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When I initially heard that Profes-
sor Catherine Snow was retiring 
at the end of this academic year 
after teaching at the Ed School 
for 45 years, my first thought was, 
“What is she going to do with all 
of the stuff in her office?”

A few years earlier, I had in-
terviewed Snow in her office in 
Larsen for a story I was working 
on about exactly that  — her office. 
I remember being in awe when I 
walked into the space. Her office 
is huge by academic standards. 
It’s also filled with lots of things, 
including big bookshelves with 
not only books, but also little 
objects that she has collected or 
that have been given to her over 
the years, mostly from students. 

I was there to learn about the 
objects, actually. I was writing 
a story for a fun series we were 
doing in the magazine at the time 
called “What They Keep,” where 
we told the backstory of some-
thing in a faculty member’s office. 

With Snow, I focused on her 
collection of Eric Carle Happy 
Meal finger puppets that MICHELLE 
PORCHE, ED.M.’90, ED.D.’99, had 
given to her after they worked 
together on a long-term language 
study with 3-year-old children 
from low-income families. As part 
of the study, mothers were asked 
to read aloud Carle’s book, The 
Very Hungry Caterpillar.  

When I interviewed Snow again 
for this issue, I asked about the 
stuffed office after she retires. 
She sighed and she, too, won-
dered what exactly she was going 
to do with it all. My guess? The 
fingers puppets, at least, will mi-
grate wherever she goes.
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“It’s not such a complicated thing to do.  
But people really want to go on fighting about this.”

PROFESSOR CATHERINE SNOW ( S E E P.  4)
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After 45 years on  
Appian Way, Catherine  
Snow is ready to start  

a new chapter

Story by  
Lory Hough 

Photographs by  
Brad Trent
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By the time she was seven years old, Professor 
Catherine Snow, a pioneering researcher in the 
language and literacy field, had learned her first 
lesson about reading: It’s not easy for everyone. 

Snow herself had always been a good reader, 
cracking the code with the help of her English 
teacher mother before she even started elemen-
tary school in Toledo, Ohio. As a second grader, 
Snow was even teaching other kids how to read.

“I was the person who was always asked to sit 
with the poor readers and help them read, help 
them practice reading,” she says. “It was kind 
of a useful early exposure to how hard reading 
could be for some people.”

It’s a lesson that Snow has carried with her 
throughout her long career, even though a ca-
reer in the reading world wasn’t exactly what she 
had in mind when she started at Oberlin College 
at the age of 16 as a psychology undergraduate. 
She says she chose that major, in part, because 
she would “never be a big success in hard science 
areas” like physics or math. (She jokes that skip-
ping third grade back in Toledo and missing out 
on learning long division started that downfall.) 
At Oberlin, she enjoyed languages and literature, 
but didn’t see those as supporting long-term ca-
reer possibilities. “The social sciences were kind 
of a default rather than a burning choice,” she 
says, although she admits that she fully supports 
the American liberal arts tradition, where “you 
have a few years to explore and think about 
things, as long as you don’t need desperately 
to earn money the minute you get out.”

The minute she got out, graduating from 
Oberlin in 1966, Snow went to McGill for her 
master’s, where she wrote her thesis on con-
junctive (both/and) and disjunctive (either/or) 
thinking in children. She stayed at McGill for her 
Ph.D., this time focusing on language acquisition 
and mothers’ speech to children. It’s also where 
she met her husband, Michael Baum. Baum want-
ed to go to the Netherlands for a postdoc fellow-
ship “and I was totally happy to go, too,” Snow 
says. They planned on staying a year. A year 
turned into two, which turned into eight after 
Snow got a job teaching at the Institute for Gen-
eral Linguistics at the University of Amsterdam. 
As she jumped deeper into linguistics research, 
she also started to focus on language acquisi-
tion for second-language learners.

A :  P E O P L E

Celebrating receiving tenure, 
with Carol Gilligan, Howard 

Gardner, and Jerry Murphy, 1987

1945
Catherine Snow is born  
in Toledo, Ohio

1940s
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By the time she moved back to the states and 
joined the faculty at the Ed School in 1978, Snow 
was still focusing on language acquisition, espe-
cially related to parent-child interactions, but 
that’s when her focus started to shift a bit. 

“The students at the Ed School were not as 
interested in kids as young as two, which is the 
main target of that sort of research, and so they 
kind of dragged me into thinking about some-
what older kids,” Snow says. “But I was still very 
much not in any sense a literacy researcher.”

Geography also played a role. When she first 
got to Appian Way, she was squatting temporar-
ily in the office of Professor Courtney Cazden, a 
reading expert who had contributed to Sesame 
Street’s literacy curriculum and was on sabbati-
cal. (Snow would also put her stamp on Sesame, 
helping the show integrate Spanish and multi-
culturalism into the program.) The office was 
next door to Professor Jeanne Chall’s in Larsen. 
Chall was an iconic researcher whose 1967 book, 
Learning to Read: The Great Debate, was consid-
ered a landmark in the literacy world. She was 
also “a formidable, feisty human being,” Snow 
remembers, and one of the initial reasons Snow 
had no intention of wading into the fiery read-
ing wars that were raging across the education 
landscape — the same wars happening  now over 
the “right” way to teach reading, the same wars 
that Snow says have happened “every 20 years 
since the founding of the Republic.”

But back then in Larsen, Snow remembers 
that “Jeanne was on the phone regularly, yelling 

and screaming at people. And I thought to my-
self, oh my God, this reading business, this is a 
horrible field. People in this field are always en-
gaged in aggression and conflict and it really is 
not something I ever want to do.”

And at first, she didn’t, instead applying for 
grants from places like the Spencer Foundation 
to study the social psychology of language and 
from the Milton Fund to look at Spanish gram-
mar acquisition. She became the editor of Ap-
plied Psycholinguistics (for nearly two decades) 
and wrote books like Unfulfilled Expectations: 
Home and School Influences on Literacy. She au-
thored dozens of articles on topics ranging from 
bilingualism to parents as language teachers to 
English speakers’ acquisition of Dutch syntax. 

And then in the mid-1990s, Snow’s focus 
started to shift, in part because of TOM HEHIR, 
ED.D.’90, who would, a few years later, become 
one of Snow’s faculty colleagues at the Ed 
School. At the time, Hehir was an undersecre-
tary for special education in the Clinton Admin-
istration and had identified poor reading as the 
major determinant of classifying students as 
special needs and in need of special education. 

“He thought, well, we really ought to think 
about how to prevent the emergence of reading 
difficulties, some of which might of course be re-
lated to special needs, but some of which might 
be related to poor instruction or poor content,” 
Snow says.

In 1995, Hehir got his office to help fund a 
literacy study through the National Research 

Council. “I don’t know if you know how the Na-
tional Research Council operated, but when 
somebody in government decides that it needs 
advice about something,” Snow says, “they put 
together a study committee, and attempt to 
make that committee as neutral and balanced 
as possible, especially when it’s a situation that 
requires delicacy, as the reading wars definitely 
did at that time.”

The committee included what Snow calls 
“some heavy phonics people” (a method of 
teaching reading that matches sounds with let-
ters) and those who favored a “whole-language 
approach” (which prioritizes making meaning 
from words and sentences). When they went 
looking for a committee chair, they needed 
someone who hadn’t yet taken a side and hadn’t 
published anything on the topic of how “best” 
to teach reading.

Snow remembers that “every single legitimate 
reading researcher was already committed to 
one side or the other.” But she had been focus-
ing her research more on reading development, 
not specifically on reading instruction, and so 
she fit the bill. “I was kind of ideologically pure.”

For the next three years, Snow and the com-
mittee met, and then in 1998, they published a re-
port called Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children, which made the case that the majority 
of reading problems faced by adolescents and 
adults could have been avoided or resolved in 
the early years of childhood. The report also “re-
jected the simplistic dualism between phonics 

Snow Dates
The life and times of  
Catherine Snow

1966
Graduates from Oberlin 
with a degree in 
psychology. Her thesis 
is on the effects of 
luminance and contrast on 
contour dependent color 
aftereffects

1967
Earns a master’s from the 
Department of Psychology 
at McGill University, 
Montreal, Quebec

1969
Co-publishes her 
first journal article, 
“Conjunctive and 
disjunctive thinking in 
children,” in the Journal 
of Experimental Child 
Psychology 

1960s
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and whole language and raised new questions 
for fruitful inquiry and research,” wrote Profes-
sor James Kim in a chapter on the reading wars 
published in When Research Matters, a 2008 Har-
vard Education Press book edited by FREDER-
ICK HESS, ED.M.’90. 

   Snow says chairing that committee taught 
her a lot, not just about reading instruction, but 
also about how the reading wars were, for lack 
of a better word, mislabeled.

“I learned a huge amount about the research 
and the personalities in this field and the de-
gree to which adherence of the different points 
of view — although they thought they were in 
opposition to one another — actually agreed 
on about 90% of what they believed but exac-
erbated the 10% where they differed into major 
conflicts. Really, I thought extremely counterpro-
ductive conflicts,” she says. “This is sort of like 
what happens to political discussions today.”

The report was, by government and educa-
tion research standards, a blockbuster, with a 
wide distribution. State education commission-
ers across the country even asked their superin-
tendents to provide copies for every elementary 
school principal.

For Snow, however, the blockbuster report, 
and the research behind it, was only a first step, 
she says. On the day that Preventing Reading Dif-
ficulties in Young Children came out, she was in 
Washington, D.C., where she took part in a press 
conference and briefings to members of Con-
gress. It’s also where she dashed off a quick 
one-page memo that stated that while the re-
port focused on preventing reading difficulties 
up to grade three, that wasn’t enough. 

“If we have 100% success in preventing read-
ing difficulties up to grade three, we will not be 
generating success in the American education 
system,” she wrote in the memo. “There’s a huge 

amount to learn about language and literacy be-
yond grade three, and we ought to start to think 
about that right now.”

That memo became the basis for Snow’s next 
report, Reading for Understanding, which went be-
yond thinking that young readers needed simply 
to read words accurately and fluently. Compre-
hension was also critical.

Overall, it was these reports, and the research 
done to create them, Snow says, that “kind of 
got me involved in and interested in mecha-
nisms for improving vocabulary, for improv-
ing academic language, for improving the use 
of language in writing and in critical thinking. 
And that’s the work I’ve been doing for the last 
20 years or so.”

At Work
Along the way, Snow has been involved in many 
other influential research projects and studies in 
the field of language and literacy development 
that have impacted thousands and thousands 
of districts, schools, and students around the 
world. In fact, says Professor MEREDITH ROWE, 
ED.M.’99, ED.D.’03, “pretty much every five years 
or so she’s made a substantial theoretical or 
practical contribution to the field. And the 
unique thing about Catherine is that she’s con-
tributed to so many different areas and across 
different historical moments.” 

Rowe cites a long list of papers and projects, 
including what she calls “one of my favorites,” 

A :  P E O P L E

Snow co-wrote a preschool 
literacy curriculum for 
Scholastic featuring three 
puppets: Reggie the rhyming 
rhino, Leo the letter-loving 
lobster, and Nina the naming 
newt (not pictured), 2001

1971
Earns a Ph.D. from  
McGill’s Department  
of Psychology
—
Spends a year on the 
faculty of the University  
of Amsterdam

1972
Co-publishes her first 
book, Psycholinguistiek 
(Psycholinguistics) in 
Amsterdam 

1975
Spends a year as a 
visiting scientist in the 
Unit for Research on the 
Medical Applications of 
Psychology, University of 
Cambridge. A year later, 
her son is born

1978
Joins Harvard as a  
visiting associate professor 
at HGSE. It becomes 
official in 1980

1970
Moves to the Netherlands, becomes a research 
assistant at Erasmus University, Rotterdam

1970s
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a piece Snow authored on the role of school-
ing in children’s ability to provide formal word 
definitions. She also mentions Snow’s work with 
Boston Public Schools, where she developed 
the Word Generation curricula in 2009 to help 
students debate and use diverse vocabulary in 
classrooms. But Rowe, who had Snow as a doc-
toral adviser when she was a student at the Ed 
School, says Snow’s influence on the field goes 
beyond just projects and papers.

“It’s her larger perspective on the field, on the 
work, and her approach to the job that I ad-
mire and have learned the most from,” she says. 
Calling Snow a “selfless team player,” Rowe says  
“Catherine is infinitely curious about children’s 
language and literacy learning and about how to 
best promote it, with a focus on children’s social 
interactions with parents, teachers, and peers. 
She has addressed this issue from so many an-
gles and always seems to be one step ahead of 
the field. She is always pushing people to artic-
ulate why their work is important and what it 
adds. She is supportive yet also critical in the 
most helpful ways. And she has an uncanny abil-
ity to synthesize information extremely efficient-
ly and identify gaps or strengths.”

This uncanny ability is something that PAT-
RICK PROCTOR, ED.D.’05, a professor at Boston 
College, says he greatly appreciated when Snow 
was his doctoral adviser.

“When I was writing my dissertation, I’d send 
her a draft of something, and she would turn 
it around in a day or two max,” he says. “Now 

that I’m on this end of it, as a professor, I think, 
oh my God, how did she do that? And the feed-
back was always just incredible. It would never 
be extensive, but it would be perfectly placed 
and big-enough picture that it gave you freedom 
and guided you at the same time.”

That efficiency also worked well for YOUNG-
SUK GRACE KIM, ED.D.’07, an education professor 
at the University of California, Irvine. Kim de-
scribes her first impression of Snow as a “com-
manding presence,” someone who “cut straight 
to the point without any unnecessary detours.” 

This straightforward communication style 
didn’t work for all students, of course. As Snow 
wrote in an online tribute piece about Profes-
sor Bob Selman when he retired in 2021, “I want 
to thank him for all the times over the years in 
which he was there in his office on the sixth floor 
so I could send students who burst into tears in 
my office on the third floor up to him because 
he knew how to deal with weakened students 
much better than I did.”

