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College Concentrators

Inflection point: undergraduate engineering and applied sciences concentrators
outnumber those in arts and humanities.

Taking Attendance

teaching,” Lewis said, but colleagues and
students did not wish to go about their
academic work “never knowing for sure
whether we are being or have been under
scrutiny.” He asked for assurance that all
the subjects of “this nonconsensual study”
be informed that they
were photographed.
The study had come
to light obliquely during a September conference, when Samuel
Moulton, HILT’s director of educational
research and assessment, discussed attendance in 10 unidentified lecture courses.
His exhibits showed
that attendance declined from the beginning to the end of most
weeks, and during the Peter Bol

semester. The main reason for showing up
or not, he reported, involved a student’s
reason for taking a course; pre-medical requirements were correlated with high attendance. Moulton added that attendance
is a measure of student engagement: “People vote with their
feet.”
Lewis’s remarks
made clear what no
one had noted at the
time: the data were
c o l l e c t e d p h o to graphically. FAS does
not routinely take
attendance or assign
seats.
Lewis’s query
brought to the microphone vice provost for advances in
learning Peter K. Bol,
who oversees HILT

At the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS)
meeting on November 4, Harry R. Lewis,
Gordon McKay professor of computer science, posed a question. He had learned from
two colleagues, he said, that students in
their spring lecture courses had been photographed without prior notification or consent of either professors or students, to gather data for a Harvard Initiative for Learning
and Teaching (HILT) study on attendance.
This “surveillance,” he observed, appeared
at odds with professors’ usual control over
their classrooms—and with the lessons purportedly learned, painfully, during the 20122013 academic year: the news that resident
deans’ e-mail accounts had been examined
during an investigation of academic misconduct led to the drafting of new University
policies on electronic privacy. He embraced
the principle of “more peer feedback on our
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and media—an initiative envisioned in
the Faust-commissioned task force on
the arts, which reported in late 2008, after the financial crisis largely forced its
recommendations to be shelved. The new
FAS concentration (put in context by the
Undergraduate columnist in this issue;
see page 33) may start up in the coming
academic year. More details will be forthcoming, but it appears that the program
will operate without creating a formal department or augmenting the ranks of arts
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Faust’s coffers. A gift unveiled at Radcliffe
Day last May, for example, allotted $5 million for the arts, to be used at the president’s discretion (see Brevia, SeptemberOctober 2014, page 30).
Deploying the Massachusetts Hall balance sheet, Faust supported two initiatives in the days before the Ballmer announcement and HMS launch. The first,
announced in late October, is $5 million
in presidential seed funding for an undergraduate concentration in theater, dance,

and humanities ladder faculty. For a full
report, see harvardmag.com/tdm-15.
Two weeks later, the Harvard Graduate School of Education announced a
$10-million anonymous lead gift toward
the creation of a Harvard Teacher Fellows Program, a reconceived, expanded
pathway for undergraduates to enter the
teaching profession. That gift, additional
financial support, and unspecified funds
from Faust, summed to $14.5 million—
sufficient progress toward the program’s
$20-million goal for education dean James
Ryan to proceed, beginning with seniors
in the College class of 2016. Capacity
will eventually rise to 100 fellows annually. The program will provide extensive
training before fellows enter a classroom—more than they might receive, for
example, through Teach For America—
and, more notably, mentoring and support
during their first developmental years as
teachers.
Talking about the venture, Faust said,
“I’ve been excited about this for a really
long time”—as it both accommodates student interests and joins larger efforts to
offer more public-service opportunities to
College graduates. Read a comprehensive
report at harvardmag.com/tfp-15.
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and the HarvardX online-learning program. (Bol is Carswell professor of East
Asian languages and civilizations, and a
director of Harvard Magazine Inc.) He had
heard anecdotally, he said, that students
were increasingly prone to skip class,
among other signs of diminished academic
rigor (less work outside of class, less notetaking). “Such anecdotes raised questions
about the effectiveness of lectures as a way
of helping students learn,” he said, “and
suggested that there might be some value
in exploring how new media and pedagogical techniques might be used by faculty
to turn the lecture into something…more
interactive and engaging….”
But, Bol continued, “we did not have
any data to support the anecdotes. I thus
looked for a way of getting data on attendance, because that seemed to be the only
thing that could be measured in a straightforward way that did not rely on self-reporting.” To avoid study bias and protect
student identities, an experiment was designed to use photographic recording of
lecture halls, from which full and empty
seats could be counted. The Committee
on the Use of Human Subjects in Research,
he reported, determined that this was not
“human-subjects research,” and so could
proceed without prior notice or consent
protocols. He shared the data, once analyzed, with the course heads, and the underlying images were destroyed.
Bol said there would be more consultation before studies involving undergraduates proceed in the future, and President
Drew Faust said the oversight committee on electronic-communications policy
would also be consulted. The few faculty
members who commented from the floor
suggested they could answer questions
about their teaching and attendance directly, if asked.

