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This portfolio is a record of my efforts to improve my teaching and the results of time advising stu-
dents inside and outside of the classroom. 

I began my teaching career at the Umbra Institute, an American study abroad program in Perugia, 
Italy, where I taught students from elite universities as well as from community colleges. I had the 
good fortune to have colleagues who were not only committed to academic rigor, but also to using 
service learning projects to engage students in the local community. At the end of my three years as 
an instructor in Perugia, I developed a new curricular concentration, the Food & Sustainability Stud-
ies Program. I am still the associate director for this program and participate in curricular planning 
and development. 

At Harvard, I have had the opportunity to learn about cognitive psychology and innovative peda-
gogy and put this knowledge into practice in the classroom. My students do online “memory checks 
(quizzes) every week, participate in in-class polling, write entries in a course journal, and create online 
public history entries for Boston-area landmarks. 

Both my doctoral coursework and my research have given me the knowledge to teach broadly in the 
environmental humanities. I am prepared to teach courses in American history, global history, spatial 
and environmental history, food studies, and sustainability. My interest in pedagogy and cognitive 
psychology has prepared me to teach those courses well, and be ready to develop new syllabi for any 
kind of student. 

Introduction
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[The following statement is my teaching statement, which I give students on the first day of class.]

It’s the first day of class and I’d like to take a moment (and two pages) to explain to you—the stu-
dent—why I teach the way I do. 

Three categories of goals. Most of you are here because the content of the course—the history of 
capitalism, environmental history, food history—interests you. Teaching that content is one of my 
goals, but I have two others. One is teaching you skills that will be useful in other classes. I teach you 
how to use Zotero because it will help you with courses in Chemistry and Sociology, too. My most 
important goal, though, is teaching you the historical method. Being able to look at fragments of the 
past and write a narrative with an argument is something that will be valuable whether you become a 
professional historian or not. 

Learning together. I frequently ask students to ponder a historical question, get together in small 
groups, compare their ideas, and then report back their group’s answer. This technique (called “think-
pair-share”) makes it easy for you to speak up in class because you’re sharing your group’s answer, not 
necessarily your own. You are an active producer of knowledge together with your peers, rather than 
a passive recipient. This kind of learning depends on us knowing each other and being comfortable 
speaking in front of one another. It’s the reason that I will ask you repeatedly in the first month to 
introduce yourselves before starting any short group exercises and why I award you 6% of your final 
grade for coming to office hours. I would like to get to know you and I want all of you to know each 
other. Think-pair-share is one of the ways (along with polls, exit surveys, and graded writing assign-
ments) that I can see if you are learning and make sure I’m helping you achieve the course’s objectives. 
I will also share some of my research I’m working on with you during the semester and demonstrate 
the problems I’m working through as I write. 

A classroom for everyone. I want to create a classroom where there as few barriers to learning as 
possible. One way to do that is to write a syllabus which reflects a broad range of voices and topics. 
I’m hoping everyone who takes my classes can see some of their experience in the readings. We’ll 
read about famous elites making speeches but also about enslaved people remaking their world; we’ll 
talk about national parks but also about urban neighborhoods; we’ll trace railroad lines across the 
continent but also the paths the poor took to where they could jump a train just beyond the station. 
A few other ways I will make this course accessible include keeping costs down, being explicit about 
my expectations through grading rubrics (more about those soon), and using colors on the dry-erase 
board that even those of you who are colorblind can distinguish. If there’s something else I can do, 
please email me or come to office hours. 

Writing something meaningful. For your final paper, I’ll ask you to use the skills you will learn in 
this class—analysis of primary sources, use of secondary sources to frame and develop primary sourc-
es, etc.—to write a long piece on a topic meaningful to you. It might be relevant to you right now in 
a personal way or it might be useful professionally to a future you. You can write a research essay, a 
white paper, a long-form magazine article, or a consultant’s report. In Week Two I’ll provide more 
information and then together we will create a grading rubric (an outline of what you need to do to 
do well on the assignment). My goal is to give you some autonomy to write something that will be 
meaningful (and potentially useful) to you and which may have an audience beyond me. 

Teaching Statement
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A mix of high- and low-tech. There is a good deal of research that suggests that students with lap-
tops take poorer notes, are distracted, and distract their neighbors. Only students who have an acces-
sibility accommodation or who have made a compelling argument to me about their need for a laptop 
can use computers in class. That said, I am happy to use technology in this course. I will make exten-
sive use of polling through your cell phones, memory checks on Canvas, and Zotero. 

Quizzes as a way to learn better. You’ll take a lot of quizzes this semester, either online or using 
clickers during class. These are not difficult, tricky quizzes: they mostly just check to see if you re-
member what you read (I call them “memory checks,” not “quizzes”). For online memory checks, 
you have 20 attempts and only your highest grade counts; for in-class polling memory checks, you 
get 100% credit if you simply are present and take the quiz. You’ll experience “the testing effect”: 
the more often you recall (and apply) knowledge, the better you remember it. You’ll also do a lot of 
ungraded short writing in your course journals. I’ll give you a primary source to analyze, generate 
possible arguments, or critique something we’ve read in class. I’ll periodically collect your journals and 
make comments. 

I’m committed to helping you learn. I’m also committed to making learning the historical method 
(and some college skills) accessible to everyone. I’m happy to discuss my pedagogy and consider sug-
gestions you might have. 

Zachary Nowak
Robinson Hall L25
Office hours: Mondays 11am-1pm & by appointment
znowak@fas.harvard.edu

mailto:znowak@fas.harvard.edu
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As an educator, I strive to engage in the meaning and value of diversity. I am a middle-class, cis-gender 
white man who attended a private university and I acknowledge the privilege that higher education 
has made accessible for me. My pedagogy addresses systemic obstacles that women, people of color, 
lgbt+ individuals, and others face in admittance and active participation in achieving a college degree.

I have never faced many of the obstacles that the majority of college students today must negotiate. I 
did, however, grow up in a small town and spent my summers working manual labor jobs in suburban 
Rochester. I know from having taken class during my fourteen years living in Italy how challenging 
college courses in a second language can be. During this time, I was undocumented for five years and 
had to be extremely aware of my own behavior: even jaywalking was inconceivable, for fear of being 
stopped and questioned by local law enforcement. These stressful experiences have contributed to my 
own sense of what it might feel like to have fear impede learning. 

With these experiences, I feel that to be an effective teacher, I must create an inclusive classroom 
environment. To learn how to do this, I co-organized a five-part, campus-wide panel on diversity in 
the classroom for Harvard’s teaching and learning center. Speakers discussed bilingual student needs, 
universal design in curricular planning, unconscious bias, socioeconomic class and academic engage-
ment, and supporting queer and trans students. 

I embed this expertise first into my syllabus, making it one that all my students will find represen-
tative. My students read works whose authors represent highly-varied backgrounds and readings on 
powerful women in history, enslaved people, and Native Americans are integrated across the syllabus, 
not in race or gender or identity units.