For Kim, in time, “Catherine became a guid-
ing and stabilizing figure as a doctoral advis-
er, quite akin to the father figure in my cultural 
context,” she says. “Growing up in Korea, the 
father often embodied stability and direction 
within the household.” This extended to her re-
search, too. “Despite my dissertation work fo-
cusing on phonological awareness, which was 
not her primary area of expertise, Catherine’s 
extensive work on language development had 
a significant influence on my research.” 

Snow’s research was also why Patrick Proc-
tor initially decided to come to the Ed School. 
His father, a superintendent in Connecticut, sent 
him an op-ed that Snow had written in 1997 for 
The Boston Globe on the rationale for bilingual ed-
ucation instruction for teaching native language. 
“I read it, and I was like, oh, I think I have to go 
study with her,” he says. 

After she became his adviser, “she was very 
hands off, which for me was perfect,” he says. 
“I had a kid and a family life. She clearly trust-
ed me to do the work that needed to be done. I 
think her perspective was until I have a reason 
not to trust him, then I trust him. It was a sort 
of extrinsic motivator for me. Like, all right, she 
trusts me. I better do a good job.”

Professor PAOLA UCCELLI, ED.D.’03, felt the 
same trust when Snow was her adviser. (And 
adds that she has never seen Snow stressed out, 
“Not even once!”)

“Working with Catherine has always meant 
having exceptional freedom for my ideas and 
projects while getting the most insightful and 
immediate feedback from her,” she says. Part 
of that could be in the way Snow approaches 
her own work, Uccelli says. “Big ideas and big 
problems, more than what she considers irrel-
evant details, occupy her mind and illuminate 
the world of educational research and practice.”

MARIELA PAEZ, ED.M.’96, ED.D.’01, an associate 
professor of education at Boston College, says 
she appreciates that Snow’s mentorship doesn’t 
end when you graduate from the Ed School.

1983
Co-founds the Child 
Language Data Exchange 
System, a central  
repository of transcripts 
and media data collected 
from conversations  
with children

1984
Becomes editor of  
Applied Psycholinguistics 
(until 2002), with  
John Locke

1987
Receives tenure, becomes 
full professor

1990
Serves as HGSE’s
academic dean

1991
Fills in as acting dean  
for a year after Patricia 
Graham, the school’s first 
female dean, steps down

1990s1980s

“ Pretty much every five years or so  
she’s made a substantial theoretical or practical  
contribution to the field.”
PR O FES S O R M E R E D I T H R OWE, E D. M .’ 99, E D. D.’03

HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   9HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   9 10/29/24   2:28 PM10/29/24   2:28 PM



P
H

O
T

O
 C

R
ED

IT

1 0   

P
H

O
T

O
 C

R
ED

IT

P
H

O
T

O
 C

R
ED

IT

“Every single legitimate reading  
researcher was already committed to one 

side or the other… 
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…I was kind of ideologically pure.”
CAT H E R I N E S N OW
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 “Everybody knows about the scholarly prow-
ess of Dr. Snow, but what people may not realize 
is that she shows the same dedication to mento-
ring and developing new scholars in the field,” 
she says. “When I first started as an assistant 
professor at Boston College, I was overwhelmed 
with the responsibilities of my position. I con-
tacted her, and we met one afternoon at one of 
her favorite Indian restaurants in Brookline to 
discuss my new role. We discussed everything 
from attending faculty meetings to keeping my 
research program going, and she had excellent 
advice for how to approach academia and grow 
in the areas of research, teaching, and service 
to make tenure as a professor. She has been a 
source of inspiration and continues to champi-
on my success in academia.” This includes serv-
ing on advisory board panels for Paez’s projects, 
citing Paez’s work in her own research, and in-
viting Paez to present in her classes.

At Home
Perhaps one of the people Snow has influenced 
the most career-wise is her son, Nathaniel Baum-
Snow, an economics professor at the University 
of Toronto. “He took a path in between neurosci-
ence, which is what his father does, and human 
psychology, which is what I do,” says Snow.

Says Baum-Snow, “Growing up, she constant-
ly challenged me to think hard and analytically 
about topics of broad importance. This is some-
thing I enjoy doing and aspire to continue with 

throughout my life. The paradigm put forth by 
the field of economics is the most intellectually 
rewarding avenue I found to continue to improve 
my understanding of the world and perhaps help 
it to function just a little bit better. Observing my 
mom also gave me some tacit knowledge and in-
tuition that has helped me greatly in navigating 
the world of academia.” For example, he says, “I 
learned that it is impossible to do this job well 
without immersing yourself in it. Being an aca-
demic is not a 9-to-5 job, but instead it is a way 
of life.”

Baum-Snow saw this firsthand, at an early 
age. “When I was a child, Mom was always sur-
rounded by her work. Before computers were 
widespread, she would always bring home big 
stacks of papers to read. These were drafts of 
qualifying proposals and dissertation chapters 
written by her students. Once she got a laptop, 
it was always out in the kitchen as she was both 
making dinner and getting caught up on work 
at the same time. She was ahead of her time in 
these ways, as this integration of work with life 
has become much more widespread in recent 
years across so many professions.”

That integration with life also taught Baum-
Snow about the larger world. 

“She would throw big parties at our house 
for her students, usually once or twice a year, 
and make a point of inviting some students and/
or visiting researchers from abroad every year 
at Thanksgiving,” he says. “Every year we had a 
few people from around the world eating with 

us and around the house. I learned so much from 
these experiences about how people from dif-
ferent backgrounds approach life differently.”

When told that her son, in an article for Ari-
zona State University, had also described her as 
a serious person, “with seriousness either in her 
genes or her upbringing or both,” Snow seems 
intrigued — and perplexed.

“I think almost everything you could say 
about somebody is probably genes and upbring-
ing, but the real question is, what’s the alterna-
tive to serious?” she says. “If you mean serious in 
the sense of not focused on trivialities, I guess I 
would agree. I don’t have a lot of tolerance for 
small talk. For example, I never get my hair done. 
I can’t stand the conversations one needs to en-
gage in for that.

“But if you mean serious as not funny, I would 
be deeply offended because I actually think I’m 
often quite funny,” she says. “I do think the only 

Sharing her love of  
reading, 2001

1995
Chairs the National 
Research Council 
Committee on Prevention 
of Reading Difficulties

1998
Publishes Preventing 
Reading Difficulties in 
Young Children

1999
Becomes president of 
the American Educational 
Research Association

2003
Gets an honorary  
degree from the University 
of Nijmegen
—
Five years later (2008), 
receives honorary  
degree from the University 
of Oslo

2004
Wins student-nominated 
Morningstar Family 
Teaching Award at HGSE
—
Publishes Reading 
Next with the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York

1990s 2000s
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“ I do think the only real pedagogical skill  
I have is to use humor as a way of looking at  
the other side of things.”

T
O

N
Y

 R
IN

A
LD

O

JILL A
N

D
ER

S
O

N

real pedagogical skill I have is to use humor as 
a way of looking at the other side of things. 
Pushing people to be too serious means taking 
things on faith, and I don’t think we should be 
encouraging our students to take things on faith. 
We should be encouraging them to turn things 
around and upside down and see what the alter-
natives are. But let’s assume he meant serious in 
the sense of not focused on trivialities.” 

Snow may not tolerate the social act of get-
ting her hair done, but no story about her would 
be complete without mentioning her well-known 
flair for fashion.

“Catherine is renowned for her distinctive 
and stylish fashion sense, often donning fedo-
ra hats and short skirts paired with stockings 
featuring interesting and unique patterns,” says 
Grace Kim. “She is the only female who looks so 
awesome in fedora hats. In fact, over the two de-
cades that I have known her, I can distinctly re-
call seeing her wear a pair of pants only once!” 
During a centennial celebration on campus in 
2020, Grace Kim remembers honoring Snow’s 
fashion sense. “Several of us decided to join in 
the fun by wearing skirts with unique stockings 
ourselves,” she says. “It’s a cherished memory 
that vividly captures the camaraderie and play-
ful spirit Catherine inspired among us.”

After 45 years at the Ed School, Snow is get-
ting ready to retire from teaching at the end of 
this academic year. She’ll stay on as an emeri-
tus research professor, and move from her big 
office in Larsen to a smaller space on campus. 

“It’s so despressing to look around and think, 
what am I going to do with all of this sh**?” 
she says. For now, though, Snow has become 
a self-described utility outfielder for the Litera-
cy and Languages concentration, which she co-
chairs. Last year, when Uccelli was on sabbatical, 
she taught her module. This spring, when Rowe 
goes on sabbatical, Snow will teach her course 
on child language. Ironically, she points out, this 
was originally her course, before Rowe adopted 
it. “It’s still the topics and the focus of the course 
that I used to teach 20 years ago,” Snow says, “so 
it’s kind of coming full circle.”

These days, she’s also circling back to the 
reading wars, which flared up again just after 
the pandemic, especially with the release of a 
podcast series on American Public Media that 

raised alarms about a literacy crisis. (Snow says 
she didn’t have enough blood pressure medica-
tion to listen to the whole series.) She’s surprised 
by the degree to which people are willing to in-
voke a literacy crisis, she says, when national 
reading scores have slowly grown. And while 
students do need phonics instruction — one 
of the concerns raised by the series and oth-
ers who worry schools aren’t doing it enough —
Snow says students don’t need hours and hours 
of phonics work every day. It needs to be a bal-
ance with whole-language work, she says.

And that balance is doable — and we can 
teach students to read. As she said in a recent 
Harvard Magazine interview, “It’s not such a com-
plicated thing to do. But people really want to 
go on fighting about this.” 

Speaking to students at 
Welcome Day, 2023

2005
In collaboration with 
Boston Public Schools and 
the Strategic Education 
Research Partnership, 
creates the Word 
Generation curriculum  
for middle school 
classrooms

2025
Retires after  
45 years at HGSE

PR O FES S O R CAT H E R I N E S N OW
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Can Research Actually Be 
Practical, Not Just Publishable?

AT  W O R K

One alum shows that the answer is yes  

Story by Lory Hough

“I’m driven by  
research questions 

that are rooted in 
actual problems of 
practice that need 

to be solved by 
practitioners.”

TARA NICOLA

When TA R A N I C O L A , E D. M .’ 2 0, 
PH.D.’23, begins her research, she 
intentionally keeps something im-
portant in mind: The work will be 
most useful if it gets into the hands 
of those who really need it.

“I’m driven by research questions 
that are rooted in actual problems 
of practice that need to be solved by 
practitioners,” she says. “A big goal 
of mine is to produce findings that 
actually get back to practitioners. 
People often don’t have access to 
research or to journal articles.”

It’s a goal that Nicola is already 
meeting. In the past, her research 
has included helping schools build 
counseling programs that are not 
just bigger, but better for student 
needs. She also analyzed high 
school recommendation letters 
and came up with ways for schools 
to revamp what’s written to make 
the letters more equitable for col-
lege-bound students. 

Nicola’s latest research tack-
les how to better support school 
counselors in producing school 
profiles — an often overlooked but 
important document that students 
include with their college applica-
tions and admissions officers use to 
evaluate students who apply.

“Research on school profiles in 
a journal is meaningless,” she says, 
“if the people who actually create 
the profiles and interact with them 
can’t read the research.”

One way that she’s getting the 
work out there, especially to school 
counselors across the country, is 
by partnering with Making Caring 
Common (MCC) and their new 
School Profile Project.

“When I first saw Dr. Nicola’s re-
search on school profiles, I knew I 

wanted to collaborate right away,” 
says Trisha Ross Anderson, MCC’s 
college admissions program direc-
tor. “Not only was the work critical 
to improving holistic review and eq-
uity in admissions, but her research 
was practical and immediately ac-
tionable. Almost all of Dr. Nicola’s re-
search-based suggestions of factors 
to include in the profile were things 
that counselors could include if they 
knew that these factors greatly mat-
tered to admission decisions.”

Based on Nicola’s work, MCC is 
offering free online editable tem-
plates, advice from counselors on 
approaching challenges, specifics 
on what should be included, and 
sample school profiles. In Septem-
ber, MCC offered two profile webi-
nars for school counselors.

Nicola first learned about the 
need for schools to rethink their 
school profiles when she was part 
of the research team at the Na-
tional Association for College Ad-
mission Counseling, just before 
she started as a student at the Ed 
School a few years ago. 

“We collected profiles from all 
different high schools across the 
country,” she says. “That was my 
first foray into looking at profiles 
and I was just shocked at the dispar-
ities across them. You’ll have pro-
files that are five or six pages long, 
professionally designed, beautiful 
works of art. And then I had one 
from a school that was barely a page 
with Microsoft clip art. I didn’t even 
know that clip art was still in exis-
tence. It was shocking that both of 
these were being submitted to col-
leges.” Unfortunately, she realized, 
“no one was really paying much at-
tention to school profiles beyond 

1 4  P H OTO G R A P H  BY  W I N KY  L E W I S

Tara Nicola
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the admissions folks who were read-
ing them on a daily basis.”

Part of the problem is that high 
school counselors don’t have ac-
cess to all the data they need to 
write stronger profiles, or they 
don’t have the time or bandwidth. 
But Nicola says high schools need 
to realize that their school profile 
is important because it provides 
colleges with critical behind-the-
scenes information. 

“The school profile helps col-
leges understand the context be-
hind a student’s grades, to be able 
to better interpret the transcript, 
and also just other portions of the 
student’s application,” she says.

A basic profile usually includes 
a description of coursework of-
fered and student demographics, 
like school size. Most are missing 
the more in-depth information that 
can put a student’s experience and 
environment into context. For ex-
ample, a deeper profile might ex-
plain that the school doesn’t have 
money to fund afterschool clubs, 
which could explain why a student 
applicant isn’t listing extracurric-

ular activities. Noting that a high 
school is in a remote rural area “can 
be helpful to the admissions read-
er to know that the school actually 
is isolated from potential opportu-
nities for the student,” Nicola says. 
Explanations around course limita-
tions or rules set by district poli-
cies also help with context. “Your 
school can have 20 AP courses, but 
if you limit students to only taking 
four APs, then your students can re-
ally only take four,” she says.

