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Teaching and Learning: 
Taking stock
Three years after the inception of edX, 
the Harvard- and MIT- led online-course 
venture, and four years after the Harvard 
Initiative for Learning and Teaching (HILT) 
was formed, the University is taking stock of 
its efforts to enhance pedagogy and educa-
tion. In a white paper assessing HarvardX 
and online learning, Provost Alan M. Garber 
outlined three topics of inquiry for the for-
mal review of the University’s massive open 
online courses (MOOCs) planned for this 
spring: “economic sustainability, research 
on learning and teaching, and the transla-
tion of that research into improvements in 
learning, especially in the residential set-
ting.” In subsequent conversations, he and 
Peter K. Bol, vice provost for advances in 
learning, provided more details about the 
research effort, the application of online-
course technology to on-campus teaching, 
and changes in classroom practice.

The time is right for a review, the pro-
vost said. With several dozen full courses 
and shorter modules already released, 
spanning Harvard’s schools and disci-

plines, substantive data exist on ap-
proaches to online teaching and to course 
selection and development—and the 
underlying edX technology platform has 
been refined. The program is “on a good 
path right now,” but not so “fully estab-
lished” that it becomes less susceptible to 
improvement.

Garber’s paper reviews several broad, 
early findings from what might be seen as 
HarvardX’s experimental stage. Faculty 
interest has been robust: professors have 
submitted numerous applications to cre-
ate online courses and shown their inter-
est in pedagogy and teaching (evidenced 
by attendance at HILT conferences and 
the dozens of projects it has funded). 
Building the high-quality courses Har-
vardX distributes via edX requires “sub-
stantial effort and time”: in the form of 
HarvardX’s 50-member staff and produc-
tion facilities; and in the teachers’ course 
preparation, filming, and so on. By this 
past October, some 3 million people had 
registered for courses and 2 million had 
“engaged” by performing some activity 
within the courses.

The motivations and preparation of reg-

istrants vary widely, Garber reported—far 
more than among students admitted to 
residential-degree programs. That duality 
reflects a choice Harvard made in pursuing 
its online ambitions, described this way in 
his paper:

[W]as our goal to improve teach-
ing on our campus,…or…to improve 
the learning opportunities for any-
body anywhere in the world with an 
interest in the subjects we teach?…
We realized that courses narrowly 
targeted toward Harvard students 
were unlikely to attract the larg-
est group of learners worldwide to 
our MOOCs. But if we wanted to 
improve residential learning, many 
of our online and hybrid learn-
ing experiences…would need to be 
compatible with our faculty’s ap-
proaches to teaching Harvard stu-
dents….The rationale for focusing on 
either educating the world or edu-
cating students on our campus…was 
strong. But our mission required us 
to do more.…[W]e chose to move 
forward with a commitment to 
serve both audiences.

Building on the admittedly descriptive 
research findings so far, and recogniz-
ing the structural challenges of pursuing 
these disparate groups—Garber noted 
“a genuine tension” there—he suggested 
significant priorities for the coming year. 
One is sorting out faculty-driven nomina-
tions for online courses versus “taking a 
more targeted approach to course devel-
opment” by creating sequential courses or 
filling existing gaps, so external users can 
pursue deeper mastery of a subject. (MIT 
already does this for some of its edX offer-
ings.) Another is making it easier for fac-
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Yosvany Terry might have become a clarinetist. About to begin conservatory training 
and unsure which instrument to focus on, the nine-year-old was considering the wood-
wind when he saw a TV ad featuring a saxophone—“and the rest is history.” Another 
fork in the road for the Latin Jazz artist, during his childhood in Cuba: random placement 
in an English, rather than Russian, language class. With a father who was a famous cha-
ranga (Cuban dance music) conductor, violinist, and chekeré player (the percussion in-
strument made of a hollow gourd covered in a net of beads), Terry and his brothers 
grew up serious about music, but also kept busy with other pursuits: math contests, 
volleyball, handball, and badminton. (His desire to learn tennis was thwarted, he jokes, 
because “it was a capitalist sport.”) Describing the “field research” central to his com-
position process, Terry cites the example of Bartók and Kodály collecting Hungarian 
folksongs. “I go to the countryside in the middle of nowhere”—recently, Cuba’s Matan-
zas and Villa Clara provinces—“and I get together with these old people” to learn about 
local instruments, chants, melodies, and ceremonies. Exploring the far-flung origins of 
Afro-Cuban jazz, Terry’s music has been praised for its “multilevel fluencies,” for delv-
ing into history while always pushing forward. He brings this momentum to his teaching, 
as the new visiting senior lecturer of music and director of jazz bands. A listener de-
scribed Terry’s first rehearsal with the Harvard musicians as “a little like boxers circling 
each other, feinting, seeing how they will move,” but during their 90 minutes together, 
the band-leader “pulled them toward an idea of what he wanted,” and by the end, audi-
ence and band alike “could hear how far we had traveled.” vsophia nguyen