I also structure both my digital and physical classroom teaching to be welcoming. For example, I 
use colors on the dry-erase board that anyone (including colorblind students) can distinguish. Some 
students are far more likely to speak up in classroom discussions, so I use polling technology with 
which students can also text anonymous questions. My students frequently work in small groups and 
I select students who have not contributed frequently in class-wide discussions but feel comfortable 
responding for their groups thus reducing fears about the wrong answer. I make extensive use of 
Canvas, where I assign low-stakes quizzes in which only the highest-grade counts and which include 
feedback about incorrect answers. I embrace a variety of learning styles: Students in my courses write 
notes but also draw concept maps and listen to recorded oral histories. I understand that office hours 
can be intimidating to those who have not attended private schools or who might be first-genera-
tion college students. My students can earn six percent of their grade by coming to office hours three 
times; I send out an explanation of office hours and suggest things students could come and talk 
about to minimize contact barriers. 

The study of history—and the search for a usable past—necessarily provides an excellent opportunity 
to explore what diversity means and how it can benefit a community. My research focuses on subal-
tern contributions to history and how everyday people have evaded the power of the state and corpo-
rations. By providing examples of subaltern-focused projects and by explicitly recommending archival 
collections about non-elites, I empower students to do research that is meaningful to them. 

Diversity Statement



Teaching Portfolio — Zachary Nowak 7n

My teaching experience includes two years of work as an instructor of record for four different classes 
at the Umbra Institute, a study abroad program in Perugia, Italy. In addition, I have been asked to 
advise three different students on their theses (at both the bachelor’s and master’s level) at three dif-
ferent institutions. I was also a teaching assistant for two general education classes at Harvard Uni-
versity.

Summary of Teaching Responsibilities

Institution Catalog
Number Course Title Average

Enrollment
Grad or

Undergrad
Required or

Elective
Semesters

Taught

Harvard University HIST 1054 From the Little Ice Age to Climate Change: In-
troduction to US Environmental History (lecture) 30 undergrad elective 1

Harvard University HIST 14H The History of Boston Through Its Built and 
Natural Environments (seminar) 13 undergrad elective 1

Umbra Institute SOC 360 Urban Engagement Seminar: Contemporary 
Culture of Perugia & Its Links to the Past* 9 undergrad elective 1

Umbra Institute HIST 361 The History & Culture of Food in Italy ‡ 20 undergrad elective 1

Umbra Institute SUST 330 Sustainable Food Production in Italy 15 undergrad elective 4
Umbra Institute SUST 360 The Business of Wine: Italy & Beyond 18 undergrad elective 4

Institution Catalog
Number Course Title Total #

students
# students
in section

Grad or
Undergrad GenEd? Semesters

Taught

Harvard University USW 39 The History of American Democracy 102 18 undergrad yes 1
Harvard University USW 19 American Food, A Global History 104 14 undergrad yes 1

Institution Student’s
degree Nature of advising Graduate or Undergrad

Chatham University ma, Food Studies Supervision of Master’s Thesis graduate
Harvard University ba, History Supervision of Senior Thesis undergraduate
Lesley University mfa, Creative Writing Supervision of Independent Study graduate

As the instructor of record

As a teaching assistant

As a thesis adviser

* I unfortunately no longer have the evaluations for this first course.
‡ I taught this course during a summer session.
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Student Information Sheet
HIST 104 – U.S. History 1869 to Present

Preferred name:					     Pronoun(s) used:		

What year in the college?	

If  you have a mother tongue other than English, what is it?
________________________________________________________________________

1)	 What do you hope to learn in this course?

2)	 What, if  anything, will be challenging for you in terms of  being successful in this course?

3)	 What else should I know about you? (interests, likes, dislikes, important social identities, 
etc.)

Examples of Teaching Materials
All of my teaching materials—from the information sheet that allows students to share their pre-
ferred pronouns, to classroom activities designed to build knoweldge of primary and secondary sourc-
es, to quick quizzes and designed to use the “recall effect” to promote learning, to exit surveys where I 
can instantly assess whether I have achieved my learning objectives for a class—reflect my dedication 
to an inclusive classroom and my knowledge of the research on effective pedagogy.

1)

2)

3)

HIST 1054--From The Little Ice Age to Climate Change
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My students make extensive use of their course journals for class notes. I have them start their jour-
nals with a list of my learning objectives as well as their own goals for the class. 

During lectures and the discus-
sion sections, I ask my students 
to log progress on their writing 
projects, draw concept maps, do 
short freewriting connecting new 
concepts to their own lives, and 
to go back and annotate earlier 
journal entries in light of new 
information or understanding. 

[images used with student permission]
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Your Meaningful Final Writing Project 
HIST 1054—From the Little Ice Age to Climate Change 

 
  
Who uses the historical method? Hopefully at the end of this semester you will have learned 
something interesting about the past. What I hope even more is that you have seen how powerful 
the historical method is. Putting together a coherent narrative about the past, a narrative that is 
useful in the present, is what historians do. It’s also what geologists do; arguably, astronomers’ job is 
to collect the bits of light that from the deep past have arrived at Earth and make sense of them. 
Lawyers are essentially historians who use a very particular set of secondary sources. Architects often 
reject the past in their modern buildings, but they can’t be ignorant of it. A consultant’s business 
report isn’t that different from a history research paper: there is fragmentary data from the past of 
which the analyst must make some sense in order to give a recommendation for the future. The 
report has to be coherent enough to present to other people who will then take action.  
 
What are transferable skills? Few of you will decide to become professional historians. I have a 
fervent hope that you will, however, use the skills you learned in this class. There are few jobs to 
which they do not apply. I would like you to practice the skills you have developed in this class—
analyzing primary sources, creating a review of the literature, combining both into a narrative—in a 
way that makes it more likely that you will transfer them to a future endeavor, paid or otherwise.  
 
What is a meaningful writing project? There’s a considerable amount of research that suggests 
that a meaningful writing project is one that students spend more time on and get more out of.1 Self-
referential knowledge, things you learn that you can relate to your own life, lead to deeper, more 
permanent learning. This is my goal. As such, rather than making the traditional research paper the 
possible final project, I’m going to open up the possibilities a bit.   
 
How can a project be meaningful to a future you? What I would like you to do is to design your 
own meaningful final writing project. This might be meaningful for a future you, a you that you 
think you might want to become. If your goal is to be an analyst for an investment firm, then I 
would like you to write a consulting report that could be submitted to an investment bank. If you would 
like to influence educational policy in the United States (or another country), then perhaps you could 
write a white paper. These are the four pre-approved formats: academic research paper, consultant’s 
report, white paper, or a magazine article. There are certainly other possibilities but if you want to do 
something other than the pre-approved four genres, you’ll need to convince me it’s feasible.  
 
What is the topic? The specific topic is up to you, but it must draw on some of the themes that we 
will discuss in this course and it must be historical. If you write a magazine article, you could unearth 
the history of pollution of the Charles River; a white paper might focus on the history of public 
parks and the need for more rooftop parks.  
 
                                                 
1 Michele Eodice, Anne Ellen Geller, and Neal Lerner, The Meaningful Writing Project: Learning, Teaching and 
Writing in Higher Education (Logan: Utah State University Press, 2017). 