Of course, she says, school pro-
files don’t need to be super long.

“I have talked with a lot of ad-
missions folks over the years and 
from my conversations with them, 
including as part of the study, they 
didn’t necessarily want a five- or 
six-pager,” she says. “They’re nor-
mally going into these documents 
to look for very specific pieces of 
information. They want to be able 
to find it quickly.”

Thinking about her work mov-
ing forward, Nicola says she plans 
on continuing to put out research 
that is publishable and practical, 
especially with her new job as a 

senior data scientist with the non-
profit Common App organization.

“The Common App has been 
building out its research team 
over the past year and is really in-
terested in expanding the amount 
of public-facing work that we’re 
able to share,” she says. “We have 
all the data from many years that 
students submit, that counselors 
submit, and that teachers submit.”

The goal is to make more of that 
data digestible, and not just to the 
guidance counselors and college 
enrollment managers who typi-
cally work with the organization, 
but also to students, parents, and 
others who visit the Common App 
website and want to learn about 
the admissions process.

Does she ever imagine turning 
all of her usable research into a us-
able book?

“A book is a possibility for the 
future,” she says. “There’s just so 
much appetite for this sort of us-
able information that addition-
al work is necessary, but I think it 
would be very appreciated within 
the field.” 

“The school profile helps 
colleges understand 
the context behind a 

student’s grades, to be 
able to better interpret 
the transcript, and also 

just other portions of the 
student’s application.”

TARA NICOLA
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Plus a Fulbright, Annie, and a promised dog

Story by Lory Hough

During the summer of 2022, while 
still a student at the New England 
Conservatory, ZION DYSON, 
ED.M.’24, piloted a music program 
for children living in Prey Touch 
Commune, a rural community in 
Cambodia. It was such a great ex-
perience that she made it a goal to 
one day return and expand the pro-
gram. This academic year, thanks to 
winning a Fulbright scholarship (one 
of three from the Ed School), that’s 
exactly what Dyson is doing. 

You started thinking about the 
Fulbright while you were at the Ed 
School, correct? 
I considered applying as either an 
English teaching assistant or student 
researcher. Through HGSE Fulbright 
panels, I learned that the research/
study award would give me the 
freedom and support to continue 
working on my project. However, as 
the application deadline grew clos-
er, I became unsure about applying. 
My HGSE graduation would mark 
my first time in “the real world,” my 
first time out of school, and I wasn’t 
sure if I should prioritize the Ful-
bright over beginning my career in 
the United States. I brought this up 
at my first meeting with Tricia, my 
Student-Alumni Mentoring Initiative 
(SAMI) mentor, and she enthusiasti-
cally encouraged me to apply. 

Tell us about the original music  
program that you created.
I worked with a colleague to pilot 
music integration into an English 
language program for three weeks. 
The program serves around 400 
students in grades 3–12. Students 
in this community do not have ac-
cess to music education in school 

or extracurricular programs, and 
we wanted to address this need 
through music integration. We 
taught nursery rhymes and rhythm 
games to students to improve their 
awareness of prosody, the patterns 
of stress and intonation in language. 
We also taught music lessons to the 
English language teachers so they 
could use music in their classes. 

  
How are you expanding this work 
with the Fulbright? 
While the pilot was successful, we 
realized that our goal of creating 
a self-sustaining music integration 
program was more challenging than 
we once thought. One teacher, 
Vichet, now frequently includes 
music in his classes, and he says it 
makes learning much more enjoy-
able for his students. However, the 
other teachers require additional 
professional development to be-
come comfortable implementing 
music. We also noticed additional 
problems of practice that could not 
be addressed through music inte-
gration: reliance on rote learning, 
limited opportunities for students 
to practice conversational English, 
and the need for culturally relevant 
teaching materials. With this  
Fulbright ... we will study student 
and teacher experience in the 
program and consider methods of 
change. We will also learn about 
Cambodian music and arts practic-
es and consider ways to integrate 
culturally sustaining arts into the 
English language program. 

Stepping back, what made you de-
cide to apply to HGSE after gradu-
ating from the conservatory?
I studied jazz vocal performance 

with a music-in-education concen-
tration. The head of the program 
was current HGSE Ph.D. student 
JOSH GILBERT, ED.M.’17, an NEC 
and HGSE alum. His courses were 
life changing. I learned about music 
integration, when music is taught 
alongside other subjects to in-
crease student engagement and 
understanding. Thinking back to the 
meaningful music-integrated expe-
riences in high school and college, I 
wondered how I could make music 
integration a central part of my ca-
reer. Josh recommended I pursue 
a master’s degree in education. I 
researched graduate programs and 
found that HGSE would give me the 
freedom I needed to explore this 
and other topics through its Human 
Development and Education  
Program with an Arts and Learning 
Concentration. Seeing Josh 
 as a role model gave me 
the confidence to apply, 
and I’m so glad I did!

 
You’ve been perform-
ing for a long time.
I have been a perform-
er since kindergar-

ten. My elementary school had an 
incredible music and arts program. 
Every year, each grade performed 
an original musical, with a script and 
songs written by the music teach-
er. In second grade, I joined the 
glee club, where I sang my first solo, 
surprising my family with “Great 
Green Globs of Greasy Grimy Go-
pher Guts.” Then, in fifth grade, my 
parents encouraged me to audition 
for a local junior theatre production 
of Annie. I only agreed when they 
promised to get me a puppy if I was 
cast as the titular role. They were 
just as shocked as I was when we 
found out I would be playing Annie. 
This show changed my life, and I 
have been a performer (and dog 
owner) ever since. 

Zion Dyson
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‘ Economic Connectedness’ 
and Classroom Interactions

S T U DY  S K I L L S

Could more AP courses help with cross-income interactions?

Story by Lory Hough

Back in 2022, Harvard professor Raj 
Chetty released a new report about 
the deep connection between 
friendship and economic mobility. 
Drawing on a massive dataset of 
more than 72 million social media 
users, Chetty found that people 
tend to befriend others with simi-
lar incomes. Chetty also found that 
when low-income children grow up 
in communities with what he calls 
“economic connectedness,” mean-
ing they have connections with 
people from other socio-economic 
groups, they are much more likely 
to rise out of poverty.

When Ph.D. student Farah Mal-
lah learned about Chetty’s work, 
she knew it would help her own re-
search on income and education. 

“I read his work, and it made me 
think about the role of schools in 
helping or hindering cross-class in-
teractions,” she says. “I wanted to 
understand what school policies 
impact cross-income interactions 
from forming.” As she writes in a re-
lated paper that she’s working on, 
“The strong relationship between 
cross-income friendships and long-
term outcomes leads to the ques-
tion: Can we do anything about it? 
How schools are organized could 
make it easier or harder for friend-
ships to form between lower- and 
upper-income students.”

Mallah started looking into one 
area where students interact (or 
don’t) in schools: the classroom. 
In particular, she looked at what 
impact adding an AP class would 
have on cross-income interactions.

Using data from Texas state 
administrators that spanned from 
2004 to 2022, and with a disserta-
tion grant from the Russell Sage 

Foundation, Mallah was able to 
look at the exact classes that stu-
dents in grades 5 to 12 were taking. 
She found that the likelihood that 
lower-income students were ex-
posed to upper-income students 
was low. On average, she writes, 
“the typical (median) lower-income 
student goes through grades 5 to 12 
having one-tenth the share of up-
per-income classmates as their up-
per-income counterparts, and one 
in every five lower-income students 
has a share of upper-income class-
mates smaller than 1%.” 

This lack of exposure that lower- 
and higher-income students have 
to one another — the economic 
connectedness that Chetty noted 
— makes it difficult for students to 
form cross-income friendships.

But Mallah found that adding 
an AP class in a school helps in-
crease that exposure, although it 
varies by subject. With math, where 
enrollment in an AP course often 
depends on prior preparation, 
“lower-income students may be less 
likely to benefit from the addition 
of an AP course,” she says. “The in-
crease in the exposure to higher-in-
come students is mainly driven by 
three subject areas: science, foreign 
language, and fine arts.”

She also found that analyzing 
students is difficult because so 
many things can affect outcomes. 
For example, a great biology teach-
er might join a school and add a 
new AP course. 

“Then the question is, are low-
er-income students taking science 
courses and exposed to higher-in-
come students because of the great 
biology teacher or because now 
there is an AP course offered?”

Reflecting on the equity work 
she is doing, Mallah says her inter-
est goes beyond just simply the re-
search. It’s also personal.  

“I didn’t grow up in the United 
States. I moved around a lot, across 
the Middle East,” she says. “I’m orig-
inally Jordanian with Palestinian 
heritage, and have lived in Saudia 
Arabia, Bahrain, Dubai. My parents 
spent more than their savings to get 
us through private schools. I ended 
up getting a merit scholarship to 
Georgetown in Qatar,” where she 
majored in international econom-
ics and joined an organization that 
taught English to immigrant cam-
pus workers. Unfortunately, she 
says many of her peers growing up 
were not as lucky with their school-
ing options, which has fed her pas-
sion for equity in education. 

“I really think it was education 
that allowed me to be where I am 
today,” she says, and helping oth-
ers access similar paths has be-
come a life philosophy. “If you’re 
blessed with something, the least 
you can do is help your communi-
ty, as cheesy as that might sound. 
These interactions” — studying 
low-income students and helping 
immigrants —“have shaped the way 
I think about economic mobility 
and have broadened my horizons.”  

Mallah hopes to continue this 
work beyond just one paper. She 
also wants to find ways to get her 
work out to those who would ben-
efit the most.

“A goal of mine is to be able to 
uncover what we don’t know and 
share those findings broadly,” she 
says. “And, of course, speak to 
more than other academics about 
the work.” 

“The strong relationship  
between cross-income  

friendships and long-term 
outcomes leads to  

the question: Can we do  
anything about it?”

FARAH MALLAH
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Heavy Metal Harvard
R E C E S S

From The Boneyard to Harvard Yard

Story by Lory Hough

Lecturer Candice Crawford-Zakian 
remembers writing her first song. 
She was in elementary school and 
scribbled lyrics in the back of How 
Things Work, a book she had in her 
bedroom in Washington, D.C.

“It was an acapella, Sweet Honey 
in the Rock-type of song,” she says, 
referring to the all-Black female 
ensemble that started in the early 
1970s. “My mother used to love 
Sweet Honey in the Rock and would 
listen to them every morning.” 

When she turned 12, she decid-
ed that music would be her future. 

“I was a huge Gloria Estefan 
fan,” she says. “I said to my parents, 
I want to be a songwriter.”

She continued to write, adding 
poetry and essays to the mix, and 
by the time she got to high school, 
she considered joining a band.

“I was very much into the alter-
native rock scene. Pearl Jam, Alice 
in Chains,” she says. “But given that 
I’m a Black female, and at that time, 
rock and hip-hop were very racially 
divided, it was hard for me to find 
people to play with. I didn’t start 
playing and actively participating 
in music until probably about 24.”

That’s when she joined her first 
“real” band, Red Pill Down, an alter-
native metal band that toured up 
and down the East Coast. 

“I was singing and screaming,” 
she says. “I’m sure it was interesting 
to see a short Black young woman 
with these white guys in the early 
2000s.” The band eventually “im-
ploded,” she says, “as bands often 
do.” She stayed in the music world, 
though, working as a production 
assistant for an XM radio station.

“The cool thing about XM was 
they were really focused on crafting 

a whole sonic experience with each 
channel as opposed to traditional 
radio,” she says, meaning channels 
covered full artist catalogs. “On The 
Boneyard, the show I worked on, 
one of the classic artists would be 
Ozzy Osborne, but as opposed to 
only playing the hits that came out 
of Black Sabbath or Ozzy, we would 
go deep into the whole album col-
lection. When you’re listening, you 
feel like you’re having more of an 
immersive experience. Today, if 
you listen to the same channel for 
more than 30 minutes, you’re going 
to hear the same song again.”

Eventually, Crawford-Zakian 
joined other bands, ranging from 
jazz to acoustic pop, and start-
ed doing solo work, including an 
alt-blues album she’s currently re-
cording at Mad Oak Studios in Bos-
ton, where other musicians like 
Levon Helm and Aerosmith have 
recorded. She also shifted gears 
career-wise after attending a lead-
ership development conference on 
unconscious group dynamics.

“It blew my mind,” she says. She 
applied to grad school and attend-
ed George Washington University, 
where she learned about psycho-
analytic theory and leadership. 
She ended up teaching at the Ed 
School, specializing in leadership 
development and organizational 
dynamics courses for students in 
the Ed.L.D. Program.

Crawford-Zakian has shifted 
gears again, this time at home, with 
a new baby. Asked if her little one is 
decked out in band tees, she laughs. 
“I’ve been more preoccupied with 
reliving my own childhood,” she 
says. “I put her in a Cabbage Patch 
Kids onesie, instead.” 

“I was singing  
and screaming.”

CANDICE  
CRAWFORD- 

ZAKIAN

Candice Crawford-Zakian  
at Mad Oak Studios in Boston
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“I loved reading Sandra Boynton’s Moo,
Baa, La La La! to my son. It was the first book  

to make him giggle uncontrollably.”

LECTURER DAVID DOCKTERMAN ( S E E P.  32)
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What does it take to make a successful education podcast?  
Mix two educators, a weekly dose of wisdom, and a clever chicken- 
related name and see what happens

Story by Grace Tatter, Ed.M.’18 
Illustrations by Hélène Builly
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and about a decade before pod-
casting as a medium even existed.

In a series of speeches given 
across much of the English-speak-
ing world throughout the 1990s, 
John Abbott, founder of the 21st 
Century Learning Initiative, posed 
a question: “Do we want our chil-
dren to grow up as battery hens, or 
free range chickens?” 

