next fall, a two-year master of engineer-
ing degree program will join the current 
one-year master of science program in 
CSE, and a secondary-field citation is 
also available for other graduate students. 
Kaxiras says he receives frequent inquiries 
from other institutions seeking to develop 
similar programs. “The need is urgent,” he 
says. “There are so many things happen-
ing in science, engineering, and the wider 
world that rely on computation, and the 
more people you have who are highly 
trained, but not narrowly focused, the 
more exciting the possibilities will be.”

He is happy to see the surge in inter-
est. “When I first came to Harvard over 20 
years ago, there was quite a bit of skepti-
cism that this type of scientific approach 
could yield interesting results and really 
advance the scientific endeavor,” he says. 
“I think there’s real potential in the future 
for scientific breakthroughs using compu-
tational approaches. It’s mind-boggling.”

Teaching Tech
T!" "#$%&'($) and adoption of online 
learning technologies, and other e*orts to 
enhance teaching, continued briskly as the 
fall semester began. Some highlights:

 President emeritus Derek Bok, a champion 
of improved pedagogy, publicly embraced 
the potential for education technology to 
enhance the classroom in a September ad-
dress marking the six-hundredth anniver-
sary of the University of St Andrews. The 
collaborative nature of preparing an online 
course, he said, makes it “less intuitive 
and more a product of conscious delibera-
tion” in deciding how best to present each 
concept and in what order. Moreover, he 
noted:

For hundreds of years, only stu-
dents have known much about 
how well or badly they are being 
taught.…In an online course, every 
statement professors make, every 
question they ask, and every answer 
students give can be recorded. By 
examining this material, instruc-
tors can discover much more about 
what their students are learning 
easily and what material is giving 
them trouble. This change alone will 
make professors more aware of their 

e*ect on students and hence allow 
them to become more proficient in 
helping students learn.

He also foresaw a welcome deemphasis 
on pure lecturing and greater use of “more 
active forms of learning, such as problem-
solving, socratic discussion, and group 
projects”—all productive in “giving stu-
dents a deeper understanding of the sub-
ject and helping them to develop the skills 
of critical thinking and analysis that facul-
ties have long considered the most impor-
tant goals of a liberal education.”

  On-campus curriculum and digital facili-
ties. Harvard School of Public Health, as-
sisted by $300,000 in planning funds from 
the Harvard Initiative for Learning and 
Teaching (HILT)—apparently one in a se-
ries of such grants—and substantial phil-
anthropic support, 
announced a whole-
sale revision of its 
maste r ’s  de g ree 
programs and a new 
doctorate in public-
health leadership. 
It aims to deploy 
“ more case-based 
and field-based ‘real 
world’ learning op-
portunities” and 

to “accelerate e*orts…to develop ‘flipped 
classroom’ experiences, in which lecture-
style material is delivered increasingly 
online before class, while classroom time 
is spent by students and faculty actively 
engaging together to develop strategies 
for solving the types of problems students 
will encounter in their careers.”

HILT has also underwritten digital 
infrastructure, including the new “vid-
eo-capture studio” in Widener Library. 
There, faculty members can use high-def-
inition production equipment or experi-
ment with inserting online lectures, learn-
ing exercises, demonstrations, and visual 
materials into their courses. The Faculty 
of Arts and Sciences (FAS) and HarvardX, 
the online learning program, will manage 
the studio. HILT funded FAS’s construc-

tion of the “Sci-
Box” in the Science 
Center, too: a flex-
ible, open lecture, 
lab, and discussion 
space—with built-
in telecommunica-
tions and adjacent 
3-D printer  and 
tools—in which 
di*erent modes of 
teaching and learn-
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Yesterday’s News
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1913 Capping a 9-0 football season—
with Harvard scoring a total 215 points 
to their opponents’ 21—the Crimson 
achieves its !rst victory (15-5) over the 
Elis in the 10-year-old Harvard Stadium. 
   1943 A Bulletin editorial laments that 
“Too many boys…are coming to Harvard 
and other American colleges…woefully 
unprepared in speaking and writing ” Eng-
lish, and praises English A’s remedial 
courses for their important wartime role.  

 1958  Plans are complete for an ex-
tension of Leverett House, which has 
given Mather Hall [renamed Old Quincy, 
and now Stone Hall] to Quincy House. 
For the !rst time, the University will build 
high: two 12-story glass-and-limestone 
towers will house 280 students. 

After a letter in the Crimson reports that 
some landlords registered with the Har-
vard Housing Of!ce refuse to rent to 
blacks, the of!ce draws up a pledge of 
nondiscrimination that all landlords using 
its services must sign.  

Three faculty members spend three weeks 
in Russia trying unsuccessfully to visit the 
Soviet space program’s computing center. 
Astronomer Fred Whipple remarks that 
the Russian rocketry program is de!nitely 
military, and being pushed at an enormous 
pace. Allen Hynek, associate director of 
the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observa-
tory, comments: “The United States may 
be losing the race for scienti!c supremacy 
because Americans are more interested 
in prosperity than posterity.” 

 1973 The Yale Band, playing at half-
time during Yale’s game against Cornell, 
forms an H on the !eld to honor the vic-
tims of President Richard Nixon’s “Satur-
day night massacre”—Archibald Cox ’34, 
LL.B. ’37; Elliot Richardson ’41, LL.B. ’44, 
and William Ruckelshaus, LL.B. ’60.  

 1988 The University’s Association of 
Black Faculty and Administrators calls for 
an af!rmative-action plan to ensure that 
black, Hispanic, and Native Americans 
comprise 10 percent of Harvard faculties 
by 1990, the centennial of the College 
graduation year of W.E.B. Du Bois, who 

later became Harvard’s !rst black 
Ph.D. recipient.

ing can be blended together during a sin-
gle class meeting.