Recent research on making writing assessments more meaningful convinced me to allow students 
to do final writing projects in a variety of genres: policy papers, consulting reports, long-form maga-
zine articles, or traditional research papers. We crowdsourced a common rubric as a class that makes 
expectations clear. 
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Extracts from Course Syllabi

From the Little Ice Age  
to Climate Change:
Introduction to 
US Environmental History

HIST 1054
Harvard University
Mon & Wed, 9-10:15am & weekly section 
Fall 2018
Sever Hall 203

Course Description & Objectives
How did people in what is now the United States shape their environment, 
and how were they shaped by it?  This course examines how humans thought 
about and used the natural world over the centuries—and the consequences 
of both use of and thoughts about the nature. Topics include food, climate 
change, pollution, conquest and resistance, environmentalism, and energy. This 
course actively seeks to show the importance of the material world and the 
contributions of a broad spectrum of historical actors to US history, among 
them Native Americans, enslaved people, women, working people, and outlaws, 
as well as the climate, microbes, and animals.

My goals for this course are not just to teach content (facts and interpreta-
tions about the past), but also to help you see the value of historical writing. I 
hope to show you that the analysis of primary and secondary sources combined 
in a coherent narrative are useful skills for academia and also for the business, 
professional, and non-profit worlds. I will also teach you some skills that will 
be useful for every other course you take: these include the Zotero storage and 
citation software as well as things like How To Read An Academic Book In 
Four Hours. Finally, I will make sure that by the end of the course you know 
most of the people in the classroom by their first names. This makes for a less 
stressful classroom environment and helps you network socially and profession-
ally across years. 

William H. Rau, Hemlock Forest, Albumen silver print, 43.7 × 52.1 cm 
(17 3/16 × 20 1/2 in.), c. 1895, National Gallery of Art [here]

Your Instructors

Zachary Nowak (he/him/his) 
znowak@fas.harvard.edu
Robinson Hall L25
Office Hours: Mondays, 

11am-1pm as well as by 
appointment

TF: to be announced

Learning Objectives
After taking this class, students will be able to:

Articulate what adopting a historical perspective contributes to the study of the environment;
Explain how people in what is now the United States shaped their environment in the past, and how were they shaped by it, with 

particular attention to the implications of race, gender, and class;
Recognize how the archives which historians use and construct help to determine the results of their research;
Identify relevant historical sources and evaluate their possible contributions to resolving historical questions;
Compose effective historical narratives from fragmentary evidence from the past;
Communicate their learning with and to others using 21st-century tools;
Practice ethical historicization with respect to empathy for past subjects and respect for present-day colleagues.

I design all of my syllabi using the process of backwards design: I think first what my actual learn-
ing objectives are, decide what assessments (both formative and summative) I should use to evaluate 
progress towards those goals, and only then choose content for the weekly meetings. 
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I only allow laptops in my courses 
for those who have an accessibility 
accommodation or who make a case 
for why they will learn better with a 
computer. 

I do use digital technologies exten-
sively in and outside of my class-
room. My students take a weekly 
memory check, an online quiz that 
they can attempt as many times as 
they like. These quizzes activate the 
testing effect for recall but also inter-
leave information from past weeks. 

Digital Pedagogy

Students in my Boston history 
course do primary and secondary 
source research and write for the 
TheClio.com, an online educational 
website with short entries for thou-
sands of historical and cultural sites 
throughout the United States.

I use smartphone-based polling at 
the beginning of every class to begin 
discussions and take attendance.
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Project-Based Learning
At the Umbra Institute, I helped develop a number of service learning components for food studies 
courses. These projects had both didactic and social goals. The projects connected the students’ class-
room learning with the communities around them; they showed better retention of the information 
and reported a more positive learning experience. The goal was to develop students’ critical engage-
ment with using their knowledge to contribute to the public good. These projects included doing 
market analyses for family-run wineries, working with a hospital’s therapeutic garden, and—most 
successfully—a program to promote the use of doggie bags in the city of Perugia.

I prepared press releases for both local 
Perugia media outlets, as well as media 
outlets in the students’ home towns (ex-
ample here). The multi-year project led to 
the adoption of the Repeat Box in many 
local restaurants. Students overwhelmingly 
applauded the project in their evaluations.

Students in the Sustainable Food Produc-
tion class worked with other students in a 
Community-Based Psychology course to 
understand why Italians do not use doggie 
bags to take food home. The class then 
came up with a name (repeat), found 
recyclable containers, and worked with the 
City of Perugia and Perugia’s muncipal 
waste company to develop a campaign to 
promote doggie bag use. 

https://asunow.asu.edu/content/exploring-intersection-food-sustainability-and-culture-italy
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The Repeat Box also got press in a trade 
magazine of food distributors.

Umbra students participated in a press 
conference with the mayor of Perugia (left), 
promoted the Repeat Box to the public 
(below left) and to the most likely users, local 
high school students.



Teaching Portfolio — Zachary Nowak n15

Summary of Student Evaluations

Qualitative Written Evaluations (complete official evaluations available upon request)

“I wouldn’t have had the incredible experience I had in this class without Zach. So friendly with 
students which helps to foster a sense of goodwill towards the subject - what a great ambassador for 
American Studies. So genuinely and unironically enthusiastic about history that the sentiment is 
contagious. Very clear about expectations in papers which is both impressive, absolutely necessary, 
and dearly appreciated. Generous with both his time in office hours, his willingness to help in emails, 
and with his advice with how to approach the course format (lectures can be intimidating at first) and 
how to think about papers. He should be kept on as long as possible and given a higher teaching 
position if possible - he is a gem!!!!!! 

“Zach always gave solid feedback on assignments, was very willing to look at drafts of my written 
work, graded in a timely manner, and was highly professional.”

“Zach was one of the highlights of taking this class; I am so glad to have met a kind and smart person 
like him as a tf. He always made me feel comfortable walking into class, and always had a smile/
helpful comment for me outside of the classroom.”

“Zach was an amazing section leader. He is so enthusiastic about the subject matter and about getting 
us involved and thinking critically like historians. He is also very open and receptive to feedback and 
clearly wants to be the best teacher he can be. He really helped me relate the readings to the course 
and understand the overall themes of the course. He was also very good about giving feedback on 
writing assignments. I’m so glad I was in Zach’s section!”

“Zach is one of the best tfs I’ve had at Harvard! He is genuinely enthusiastic about the lecture mate-
rials and is able to come up with activities and discussions that really makes us think about the course 
and makes section really interesting! He is really good at making learning fun! He is also one of the 
most accessible TF’s I’ve had outside class - he will answer/revise essays over the weekend and outside 
work hours and is always so happy to help. He gives great and insightful comments and really makes 
you interested in the course material!”