Yo s v a n y  Te r r y

ulty members to develop less-than-course-
length online units (“briefer modules,” 
which can stand alone or be adopted by 
teachers of other courses). Third is “how 
to incorporate digital media into MOOCs 
and our teaching on campus,” for instance 
through accessing museum collections and 
library holdings (as in the current multi-
part “The Book,” which is not tied to any 
current campus course). A final goal is as-
suring that online content is available for 
use in campus courses.

A good deal hinges on obtaining more 
in-depth research, for which Bol’s organi-
zation has created an integrated team of 
analysts led by professor of government 
Dustin Tingley. The edX platform now 
permits rigorous “A/B” testing of differing 
teaching methods and learning outcomes, 
applicable to the enormous data sets ac-
cumulated from learners enrolled in each 
online course. Tingley’s team can design 
such experiments into courses by working 
with their instructors, and can also bring 
to the discussion insights from cognitive 
science and pedagogical research else-
where. (Meanwhile, it remains more dif-
ficult to assess residential courses. Garber 
noted that there is “rarely consensus on 
what outcomes to measure,” given a spec-
trum ranging from student knowledge 
at the end of a course, to applications of 
that experience later in life. Bol observed 
that campus courses are typically so small 
that it is difficult to gather statistically 
valid data from the number of students 
enrolled.)

As experimentation continues with in-
creasing precision and depth, making the 
transition to a new economic model natu-
rally emerges as a priority. Garber’s paper 
notes that most Harvard online courses 
“are free and open, and I do not expect 
that to change.” But funding those courses 
“thanks to the support of generous donors 
as well as unrestricted University funds…
cannot be sustained indefinitely at current 
levels.” (The Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
contributed $2.5 million to edX in each 
of its first two years, and other Harvard 
schools were likely assessed, too.) Hence 
the interest in fee-based, professional-ed-
ucation applications, distribution through 
the Division of Continuing Education, and 
other revenue-generating options.

MUch of this sorting out is the responsibil-
ity of vice-provost Bol, who oversees both 
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harvard Law Weighs In
As legal edUcation and the profession 
face substantial change—with law gradu-
ates’ careers developing in increasingly var-
ied, often global, contexts—Harvard Law 
School (HLS) kicked off its “Campaign for 
the Third Century” on October 23, becom-
ing the last school to unveil its fundraising 
ambitions within the University’s $6.5-bil-
lion capital campaign. At the celebratory 
dinner following afternoon speeches and 
panel discussions that 
hinted at transforma-
tions in practice and 
pedagogy, campaign co-
chair James A. Attwood 
Jr., J.D.-M.B.A. ’84, an-
nounced a $305-million 
campaign goal—and re-
vealed that the develop-
ment staff had not been 
idle during the protract-
ed “silent phase” of fun-
draising: $241 million (79 
percent) had already 
been given or pledged.

HLS priorities in-

clude financial aid and clinical education, 
both deemed critical to the school’s mis-
sion of advancing justice, increasingly 
among the underserved. Since her appoint-
ment in 2009, Dean Martha Minow said in 
an earlier interview, the school has nearly 
tripled spending on financial aid and loan 
forgiveness. Meanwhile, clinical education, 
which gives students hands-on experience, 
often through work with low-income cli-
ents, has become more important in the 
curriculum, despite the added expense of 

its low student-to-fac-
ulty ratios.