Battery hens are egg-laying 
chickens that for their whole lives 

range chickens, however, are adapt-
able. If the unpredictable happens, 
they are more likely to survive. More 
than that, Abbott believed, they are 
more likely to thrive.

Abbott’s point — that schools 
should prepare students to adapt 
to circumstances we cannot even 
imagine — heavily informed Allen’s 
work as British Columbia’s super-
intendent of learning, as he shep-
herded through a province-wide 
overhaul of curriculum, a multi-year 
process that required a substantive 
shift in culture and priorities from 
the Ministry of Education to indi-
vidual classrooms.

This free-range concept also 
dovetailed nicely with Mehta’s re-
search on deeper learning, which 
describes the skills and knowl-
edge required for students to thrive 
both individually and as citizens. 
So, when Allen and Mehta were 
deciding what to name their pod-
cast, which would delve into similar 
ideas about learning and educa-
tion, Allen make a suggestion: Free 
Range Chickens.

“Jal wisely said, ‘Well, people 
might get the wrong idea because 
… don’t we eventually kill and eat 
the chickens?’” Allen recalls of the 
conversation. They went instead 
with Free Range Humans.

Meeting of Minds
Nearly four years later, Allen and 
Mehta have produced 66 episodes 
and counting, with plans for many 
more episodes to come. But that 
the two educators would host a 
podcast together — or even meet 
— was not inevitable. Most of Meh-
ta’s research has focused on Amer-

B :  I D E A S

are confined to cages on factory 
farms. Abbott posited that they 
are cheaper for a farmer to raise 
than their free-range counterparts. 
Battery hens are often overfed, and 
their cramped-caged existence ren-
ders them nearly incapable of flight, 
or even standing. They have no de-
fense against predators or adverse 
circumstances should they escape 
or should anything unexpected 
compromise their habitat. Free-

The name of Professor Jal Mehta (above left)  
and Rod Allen’s (right) podcast originated two  

decades before they would meet, 
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ican schools, and Allen had spent 
his entire career in British Colum-
bia. Allen had never even visited 
Appian Way until a Global Educa-
tion Innovation Initiative confer-
ence in 2017, in which policymakers, 
educators, and researchers from all 
over the world gathered at the Ed 
School to share ideas and lessons 
learned about 21st-century edu-
cation. By then, Allen had left the 
Ministry of Education to serve as a 
district superintendent, a role he’d 
held for decades before his govern-
ment post. 

Mehta remembers being instant-
ly impressed by Allen’s presenta-
tion, in which he discussed how 
his district employed indigenous el-
ders as paraprofessionals, expand-
ing the definition in his community 
of what it means to be an educator 
in public schools and made indige-
nous knowledge an important part 
of learning and teaching. 

 “His presentation was in color, 
and everybody else’s was in black 
and white, and I was like, ‘I want to 
work with that guy,’” Mehta remem-
bers thinking. 

One of Mehta’s students, AMELIA 
PETERSON, ED.M.’12, PH.D.’20, had 
anticipated this intellectual match 
between her professor and Allen 
while she was researching Brit-
ish Columbia’s curriculum reform. 
While Allen was in Cambridge, she 
arranged a one-on-one introduc-
tion. The two met in Mehta’s office, 
and from there, a steady collabora-
tive relationship was born. In 2018, 
Allen helped bring other Canadi-
an districts to the Deeper Learn-
ing Dozen, a community of practice 
for districts committed to making 
deeper learning opportunities more 

“You guys are to me the new Tom and Ray [of Car Talk],  
which is the highest praise I could offer anybody.”

RON BERGER, ED.M.’90

HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   27HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   27 10/29/24   2:29 PM10/29/24   2:29 PM



2 8  H A RVA R D  E D.

accessible for students and educa-
tors alike that Mehta co-founded 
with JOHN WATKINS, ED.D.’97.

But it wasn’t until the midst of 
the pandemic that Allen posed an 
invitation to Mehta via a comment 
in Google Docs. “Curious about a 
podcast?” he wrote.

Mehta, it turns out, was curi-
ous. The pandemic had caused 
a podcast boom. Creators didn’t 
have to leave their homes to start 
podcasts, and listeners were look-
ing for ways to stay engaged with 
ideas outside of their homes. A 
podcast also seemed particularly 
well-suited to two gregarious edu-
cators well-practiced at convening 
wide-ranging conversations. 

“I love to teach in dialogue with 
people; to me, the best part of 
teaching is that you never know 
what people are going to say,” 
Mehta says. He was mainlining 
longform podcasts himself, where 
the hosts were going in-depth on 
specific topics, unconstrained by 
the time limits of news radio. “We 
like to have those kinds of conver-
sations anyway,” Mehta says he re-
members thinking. “And so it just 
seemed like a good meeting point.”

They also knew what audience 
they were hoping to reach, Mehta 
says: “Someone who is dissatis-
fied in some way with the way that 
we currently do education and has 
some optimism or hope about what 
we might do instead.” 

Allen agrees. In his role at the 
Ministry of Education, he had 
worked with any group who even 
touched schools — educators work-
ing inside and outside of schools, 
parents, students, business own-
ers, politicians, and researchers. 

LOOKING FOR A NEW  
POD? JUMP IN WITH THESE  
FOUR EPISODES 
Interested in listening to Free Range Humans but don’t know where to start? You could  
start at the beginning with the first episode (June 10, 2021), when Jal Mehta and Rod Allen 
sat down with Denise Augustine, director of Aboriginal education and learner engagement 
at School District 79 Cowichan, in Duncan, British Columbia, Canada. The trio talked about 
family life during the pandemic, equity in education, and the importance of “knowledge 
keepers.” If you’d rather jump around the list of past episodes, here are a few suggestions 
from the hosts on good places to start.

Generative AI in Schools: Adopted vs. Arrived
JUSTIN REICH, ED.D.’12 , associate professor of digital media in the department of Compar-
ative Media Studies/Writing at MIT and the director of the Teaching Systems Lab, discussed 
what it means that generative AI has arrived in the education space.

Heart, Head, Hands
A conversation with Marshall Ganz, a lecturer at the Harvard Kennedy School, who  
talked about how the education system needs to take a page from the social movement  
and community organizing playbook when it comes to seeking real change.

Like Mother, Like Son?
A one-on-one conversation with Mehta and his mother, Louise Mehta, a former teacher and 
school leader, including an exploration of whether Louise is truly a “free range human.”  

“Just Tell the Damn Truth!” 
Jeff Duncan-Andrade, an associate professor at San Francisco State University, talked about 
how schools should be leveraging the pandemic to reinvent education and how, when it 
comes to the foundation of schools, we need to stop “ducking, dodging, and denying.”

B :  I D E A S
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And he was eager to incorporate 
their input into the reimagination 
of how schools in British Colum-
bia could work, essentially to instill 
a culture of deeper learning. Allen 
spent a year traveling across the 
province talking to “everyone and 
their dog” about how to transform 
learning. They all wanted students 
to love learning in the present and 
be prepared for an ever-changing 
world in the future, but there was 
healthy disagreement about the 
steps needed to realize that goal. 
Allen was imagining all of these var-
ied stakeholders as he and Mehta 
began developing their podcast. 
These potential listeners weren’t 
unilaterally on board with the ethos 
of deeper learning, “but they felt 
that they had a stake in us getting 
education right,” Allen says. Their 
podcast wouldn’t just be a vehicle 
to convert listeners to a specific 
vision of deeper learning. It would 
also be a means to listen to peo-
ple with different ideas, and to col-
laborate on new ideas, in real time. 
They had the name, Free Range Hu-
mans, and the mission: to explore 
“how we can make schools fit for 
human consumption.” 

Now, they just had to figure out 
how to put it all together.

The Ingredients
Podcasting has a reputation for 
having a low technical barri-
er of entry: a mic and Wi-Fi, and 
you can upload most anything to 
major podcasting platforms. How-
ever, making a podcast that peo-
ple want to listen to — where the 
guest’s audio is comprehensible 
and not distractingly noisy; where 

“We like to have those kinds of conversations anyway. 
And so it just seemed like a good meeting point.”

JAL MEHTA
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LIGHTNING ROUND

Curious what kinds of questions are asked 
in the popular lightning round at the end 
of most episodes? Some are serious and 
related to teaching and learning, while 
others are just fun, revealing something 
about the episode’s guest. Here are a few 
recent examples.

3 What’s something important that you 
learned working with other countries’ 
education systems?

3 Name one book, podcast, or movie that is 
spurring your thinking right now?

3 What’s the number one thing you want 
schools to get right?

3 Is there something you’re not good at?

3 What is one way you’re a true Texan?

3 Is there a technology you don’t feel totally 
comfortable using?

3 What’s one thing that lots of people in 
education think is right that you think is 
wrong?

3 I used to think...and now I think...

3 What field or domain should we be 
looking at in education for inspiration?

3 What’s one thing you’ve changed your 
mind about?

3 Where’s the best beer?

neither guests nor hosts are too 
rambley — that takes skill, and not 
only adept hosts, but a producer. 
Enter GINO BENIAMINO, ED.M.’09. 

Beniamino collaborated with 
Mehta while working at the Ed 
School from 2005 to 2014 as an in-
structional technologist; they were 
also teammates on the Ed Sox soft-
ball team, where Beniamino played 
shortstop. After leaving the Ed 
School, Beniamino started his own 
media production company. Mehta 
knew Beniamino could help take 
Free Range Humans from an idea in 
the margins of a Google Doc to a 
real podcast that people would re-
turn to week after week. Beniamino’s 
time helping Ed School professors 
navigate technology prepared him 
to set up guests for a podcast re-
cording, walking them through 
technical details that ensure they’ll 
sound professional quality, while 
keeping them at ease before the in-
terview begins. Beniamino then also 
smooths out the conversation after 
recording, taking care to snip filler 
words and any tangents.

“The difference between us 
having a conversation and hav-
ing a podcast is Gino,” Mehta says. 
“It wouldn’t sound like a podcast 
if it didn’t have Gino’s editing and 
music and so forth.”

Together, Allen, Mehta, and Be-
niamino have decided on their sig-
nature format: a conversation with 
an expert about an education issue, 
followed by a lightning round. Usu-
ally, either Allen or Mehta knows 
the guest before inviting them on 
the podcast, while the other one 
is often introduced to the guest 
during the recording. The result is 
a balance of trust that allows for 

the guest to feel comfortable going 
deep on challenging topics, and 
genuine curiosity. 

“We really strive in the podcast 
to be a conversation, not an inter-
view,” Allen said. The hosts have 
gotten less scripted as the show 
has developed. The result is a dy-
namic dialogue that makes the lis-
tener feel like they’re at the table, 
instead of in the audience of the 
lecture hall.

Mehta says that years in the 
classroom have helped cultivate 
the ability to make space for that 
kind of conversation.

“I think both Rod and I are pret-
ty comfortable looking for the in-
teresting part of what’s coming 
out,” Mehta says, “and if somebody 
says something that’s counterintui-
tive or compelling, building on that 
or going with that.”

Educators have to do this all of 
the time, Mehta says. “When you 
are teaching in an interactive way, 
you have a set of points or ideas 
that you’re hoping will get hit upon 
during the time that you have, but 
you also know that when there’s 
energy around a topic or an idea, 
you want to let that expand. And 
if something else has to contract, 
that’s okay.”

But the organic sound of the 
conversations that make for the 
meat of each episode belies the 
level of preparation involved. 

“My dad is a theater director, 
and he would have always said 
things that appear spontaneous are 
often the results of a lot of pretty 
careful planning,” Mehta says.

Before they get into the virtual 
recording studio, Mehta and Allen 
have listened to other interviews 

B :  I D E A S
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with their guest and familiarized 
themselves with the intricacies of 
the guest’s work, so they have the 
context to go deep. While, for the 
most part, a good conversation 
makes for a good podcast, there are 
some accommodations to make a 
recorded conversation more acces-
sible and enjoyable for an outside 
listener. In real life, Allen is wary to 
interrupt — perhaps, Mehta jokes, 
a byproduct of his Canadian-ness 
— and he’s learned that longwinded 
answers, even if impassioned and 
substantive, don’t always make for 
easy podcast listening.

Just as Beniamino helps prepare 
guests technically before hitting 
record, Allen and Mehta prepare 
them for the rhythm of the conver-
sation. Mehta coaches basketball, 
and says he draws from that well 
of skills for the podcast, as well. 
Conventional podcasting wisdom 
is that hearing the same person talk 
for more than a minute can make a 
multitasking listener zone out. So 
Mehta tells his guests they don’t 
have to make all their points at 
once: “Just pass the ball and trust 
that you’ll get it back.”

In keeping with Allen’s town-
hall vision, the nature of their 
guests’ work is varied. Through-
out the course of three seasons, 
they’ve hosted not only high-lev-
el officials and researchers, includ-
ing many of Mehta’s colleagues at 
the Ed School, but also high school 
students and teachers. They’re cre-
ative when thinking about the areas 
of their lives and networks to plumb 
for the show. They’ve even hosted 
Mehta’s mother, Louise Mehta, an 
experienced educator whose career 
included stints as a teacher, admin-

istrator, and associate of the Park 
School, an independent school in 
Baltimore, Maryland, whose com-
mitment to progressive education 
greatly influenced her son. Mehta 
says that his favorite guests tend 
to “wear their expertise lightly,” 
meaning that they’re willing to en-
gage with ideas they might not have 
encountered before. He knew that 
his mother had that in spades, and 
that she was unafraid of challeng-
ing him, which would make for a re-
warding listen, parent or not.

The diversity of their two work-
ing worlds makes for an interest-
ing mix of voices, Beniamino said. 
“They’re people that I would have 
never talked to or interacted with 
or had a chance to hear from, and 
they’ve found a way to bring these 
networks together in a space that’s 
really productive, I think, for educa-
tion as a whole.”

Just as important as their rela-
tionship with their guests is the co-
hosts relationship with each other.