Gives effective lectures of presentations, if applicable

Facilitates discussion and encourages participation

Is accessible outside of class (including after class, office hours, email, etc.)
Generates enthusiasm for the subject matter
Gives useful feedback on assignments

Returns assignments in a timely fashion

The History of 
American Democracy

Fall 2015

American Food, 
A Global History

Spring 2016

4.89

4.86
4.88
4.58
4.60
4.70

4.65Overall evaluation score

Courses taught at Harvard University
Scale: 1 (unsatisfactory) to 5 (excellent)

4.08

4.46
4.92
4.31
4.08
4.17

3.92
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Qualitative Written Evaluations (complete official evaluations available upon request)

“Very knowledgeable and passionate as a teacher! He works very hard to make sure we are getting 
something out of the class.” 

“His passion and enthusiasm for the subject was contagious and appreciate. I looked foward to his 
classes and the genuine disussion.” 

“Very organized, great command of material, teaches and relays information well, makes class fun and 
engaging by using cool powerpoints and different media, class activities and a lovely sense of humor!” 

“Zach is really passionate and informed about Sustainability. He challenges his students to step out-
side their comfort zones and think critically about uncomfortable issues in our world.”  

“Created a very positive classroom environment, had tons of enthusiasm about he subject. The reading 
slips were very helpful assignments for reading comprehension and furthering discussion.” 

“He is so passionate about the material, which makes me feel more interested and engaged. I’m never 
bored in class.” 

“The classroom engagement was fantastic and the enthusiasm was infectious.” 

“The food history class was probably my favorite class I have taken in my life. I loved everything we 
learned about and Zach not only made the course interesting but fun as well. The field trips for that 
class were perfect to go with the course and seriously just an amazing experience all around.” 

“He is enthusiastic and engaging. We actually applied what we learned.” 

“History can be pretty dry but he’s got a knack for making it interesting.” 

Is well prepared for class

Is available for consultation
Stimulated my interest

Encourages discussion and exchange
Displays clear command of the subject

Is concerned that students learn and understand

Sustainability
The Business 

of Wine

4.91

4.98
4.98
5.00
4.76
4.96

4.93Overall evaluation score for these categories

Food History

Scale: 1 (very poor) to 5 (very well)

5.00

5.00
4.88
4.94
5.00
4.88

4.95

4.66

4.89
4.22
4.78
4.03
4.72

4.55

Average scores for courses taught at The Umbra Institute (Perugia, Italy)
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To Whom It May Concern:

	 My name is Isabelle Dowling, and I am a senior at Harvard concentrating in History, with 
a secondary in Economics. I completed a senior thesis in the history department, and Zach Nowak 
served as my advisor through the process.

	 For someone who was fairly unprepared for writing a thesis (I decided to write one at the 
last minute), Zach was a saving grace. He was incredibly skilled at breaking down what I needed to 
do into manageable chunks. He offered helpful contacts, put me in touch with a grad student at an-
other college also working on my topic, and stressed the importance of  archival research early on so 
that I did not fall behind. He also offered substantial advice on how to take notes in archives, how to 
keep track of  sources, and all the other things that someone embarking on a serious research project 
for the first time would not know. Whenever I need to meet, he would make time within the next 
few days.

	 When I needed to prepare an oral presentation on my topic, approximately only two months 
into the process, Zach was very clear on the type of  information he felt needed to be included in 
this. He also rehearsed the presentation with me, offering advice from the font that the document 
should be in to be easily readable while speaking, to the type of  photos that would be best received.

	 Through the writing process, Zach helped me outline what to write, and then offered signif-
icant editing in the final stages. He kept me on track throughout the process, letting me know when 
I was behind, and when I absolutely needed to start my footnotes (something that was definitely 
not conveyed to several of  my peers writing theses with other advisors). I was the most grateful for 
Zach towards the end of  the process, when I realized that, thank to his guidance, I was significantly 
more prepared for finishing the project than many of  my peers.

	 I am extremely grateful that I was able to work with Zach during my senior year, and would 
without question recommend him as an advisor to my friends in the future. 

Sincerely,
Isabelle Dowling

Harvard College ‘16

Evaluations from Advisees & Students  
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LESLEY UNIVERSITY MFA PROGRAM IN CREATIVE WRITING
STUDENT EVALUATION OF INTERDISCIPLINARY ADVISOR

Interdisciplinary Advisor: Zachary Nowak

Semester: Spring 2015

This anonymous evaluation is designed to ensure that the interdisciplinary component of Lesley’s 
MFA Program in Creative Writing continues to provide the quality of advising students expect 
and deserve. Please respond with care to the paragraph below, keeping to the space provided. 
Evaluations are due in the program office no later than the deadline specified in the evaluation 
email.

Please briefly describe your interdisciplinary project and your advisor’s approach to your work.  
Then, comment on your advisor’s effectiveness in helping you to devise your interdisciplinary 
project and to complete its goals.

I approached Zach with the seed of an IS idea: to translate the short stories of Italian author 

Dino Buzzati. Zach took that idea and, with his expertise in both Italian and translation publish-

ing, helped shape it into an actionable project. He proposed that I spend the semester working 

towards a submissions package (complete with translations) that I could then shop around for 

publication. He guided me through that process and taught me the necessary components of a 

package—invaluable information for any writer. His feedback on my monthly submissions was 

always clear as he re-directed me towards the goal and Zach went above and beyond, seeking out 

native language sources when I was stumped and helping me draft emails to the Buzzati Associ-

ation in Italian. Zach approached the IS as a project, rather than a class, which moved it from the 

theoretical to the real. I finished this semester with not only translated pieces, but a submissions 

package and a publishing plan. Everything, from selecting a potential publisher to reaching out 

regarding grant money to writing a translator’s introduction, was new territory for me but Zach’s 

encouragement was catching. His faith in the project, and his obvious skill, turned a small idea 

into a big passion and I can’t thank him enough. 
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October 1st, 2016

To Whom It May Concern, 

I am thrilled to write a teaching evaluation for Mr. Zachary Nowak and highly recommend him 
for the teaching position. 

Mr. Nowak was the Head Teaching Fellow and my Teaching Fellow for the course, “American 
Food: A Global History” during Spring of 2016. Mr. Nowak led our weekly sections and was 
responsible for grading and giving feedback on our exams and essays. He is by far one of the 
most engaging, dedicated, and personable teachers I have had in my college career. Mr. Nowak’s 
section has been my favorite throughout my college education due to his innovative teaching 
methods and the valuable information and skills I learned that also extended beyond the class. 
My semester in Mr. Nowak’s section not only provided me with a fantastic teacher, but also a 
mentor. 

Mr. Nowak had the ability to create an engaging environment in section that allowed everyone to 
actively participate and discuss. He would always develop innovative activities and themes for 
section that drew upon the lecture and reading materials. One example of such an activity was 
roleplaying as different groups of people from the 1860s. After allowing us to break into groups 
and discuss the prompts from the relevant perspectives, the class then engaged in a court case 
debate. His sections were highly memorable, and I still am amazed at the insightful lessons I 
learned in each hour of the section. For example, in the last section, we analyzed the Hershey’s 
Kiss candy by creating questions and article topics based off authors we had read during the 
semester. This activity allowed us to synthesize the viewpoints and analysis skills we had so-
lidified over the semester and exemplified many of the creative and engaging sections we had 
throughout the year. The last few minutes of most sections were dedicated to writing exit surveys 
that prompted us with reflection questions about the discussions we had in section, which I found 
very helpful in solidifying my understanding of the material. 