 Provostial point person. To coordinate 
and enhance such e!orts, University pro-
vost Alan M. Garber has created a vice-
provostship for advances in learning and 
named Carswell professor of East Asian 
languages and civilizations Peter K. Bol to 
the post. Bol has used technological tools 
extensively in his research and teaching, 
and leads University e!orts in geographi-
cal information systems. His online course, 
SW12x, “China” (taught with William C. 
Kirby, Chang professor of China studies 
and Spangler Family professor of business 
administration), debuts in October, and is 
being o!ered simultaneously in the Col-
lege and through the Extension School.

Some faculty members were disquieted 
when edX debuted in the spring of 2012 
without announced faculty leadership or 
an advisory committee (which has since 
evolved). As vice provost, Bol brings a se-
nior professor’s perspective to oversight 
of both HarvardX and HILT, which will 
report to him, as University and individual 
schools’ policies and investments evolve.

 Online curricula. To date, most courses 
o!ered by faculty members from Harvard, 
MIT, and edX partner institutions (as 
well as those on the for-profit Coursera 
and Udacity platforms) have been one-o! 
e!orts—a concern for professors who en-
vision students learning their way through 
a planned curriculum. In September, MIT 
faculty members began to address 
that deficiency, introducing 
the XSeries of sequential 
courses and shorter 
modules—in the foun-
dations of computer 
science, and supply 
chain and logistics 
m a n a g e m e n t —
meant to give stu-
dents progressive 
learning opportuni-
ties equaling two to 
four residential cours-
es and culminating in 
certificates of content 
mastery.

 edX ambitions. edX it-
self leased larger quarters 
in Kendall Square, pointing 
toward a sta! of 90 to 100, accord-
ing to news accounts, by the time the 
organization moves, in January. Sepa-
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rately, it announced an open-source agree-
ment with Google, called MOOC.org (the 
acronym for massive open online courses), 
through which anyone can use the soft-
ware without joining the edX partnership. 
That holds potential for rapid adoption 
of edX technology as a standard to create 
and host courses globally—and perhaps 
for edX’s e!ort to develop another stream 
of revenue. No indication was given about 
potentially hosting advertising, Google’s 

principal business strength.
 Broader policies and university engagement. 

How faculties develop, control, and are 
compensated for their work on online 
courses that may be used far beyond their 
campuses is far from clear, at Harvard or 
elsewhere. In August, William C. Powers 
Jr., president of the University of Texas (an 
edX partner), which is under pressure to 
deploy online technologies to serve bur-
geoning enrollments more cost-e!ectively, 

disseminated a set of policy principles on 
these and other matters for discussion 
among his faculty colleagues. Harvard 
professors, deans, and the new vice pro-
vost may want to attend to that conversa-
tion.

For details on these developments and news 
coverage of teaching, learning, and online educa-
tion, consult the dedicated topic page at http://
harvardmagazine.com/topic/online-ed-
ucation.

T H E  U N D E R G R A D U A T E

“…On to Plan B”
by "#$$%&' $'((#) ’14

I &'**+, -#.#./#- the exact moment 
when I decided it was my dream to 
be a Rhodes Scholar. I think I was in 
fifth grade. It was around the time the 

Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen movie Winning 
London came out on home video.

For the uninitiated, Winning London fol-
lows the classic model of the Mary-Kate 
and Ashley travel film. Two sisters, who 
look exactly alike but have entirely op-
posite personalities, find themselves in a 
foreign setting and, with wit and charm, 
negotiate their way through the myriad is-
sues that face the everyday privileged teen-
aged girl. In this variation on the theme, 
the twins, California blondes named Chloe 

and Riley, are seniors in high school who 
make it to an international Model United 
Nations conference in London. Their team 
is set to represent China until it turns 
out another group has laid its claims on 
the country. Re-assigned to England, the 
Americans struggle in the 48 hours before 
the competition to become experts on 
their new realm, using a whirlwind visit 
to significant sights—Buckingham Palace, 
the Tower of London, St. Paul’s Cathe-
dral—to do so. In the meantime, the brash 
Americans brush up against stu!y English 
social hierarchies on the polo field, at tea, 
and in the Model UN competition.

Ultimately, the Type-A sister, Chloe, 

leaves with a handsome, 
Oxbridge-bound boy-
friend and the knowledge 
that winning isn’t every-
thing when teenage love is 
at stake. Riley, who goes 
to England in her more 
successful sister’s shadow, 
takes home a renewed 
sense of confidence and 
the conference’s equivalent 
of the Heisman Trophy. In 
short, they win London.

The movie is objectively 
terrible, and I loved every 
second of it when I was 11. 
It fueled my brief spell of 
Anglophilia, with the Harry 
Potter movies, my older sis-

ter’s British pop music, and Pride and Prejudice 
kindling the flames. The fire cooled over the 
next year or so, but one piece stayed with 
me: going to Oxford—more specifically, as 
a Rhodes Scholar, a Type-A American girl 
winning not just London but the entirety 
of England—became my dream.

D0-%*1 the past three years, this fantasy 
crystallized into something more concrete: 
I could apply for the Rhodes. I had a de-
cently high GPA, leadership positions, and 
a unique project in mind. I thought the fact 
that I am from Louisiana, a chronically un-
derrepresented state, would give me trac-
tion, and I spent countless summer hours 
writing draft after draft of my recommenda-
tion requests and personal statement. 

Our House tutors informed us all, of 
course, that the Harvard nomination pro-
cess is nearly as cutthroat as the Rhodes 
competition itself. Of about 100 prospec-
tive applicants, they would endorse fewer 
than half to submit their materials to the 
Rhodes committee.

But I had faith. I could envision myself in 
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