RON BERGER, ED.M.’90, chief aca-
demic officer for the nonprofit EL 
Education, is a superfan of the pub-
lic radio program Car Talk, which 
won over a dedicated listenership 
due to the convivial rapport be-
tween its hosts, brothers Tom and 
the late Ray Magliozzi, who were 
known as Click and Clack.

Berger has been a repeat guest 
on Free Range Humans, as well as a 
co-host in a second-season episode 
in which he helped Allen interview 
Mehta. “You guys are to me the new 
Tom and Ray, which is the highest 
praise I could offer anybody,” Berg-
er told them during the episode. 
Just like Click and Clack, Mehta 
and Allen impart wisdom, but they 

also crack jokes. Sometimes they 
impart wisdom by cracking jokes. 
In many ways, their friendship is as 
central to the show as their educa-
tional expertise. 

Their dynamic isn’t the only way 
Click and Clack comes through in 
Free Range Humans. Mehta said in his 
interview with Berger and Allen that 
he often uses the Magliozzis as a 
way to explain the concept of deep-
er learning. People would call into 
Car Talk and ask a simple question 
about their car, like, “Why is it mak-
ing this weird sound?” The broth-
ers would ask follow-up questions 
about when the sound happens, 
at what speed, or in what weather 
conditions. The result, Mehta told 
Berger and Allen, was that “you’re 
witnessing a conversation between 
someone who has a deep under-
standing of a system and someone 
who can only see the symptoms of 
the system.” 

Similarly, in every episode of 
Free Range Humans, listeners are ex-
posed to hosts who understand 
the systems they’re talking about, 
but who are also endlessly refining 
their ideas and asking new ques-
tions. And as they quickly figure 
out, deeper learning isn’t just for 
children, but for learners of all ages 
— and makes for especially effective 
podcast hosts. 

“We really strive in the podcast to be  
a conversation, not an interview.”

ROD ALLEN

GRACE TATTER, ED.M.’18, is a  
writer based in New York. Her last  
piece in Ed. was about a documentary  
focused on teachers trying to make  
their classrooms more equitable
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What are you currently reading?

Finding Margaret Fuller: A Novel by 
Allison Pataki
 
What drew you to this book?

I’ve been part of the same book 
club for more than 15 years and 
Finding Margaret Fuller is our cur-
rent read. We earlier 
read a biography of 
Margaret Fuller, a pio-
neering American fem-
inist in the first half of 
the 19th century. This 
fictionalized version 
of her story provides 
a nuanced represen-
tation of her personal 
interactions with all 
kinds of leading au-
thors, intellectuals, and reformers 
of the time, much of it taking place 
in Boston, Cambridge, and Con-
cord. I am enjoying exploring the 
craft of historical fiction.
 
Your favorite book as a child?

My early childhood happened a 
long time ago. I mainly remember 
sitting in a rocking chair with my 
mother. I have a much easier time 
remembering my favorite book as 
the parent of a young child. I loved 
reading Sandra Boynton’s Moo, 
Baa, La La La! to my son. It was 
the first book to make him giggle 
uncontrollably. Sometimes the joy 
of reading as a child comes from 
being in the lap of a loved one.

What kind of reader were you? 

I enjoyed reading book series. 

Encyclopedia Brown, Hardy Boys, 
Marvel Comics, Doc Savage. A 
series provides both security and 
mystery. You know everything will 
eventually turn out okay, you just 
don’t know how. A series is also an 
old-fashioned way to gamify read-
ing, as you are compelled to prog-
ress through title after title.
 

You’re forming a new 
book group. Who 
would you invite?

I am happy to name 
the nine other peo-
ple in my current, 
long-standing book 
group. We were 
brought together 
by a common dear 
friend who was dying 

from cancer, and we’ve stayed to-
gether long after his passing. We 
come from different backgrounds 
and have complementary inter-
ests. We also have great connec-
tions that we’ve leveraged to get 
authors, including Walter Isaacson 
and Daniel Yergin, to join us virtu-
ally to discuss their books.
 
Where do you like reading? 

I am mostly a digital reader these 
days, although I often have a phys-
ical book on my bedside table. I 
might describe myself as an op-
portunistic reader. I listen to books 
and The Economist while walking, 
cooking, or cleaning. I read while 
sitting in buses, subways, trains, 
planes, boats, and cars. I also read 
on the couch and in bed, although 
my to-do list and exhaustion often 
truncate those experiences.

Do you have a favorite bookstore?

I love bookstores for their seren-
dipity. I also used to enjoy visiting 
the stacks in Gutman Library, back 
when you had to find the book you 
wanted yourself. You see unex-
pected titles, and a bookstore in 
Cambridge or Concord will display 
different titles than a bookstore in 
Chicago, Raleigh, or Dallas, let alone 
Helsinki, Dublin, or Cairo.

What’s next on your list?

I’m working my way through 
Mick Herron’s Slough House 
series. I still love series. I 
would read mysteries with my 
mother and thrillers with my 
father. For more intellectual 
stimulation ... books related 
to consciousness and the evo-
lution of the mind have taken 
the top spot.

On My Bookshelf
Lecturer David Dockterman,  
Ed.D.’88
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A Long Time Coming: 
A Lyrical Biography of 
Race in America from 
Ona Judge to Barack 
Obama

By Ray Anthony Shepard, 
M.A.T. ’71
(CALKINS CREEK PRESS, 2023)

In this YA novel, written 
in lyrical verse, Ray 
Anthony Shepard 
highlights the struggles 
of six Black Americans 
from different eras, 
including the country’s 
first Black president, 
Barack Obama; Ida B. 
Wells, an investigative 
journalist, activist, 
suffragette, and one 
of the founders of 
the NAACP; and Ona 
Judge, a former slave 
of George and Martha 
Washington who es-
caped to her freedom. 
A Long Time Coming is 
the third book written 
by Shepard, a former 
history teacher.

Hidden History of 
Cambridge & Harvard: 
Town & Gown

Jane Merrill, M.A.T.’71
(HISTORY PR, 2023) 

Split into four parts — 
the early years, becom-
ing the United States, 
the 19th century, and 
modern times — Hidden 
History is an historical 
look at the founding 
and growth of Harvard 
University and the city 
where it’s located. 
Within each of the 
chapters, author Jane 
Merrill shares the lesser 
known history of the 
city and college, such 
as student protests and 
school pranks over the 
years, and highlights 
more well-known 
aspects such as Hasty 
Pudding, the final clubs, 
the Arnold Arboretum, 
Harvard Square, and 
local bridges. 

Working with 
Humans: Tools 
You Didn’t Know 
You Needed for 
Conversations You 
Never Expected to 
Have

Laura Crandall, Ed.M.’09
(BANQUET PUBLISHING, 2023)

As Laura Crandall 
points out in Working 
with Humans, we all 
deal with situations 
at work that can be 
“concerning, confusing, 
or crazy-making.” At 
the root of this, she 
writes, is not having and 
not using tools that we 
need to communicate 
well with one another 
— despite being in what 
we call the Information 
Age. Access isn’t the 
issue. Our approach 
and how we communi-
cate is. Working with 
Humans offers the tools 
needed to help manage 
teams (and yourself), 
navigate tricky situa-
tions at work, and lead 
with humanity. 

AI and the Future of 
Education: Teaching 
in the Age of Artificial 
Intelligence

Priten Shah, Ed.M.’21
(JOHN WILEY & SONS, 2023)

Calling it a primer for 
educators to learn what 
artificial intelligence 
(AI) is and how students 
are using it, Priten Shah 
provides in AI and the 
Future of Education 
practical tips, tricks, 
and thought-provoking 
questions that educa-
tors can ask themselves 
as they weigh the 
opportunities, risks, 
and barriers AI brings 
to the classroom. She 
writes that while con-
cerns over plagiarism 
and cheating often 
dominate conversations 
about AI, with this new 
book, she wants to 
present a more optimis-
tic outlook at what AI 
can do for teaching and 
for learning. 

Black Matters: 
African American 
and African College 
Students and 
Graduates Tell Their 
Life Stories

Edited by Andrew Garrod, 
Ed.D.’82, and Robert 
Kilkenny, Ed.D.’92
(ROUTLEDGE, 2023)

In Black Matters, 
Andrew Garrod, a 
professor emeritus at 
Dartmouth College, 
and Robert Kilkenny, 
founder of the Alliance 
for Inclusion, pull 
together a collection 
of personal memoirs 
from 10 Black women 
and men, reflecting on 
their undergraduate ex-
perience at Dartmouth 
(plus four Dartmouth 
alumni looking back). 
As the book notes, the 
college’s Black student 
population hovers at 
around 6%. The essays 
include moments and 
events that transformed 
students’ academic, 
professional, and racial 
identities. 

Preserving Planet 
Earth: Changing 
Human Culture with 
Lessons from the Past

Jane Roland Martin, 
Ed.M.’56 
(ROUTLEDGE, 2024)

Preserving Planet Earth 
starts with a strong 
opening statement: 
“The red alert has 
sounded. Our planet’s 
natural environment 
is in distress and the 
reason is us.” As author 
Jane Roland Martin, a 
professor of philosophy 
emerita at UMass Bos-
ton writes, it’s not the 
birds or the polar bears 
responsible for climate 
change and water 
shortages — it’s humans 
who are destroying 
ecosystems and the 
world. Still, she writes, 
there is a lot people can 
do to positively move 
forward, including more 
of a focus on closing 
the knowledge and 
“doing” gaps.

6  N E W  B O O K S  F R O M  A L U M N I

Looking for past On My  
Bookshelf interviews? Go to gse. 
harvard.edu/ed/bookshelf
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The Write Kind of  
Programming

I N  T H E  F I E L D

Afterschool nonprofit gives New York City students an edge  
in becoming authors and podcasters 

Story by Andrew Bauld, Ed.M.’16

When the last school bell rings 
for the day, that’s when RACHAEL 
GAZDICK, ED.M.’99, gets to work.

Gazdick is the CEO of New York 
Edge, the largest provider of after-
school and summer camp program-
ming in New York City (NYC) and 
Long Island, which offers daily ac-
tivities for more than 25,000 stu-
dents across NYC’s five boroughs. 
Projects range from the arts to 
sports and wellness to college and 
career readiness.

Gazdick calls the 30-year-old 
nonprofit a “hidden gem” for the 
metropolitan area, and since tak-
ing over in 2019, she’s worked to 
elevate what afterschool time can 
look like by creating pathways for 
kids to imagine the kinds of adults 
they might become.

“I think we have to think of af-
terschool time as not just home-
work help or babysitting,” she says. 
“These are really structured activi-
ties that are accelerating kids to the 
next level, to professions and areas 
we want to see them in.”

It’s led to some amazing part-
nerships and opportunities for 
students in New York City, from 
the flag football team getting to 
play their final game at the stadi-
um where the New York Jets play, 
to getting to study up close a mu-
seum-quality replica of a Van Gogh 
work thanks to the Van Gogh Mu-
seum in Amsterdam.

But perhaps nowhere is 
Gazdick’s goal to show students 
what’s possible better illustrated 
than in her student book publish-
ing initiative. Inspired by a simi-
lar project Gazdick worked on as 
a faculty member at Syracuse Uni-
versity, New York Edge’s version 

teaches students how to write and 
think critically, “and get them ex-
cited about researching, writing, 
and thinking about what their sto-
ries are,” Gazdick says. “You see 
kids shine when they see how this 
could become a career, whether il-
lustration or writing or research.”

Middle school students work 
directly with award-winning chil-
dren’s book author Jesse Byrd to 
learn about the writing process be-
fore writing their own stories. They 
are also paired with professional il-
lustrators with different styles who 
illustrate the student books and 
bring them to life.

When they’re finished, the 
books are professionally published. 
This year, students celebrated with 
a book release celebration for fam-
ilies and classmates at the famed 
Strand Bookstore in Manhattan.

The program is in its third year 
and already has produced six books 
that are all available for sale, with 
five more in progress, but Gazdick 
has bigger aspirations. Her goal is 
to expand funding to provide ac-
cess to even more students and 
eventually to offer their own pub-
lishing company.

Getting to interact with profes-
sionals is an important part of what 
makes the organization so impact-
ful, and that theme is what drove 
New York Edge to also launch their 
own podcast, Formative. The pod-
cast features conversations be-
tween students and adults from 
an assortment of careers, includ-
ing a NASA astronaut, a Tony 
award-winning producer, and a 
New York congresswoman.

More than just getting to meet 
famous people, Gazdick wants stu-

dents to feel like they belong right 
alongside such accomplished indi-
viduals. It’s a philosophy she first 
honed through an adult literacy 
program she launched with Pro-
fessor Jeanne Chall while earning 
her master’s at the Ed School.

“I said to her, we need to bring 
adult learners on campus so they 
can see themselves here,” Gazdick 
says. As part of the program, 
Gazdick set up a pen pal project. 
One Ed School student spent the 
entire time emailing with a person 
Gazdick only described to her as an 
active duty servicemember.

“She wrote to him, and she was 
engaged, and I told her later that 
she had been writing to a general 
under Colin Powell,” Gazdick says, 
referring to the former U.S. secre-
tary of state.

Gazdick says the student was 
upset at first, saying she never 
would have sent [certain] questions 
to her pen pal if she had known 
who she was writing to, but the 
student also recognized the con-
fidence she had gained thanks to 
the experience.

It’s the same idea with New York 
Edge and its catalog of projects 
that provide students with the op-
portunities and most importantly, 
the same confidence, to make their 
dreams a reality.

“There’s one thing about learn-
ing,” she says. “There’s another 
about feeling like you belong in 
the space.” 

ANDREW BAULD, ED.M.’16,  
is a writer based in New York.  
His last Ed. piece profiled Patrick 
Tutwiler, Ed.M.’00
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A few of the 2024 student-
written books published by 
New York Edge
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We’re raising  
our children to 
just think, to just 
be stoic, to  
just want our  
autonomy,  
especially our 
boys and men.  
In such a culture, 
we disconnect 
from our own  
desires, our own 
needs, and the 
needs of others. 
And then we  
have a crisis of 
connection.