One of the qualities that makes Mr. Nowak an outstanding teacher is his dedication to the stu-
dents. In addition to holding weekly office hours, Mr. Nowak was also very accessible and help-
ful outside of office hours, and even during the weekends. The time he devoted to his students 
was crucial in helping me and the others not just learn the class material, but also develop our 
critical analysis and writing skills. He always offered to read over our papers and manuscripts, 
and gave us important and insightful feedback that allowed us to improve our historical analysis 
and encouraged us to critically think and question the materials we read or talked about it. For 
example, in my final paper, I had to utilize primary sources for most of my evidence. Having 
never undertaken such a project before, Mr. Nowak’s guidance helped me search for and syn-
thesize information from the primary sources. I always appreciated Mr. Nowak’s help, as it was 
a great balance between advice and pushing me to critically think and complete the tasks inde-
pendently.

Overall, Mr. Nowak is an exceptional teacher and mentor who strongly engages his students through syn-
thesizing class materials with creative activities.  His enthusiasm, dedication, and success in classroom 
instruction and student mentoring will enable him to be an inspiring teacher and enables him to have a long 
lasting impact beyond the classroom. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.  

Best Regards,
Annie Dai 
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Classroom Observations

 

Van Hoesen Hall, Room B-117 • P.O. Box 2000 • Cortland, NY 13045-0900 
Phone: (607) 753-4201 • Fax: (607) 753-4821 

 

July 28, 2015

Harvard University Office of Career Services
54 Dunster Street
Cambridge, MA 02138

To Whom It May Concern,

I have been asked by Zachary Nowak to provide an assessment of his classroom teaching and I am very pleased to 
do so.

On June 17, 2015, Prof. Nowak lectured on the subject of “Wine: A Historical Introduction” before my Wine 
Journalism class at the Umbra Institute in Perugia, Italy. I will address first his teaching style and then his 
knowledge of his teaching subject.

Prof. Nowak readily engaged with students, which is critical in any classroom. Since he was unfamiliar with the 
students, he asked them to write their first names on a piece of paper and post them in front of their desks. This 
permitted him to rapidly establish a personal rapport with the students by calling them by name. 

His approach is classically Socratic. He starts with questions and if there are voluntary responses he acknowledges 
them, but he does not hesitate to call on students in a non-threatening manner. By that, I mean he sounds them out as 
to their thoughts on the matter more in the form of a joint exploration of the subject. Thus he creates a conversation 
in the classroom rather than a rigid, top-down lecture. In doing so Mr. Nowak is confident before students, but at the 
same time personable and approachable. For these reasons, he builds a trusting atmosphere.

Regarding his knowledge of his lecture topic, it was thorough and complete. I base this on my own knowledge of 
wine history. But Prof. Nowak also focused more specifically on Italian wine history, with which I am less 
conversant. And here I learned new material of which I was unaware. For example, he noted the impact of 
sharecropping on the poor quality of Italian wine before the 1960s.

Finally, he makes his class presentation interesting by providing examples of what he talks about. He brought to 
class two examples of wine, the first the kind of plonk made in years past when sharecropping dominated, and then a 
sample of the same wine subject to contemporary viticultural and vinicultural processing. The students could 
literally taste the difference in history immediately.

The class had an enrollment of 16 students, and all attended. After Prof. Nowak’s lecture, I overheard them 
commenting very positively on the presentation. Based on this, I have now doubt that he will prove to be a capable, 
effective, and engaging teacher in his academic future. This is why I am very pleased to commend him to you.

If you have any question, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Sincerely yours,

John C. Hartsock, Ph.D.
Professor of Communication Studies

Department of Communication Studies 
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October	
  1,	
  2016	
  
	
  
LETTER	
  OF	
  RECOMMENDATION	
  for	
  Zachary	
  Nowak	
  
	
  
It	
  is	
  my	
  great	
  pleasure	
  to	
  write	
  this	
  letter	
  in	
  support	
  of	
  Zachary	
  Nowak's	
  candidacy.	
  I	
  met	
  
Mr.	
   Nowak	
   in	
   2011,	
   when	
   I	
   was	
   director	
   of	
   the	
   Harvard	
   Summer	
   Abroad	
   Program	
   in	
  
Italy,	
  a	
   language	
  and	
  culture	
   immersion	
  program	
  that	
   I	
  had	
  been	
  directing	
  since	
  2003.	
  
For	
   the	
   first	
   three	
   weeks	
   of	
   the	
   2011	
   program,	
   whose	
   focus	
   was	
   on	
   food	
   culture,	
   we	
  
were	
  guests	
  of	
  the	
  Umbra	
  Institute	
   in	
  Perugia,	
   Italy,	
  where	
  Mr.	
  Nowak	
  is	
  on	
  faculty	
  as	
  
food	
  historian.	
  It	
  was	
  through	
  this	
  excellent	
  experience	
  that	
  I	
  first	
  became	
  familiar	
  with	
  
Mr.	
   Nowak's	
   teaching	
   and	
   research.	
   Student	
   evaluations	
   confirmed	
   his	
   series	
   of	
   six	
  
lectures	
   as	
   the	
   highlight	
   of	
   the	
   program.	
   His	
   lessons	
   on	
   Perugia's	
   historical	
   sites	
   and	
  
archives,	
   Artusi's	
   role	
   in	
   unifying	
   Italian	
   cuisine,	
   the	
   salt	
   wars	
   and	
   the	
   myth	
   of	
   the	
  
Risorgimento,	
  the	
  sociology	
  of	
  the	
  Mediterranean	
  diet,	
  the	
  limitations	
  of	
  local	
  food,	
  and	
  
his	
  extraordinary	
  portrait	
  of	
  the	
  'contrary	
  butcher'	
  Dario	
  Cecchini,	
  each	
  demonstrated	
  a	
  
remarkable	
   talent	
   for	
   blending	
   archival	
   research	
   with	
   real-­‐life	
   experiences,	
   genially	
  
conveying	
   his	
   lessons	
   in	
   the	
   abstract	
   and	
   hands-­‐on.	
   For	
   example,	
   he	
   brought	
   his	
  
students	
  to	
  the	
  archives	
  to	
  read	
  documents	
  that	
  proved	
  his	
  theory	
  about	
  the	
  salt	
  wars.	
  
From	
   my	
   perspective	
   as	
   an	
   undergraduate	
   adviser,	
   Mr.	
   Nowak	
   taught	
   these	
   potential	
  
young	
   scholars	
   about	
   the	
   value	
   of	
   archival	
   preservation	
   and	
   the	
   researcher's	
  
responsibility	
  in	
  interpreting	
  empirical	
  evidence.	
  	
