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Highlights 
The start of our 15th year of experiential learning through the Rappaport Greater Boston Applied               
Field Lab began much like the others. We screened projects from multiple communities during the               
fall semester, and then selected student applicants from across the Harvard graduate schools. We              
launched the course with in-person visits from local city leaders and led a day-long field trip for the                  
students to visit the project sites.  

No one could have imagined the global challenges that would confront this year’s class in March.                
Following Harvard’s move to virtual learning, we readjusted the pedagogy so that students, city              
partners and the teaching team could push forward with the projects. We adapted the projects to                
help the community respond to the crisis. We expanded the Public Finance Summer Fellows              
program to meet the unprecedented demand from both students and client partners.  

This report describes the semester as it unfolded, including details on how we adapted learning to                
an online format.  

Key findings: 

1. Students adapted with energy and passion. They were more committed than ever to             
delivering high quality work and to learning the new material, despite the challenging and              
often frustrating circumstances.  
 

2. The “client partners” – Hingham, Massport, MBTA and Gloucester – remained highly            
engaged. They stayed in contact with the students through very frequent Zoom meetings.             
In some cases, the nature of the project shifted to address the crisis.  

 

3. The teaching team put in a great deal of extra time and thinking to adapt the pedagogy and                  
to pivot the project design to the new environment.  

 

4. There was high demand for summer fellowships – both from client partners (who desired              
continuity with the students they already knew) and among students (who were motivated             
to work in local government, and to continue making a difference in these projects).              
Consequently, we placed 14 students as Rappaport Public Finance Summer Fellows instead            
of the usual four or five.  
 

5. The course rating for the Field Lab (MLD-412) continued to be one of the highest at the                 
Kennedy School, with a rating of 4.9/5.0. 
 
 

6. Students felt that the course was one of the best at transitioning to the online format. As one                  
student commented: “This project was a great hands-on learning experience, and it felt like              
one-of-a-kind to be working on projects with city governments at this time. I really              
appreciated the effort the teaching team put into making this class feel like a community, even                
as we transitioned to be online. The team was the best at handling the transition relative to my                  
other classes.”  
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Project  Selection and Overview 
During fall 2019, we reviewed project requests from over two dozen jurisdictions. We scoped about               
eight projects with prospective partners and ultimately selected four projects, based on the             
following criteria:  

● Strong engagement from the Mayor or senior official;  
● Challenging projects requiring analytical rigor and directly related to financial and           

operational issues;  
● Defined goals that could be completed within an academic semester;  
● Engaged project-level partner to work with the students directly; and 
● Client partner wishes to host a summer fellow. 

The projects selected were: 

#bmrØ0n[eb\ !`^g\r 4hib\ #eb^gm 0Zkmg^k 

Gloucester, MA Estimate financial viability of 
plans for building a Gloucester 
Performing Arts Center 

State Representative 
Ann-Margaret Ferrante*  

State Senator Bruce Tarr 

Hingham, MA Analyze options for Hingham to 
fund federally mandated 
stormwater runoff infrastructure 

Assistant Town Administrator 
Michelle Monsegur* 

Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 
(MBTA) 

Help MBTA rethink its energy 
supply and demand options for 
the South Boston Power Station 

MBTA General Manager Steve 
Poftak 

Massachusetts Port 
Authority (Massport) 

Assess threats/opportunities for 
the Boston seafood cluster in the 
global supply chain 

Massport Deputy Director 
Gordon Carr 

*Indicates HKS course alumni 

 

 

In each of the projects, we benefited from the presence of client partners who were familiar with                 
the program and the Rappaport Institute. In both Gloucester and Hingham, the lead project officials               
were former students from Professor Bilmes' classes. At the MBTA, students were not only able to                
work with Steve Poftak, a former Rappaport Institute Director, but also with several recent              
graduates of the Field Lab program. Our day-to-day partner at Massport was Andres de Riva, a                
recent HKS/GSD graduate of the course.  
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Student and Course Team Selection 
 
The MLD-412 Field Lab attracts students from across all of Harvard’s graduate schools, as well as                
from MIT and Tufts. Beginning in 2019, the Field Lab was co-listed at the Harvard Graduate School                 
of Design, fulfilling the GSD’s field learning requirement.  

0kh_^llhk "bef^l bgmkh]n\bg` ma^ ikhc^\ml mh ma^ ûùûù &b^e] ,Z[ lmn]^gml bg ma^ \eZllkhhf 

 
Students who apply to the class must have completed         
one or more of the prerequisite courses, which        
include HKS introductory budgeting, finance,     
operations or the introductory education finance class       
at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. This        
year, the 28 students selected represented Harvard       
Graduate School of Design, Harvard Graduate School       
of Education, and the Harvard T.H. Chan School of         
Public Health in addition to the Kennedy School.        
Several of the students were pursuing dual degrees in         
business administration (at Harvard, Wharton or      
Stanford) and/or in urban planning.  

 
 
 

 
0areebl Zg] *^kkr 2ZiiZihkm 
mZedbg` pbma -,$Éýúû 4^Z\abg` 
&^eehp 3m^ob^ /elhg Zg] lmn]^gm 
2^bg^ 2Zf[^km 
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The teaching team included Professor Linda Bilmes, Adjunct Professor Brian Iammartino and a             
talented team of teaching assistants. The Teaching Fellow, Stevie Olson, had been a student in               
MLD-412 the previous year, where he worked on a project for Congressman Seth Moulton              
regarding the cost of the car economy. That project led to a working paper that was widely                 
publicized. https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/64-billion-massachusetts-vehicle-economy.  

Course assistants included alumnus Ray Zhang (who had previously worked on an MBTA project),              
David Brown, a second-year Harvard Law School student and CPA, Program Manager Susan Krusell              
and Faculty Assistant Yahya Chaudhry.  

 

Field Trip 

3mn]^gml 2h]kb`h $hkZ]hkÅ (beeZkr !g]^klhgÅ 4Zbehk 3i^g\^k $hkmhgZÅ !lae^r #Zk^pÅ !gmhgbh #ZlmZg^]Z   

 

Early on February 7, students boarded a Yankee bus for the field trip to visit project partners. On                  
the ride, students exchanged excited stories about the annual trip – twelve hours of travel and                
meetings to explore Field Lab projects up close.  
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-b\a^ee^ -hgl^`nkÅ (+3 Îúý Zg] &b^e] ,Z[ ZenfgZÅ (bg`aZf  !llblmZgm 4hpg !]fbgblmkZmhkÅ 
4hf -ZrhÅ 4hpg !]fbgblmkZmhkÅ pbma 0kh_^llhk "bef^l Zg] &b^e] ,Z[ lmn]^gml 

 

The first stop was (bg`aZf town hall. Former Field Lab student Michelle Monsegur HKS’14, who is                
now Assistant Town Administrator for Hingham, along with Town Administrator Tom Mayo, and             
Randy Sylvester, DPW head, led the class on a tour of the community and explained the challenges                 
of meeting new federal mandates for stormwater. Hingham faces rising sea levels, and is developing               
resiliency plans to prevent flooding storm surges. The class toured Hingham Harbor and was able to                
see the effects of  stormwater runoff and the impact on the marina.  

4a^ &b^e] ,Z[ Zm (bg`aZf (Zk[hk 
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