Analysis of data on the 19 other courses
has not been completed, and may not be,
and the underlying images have been destroyed for all 29 courses, according to
HILT’s director, Erin Driver-Linn, and
Moulton. “[T]his research was never
meant to bring scrutiny to individual
courses, faculty, or students,” they wrote,
“nor was it ever meant to judge individual
courses or faculty.…The goal has consistently been to understand lecture attendance in order to be able to ultimately improve student engagement and learning.”
In mid November, HILT published findings on the 10 courses analyzed. Among
them:
 On average, 60 percent of students attended any given lecture.
 There was significant variability among
courses, with average attendance during
the semester ranging from 38 percent to 94
percent.
 Overall, attendance declined during
the semester, from 79 percent to 43 percent.
As explanatory factors, the report noted, “[C]ourses that measured and graded
attendance had higher attendance than
those that did not (87 percent vs. 49 percent, respectively).” Premed requirements
also mattered, as noted above. Finally,
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The following week, Bol used a blind
e-mail list of registrants to notify students
in the courses that were photographed. He
advised that, “The researchers involved in
this study do not know who was enrolled”
and that no individuals were identified, and
invited comment on any lingering concerns.
The Harvard Crimson, meanwhile, in a bit of
enterprising reporting, discovered that 29
courses had been photographed, not just the
10 about which Moulton spoke: 22 from the
College and the Graduate School of Arts and
Sciences, and 7 from the Extension School.

“Other reasons for taking the courses (e.g.,
elective vs. General Education requirement) did not show significant effects, nor
did time of day, day of week, published Q
ratings [student course evaluations], or
the availability of lecture videos.”
For this sample, at least, HILT acquired data on lecture attendance—at
considerable financial cost, and at least
some cost in faculty and student good
will. If the study prompts further discussion of the efficacy of lectures versus
more engaged “flipped” courses (where
students watch recorded videos before
class, and then come together to work on
problems and master more difficult concepts—an experiment both Lewis, some
years ago, and Bol, more recently, have
pursued), that might be a good thing. So
might professors’ voluntary agreement
to invite peer review of and feedback on
their pedagogy. Combined with HILTfunded teaching experiments and analytics, and HarvardX’s technological wizardry, such interventions present plenty
of opportunities for gains in instruction
and learning.
For detailed reports, with the statements by Lewis, Bol, and HILT, see harvardmag.com/monitoring-15 and harvardmag.com/surveillance-15.
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he google calendar listing

the conflicts for cast members
looks terrifying. One has a class
section from 6 to 7 p.m. on Mondays and Wednesdays, two others have a
cappella rehearsals from 7 to 10 p.m. on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and a fourth is in another play that demands he attend six hours
of rehearsal each day next week. I squint at
the slivers of white space among the rain-

bow of “unavailable” blocks, the spaces in
which I am justified in asking my stage manager to call the entire cast for rehearsal. I
thought being a stage director would let me
control my time better than when I was a
performer at the mercy of someone else’s
rehearsal schedule. Instead, my time is now
dictated by everyone else’s. I want Google
to engineer a magical eraser that I can use
to blot out the chromatic conflicts…
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