  
	
  
I	
  was	
  delighted	
  to	
  learn	
  just	
  a	
  couple	
  of	
  years	
  later	
  that	
  Mr.	
  Nowak	
  had	
  been	
  admitted	
  
to	
   Harvard's	
   doctoral	
   program	
   in	
   American	
   Studies,	
   therefore	
   opening	
   the	
   way	
   for	
  
further	
  collaboration,	
  of	
  which	
   I	
  have	
  taken	
  advantage.	
  Mr.	
  Nowak	
  has	
  been	
  a	
  regular	
  
guest	
  lecturer	
  in	
  two	
  of	
  my	
  courses:	
  a	
  freshman	
  seminar	
  taught	
  in	
  English	
  on	
  Romance	
  
foodways	
  (FRSEMR	
  38z),	
  and	
  an	
  Italian	
  content	
  course	
  that	
  examines	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  texts	
  
as	
  contributors	
  to	
  food	
  identity	
  in	
  Italy	
  (formerly	
  ITAL	
  105,	
  now	
  ITAL	
  85).	
  	
  His	
  lectures	
  in	
  
the	
   freshman	
   seminar	
   have	
   focused	
   on	
   the	
   folklore	
   of	
   pizza	
   (see	
   Z.	
   Nowak,	
   "Folklore,	
  
Fakelore,	
   History"	
   in	
  Food,	
  Culture	
  &	
   Society.	
   vol.17.1	
   March	
   2014).	
   His	
   lecture	
   in	
   the	
  
Italian	
  course	
  on	
  "Bread	
  and	
  Meaning:	
  Telling	
  Stories	
  about	
  Food	
   in	
   Italy"	
  brought	
  the	
  
discussion	
   even	
   further	
   by	
   highlighting	
   the	
   various	
   forms	
   of	
   'bread'	
   within	
   Italy's	
  
identikit	
   –polenta,	
   piadine,	
   torta	
   al	
   testo,	
   pizza,	
   pane—and	
   the	
   threat	
   that	
   recent	
  
immigration	
  from	
  the	
  Middle	
  East	
  has	
  posed	
  in	
  its	
  introduction	
  of	
  the	
  wrapped	
  kebab	
  to	
  
Italian	
   fare	
   (see	
   Z.	
   Nowak.	
   "Italian	
   Stuffed	
   vs.	
   Maghreb	
   Wrapped:	
   Perugia's	
   Torta	
   al	
  
Testo	
   Against	
   the	
   Kebab"	
   in	
   Wrapped	
   and	
   Stuffed	
   Foods:	
   Proceedings	
   of	
   the	
   Oxford	
  
Symposium	
  on	
  Food	
  and	
  Cookery	
  2012,	
  pp.101-­‐107).	
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In	
   all	
   these	
   experiences,	
   Mr.	
   Nowak	
   has	
   excited	
   interest	
   in	
   his	
   work	
   through	
   an	
  
enthusiastic,	
  interactive	
  teaching	
  style.	
  Students	
  respond	
  immediately	
  to	
  his	
  welcoming	
  
engagement.	
  He	
  rejects	
  the	
  podium	
  as	
  a	
  barrier	
  to	
  communication.	
  Equally	
  comfortable	
  
in	
  English	
  and	
  Italian,	
  he	
  easily	
  manages	
  his	
  classroom	
  with	
  model	
  aplomb,	
  making	
  sure	
  
all	
   participants	
   feel	
   comfortable	
   to	
   contribute	
   their	
   ideas	
  and	
  observations.	
   Thanks	
   to	
  
these	
   lectures,	
   several	
   students	
   have	
   gone	
   on	
   in	
   Italian	
   studies	
   in	
   order	
   to	
   further	
  
examine	
  the	
  sociology	
  of	
  food,	
  and	
  Zach	
  is	
  my	
  'go-­‐to'	
  adviser	
  when	
  students	
  come	
  to	
  me	
  
asking	
  about	
  food	
  history	
  and/or	
  study	
  abroad	
  programs	
  that	
  speak	
  to	
  the	
  discipline.	
  	
  
	
  
I	
   recently	
   learned	
  that	
  Mr.	
  Nowak	
  serves	
  as	
  a	
  Pedagogy	
  Fellow	
  for	
   the	
  Bok	
  Center	
   for	
  
Teaching	
   and	
   Learning,	
   a	
   highly	
   competitive	
   appointment.	
   It	
   is	
   no	
   wonder	
   that	
   my	
  
colleagues	
   at	
   the	
   Center	
   have	
   recognized	
   the	
   talent	
   that	
   Zach	
   has	
   as	
   teacher	
   and	
  
mentor,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  exemplar	
  for	
  graduate	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  training	
  in	
  the	
  art	
  and	
  craft	
  
of	
  teaching.	
  	
  
	
  
I	
  have	
  great	
  esteem	
  for	
  what	
  Zachary	
  Nowak	
  has	
  accomplished	
  and	
  have	
  no	
  doubt	
  that	
  
he	
  will	
  continue	
  to	
  make	
  significant	
  contributions	
  to	
  the	
  profession	
  as	
  teacher,	
  mentor	
  
and	
  researcher.	
  He	
  has	
  my	
  highest	
  recommendation.	
  
	
  
Respectfully	
  submitted,	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
Elvira	
  Di	
  Fabio,	
  Ph.D.	
  
Senior	
  Preceptor	
  (Italian)	
  
Director	
  of	
  Language	
  Programs	
  in	
  RLL	
  
Coordinator	
  of	
  the	
  Italian	
  Language	
  Courses	
  
RLL	
  Associate	
  Director	
  of	
  Undergraduate	
  Studies	
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TEACHING BEYOND SECTION

Tuesday, February 23 
5–7pm

How To Build Your Credibility 
As A Teacher 
Barker Center 403 (Finnegan Room)
Chris Allison, moderator

John Bell
Tess Wise

Thursday, March 3 
5–7pm

How to Write About  
Your Teaching: Syllabi and 
Teaching Portfolios
Barker Center 24
Carla Cevasco, moderator 
Virginia Maurer, Bok Center 
other presenters TBA

Wednesday, April 13 
4–6pm

Becoming Faculty at Teaching-
Intensive Institutions
Robinson Hall, Basement Seminar Room
Amy Fish, moderator

Christine Dee, Fitchburg State

Joseph Adelman, Framingham State

Robert Allison, Suffolk University

Thursday, February 4 
5–7pm

Adjuncting Outside Harvard 
As A Grad Student
Robinson Hall, Basement Seminar Room
Zach Nowak, moderator

Matt Franks
Tarryn Chun 
Heng Du

Series organized by       
Zachary Nowak, with Amy 
Fish, Carla Cevasco, Chris 
Allison, and John Bell  

Wednesday, October 26 
4–6pm

Unconscious Bias  
in the Classroom
Jack Cao (Ph.D candidate, Department 
of Psychology) 
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room 

As educators, we want to teach in a fair way that’s 
consistent with our values. But sometimes that 
doesn’t happen. Why? Implicit biases may play a 
role. Jack Cao will discuss these biases, how they 
may play out in the classroom, and what might be 
done about them.

Wednesday, October 3 
12–1:30pm

The Bilingual Mind  
in the Classroom
Aurora Sanfeliz and Niti Seth (Academic 
Counselors, Bureau of Study Counsel)
Science Center 418D

TFs encounter students who come from diverse 
language backgrounds; several may be bi or 
tri-lingual. This panel will explore the cognitive 
processes underlying bilingualism and the 
assets and challenges it creates for learning and 
communicating. Strategies for reading, writing, 
and public speaking/presentation in academic 
settings will be discussed as they relate to students’ 
experiences.

