
of MITx. Reif, who was named Hockfield’s 
successor as MIT’s president on May 16, 
called the technology “a living platform,” 
both delivering courses and driving exten-
sive research on “how learners learn online.”

Online courses and tools, said Harvard 
provost Alan Garber, who oversees the Uni-
versity’s engagement with edX, o'er “mea-
surement capabilities that we’ve never had 
before.” Educators can see how a student 
engages with a video, rewinds it, takes a 
test, and so on. With a large student popu-
lation in the circuits course and online test-
ing protocols, Reif said, MIT was already 
administering di'erent versions of tests—
making it possible to  derive statistically 
significant data on, say, how well students 
mastered material and how accurately tests 
captured that learning.

Garber characterized as “a deep ques-
tion” how such experiments might in turn 
inform and improve campus-based classes. 
Faculty groups at Harvard, he said, are 
working to determine how to measure 
learning and teaching e'ectiveness; the 
right criteria and tools will be determined 
by faculty members themselves. Similarly, 
Reif said, broader course o'erings through 
edX would help faculty members deter-
mine what elements of online learning and 
technology work best in what disciplines, 
with what applications—if any—in resi-
dential education.

Such research is already under way at 
the Hewlett Foundation-funded Open 
Learning Inititive at Carnegie Mellon 
University, among other venues. The Har-
vard-MIT commitment to the field sug-
gests broader, and accelerating, interest 
throughout higher education.

The joint venture took shape in dis-
cussions during the past several months, 
according to Garber. The deal itself may 
have come together rather quickly: when 
it was announced, a Harvard faculty ad-
visory council apparently had yet to be 
formed. In a note to faculty colleagues, 
Smith, who will take the leading role in 
working with them to develop and deliv-
er courses, indicated that FAS courses in 
computer science and quantitative social-
science methods—both with online ele-
ments already in use—and perhaps his-
tory or world cultures would be o'ered 
this fall. But the details and mechanics for 
each remained to be settled.

Heretofore, Harvard has been relatively 

H A R V A R D  P O R T R A I T

During his three-decade career in primary care, professor of medicine Russell S. Phil-
lips has studied palliative care, lower-back pain, sexually transmitted infections, mind-
body therapies, and computer-based medical records, among other topics. For the last 
decade, he has led Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center’s 115-person Division of 
General Medicine. His chosen !eld afforded him the opportunity for diverse research 
pursuits and leadership experience; now, as the director of Harvard Medical School’s 
new Center for Primary Care, he will focus on getting others to be as excited about 
the !eld as he is. Phillips himself was drawn to primary care because it is “relationship-
centered.” But young doctors starting out in the !eld may not experience it that way 
if they end up in solo practices, feeling isolated. The new center envisions reforming 
primary care to make it more team-based, so a physician might operate in conjunction 
with a registered nurse, a licensed practical nurse, and an of!ce assistant, each handling 
responsibilities appropriate to his or her training. This would spare doctors such rou-
tine tasks as completing paperwork and giving shots. A team might also add a social 
worker and a health coach, with their distinct perspectives. Such improvements would 
not only make for more stimulating work and a convivial environment, drawing more 
medical students into the !eld; they would also improve the patient experience and 
health outcomes—the ultimate aim of primary care. Phillips is ceding his post as hospi-
tal division chief, but will still see patients one day a week; he !nds work as a primary-
care physician deeply gratifying, and hopes more and more medical students will agree.

R u s s e l l  S .  P h i l l i p s
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