NIOBE WAY, ED.D.’94, during an episode of the Har-
vard EdCast, discussing how everyone, but espe-
cially boys in our culture, are taught to disconnect 
from their feelings and emotional sensitivity
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Different Voice Amplified 
CA M P U S

Editors at HER revisit Carol Gilligan’s groundbreaking essay

Story by Lory Hough

Last summer, a proposal landed on 
the editors’ desk at Harvard Educa-
tional Review (HER). Sent by RANDY 
TESTA, ED.M.’78, ED.D.’90, a former 
senior project manager at the Ed 
School, the proposal suggested 
doing something in a future issue 
to commemorate Carol Gilligan’s 
groundbreaking essay, “In a Dif-
ferent Voice,” which had first been 
published in HER’s December 1977 
issue. The piece argued that devel-
opmental theory has not given ad-
equate attention to the concerns 
and experience of women on many 
issues, including abortion.

It was a tricky proposition, given 
that when Gilligan first submitted 
the essay in 1977, it was rejected, 
twice, by HER editors before even-
tually running. But Testa felt it was 
the right time to revisit the original 
piece, which eventually became a 
book that became a bestseller.

“I pointed out the timeliness of 
addressing Gilligan’s essay ahead 
of its 45th anniversary and partic-
ularly on the heels of the Supreme 
Court’s then-recent Dobbs decision, 
which overturned Roe v. Wade” in 
2022, Testa says.

Luckily, this time, the HER edi-
torial staff responded with excite-
ment and agreed to publish six 
essays in their spring 2024 issue 
that were written by former stu-
dents of Gilligan, who taught at 
the Ed School for 15 years. The es-
says focused on the relevance of 
the 1977 essay for today, as well 
as its impact on the writers’ work. 
Testa, who was one of those stu-
dents, also suggested they rerun 
Gilligan’s original essay as a way to 
introduce her work to a new gener-
ation of students and readers. 

Caroline Tucker, a current Ph.D. 
student and HER co-editor, remem-
bers that the prospect of honoring 
Gilligan created a “buzz” among 
the journal student staff.

“The board found the subject 
matter incredibly relevant to the 
present moment,” she says. “Fur-
thermore, we were all curious to 
learn more about the history of HER 
and HGSE through working with 
Randy and the other authors. HER 
doesn’t reprint past pieces often, 
but the board felt that revisiting 
this piece and Gilligan’s commit-
ment to amplifying ‘different voices’ 
was aligned with our mission and 
worthwhile for our readers.”

Co-editor Kemeyawi Wahpepah, 
also a Ph.D. student, feels that Gilli-
gan’s essay, even years later, is still 
incredibly valuable for readers.

“Gilligan’s paradigm-shifting ar-
ticle highlighted how much we have 
to gain from actively engaging with 
marginalized perspectives,” she 
says. “At a moment when the au-
tonomy and safety of many people 
— including women and girls — is 
being challenged across the nation 
and the globe, it is more import-
ant than ever to center the voices 
of marginalized groups in our aca-
demic endeavors.”

It has also been important for 
Wahpepah personally.

“As a former teacher at a girls’ 
school, which emphasized the im-
portance of educational research 
on girls’ education and devel-
opment, I found Gilligan’s work 
extremely relevant to my own pro-
fessional experiences,” she says. 
“Furthermore, as a Native scholar 
who works to counteract the era-
sure of Native stories of attend-

ing school in the United States, I 
found that Gilligan’s firm insistence 
on taking marginalized voices seri-
ously within the field of education 
provided an inspiring and instruc-
tive model for my own work.”

Testa says that he reached out 
to Gilligan and she was happy to 
hear that her essay was finding a 
home again with HER. 

“I believe Carol is deeply grati-
fied to see her essay come full-cir-
cle, that is, initially looked with 
derision — ‘this is not social sci-
ence’ — to now being the subject 
of a special ‘symposium’ section of 
the Harvard Educational Review,” he 
says. “This re-instatement is also 
emblematic of what has happened 
to the field of women’s psycholo-
gy/development and to Carol’s re-
search and scholarship.” 
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3 Have you checked out the Ideas 
and Impact section of the Ed 
School’s website? It’s where we 
collect all of the stories that we 
create (written and recorded), 
including alumni profiles, Usable 
Knowledge pieces for practitioners, 
Ed. magazine stories, interviews 
from the EdCast podcast, and 
coverage of our Education Now 
webinar series. 
To get to Ideas and Impact, scan this QR code!

I L LU S T R AT I O N  BY  P I N G  Z H U  37

3 Graduates interested in taking 
a Professional Education Program 
course at the Ed School: the 
program offers a 25% discount to 
all Ed School degree graduates for 
select programs in early education, 
K-12, and higher education. Some 
programs are offered online, some  
in person.
Scan this QR code to learn more. When signing up, 
use “ALUM2025” to receive the discount.
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Practice

“I realized that at 44, I wanted to go  
back to school. To friends and family, I called it  

my mid-life crisis master’s degree.”

BIANCA TURETSKY, CURRENT MASTER’S STUDENT ( S E E P.  52)
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Is it finally time  
to ban phones from  

schools?

Story by  
Elaine McArdle 

Illustrations by  
Renaud Vigourt
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one of 64 ninth graders in the inau-
gural class of the new Cristo Rey Je-
suit Seattle High School, in Seattle, 
Washington, where KATIE SELTZER, 
ED.M.’22, works and which opened 
its doors in August 2024, Aniya M. 
was vaguely aware the school had 
some sort of cellphone policy. But 
only after she began texting her 
mom during lunch — and got what 
she calls a “very polite” reminder to 
put her phone away lest it be con-
fiscated — did she understand that 
phones are banned entirely during 
the school day.

“I was kind of shocked,” says 
Aniya, 14, who says she enrolled at 
the Seattle school — the newest in 
the 40-school Cristo Rey network 
of private, Catholic, college-prepa-
ratory schools exclusively serving 
students from families of limited 
economic means — because it of-
fers “a ton of opportunities for my 
future.” [At the school’s request, stu-
dents are being identified only by 
their first names and last initials.]

Shock aside, within a week or 
so she discovered something unex-

pected about ditching her phone. 
“It is definitely helping me focus 
more in class,” says Aniya, who says 
she wants to become a psychother-
apist someday. “And it’s pushing me 
to reach out more to my peers in-
stead of relying more on my phone, 
like I did in middle school. I have 
a bit of social anxiety so don’t like 
connecting with people. But the 
friends I’ve made are great, so I’m 
kind of glad we have that cellphone 
policy and we’re encouraged to talk 
to each other.” 

Her classmate Sofia J., who plans 
to become a pediatrician, was also 
unaware of the policy. “Now that 
I’m actually attending Cristo Rey, I 
feel the cellphone ban is beneficial,” 
she says. “I noticed I was participat-
ing more and engaging more in the 
classes I was taking. Even though I 
love using my phone, it’s not some-
thing I need during the school day. 
My education is more important.” 
As for making friends? “The in-per-
son interactions are definitely more 
helpful than being on social media,” 
she emphasizes.

Elena J., who plans to become a 
lawyer, chose Cristo Rey because of 
its proven success in college accep-
tance rates and its unique model: 
students work one day a week at 
places like Microsoft and the Space 

Needle through the Corporate 
Work Study program. “I felt an in-
crease in focus because I don’t have 
to worry about my phone at all,” 
she says. She and her friends are so 
interested in each other and school 
they don’t miss the devices, she 
says, adding, “I don’t see the need 
for [phones] in school for any rea-
son. I read a study once on using 
phones during class, that it takes 
up to 20 minutes to focus back on 
the subject you’re doing in class. I 
feel like that is true.” 

Cristo Rey student Cole M., who 
hopes to become a pediatrician, 
says that while smartphones ar-
en’t a distraction for him person-
ally, they can be for others and so 
he understands the rule and has 
easily adjusted to it. And Sincere 
B., who wants to become a men-
tal health counselor, agrees that 
phone use during class is detrimen-
tal because “you’re not really fo-
cused, and you won’t get any work 
done. At a school like Cristo Rey, 
you need to be doing the best you 
can so you can succeed.” Although 
she wishes they could use phones 
during breaks, she admits they are 
a distraction: “Even when I’m not 
at school, having my phone makes 
it harder for me to get up and do 
what I need to do.” 
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Are other classmates missing 
their phones, and maybe criticiz-
ing the policy? “No, not really,” says 
Aniya. “It really doesn’t come up 
that often because we are encour-
aged to talk to each other more.”

Of course, the opinions of five 
highly motivated ninth graders at 
a single high school hardly make 
for a scientific survey. But these 
voices present a point of view not 
widely explored in media reports 
about phone bans: those of the 
students themselves. None of the 
five interviewed here objects to 
being without their phones during 
class. A couple said they would like 
phone access during lunch, but all 
evinced being relieved, even happy, 
to not have to exert self-discipline 
over a device that’s as attractive 
(many would say addictive) as a 
portable mini computer with in-
ternet access.

What the Data Says
What if you could design a school 
where students are focused on 
learning during class, engaging 
fully with each other during recess 
and lunch, and free (at least during 
the school day) from cyberbullying, 
social media, texts, video games, 
and other distractions?

It’s simple: ban smartphones. It’s 
a widespread and growing trend. 

More than 75% of public schools 
in the United States banned cell-
phone use in one form or another 
in the 2021-22 school year, accord-
ing to the National Center for Ed-
ucation Statistics. In 2023, Florida 
became the first state to ban cell-
phone use during class time, though 
districts can decide whether to 
allow it during lunch and breaks. 
As of August 2024, eight other 
states — Louisiana, South Caroli-
na, Indiana, Virginia, Ohio, Minne-
sota, Delaware, and Pennsylvania 
— have adopted policies or laws 
to curtail cellphone use in schools, 
according to The New York Times. 
New York Governor Kathy Hochul 
plans to submit legislation in 2025 
to ban smartphones at schools, and 
in August 2024, California Gover-
nor Gavin Newsom urged school 
districts to limit their use in class. 
Other states, including Oklahoma, 
Kansas, and Vermont, are consid-
ering similar restrictions.

This accelerating approach 
across the country is spurred not 
only by the concerns of frustrated 
educators — 72% of high school 
teachers say students distracted 
by cellphones is a major problem, 
according to a 2024 study by the 

Pew Research Center — but a per-
suasive body of research.

A 2024 report from the Nor-
wegian Institute of Public Health 
found that among middle school-
ers in Norway, a recent cellphone 
ban “significantly decreased” men-
tal health challenges among girls 
and improved their grades, and de-
creased bullying by more than 40%  
among both boys and girls. These 
results were even greater for girls 
from lower socio-economic back-
grounds, the report found.

Just having their phone near-
by distracts students during class, 
according to unesco’s 2023 Global 
Education Monitoring Report, which 
recommends against technology 
in classrooms — including smart-
phones — unless it supports learn-
ing outcomes. Indeed, as Elena J. 
noted in a report she read, it can 
take up to 20 minutes for a student 
to refocus on learning once dis-
tracted by a phone, while the ab-
sence of smartphones improved 
learning, especially for students 
who are struggling.

In his 2024 New York Times best-
selling book, The Anxious Gener-
ation: How the Great Rewiring of 
Childhood is Causing an Epidemic 
of Mental Illness, social psycholo-
gist Jonathan Haidt advocates for 

Katie Seltzer

“ We have a rare  
opportunity to do  
things from the  
start, instead of  
doing a turnaround  
with cellphone  
bans.”
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phone-free schools, and argues that 
kids shouldn’t have smartphones 
before high school or access to 
social media before age 16. And 
in June 2024, U.S. Surgeon Gener-
al Vivek Murthy, noting that social 
media is an “important contribu-
tor” to the current mental health 
crisis among youth, called for a 
surgeon general’s warning to be 
applied to social media platforms. 
He also urged schools to keep so-
cial time, in addition to class time, 
free from phones so that students 
can interact in person.

With so much data supporting 
the benefit of phone-free schools, 
who’s arguing in favor of them?

According to a 2024 report by 
the National Parents Union, 78% 
of parents think their kids should 
have access to their cellphones at 
some points during the school day. 
In this tragic age of school shoot-
ings, many parents and kids feel 
safer knowing they can get in touch 
with each other during an emergen-
cy at school.

“Schools regularly experience 
events that are scary, and parents 
want to communicate with their 
children at any time [in order to] 
make sure they are safe,” says Vic-
tor Pereira, faculty co-chair of the 
Ed School’s Teaching and Teach-

er Leadership (ttl) Program. For 
parents, a complete cellphone ban 
“can be scary,” he says, “so schools 
have to consider how to alleviate 
that anxiety” — for example, by as-
suring parents they can always con-
tact the office to reach their child.

Others believe that easily avail-
able cellphones actually pose a 
greater danger to students during 
such a situation. “It shouldn’t be 
your top priority to use your phone 
during an emergency,” says Elena J. 
“We’d just go all crazy calling our 
parents and we wouldn’t be paying 
attention to the teachers” trying to 
keep them safe.

Another challenge? Students, for 
whom smartphone use is as per-
vasive and seemingly natural as 
breathing, may find it very difficult 
to do without it. Most teens are on 
their smartphones more than four 
hours a day, and they pick up their 
phones at a median of 51 times per 
day, with some doing so nearly 500 
times a day, according to Com-
mon Sense Media. Mental health 
experts differ on whether overuse 
of a smartphone is a true addic-
tion, but there’s no question it can 
be very hard to get kids — or any-
one else — to ignore their phones.

And is anything positive lost by 
banning phones at school? Can’t 

they be a learning tool that en-
hances education? And practical-
ly, how can educators institute an 
effective ban to achieve the results 
they want?

One School’s Approach
The educators who designed Cris-
to Rey Jesuit Seattle knew they 
had an opportunity to run an ex-
periment, one they believed would 
greatly benefit their student body.