Wednesday, December 7 
4–6pm 

DiversAbility  
& the Inclusive Classroom
Eileen Berger (Access and Disability 
Services Administrator & Assistant 
Director Office of Student Affairs, School 
of Education) and Thomas Hehir (Silvana 
and Christopher Pascucci Professor of 
Practice in Learning Differences, School 
of Education) 
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room 

Students arrive in the classroom with a wide range 
of abilities, as well as things that can hold them 
back if the instructor isn’t aware of both. This 
session will give TFs concrete strategies for planning 
inclusive sections. In addition, the speakers will 
explain the idea of universal design and show how 
designing an inclusive course—from the syllabus 
and readings to technology and assessments—is 
the best practice for all students’ learning. 

Wednesday, September 28 
4–6pm 

Supporting queer and trans* 
students in the classroom
Susan Marine (Director of the Higher 
Education Master’s Program, Merrimack 
College) 
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room 

In this interactive workshop, we will discuss the 
most recent research on what factors support and 
inhibit LGBTQ student flourishing in the college 
classroom and campus. Strategies for building an 
inclusive classroom environment will be shared, 
including syllabus development, curricular 
integration of LGBTQ identities and issues, and 
concrete ways to foster an empowering classroom 
climate for queer and trans* students from the very 
first day. Marine has received the Harrah Award 
from ACUHO-I for her writing on trans* inclusion in 
campus housing.

Wednesday, November 2 
4–6pm 

Culture, Class, and Academic 
Engagement
Anthony Jack (Junior Fellow, Harvard 
Society of Fellows; Assistant Professor, 
School of Education; Shutzer Assistant 
Professor, Radcliffe Institute for 
Advanced Study)
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room 

How do thinking about the ways in which a diverse 
group of undergraduates engage college officials? 
What are the (un)written rules of engagement? 
In this talk, Dr. Jack will speak on his research 
on lower-income undergraduates at an elite 
university that investigates how undergraduates 
with disparate precollege experiences differ in their 
orientations toward and strategies for engaging 
authority figures in college. This line of his research 
is important for how professors and teaching 
fellows best prepare for increasingly diverse classes 
of students.

  DIVERSITY
in the classroom

inclusive teaching &

Organized by Zachary Nowak and Eleanor Craig
Sponsored by the Bok Center and American Studies, with major funding from the GSAS Academic Programs and Diversity, and additional funding from
African and African American Studies, Anthropology, History, Study of Religion, the Graduate Student Council, and the History Graduate Student Association 

TEACHING 
FELLOW
WORKSHOP  
SERIES
RUN BY BARKER CENTER /DANA-PALMER HOUSE

Friday, September 16 
2:15-3:45 pm

Easy Fixes, Tips, and Tricks  
for Effective Teaching
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room

Friday, October 7 
2:15-3:45 pm

Presence in the Classroom and Beyond
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room

Friday, November 4 
2:15-3:45 pm

Creating an Online Profile & Teaching Portfolio
Science Center 418D

Friday, February 17 
2:15-3:45 pm

Evidence-Based Teaching Approaches
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room

Friday, March 24 
2:15-3:45 pm

Non-Traditional Assignments 
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room

Friday, April 7 
2:15-3:45 pm

Adjuncting Outside Harvard 
Robinson Hall Basement Seminar Room

DEPARTMENTAL TEACHING FELLOWS

Contributions to Teaching Profession & Institution

I was the main organizer of this 
series of panels on teaching “beyond 
section” in Spring 2016. The princi-
pal attendees were graduate students 
looking to build their pedagogical 
credentials.

I co-organized this series on in-
clusive teaching in order to better 
prepare myself for teaching a broad 
range of students. The series was part 
of my work as a Pedagogy Fellow 
at Harvard’s Derek Bok Center for 
Teaching and Learning in Fall 2016.

I was the principal organizer of 
this series, which I created and ran 
with other Departmental Teaching 
Fellows in my academic building. The 
workshops were for the first-time 
teaching assistants in our depart-
ments.
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As part of a pedagogy course called “Make It Stick,” a fellow student and I wrote a short presentation 
about the teaching technique called “interleaving.” We later developed the script, added some visuals, 
and filmed it at Harvard’s Derek Bok Center for Teaching and Learning.
See the full video here: vimeo.com/198858703

https://vimeo.com/198858703
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Harvard’s Program in American Studies, unlike many departments and programs at Harvard, did not 
have a required departmental course to prepare graduate students for teaching. While I had earlier 
organized some ad hoc pedagogy events, I realized through my work as a Departmental Teaching 
Fellow that a required course would be an excellent addition to the Program’s curriculum. In January 
2017 I brought my proposal to the Committee on American Studies, which then asked me to write 
a draft syllabus. A revised version of the syllabus was approved in March 2017 and all third-year stu-
dents now take and have a part in shaping the content of this new course. 

 

AMST 314: PEDAGOGY & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 

Prof. Joyce Chaplin (she/her/hers) & Amanda Fish (she/her/hers) 
 
 

Meeting Time & Place: Monday 3-5pm| Barker Center 227 (Humstone Room) 
Course Canvas site: canvas.harvard.edu/courses/amst314 

 
OVERVIEW 
The third year is a significant turning point in the graduate program in which students make the 
transition from consuming knowledge to creating it, from passively absorbing scholarship to 
actively producing it, and from taking courses to teaching them. The Pedagogy & Professional 
Development (PPD) Course gives students a forum in which to discuss teaching and other key 
professional milestones. While paying special attention to teaching and the prospectus, the PPD 
course will also consider graduate professionalization more generally. To that end, the course is 
designed to anticipate and address the challenges of this transitional year, but also help the students 
develop key skills and documents that will be useful for the job market. Topics covered include: 
basic pedagogical techniques for creating a more active classroom, facilitating discussions, power 
and privilege in the classroom, classroom management, the nuts and bolts of sections, as well as 
drafting a statement of teaching philosophy, designing a first course syllabus, starting to write the 
dissertation prospectus, and thinking about cover letters and what they should include. Students 
from other class years, professors, and Bok Center staff may join us to lead discussion in an area of 
their expertise.  

The course is intended to serve you! It is designed to address some of the key challenges you 
may face across your first semesters of teaching at Harvard, but hopefully without overburdening 
your already busy schedules. Much of the key material is front-loaded to the beginning of the fall 
semester. Beyond its specific weekly agendas, the PPD course will provide a comfortable space to 
voice concerns, discuss anxieties, identify fears, and share successes. Students will be warmly 
encouraged to raise issues about teaching and professional growth.  

 
AEO ACCOMODATIONS 
Students needing academic adjustments or accommodations because of a documented disability 
must present their Faculty Letter from the Accessible Education Office (AEO) and speak with the 
course head and DTF by the second week of the term. Failure to do so may result in their inability to 
respond in a timely manner. All discussions will remain confidential, although faculty are invited to 
contact the AEO to discuss appropriate implementation.  
 
