and the HarvardX online-learning pro-
gram. (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 note-
taking). “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 pedagog-
ical 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 atten-
dance, because that seemed to be the only
thing that could be measured in a straight-
forward way that did not rely on self-re-
porting.” To avoid study bias and protect
student identities, an experiment was de-
signed 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 ana-
lyzed, with the course heads, and the un-
derlying images were destroyed.

Bol said there would be more consulta-
tion before studies involving undergradu-
ates proceed in the future, and President
Drew Faust said the oversight commit-
tee 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 di-
rectly, if asked.

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 hngering 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.

Analysis of data on the 19 other courses
has not been completed, and may not be,
and the underlying images have been de-
stroyed 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 consis-
tently been to understand lecture atten-
dance in order to be able to ultimately im-
prove student engagement and learning.”

In mid November, HILT published find-
ings on the 10 courses analyzed. Among
them:

® On average, 60 percent of students at-
tended any given lecture.

® There was significant variability among
courses, with average attendance during
the semester ranging from 38 percent to 94
percent.

o Overall, attendance declined during
the semester, from 79 percent to 43 per-
cent.

As explanatory factors, the report not-
ed, “[C]ourses that measured and graded
attendance had higher attendance than
those that did not (87 percent vs. 49 per-
cent, respectively).” Premed requirements
also mattered, as noted above. Finally,

“Other reasons for taking the courses (e.g.,
elective vs. General Education require-
ment) 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 ac-
quired data on lecture attendance—at
considerable financial cost, and at least
some cost in faculty and student good
will. If the study prompts further dis-
cussion 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 con-
cepts—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 HILT-
funded teaching experiments and analyt-
ics, and HarvardX’s technological wiz-
ardry, such interventions present plenty
of opportunities for gains in instruction
and learning.

For detailed reports, with the state-
ments by Lewis, Bol, and HILT, see har-
vardmag.com/monitoring-15 and har-
vardmag.com/surveillance-15.

THE UNDERGRADUATE

An Undergraduate
Life in the Theater

by OLIVIA MUNK 16

HE GOOGLE CALENDAR listing
the conflicts for cast members
looks terrifying. One has a class
section from 6 to 7 p.m. on Mon-
days and Wednesdays, two others have a
cappella rehearsals from 7 to 10 .M. on Tues-
days and Thursdays, and a fourth is in an-
other 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 man-
ager 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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IT WAs sSOPHOMORE FALL, and I was
quickly realizing the complexities of my
role as director of an undergraduate play.
As a freshman, I had been involved in four
productions, all acted, produced, and di-
rected by students, and I was eager to take
on the responsibility of a full-scale produc-
tion myself. When application season for
theater venues rolled around that spring, I
teamed up with friends who had agreed to
produce and design Mark Twain’s play, Is He
Dead? for the following fall. We talked about
the production in the way [ imagine people
plan utopian communities: we would use
minimal props, simple set pieces, and throw
weekend cast parties galore.

At Harvard, staging a show requires
production teams to find sources of fund-
ing and create set plans, costume designs,
and lighting concepts before they can even
apply for space. We decided to apply for
the “Ex” (the Loeb Experimental Theater),
a black-box performance space in the
Loeb Drama Center. Though I knew it was
highly coveted, given its versatility and
proximity to technical resources, I dutiful-
ly compiled a 35-page application of state-
ments, résumes, and design plans, and felt
confident after my 30-minute interview.
Ultimately, my show was rejected for the
Ex, but we soon found a home, via a sec-
ond application, at the Adams Pool The-
ater, an actual swimming pool converted
into a theater in the late 1980s. During the
summer, I gleefully returned to daydream-
ing about glowing Crimson reviews and
meticulously detailed blocking notes.

The first week of each semester at Har-
vard is marked by the stress of choosing
classes, but for students either casting or

auditioning for
shows, the real
back-to-school
pressure hap-
pens from 6 p.m. to
midnight on the
very same days.
“Common Casting” is when the majority
of productions on campus assign roles to
performers. Because more than 40 shows
can go up in any given semester—f{rom
the Ex, to dining halls, and even squash
courts—there are often too few actors to
go around, and some students end up be-
ing involved in more than three shows.