In contrast to existing schools 
trying to implement a new ban 
among students used to having 
phones in class and during breaks, 
“We have a rare opportunity to do 
things from the start, instead of 
doing a turnaround with cellphone 
bans,” says Seltzer, who serves as 
vice president of the school’s Cor-
porate Work Study program.

Among the dozens of Cristo Rey 
schools nationally, 100% of grad-
uates are accepted to four-year 
colleges, and they graduate from 
college at two times the rate of 
their socio-economic peers, Seltzer 
says, adding, “It’s a proven model 
and a successful model.”

But the covid-19 pandemic se-
verely impacted the educational ex-
perience of students everywhere, 
including the school’s first cohort, 

Victor Pereira

“Schools regularly  
experience events that  

are scary, and parents  
want to communicate  

with their children  
at any time [in order  

to] make sure they  
are safe.”
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who were in elementary school 
when it hit.

As school leaders contemplated 
how to best help them catch up, re-
moving the distraction of phones 
seemed like low-hanging fruit.

“[We] need to ensure that our 
students continue to succeed in 
their college persistence, knowing 
they are often tasked with catch-
up work because they often haven’t 
had access to high-quality and rig-
orous education prior to coming 
to our schools,” Seltzer says. “The 
impact on learning or productivi-
ty in the classroom or workplace 
is stark when every minute counts, 
particularly for students that hav-
en’t had the same access to rigor-
ous instruction that some students 
have access to.” 

The same with socialization. 
“If as soon as they leave the class-
room, they pull out their phones, 
they’re not there in the hallway with 
their peers in the same way,” says 
Seltzer, who is on the school’s exec-
utive leadership team that decided 
to adopt a no-phone policy. (Not 
all Cristo Rey schools do so.) “As 
a faith-based school, it is critical 
to our beliefs that we are a human 
family and to connect in person is 
the best way to create community.” 
A no-phone policy “supports our 

goal in the uninterrupted focus on 
our classwork and our professional 
work in our work-study program.” 

Cristo Rey Seattle students put 
phones in their lockers in the morn-
ing and don’t take them out again 
until they head home. That means 
they not only concentrate better in 
class but build real, in-person rela-
tionships during breaks and lunch, 
school leaders believe.

“This is rooted in research,” she 
emphasizes, including the 2024 
Norwegian public health report 
that notes the disproportionate 
negative impact of smartphones 
in schools on girls from lower so-
cio-economic backgrounds. 

The school launched in August 
2024 with a three-week summer 
program to introduce students to 
workplace skills they will use in their 
corporate placements. Cellphones 
were excluded. “We got some grum-
bles,” Seltzer says, with some stu-
dents expressing they’d like access 
during lunchtime. Seltzer sees that 
as a measure of success, “a con-
cession of them realizing, ‘Maybe 
I don’t need it all day.’”

Still, school leaders are open 
to seeing how, as the initial co-
hort adapts to the policy and then 
graduates to higher grades, they 
might adjust the no-phone policy 

for students who demonstrate an 
ability to use phones appropriate-
ly. Eventually, she says, “as our stu-
dents grow and mature, we will be 
building opportunities to decide 
how to use [the phone] for execu-
tive functioning and calendaring.”

Using Them as Tools
Louis Chugranis, a current student 
in the Online Master’s in Education 
Program, would agree with that 
approach. A teacher since 2006 — 
today, he’s a technology teacher at 
South Orangetown Middle School 
in Blauvelt, New York — Chugranis 
considers the smartphone “one 
of humankind’s great inventions,” 
which, with appropriate use, can be 
an educational asset. 

Rather than a blanket ban, “I 
think we need to think more de-
liberately and intentionally about 
how to use smartphones in educa-
tional settings with our students,” 
Chugranis says. Although he has 
ongoing concerns about cyberbul-
lying and other negative aspects, 
he has also experienced smart-
phones as a useful tool; for exam-
ple, for students in design class to 
photograph structural details in a 
building that they can model for 
their own work.

Louis Chugranis

“ We need to think more  
deliberately and intentionally 
about how to use  
smartphones … because  
obviously they can be  
used as powerful teaching  
devices.”
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“If people are saying that smart-
phones should never be used in 
schools, I think that would be a 
myopic perspective,” he says. “The 
question is, how do we use smart-
phones in school with students in 
an educationally appropriate way 
while preventing all those other 
uses?” That, he says, we haven’t 
quite figured out yet.

Chugranis says he hopes to see 
thought leaders, including educa-
tional experts at the Ed School, and 
neuroscientists, physicians, psy-
chologists, parents, and students, 
explore how to promote smart-
phone benefits for kids while mini-
mizing the dangers. 

“I think the real problem is not 
should we use them or not, but 
how can we use them safely and 
appropriately to improve learning 
for students and to improve teach-
ing, because obviously they can be 
used as powerful teaching devices,” 
he says.

Cole M. agrees that smartphones 
can be useful in the classroom, es-
pecially since school laptops are 
much slower at accessing educa-
tional apps and websites. 

Phones “also pose as a great 
communication tool between stu-
dents and teachers,” he says, “like 
if you want to know what to do on 

this assignment, or for impromptu 
class updates.” However, he’s “not 
quite sure” whether the pros out-
weigh the cons.

Pereira also believes that 
phones, used properly, can be a 
useful tool given the enormous 
number of educational apps and as-
sessment tools available. But what-
ever a school’s policy, it should be 
consistently and equitably applied, 
he says. The policy should come 
from the top, rather than leaving it 
to individual teachers to administer 
so that students don’t have differ-
ent rules in different classes. “That 
can be challenging for teachers to 
manage,” he says.

“We’ve heard over the last two 
to three years how hard it is for ed-
ucators, that, ‘We did not choose 
to give your child a phone and 
we’re now in position of having to 
be the arbiter and manage it,’” ex-
plains EMILY WEINSTEIN, ED.M.’14, 
ED.D.’17, co-founder and executive 
director of the Ed School’s new 
Center for Digital Thriving, a re-
search center under Project Zero 
focused on developing a nuanced 
view of tech in our lives. “Because 
of that, a top-down policy can feel 
to some teachers like a huge relief 
because they aren’t having to make 
decisions at the classroom level.”

She advises administrators to 
recognize that dilemma and listen 
to teachers as a constituent group.

Include the Students
In fact, engaging and listening to 
stakeholders is key to a successful 
policy, insist Weinstein and Carrie 
James, the center’s managing di-
rector and co-founder. And on is-
sues of technology and the digital 
world, they care deeply about what 
young people think. Too often in 
these discussions, including the 
smartphone debate, adults make 
decisions without understanding 
the perspectives of a younger gen-
eration for whom the digital world 
is second nature.

Over the past decade, Weinstein 
and James have worked with thou-
sands of students and hundreds of 
educators on digital and tech top-
ics. They are co-authors of Behind 
Their Screens: What Teens are Facing 
(and Adults are Missing), which drew 
on the insights and viewpoints of 
3,500 youth, and, in turn, spurred 
them to launch the center in the fall 
of 2023.

For educators considering 
smartphone and other technolo-
gy policies, they have strong advice 
based on their research: make sure 

Emily Weinstein

“We’re not for or against  
cellphone bans … but we’ve 

learned that schools that  
take the time to listen [to  

students] seem to end  
up in interesting places.”
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to include students. “We’re not for 
or against cellphone bans — we see 
a lot of wisdom in these efforts —
but we’ve learned that schools that 
take the time to listen [to students] 
seem to end up in interesting plac-
es,” says Weinstein.

For one thing, they suggest 
holding listening sessions before 
introducing new policies. Survey 
students and parents about what 
is working well — or not — with an 
existing policy and ask what they 
wish decisionmakers knew about 
the pros and cons of any new pol-
icy, she advises. 

“Carrie and I have found that a 
youth advisory is truly game chang-
ing,” Weinstein says, “because there 
are blind spots we have as adults.” 
Without a youth perspective, she 
says, “so often we end up missing 
the mark.”

In their work, they’ve learned 
from youth “that sometimes add-
ing is as important as subtract-
ing,” Weinstein says. “So, if you’re 
subtracting cellphones, it’s a nat-
ural opportunity to consider what 
you might need to introduce so you 
are enriching students’ experienc-
es.” One school added tether ball 
sets to the playground. “Or you 
could add board games in the caf-
eteria, or you may hear what addi-

tional supports students need to 
feel safe” without phones. 

By eliciting community input, 
educators have the opportunity to 
understand the reasons for any re-
sistance to new rules; for example, 
a student may reveal they need a 
phone because they are the care-
giver for a younger sibling. “That 
doesn’t mean you can’t go to a 
policy like a cellphone ban, but it 
means creating ways for communi-
ties to give feedback before the ban 
occurs or at least as you’re gearing 
up for it,” says Weinstein, who also 
suggests communicating to parents 
and students how you are dealing 
with their concerns.

Another piece of wisdom they’ve 
learned: when implementing new 
tech policies, “consistency in the 
early weeks of school makes a big 
difference,” she says — like the gen-
tle reminder Aniya received to put 
her cellphone away when she was 
texting her mom as a new student at 
Cristo Rey. Though the policy has 
been an adjustment, when asked 
if she likes her new school, Aniya 
smiles broadly. “Yes,” she says. “Very 
much.” 

Elaine McArdle is a writer based  
in New York. Her story on chronic 
absenteeism appeared in the  
spring/summer 2024 issue

72% 
PERCENTAGE OF HIGH SCHOOL TEACHERS  

THAT SAY STUDENTS DISTRACTED BY CELLPHONES  
IS A MAJOR PROBLEM
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Repeat Nominee

Alum makes Massachusetts Teacher of the Year finals a second time

Story by Lory Hough

It’s the kind of email every facul-
ty member wants to get. The one 
where they learn that a former stu-
dent has been honored in a big way 
and says thank you to the faculty 
member for playing a role. Senior 
Lecturer Pamela Mason received 
such an email earlier this summer 
from LUISA SPARROW, ED.M.’14, a 
special education teacher in Boston 
Public Schools. Sparrow shared that 
she was a Massachusetts Teacher of 
the Year finalist — for the second 
year in a row. Sparrow spoke to Ed. 
at the end of the summer about the 
honor and the role Mason and oth-
ers have had on her career.

What do you teach?
I teach a combined fifth and sixth 
grade class for students with signif-
icant intellectual disabilities. It’s a 
self-contained classroom, meaning 
we teach all academic subjects. We 
also teach instrumental activities of 
daily living, which are often called 
“life skills.” The main life skills we 
address are personal hygiene, shop-
ping for groceries, community nav-
igation, and for some students, 
toileting. By “we” I mean the amaz-
ing paraprofessionals I work with 
every day. 

You taught similar grades in other 
places. What about this age 
appeals to you?
Prior to coming to the Perry 
School, I taught at two schools in 
Texas, one school in Costa Rica, 
and a charter school in Boston, 
Match Community Day. I have 
taught in the range of grades 3–6 
in all of these schools. I love this 
age group because they are still ex-
cited about school, but they are old 
enough to have interesting discus-
sions about what they’re learning. 
More than the specific age group 
I work with, though, I really love 
working with students with signif-
icant disabilities. I love being able 
to focus on ways to support my 
students in developing greater in-
dependence and in accessing the 
greater community, in addition to 
focusing on academic skills. 

When did you know you wanted 
to be a teacher? 
Teaching has always been on my 
radar. When I was a kid, I loved 
playing school with my younger sis-
ter and “teaching” her how to read, 
which I didn’t actually do, ha-ha. I 
always enjoyed helping my friends 
with confusing homework ques-
tions. I didn’t start college with the 
set intention of becoming a teach-
er, but I was very drawn to the mis-
sion of Teach For America, and 
once I started teaching through 
that program, I realized how much 
I love it.

It’s a process being nominated 
for Teacher of the Year!
For me, the process began in Febru-
ary. This final round, which involves 
a classroom visit from the selection 

Luisa  
Sparrow

“It is nerve-wracking to feel like  
your practice is being evaluated based  

on a single observation.”
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committee, plus an interview with 
the selection committee and for-
mer state teachers of the year, is 
the most challenging. On the one 
hand, since I teach every day, the 
classroom visit is not so different 
from my typical day-to-day. On the 
other hand, it is nerve-wracking to 
feel like your practice is being evalu-
ated based on a single observation, 
when so much of teaching relies 
on the small ways you build rela-
tionships with students and foster 
learning day by day, over the course 
of an entire year, or in my case, mul-
tiple years, since I teach most of my 
students for more than one year. I 
do believe the panel considers all 
parts of the application process 
and doesn’t look at the observa-
tion in isolation, but it can be hard 
to remember this in the moment.

What Ed School courses still have 
an impact on your career?
The courses I took at HGSE contin-
ue to have a huge impact on my cur-
rent work. Senior Lecturer Pamela 
Mason’s course, Literacy Assess-
ment and Intervention Practicum, 
has been instrumental in helping 
me design and implement litera-
cy instruction with upper elemen-
tary students who are working on 
foundational literacy skills. Senior 
Lecturer Karen Mapp’s class, Ele-
ments of Effective Family-School 
Partnerships, inspired me to seek 
more family input when design-
ing my curriculum, and has had an 
impact on how I engage with my 
daughters’ teachers since becom-
ing a parent. Implementing Inclu-
sive Education, taught by Professor 
Tom Hehir, was pivotal in shaping 
my thinking about how expanding 

inclusive learning opportunities for 
students with disabilities benefits 
really everyone.

People often say that teaching is 
a calling. Was it for you?  
It is a calling for me, in that I feel 
strongly pulled to it. I’m constant-
ly thinking about new things to 
try with my students. For the two 
years I was working on Teach For 
America’s full-time staff, every time 
I observed in my corps members’ 
classrooms, I missed being in the 
teacher position myself. When I 
watched my corps members try 
exciting strategies, I found myself 
thinking, “I can’t wait to try that 
with my students!” Finally, I lis-
tened to that voice and decided it 
was time to return to the classroom 
after going to graduate school to 
learn how to be a more effective 
reading teacher, which is what led 
me to HGSE. While I have tiring 
days at school, overall, I feel deep-
ly energized by my daily work. For 
me, yes, it’s a calling. 