REQUIREMENTS 
All first-time American Studies TFs are required to take this course. While this course is 
recommended for G3 year, students who will not be teaching until a later point in their program 
may apply to the Program Administrator to take the course in their G4 year. The course is graded 
SAT/UNSAT: please register for it if you have not already done so. Course requirements include:  

 attendance at the Bok Center Fall Teaching Conference; 
 regular attendance and active participation at PPD course meetings;  
 completion of course assignments; 
 video-taping one section and mid-term feedback, and discussing both with the 

Departmental Teaching Fellow (DTF); 
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In 2016 I proposed and carried out an oral history project to the Fenway Garden Society, a Boston 
non-profit that manages the only surviving Victory Gardens in the U.S. In addition to taking botan-
ical specimens from fifteen gardeners, I recorded and transcribed their oral histories, now on deposit 
at the Massachusetts Historical Society. I subsequently created and presented four public history 
events. I put together displays of excerpts from the oral histories, botanical specimens, photographs, 
and posters with the Gardens’ history.  This project will be part of my second book project, and was 
informed by my interest in archival theory. I look forward to doing more of this type of public history 
in the future, and tieing it into possible undergraduate courses. 

The area now known as the Back Bay Fens, just outside and across 
the street from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, looks like a 
slice of precolonial nature that has survived in the middle of Bos-
ton. In fact, it’s been the site of considerable transformation. The 
Fens started as a tidal cove. Every day the Atlantic Ocean’s tides 
would push water back up the Charles, and then up the Muddy Riv-
er, covering the broad mud flats that used to be where the Fens are. 
Native Americans fished and dug for clams in the area. In the early 
1800s, a tidal dam closed the cove. The mill never really worked 
well, but the dam inadvertently created a stinking bay. Without the 
tides to wash the flats every day, sewage and trash accumulated. 

In the late 1800s the City of Boston asked famous landscape archi-
tect Frederick Law Olmsted to help. Olmsted, fresh from his suc-
cessful completion of New York’s Central Park, designed an area 
that didn’t resemble a park at all. The Bay Bay Fens (he insisted the 
area should not be called a “park”) was created by dredging parts 
of the cove and filling others. The effect was to create a large basin 
with the Muddy River meandering (as it does today) through the 
middle. Each day the tide would come in and flood the basin, but 
it would carry away any trash as well. Olmsted did not want active 
recreation in the Fens, so he planted it very densely with shrubs, 
tall flowers, and trees. Only with the damming of the Charles in 
1910, and the partial filling of Olmsted’s basin with dirt from Bos-
ton’s new subways in the 1920s was the present park created. 

With those changes, as well as the addition of the Rose Garden 
(1930s) and the athletic field (1960s) the park today is very differ-
ent from how Olmsted planned it, and far from the tidal estuary of 
the seventeenth century and before. 

The History of the Back Bay Fens
 and 
The Fenway Victory Gardens

The Fenway Victory Gardens were begun in the Fens in 1942. 
The entrance of the US into World War II was an important mo-
ment for the importance of gardening. The war necessitated not 
only a hurried conversion of formerly unproductive spaces into 
vegetable gardens, but also a shift in thinking about gardening’s 
function. Historian Amy Bentley has pointed out that with the 
beginning of the industrialization of the food supply, gardening 
in the US functioned “less as a source of vital foodstuffs and more 
as a form of recreation.” The creation of the Victory Gardens in 
the Fens, however, meant a lot of hard work. As Fenway Victory 
Garden founder Robert Parker later remembered, of legacy of un-
differentiated fill (bricks, old metal pipes, garbage) in the Fens 
meant the first gardeners had to work hard to make their gardens 
produce. 

The end of hostilities seemed to remove the need for the Victory 
Gardens. In response to the city’s plan to end the garden exper-
iment, the Victory gardeners responded by creating the Fenway 
Victory Garden Society (“Victory” was later dropped). That a pub-
lic park could be used by private citizen-stewards was not an easy 
sell at first. The Fenway Garden Society spent the first five post-
war years defending their gardens from various proposed alter-
native uses. The archives of the FGS show the Society’s vigorous 
lobbying against the conversion of the area into a war memorial, a 
parking lot for nearby merchants’ customers, a Veteran’s Admin-
istration hospital, a parking lot for Fenway Stadium, tennis courts, 
baseball fields, and an IRS building.

The Fenway Victory Gardens are the oldest continuously operat-
ing Word War II Victory Gardens in the United States. Over 500 
gardens spanning 7.5 acres are tended by a community of more 
than 350 members from every neighborhood in Boston, reflecting 
the diversity of our city and its rich history and culture.

For more information, see fenwayvictorygardens.org

The Fens as they appeared in 1909. Photo courtesy of the National Park Service, Fred-
erick Law Olmsted Historic Site.

Public History

In 2018 I co-created the Insider’s Tour of Harvard Yard as part of a recruiting effort for the Harvard 
History Department. The tour had eight destinations around the main campus and focused on the hidden 
histories of enslaved people, Native Americans, and queer students in Harvard’s past. The tour concluded 
with a small archival exhibit in the Harvared University Archives. I recently refashioned this into a Ghost 
& Skeleton Tour of Harvard Yard, which included fanciful spook stories as well as these other stories of 
“skeletons in Harvard’s closet.”  There is a review here [https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2018/10/30/
halloween-ghost-tour-steam-tunnels/]. I have worked with Harvard’s Archives, Herbaria, and various 
libraries to incorporate visits and demonstrations to my courses. 

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2018/10/30/halloween-ghost-tour-steam-tunnels/
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Bok Center Pedagogy Fellow Training & Work
As part of my position as a Bok Center Pedagogy Fellow (when I also had the title of Departmental 
Teaching Fellow for American Studies), I attended twice-monthly training sessions on the following 
topics. This training had immediate application, as I could then use these skills when consulting with 
and assisting the teaching assistants in American Studies.

Pre-semester
Week of August 15-19—Microteaching Training
August 19—stem Fall Teaching Conference (ftc) training
August 22—Hum/Social Sciences ftc training (9-3) 
August 24—Day 1 of ftc: Fundamentals track of Fall Teaching Conference
August 25—Day 2 of ftc: Concurrent sessions for new and experienced TFs

Regular semester meetings
September 1—Transitioning from TF to Departmental Teaching Fellow/Consultation Techniques
September 15—Observing Classes: Things to Watch For
September 22—Debriefing after a Section (Video or In-Person) Observation 
October 6—Student Evaluations and Midterm Feedback/Check-ins 
October 20—Inclusive Practices for Teaching a Diverse Classroom
November 3—Handling Difficult Scenarios/Check-ins
November 17—Writing a Statement of Teaching Philosophy 
December 1—Assessing Your (and Our) Work This Semester
December 8—Mid-Year Check In and Spring Planning
February 23—Curriculum & Taxonomies
March 9—Reading
March 23—Assignment Design I
April 6—Assignment Design II
April 20—Radical Pedagogies
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Appendix A: Letters from Former Students