After more than 20 hours of auditions
during the first six days of my sophomore
fall, I finally had my cast, and was ready to
begin rehearsals. Ready, that is, if I could
ever find a time to schedule them. My idyl-
lic visions never included staring at that
Google calendar with four weeks left to
rehearse a two-hour play requiring almost
100 props, 13 actors, 18 costumes, three
wooden scenery flats, and $1,300 in grant
money. I took a deep breath, and set about
cramming as much rehearsal as possible
into the brief time allotted.

I often found myself awake at 4 A.m.
before a morning rehearsal, scribbling
blocking notes into the blank margins of
my script. [ spent every spare moment e-
mailing about paint colors and building
supplies, and ran to the props room at
lunchtime to pick out the perfect couch or
set of glasses before another show claimed
them. Homework was usually completed
between the hours of midnight and 10 a.m.,
and the amount of coffee I consumed was
directly proportional to my lack of sleep.

Undergraduates
performin

the fall 2013

1 production of

| Mark Twain’s Is
He Dead? in the
Adams Pool
Theater.

I once took the T
through Boston
for three hours in
search of a self-inflating whoopee cushion
for one particular bit in the show, only to
finally find the elusive toy at a Walgreens
in Allston, a 10-minute bus ride from my
dorm.

Directing became a series of successes
and failures, each one the product of in-
experience and learning by trial and error.
Despite their strain on my sleep and home-
work, I lived for the hours of rehearsal I'd
painstakingly planned. Seeing something
I had only imagined acted out under the
harsh fluorescent lights in a rehearsal
room filled me with a kind of glow noth-
ing else could spark. Yet that was nothing
compared to how proud I felt seeing my
actors, now a new group of friends, take
control of all we had worked on when an
audience packed the house on opening
night.

I love theater for the micro-communi-
ties each show creates, especially as open-
ing night draws near. The worst technical
difhiculties or missed lines during a per-
formance can become the “Do you remem-
ber?” moments that hold a cast together
long after the set has been struck. When
it comes to performing in front of an au-
dience, terror necessitates a close cast
bond—nail-biting director in the last row
of the audience included.

Is He Dead? received a beaming review
in the Crimson, and we did have exuber-
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ant cast parties, now immortalized by
disposable camera photos in which the
post-show relief of the subjects is evident
by tired, sweaty smiles. The satisfaction I
gained from this first foray into directing
made me realize that I love the kind of the-
ater Harvard offers outside the classroom,
where students are given total autonomy
over creative decisions. When plans of
study were due just a few weeks later, I
chose to separate my academic pursuits
from extracurricular activities. Though
many of my friends chose to pursue the
secondary field in dramatic arts, I happily
picked courses in English and psychology.

THE RECENT ANNOUNCEMENT of a likely
full-scale concentration in theater, dance,
and media (see page 30) has left my friends
and me with many questions about the fu-
ture of our existing dramatic community.
Would concentrators receive preference in
the space-application process? Would it be-
come possible to earn course credit for par-
ticipating in shows—and if so, would this
apply to all actors and production staff, or
just to those with the biggest roles? Would
the larger creative processes, such as choos-
ing what shows to mount or what kinds of
sets to build, remain in student hands, or
would faculty members begin to exercise
more control? Given the competitive nature
of the real-world theater industry, the op-
portunity to exercise this kind of control
at such a young age, in an environment that
provides funding and support, is invaluable
to the development of practical theatrical
knowledge among undergraduates. Most
important, what degree of independence
would student-produced extracurricular
shows retain?

My graduation, two semesters away,
looms closer than the answer to these
questions. I hope the coming changes to
the Harvard theater community will fur-
ther the abundance of talent and resources
on campus, and not inhibit creative free-
dom. Being given the funding and the
space to direct a favorite play at 19 years
old is a dream I hope students are able to
fulfill long after I've been released into the
“real world.” All I ask of administrators is
that they let students guide these new op-
portunities in the way they’ve learned best
in years past: through direction. 0

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow
Olivia Munk 16 has an opera going up in February.
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