Do you think it has to be? 
I do think there’s room for peo-
ple who feel like teaching is more 
of a job than a calling, and I think 
teachers who feel this way can be 
very effective. I also think wheth-
er teaching feels like a calling ver-
sus a job can depend on finding 
the right fit: In one teaching con-
text or grade level, teaching might 
feel like a stressful job leading to 
burn out, while in another context, 
teaching can feel like an energizing 
calling. Just as with any job, a par-
ticular teaching context that might 
feel draining to one person can be 
revitalizing to another person.  

B I G  TA L K

I am deeply honored 
to serve in the  
role of interim  
dean. I have seen 
firsthand the positive 
impact that our 
exceptional faculty, 
dedicated staff,  
and inspiring  
students and  
alumni make in the 
field of education. 
Their steadfast 
commitment to 
our mission — 
and expanding 
educational 
opportunities for 
learners everywhere 
— is a source of 
energy and hope.

Professor Nonie Lesaux, who serves as co-chair 
of the Saul Zaentz Early Education Initiative, after 
being named interim dean of the Ed School at the 
end of the 2023–24 academic year when Bridget 
Terry Long stepped down from the role

I L LU S T R AT I O N  BY  P I N G  Z H U  4 9
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“ Students with IEPs  
who are separated  
from their peers are 
lacking access to  
the full diversity of  
socialization  
opportunities.” 
YENDA PRADO
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Do We Segregate  
Students on IEPs?
New book says we do, but it doesn’t have to be that way

Story by Andrew Bauld, Ed.M.’16

Despite decades of work to deseg-
regate American public schools, stu-
dents with disabilities often find 
themselves separated and isolated 
from their peers. 

So, when educational research-
er YENDA PRADO, ED.M.’05, walked 
into Future Visions Academy (fva), 
a full-inclusion public elementary 
charter school in California, it was 
like nothing she had seen before.

Prado arrived at fva as a gradu-
ate student from University of Cal-
ifornia, Irvine. She was there to 
observe and support the school 
as part of her doctoral work, but 
what was supposed to be a year-
long project ended up turning into 
nearly three years of her life, result-
ing in Prado’s first book, Voices on 
the Margins, published by MIT Press. 

What was it about fva that so 
captured Prado’s attention?

“I started seeing so many inter-
esting things happening that I felt 
weren’t happening at other schools, 
and I wanted people to know,” 
Prado says. “And in many ways, 
this is a neglected area of research. 
Yes, there is research on special ed-
ucation, and some on inclusive ed-
ucation, but this interdisciplinary 
approach of looking at inclusion 
through a technology lens in a fully 
inclusive education context, that 
was something unique.” 

Prado has used fva as a case 
study to explore the use of technolo-
gy to support inclusion and language 
and literacy learning. That includes 
digital tools like screen readability for 
eye tracking for students who can’t 
use their hands, computer-assisted 
instruction for decoding, and text-to-
speech software that allows students 
to participate in class discussion.

At fva, Prado saw this type of 
technology being used collabora-
tively between all students, whether 
they needed the tools or not. That’s 
a far cry from most U.S. classrooms. 
As she writes in her book, 63% of all 
students with an individualized edu-
cation program (iep), spend nearly 
20% of their time learning in segre-
gated classes and their time is spent 
1:1 with a device. 

“Students with ieps who are sep-
arated from their peers are lacking 
access to the full diversity of so-
cialization opportunities,” Prado 
says. “They are missing access to 
their peers and are missing access 
to some of the more unstructured 
learning opportunities that occur 
with those peers.”

One example at fva Prado cites 
is several minimally speaking stu-
dents who used assistive devices to 
communicate. In many learning set-
tings, students requiring such de-
vices might be separated or be the 
only ones using them to communi-
cate. But at fva, students with dis-
abilities were intentionally included. 
Teachers learned how to use the de-
vices, as did classmates who didn’t 
need them, and then both groups 
engaged with students who did.  

Prado has spent her career ex-
ploring how emerging technologies 
and media can support classrooms 
so that all students, regardless of dif-
ferences, can learn together. That 
work has taken her beyond the class-
room, serving as an adviser for the 
PBS Kids animated series, Lyla in the 
Loop, and as an emerging technol-
ogies impact fellow for the U.S. De-
partment of Education.  

But perhaps the biggest impact 
on Prado’s interest in inclusive learn-

ing comes from her own time as a 
student in the classroom. Arriving in 
the United States from Mexico as a 
5-year-old, Prado was both an En-
glish language learner and a student 
with an iep. 

“Navigating the school system 
very much shaped my philosophy 
around inclusive education,” Prado 
says. Ever since, she says her work 
has centered on equity and “real-
ly taking the things I’ve seen both 
professionally and academically, 
the things I’ve seen work for kids, 
and trying to minimize the things 
that don’t.”

She admits that fva is a 
unique environment. It features a 
team-teaching model, where gener-
al education and special education 
teachers collaborate, and students 
also have access to a team of para-
professionals. But although this is a 
model that requires considerable re-
sources, Prado believes that even tra-
ditional schools can still learn and 
implement aspects of what FVA is 
doing through small tweaks. 

“Using tech to make spaces more 
inclusive can be intimidating, which 
is why I wanted to include examples 
to show how to include kids in class-
room discussions,” Prado says. One 
example includes teaching an entire 
class how to sign as opposed to just 
the one student who needs it.  

Ultimately, positive change is “lit-
tle shifts about how to use the tech-
nology” and other tools in ways that 
promote inclusivity and community. 

“It all ties into this idea of inter-
dependence,” Prado says. “How do 
we get to a place where we are all 
working in collaborative and inter-
connected ways for the broader so-
cial good?” 

ANDREW BAULD, ED.M.’16, is  
a writer based in New York
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“ After years of solitary writing, getting to interact with kids 
was so much more fun than I had anticipated.”  
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My Midlife-Crisis  
Master’s Degree
Forget the sports car. Go back to school

Story by Bianca Turetsky

“Do you own a CD?” 
“Do you know how to use a ro-

tary phone?” 
“CD?”
“Rotary phone?”
Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. 

I am standing in the packed hall-
way of the Radcliffe Gymnasium 
for our ELOE orientation. We are 
in the midst of a “people scavenger 
hunt,” trying to check off as many 
folks on our list who meet the re-
quirements. It’s hard to tell who 
may have taught social studies or 
who has three siblings. Apparent-
ly, it’s not that difficult to tell that 
I do in fact own a CD (okay sev-
eral Case Logic books full of CDs) 
and am currently having vivid flash-
backs to my childhood kitchen, see-
ing the pencil marks on the dial face 
of our rotary phone and the effort 
it took to make a local phone call. 
Forget about long distance.

To be honest, I didn’t expect my 
40s to look like this.

It’s so much better.
I have been lucky enough to have 

spent the better part of my adult life 
writing books for kids and tweens. 
Starting in 2012, I published my first 
book in a YA historical fiction se-

ries called The Time-Traveling Fash-
ionista, which has been translated 
into nine languages and is currently 
in development for television. The 
books are about a thrift store ob-
sessed seventh grader, Louise Lam-
bert, who is desperate to leave her 
humdrum suburban middle school 
life. Through the help of some mag-
ical vintage clothing, Louise travels 
back in time and experiences ad-
ventures beyond her middle school 
cafeteria. Like onboard the Titanic 
or in the gilded halls of the Palace 
of Versailles. Much like my 12-year-
old protagonist, I never wanted to 
have an ordinary, linear life. 

After my novel’s publication, 
I started going into schools and 
speaking to kids about my books 
and the writing process. We played 
writing games, and I helped them 
create their own stories. After years 
of solitary writing, getting to inter-
act with kids was so much more fun 
than I had anticipated. Through 
these publicity events I discovered 
that I loved connecting with young 
readers in their classrooms. Their 
creativity and imagination lit me up. 
Soon I was booking more and more 
school talks and classroom visits.

I followed this new passion and 
started teaching with an award-win-
ning nonprofit, Writopia Lab. Its 
mission is to foster joy, literacy, and 
critical thinking in kids and teens 
from all backgrounds through cre-
ative writing. After a few years I was 
an associate director and managing 
the Brooklyn region. I was teaching 

C :  P R AC T I C E

Bianca Turetsky

HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   52HED22-2024-02_FAL.indd   52 10/29/24   2:29 PM10/29/24   2:29 PM



C
O

U
R

T
ESY

 B
IA

N
C

A
 T

U
R

ET
S

K
Y

B I G  TA L K

In my opinion,  
I don’t think that 
they listened to 
the financial aid 
community as  
much as they could 
have, and they  
really thought  
that they could 
continue on with  
the aggressive 
revamping that  
they wanted to  
do, and obviously 
they experienced  
a lot of challenges 
and hiccups  
through the  
process.

Frank Arce, assistant dean of admissions  
and financial aid, in an online Usable  
Knowledge story about the troubled rollout  
of the FAFSA last year

at a wide array of spaces: our labs, 
in schools, at museums, in juvenile 
facilities, and on Zoom. I saw first-
hand just how powerful and uni-
versal writing is. But as I came to 
this meaningful work through my 
books, I didn’t have the education-
al foundation I felt like I needed to 
serve our kids the best way that I 
could. I felt stuck and like I needed 
a big life change.

I realized that at 44, I wanted to 
go back to school. To friends and 
family, I called it my mid-life crisis 
master’s degree.

So here I am at HGSE.
In a way, like Louise, I am get-

ting to time travel now, too. Being 
back in a classroom after 20-plus 
years feels like I am getting a sec-
ond chance to do college. My first 
time around, at Tufts in 1998, I was 
filled with anxiety (well, technical-
ly, a yet-undiagnosed panic dis-
order) and worried about all the 
wrong things: grades, boys, tests, 
and not having class before 10 a.m. 
Now I know how lucky I am to be 
here, surrounded by a community 
of people who want to change the 

world through education. At 44, I 
still have some of my same hang 
ups I did at 20, but I also have the 
life experience and perspective that 
comes with a few gray hairs. When 
I got my first book deal, my editor 
didn’t ask to see my GPA. 

I’ve found the older I get the 
less often I put myself in situations 
where I am not an expert at some-
thing. I don’t think this is a good 
thing. Two weeks of the Evidence 
course made me see this. There 
were days when I went home frus-
trated and felt like I was reading 
another language of “RCTs” and 
“RDDs.” When I had to resubmit 
an individual readiness assurance 
test and still needed to make din-
ner for my stepson, I started to 
wonder why I was voluntarily sub-
jecting myself to this. But present-
ing our team’s project on the last 
day to our supportive and brilliant 
TF who is younger than I am, I felt 
really proud of myself. I couldn’t 
think of a safer and more support-
ive space to embark on this work 
than here at HGSE.

My stepson and I will both be 
graduating this spring, luckily on 
different weekends. He’ll be 22 and 
I’ll be 45 when we accept our diplo-
mas. I imagine we’ll be celebrating in 
much different ways. (I, for instance, 
hope to be asleep by 9:30 p.m.) But 
what I wish for him is what I wish for 
all my young writers and readers: a 
lifetime of learning. And perhaps a 
life a little less ordinary. Maybe he’ll 
get his own mid-life crisis master’s 
degree one day, too. 

I L LU S T R AT I O N  BY  P I N G  Z H U  5 3

BIANCA TURETSKY is a current 
master’s student in the Education 
Leadership, Organizations, and 
Entrepreneurship (ELOE) Program 
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How — and Why —
Gutman Just Keeps 
Getting Better
I L LU S T R AT I O N  BY  M A R T I N  G E E

The ABCs

A.

Food Pantry!

The Office of 
Student Affairs, now 
located on the sec-
ond floor of Gutman 
(along with Career 
Services and Alumni 
Engagement), 
opened Crimson 
Cupboard, a food 
pantry stocked with 
shelf-stable items 
for any Ed School 
student facing food 
insecurity. 

B.

Inspiration!

The walls have 
been transformed! 
Throughout the 
first-floor hallways, 
there are posters of 
scenes from around 
Harvard, and run-
ning up and down 
the staircases there 
are huge photo 
collages of stu-
dents, staff, faculty, 
and campus life 
at the Ed School, 
with inspirational 
sayings like “This is 
your moment” and 
“You’re here for a 
reason.”
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C.

Borrowed!

The second floor 
lobby is the place 
to be — and borrow. 
At the top of the 
stairs is a cute little 
“freedom-to-read” 
mini box filled with 
banned books that 
can be checked 
out. Displayed in 
nearby glass cases 
like treasures from a 
museum are helpful 
tech gadgets that 
can be borrowed, 
including a Canon 
DSLR camera, a 
light therapy lamp, 
laptop stands, and 
whiteboard kits.

D.

Fun!

Stop by the back 
room of the cafe 
every Thursday at 5 
p.m. and you’ll find 
not only students, 
but also giant pop-
corn buckets, puz-
zle pieces spread 
across tables, a 
corn hole match in 
progress, and a ping 
pong table in place 
of lunch tables. 
HGSE Hangouts 
is a way to bring 
students together 
to relax and share 
good conversation.

E.

Doing Good!

During the last 
week of September, 
faculty members 
held a “read-in for 
banned books.” 
Each day at 3:30 
p.m., a different fac-
ulty read a banned 
book out loud in 
Gutman’s lobby. 
Books were chosen 
from the collection 
of the Jeanne Chall 
Reading Lab.
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T H E  M O M E N T

IT WAS A WHOLE VIBE ON APPIAN WAY IN 
AUGUST AT THIS YEAR’S ORIENTATION WITH 
STUDENTS FROM THE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
AND EDUCATION PROGRAM.

PHOTOGRAPH BY JILL ANDERSON
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“I noticed I was participating more and engaging more  
in the classes I was taking. Even though I love using my phone,  

it’s not something I need during the school day.”
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