Increasingly, gradu-
ates enter fields out-
side the legal profes-
sion. As if to illustrate, 
U.S.  senator Mark 
Warner, J.D. ’80, of Vir-
ginia, a businessman 
(he was an early inves-
tor in Nextel) and later 
a politician, kicked off 
the launch-day lun-
cheon by saying, “I’ve 
never practiced a day 
of law.” After lunch, 

the assembly of alumni, faculty, and stu-
dents broke up to attend presentations on 
international human rights, corporate gov-
ernance, the making of a civil-rights law-
yer, and the school’s veterans legal clinic 
(founded in 2012 with twin goals of peda-
gogy and service). TED-type faculty talks, 
10 minutes or less each, followed. In the 
evening, President Drew Faust touched on 
HLS’s history (its bicentennial is in 2017) 
and future, noting its  impact in producing 
presidents, senators, Supreme Court jus-
tices, and CEOs. “We need the Law School 
and the extraordinary leaders it creates,” 
she said. “We need the clarity that it brings 
to confusing and divisive times. We need 
its capacity to civilize, and we need law-
yers wise in their calling.”

Noting the school’s growing number 
of international students, Dean Minow 
touted the global reach of its skills-based 
curriculum. “The value of high-quality 
legal education, the need for legal order, 
have never been more apparent. The hun-
ger for justice around the world has never 
been greater….We do and we must include 
the imperative of advancing justice in our 
core mission, in our reform efforts, and our 

HarvardX and HILT—bringing the Univer-
sity’s principal vehicles for pedagogical in-
novation together with its central research 
group for designing experiments in teach-
ing and learning.

As Carswell professor of East Asian 
languages and literatures, Bol has taught 
seminars and large lectures, adopted digi-
tized and online content in his classes, and 
co-developed the multi-module ChinaX 
offering online. (He is also a director of 
Harvard Magazine Inc.) Recalling his own 
student days (when images of China were 
projected from glass slides) and the evolu-
tion of his own teaching, he said that edu-
cation innovation has been continuous at 
Harvard. Rather than worry that the early 
investment in MOOCs has not yet trans-
formed classrooms across the campus, he 
pointed to active and experiential learning 
in many disciplines; new kinds of hands-
on labs; the spread of case teaching across 
schools; and wide instructor interest and 
involvement in HILT through conferences, 
grants, biweekly teaching-practice news-
letters, and more.

“How can we improve teaching and 
learning for everyone?” he asked, and take 

advantage of technology to make Harvard 
teaching accessible worldwide for the first 
time—a potential that has excited many 
faculty members. The largest benefit from 
HarvardX so far may be that the courses 
are “not just back-of-the-class lecture cap-
ture” on video. Instead, participating fac-
ulty members have been explicit about their 
educational objectives, and about exploring 
the best way to achieve them. Such practices 
apply equally to the classroom, broadening 
professors’ awareness of what they must do 
to encourage and enable students to learn.

On the very near horizon is broad adop-
tion of the Canvas learning-management 
system, the classroom course platform 
now being rolled out across Harvard. Un-
like earlier course websites, which pro-
vided requirements and a syllabus, and 
sometimes links to readings or other mate-
rials, Canvas can be used to create a dash-
board enabling students to see frequent 
assessments of their work, and teachers to 
see in real time whether students are pro-
gressing. Such speedy feedback, if proven 
effective, could be “an area where we’re 
prepared to make a significant invest-
ment,” Bol said. Over time, the system can 

incorporate HarvardX-like modules and 
digital content—helping along the merg-
ing of lessons from online approaches with 
residential classroom practice.

Lest this appear threatening to other 
modes of learning, Bol hastened to add 
that the evidence on the effectiveness of 
active learning (in-class problem sets, for 
instance) does not, by formula, mean that 
the lecture will expire. He stressed the im-
portance of determining what any course 
aims to teach, and where lecturing or ac-
tive learning or machine-guided adap-
tive learning may be most effective. Large 
General Education lectures (and their de-
partmental equivalents) have a distinct, 
enduring value. Acquiring information and 
mastering certain bodies of knowledge, he 
said, may not be the point of a literature or 
philosophy course.

“We need to discriminate among learn-
ing goals, teaching modes, and the ap-
propriate standards for each,” Bol said. In 
the current era, with more teaching and 
assessment tools, richer technology, and 
large-scale and seminar-size courses being 
taught side by side, the menu of options is 
longer than ever. vjohn s. rosenberg

Martha Minow
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