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“Picture the Bay of Bengal as an expanse of tropical water: still and blue in the calm 
of the January winter, or raging and turbid with silt at the peak of the summer rains,” 
writes historian Sunil Amrith in Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The Furies of Nature and the 
Fortunes of Migrants. “Now imagine the sea as a mental map: as a family tree of cousins, 
uncles, sisters, sons, connected by letters and journeys and stories.” Crossing’s ambitious 
mental map tells the story of how one in four people in the modern world came to live 
in countries that border the Bay—a sea echoing with a fugue of languages from Malay 
to Portuguese, Arabic to Dutch. An elegant wordsmith whose research and writing 
have earned him major awards from the European Research Council and the British 
Academy, Amrith credits novelists Michael Ondaatje and Amitav Ghosh’s stories of 
migration with influencing his outlook as an historian. His own biography is peripatetic: 
born in Kenya to parents from the Bay-bounded south Indian state of Tamil Nadu, 
schooled first in Singapore, and then at Cambridge, where his “dream job at 18 was 
working for the UN.” But history let him explain issues he cares about, and led him to 
stay in Cambridge for a doctorate, focused on global-health organizations in India and 
Southeast Asia. He came to Harvard in 2015 as Mehta professor of South Asian studies 
and professor of history, and will become chair of South Asian studies in 2018. He hopes 
the department can convey “the vitality and excitement of studying South Asia” in the 
twenty-first century through collaborations across disciplines and regional boundar-
ies—goals he’s pursuing as co-director of the Center for History and Economics and 
in classes co-taught with colleagues in East Asian studies. vspencer lenfield

He is especially eager to find out how the 
course will fare with nonresidential learn-
ers, because with an online offering, “you 
can lose students at any time. If they get 
bored, they will stop watching. You have 
to construct your course in a different way.” 
A video lecture therefore becomes a short 
unit in which to make one point, “not five. 
Because if I try to make five points, I need 
50 minutes.” The hooks—the real-world ap-
plications—mean that “I start each lesson 
by telling students why this is important, 
why they should keep watching….You are in 
a competition for attention, which doesn’t 
happen as much in a live setting.”

HSPH and Harvard Medical School 
(HMS) students have been receptive to the 
videos. This past January, a year into the 
MOOC project, Hernán began assigning 
seven-minute, single-concept modules from 
that course’s first lesson as pre-class home-
work in two residential courses. He sought 
feedback from the students on the presenta-
tion, and their assessment of this “flipped” 
approach: learning a concept by watching a 
video before class, then discussing it with 
the professor in class rather than listening 
to a lecture. From Hernán’s perspective, the 
flipped approach lets him use his “face-to-
face teaching time in a more effective way”: 
he doesn’t have to “start every time from the 
basics and build up.” Even in draft form, he 
declares, “the effect has been amazing. You 
just assign the lesson, and then discuss real-
world problems” in class, using causal dia-
grams as tools to dissect them. In the past, he 
says, that point in the learning process came 
so late, the course was nearly over.

Flipped classrooms do come with caveats. 
Peter Bol—who as vice provost for advances 
in learning oversees HX; the Harvard Ini-
tiative for Teaching and Learning (HILT); 
and a research group run by professor of 
government Dustin Tingley (Harvard Por-
trait, July-August 2016, page 23)—says that 
studies of flipped classrooms (including his 
own ChinaX course) have shown that they 
improve learning, but at the cost of creating 
much more work for students. 

So far, however, reaction among residen-
tial students has been overwhelmingly posi-
tive, reports Barbra Dickerman, a teaching 
assistant in several of Hernán’s courses at 
HSPH and HMS. “Students loved how they 
could go back and re-watch and revisit; 
that’s something you can’t always do in the 
classroom setting. Further, students come 
to class having already watched the videos, 
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