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‘Learning during the pandemic by staying close to the field.’ 
 

 

 

The 2021 Field Lab in Revere with Mayor Brian Arrigo 

 

 

 



 

The 2021 Field Lab 

The 2021 Rappaport Greater Boston Applied Field Lab was primarily a virtual class experience, 
as required by the university. Using the innovative pedagogy developed following Harvard’s move 
to remote learning in March 2020 as a foundation, we adapted the curriculum for the Zoom 
environment in several ways (such as limiting large class sessions to 75 minutes to reduce screen 
fatigue, organizing separate small group discussions, skills sessions, and fun virtual ‘picnics’ to 
build community).  There was high demand to participate in the Lab, and we accepted 34 students 
to help accommodate the huge number of applicants. 

The course focused particularly on ramifications of the pandemic, the Biden administration’s 
plans for investment in US infrastructure and funding for cities and families, and social equity 
and environmental issues. The field lab held class discussions with key leaders around these 
important topics. 

 

With Newburyport MA Mayor Donna Holaday: Emma Bird (GSD), Imara Salas (HKS), Michael Sandusky 
(HKS/Tuck), Gerben Scherpbier (HKS), Montse Trujillo (HKS), Mayor Holaday, Allan Franklin (HKS) 

 

 

 



Course Overview 

The Rappaport Greater Boston Applied Field Lab attracts students from across all of Harvard’s 
graduate schools, as well as from MIT and Tufts, to participate in an experiential learning 
experience. Beginning in 2019, the field lab was co-listed at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Design, fulfilling the GSD’s field-learning requirement. This year, MLD-412 attracted one of the 
largest cohorts of GSD students to have ever participated. 
 
Students who apply to the class must have completed one or more of the prerequisite courses, 
which include HKS introductory budgeting, finance, or operations courses or the introductory 
education finance class at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.  This year, the 34 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, MIT, and 
Tufts’ Fletcher School. Several of the students are pursuing dual degrees in business 
administration (at Stanford, Wharton, MIT Sloan, and Tuck) and/or urban planning.   
 

During an optional February 2021 field trip with Salem Mayor Kim Driscoll: (from left)  
Sebastian Agignoae (HKS), Mojib Ghaznawi (HKS), Peter Bruno (HKS), Sam Shaffer (HKS) 

 

 



The teaching team was led by Professor Linda Bilmes, with Adjunct Professor Brian Iammartino 
providing accounting expertise and new HKS faculty member, Justin de Benedictis-Kessner, 
Assistant Professor of Public Policy expanding the teaching team’s Greater Boston policy base. 
Professor de Benedictis-Kessner brought his expertise in local governance issues to the field lab, 
especially to our projects in Brockton and Revere.  

Our alumni Teaching Fellow Natasha Lawrence (HKS ’21) and Course Assistant Adam Staveski 
(HKS ’21) led additional skills sessions each Friday and provided key insights into student 
thinking throughout the semester. Last year, Natasha had worked on an MLD-412 project with 
Massport and was then a Rappaport Public Finance Summer Fellow with the MBTA. Adam also 
had been a student in the 2020 field lab, researching housing and gentrification issues with 
Rochester, NY, and subsequently worked as a Bloomberg summer fellow. Program Manager 
Susan Krusell and Faculty Assistant Yahya Chaudhry continued with full support for the teaching 
team. 

 

In Brockton with Mayor Robert Sullivan: (from right) Liza Farr (MIT), Leah Nakaima (HKS), 
Allan Franklin (HKS), Gerben Scherpbier (HKS), Mayor Sullivan, Chief of Staff Kerry Richards 

 

 



 

Project Selection 

During fall 2020, the teaching team reviewed project requests from over fifteen cities and 
organizations and scoped seven projects with prospective partners, ultimately selecting projects 
on the following criteria which over the last 16 years has proven to produce the most effective 
projects:   

● 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 
● Client partner wishes to host a summer fellow

The 2021 projects selected were: 

City/Partner Topic Client Partner 

Boston, MA Stormwater mitigation pilots 
were developed through 
financial, policy, and legal 
analyses to encourage and 
support environmental 
equity and community 
involvement in climate policy 
 

Sanjay Seth, Program 
Manager with Boston 
Department of the 
Environment * 

 

Brockton, MA Analysis of the most 
dangerous intersections 
using data review, policy 
proposals and budgetary 
options was undertaken, 
outlining how targeted 
investment might aid public 
safety 

Mayor Robert Sullivan 

 

Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 
(MBTA) 

A business plan for MBTA 
proprietary software was 
created using financial 
models and analytical 
frameworks 

MBTA General Manager 
Steve Poftak 

Revere, MA Analysis of inclusionary 
housing options that best 
support affordability and 
diversity 

Mayor Brian Arrigo 



 

Salem, MA¹  Analysis of climate resilience 
resources, options, and new 
state modeling tool for cities 

Mayor Kim Driscoll 

Somerville, MA¹ A financial model for funding 
early childcare was developed 
to plan future investments 

Mayor Joe Curtatone* 

¹Because of special Bloomberg pandemic funding, Salem and Somerville were included as Bloomberg cities for 2020-21.        
*Indicates HKS alumni

2021 Optional Field Trips 

While certain 2021 project partners were prohibited from offering in-person field trip 
opportunities (City of Boston and MBTA), City of Revere and City of Brockton were able to 
welcome optional, small, masked groups for outside city tours. To provide an opportunity for 
students to experience a site visit closely relating to the climate resilience project offered by City 
of Boston, partners Congressman Seth Moulton, Salem Mayor Kim Driscoll, and Newburyport 
Mayor Donna Holaday kindly invited the field lab to visit the MA-6th and see the climate change 
events that have been impacting their coasts.  

Revere 

After an overnight snowfall and on a bitterly cold February morning, a group of five field lab 
students and Professor Iammartino met Mayor Brian Arrigo, Chief Innovation Officer Reuben 
Kantor, and Director of Community Planning & Development Tech Leng on the roof of the 
Wonderland T Station to survey City of Revere from above and see all the current development 
projects underway. 

View from the roof of Revere’s Wonderland T Station with: Avanti Krovi (GSD), Lauren Craik (MIT), 
Charles Deffarges (HKS), Mojib Ghaznawi (HKS), Iheb Chalouate (HKS/MIT Sloan) 



 

Mayor Arrigo provided a visual introduction to City of Revere with views to the shoreline, the new 
Amazon delivery center, Suffolk Downs, the old Wonderland Racetrack, and area housing and 
businesses. He shared his vision for retaining the city’s vibrant population and diversity through 
inclusionary housing policies pursued in partnership with the community, businesses and 
developers looking to build roots in Revere.   

Next, Tech Leng walked the 
group across the Markey 
Memorial Pedestrian Bridge 
toward Wonderland Plaza along 
the shoreline, then into the 
Shirley Avenue neighborhood, 
and finally to the Ocean Avenue 
area (also known as the Creative 
District) to see a new housing 
facility, while providing students 
with the history of each area and 
plans for future development.
                             Revere’s Tech Leng leading the optional field trip on Shirley Avenue 

Following the tour, the students had lunch outside at a local restaurant, Taqueria Colima, which 
is owned by a family who emigrated from Colima, Mexico. After working in Boston restaurants 
for several years, they began their dream of owning a business with a food truck, and then in 2018 
they opened Taqueria Colima in Revere. 

 

An outside walking tour past Revere small businesses during the February field lab visit 



 

Brockton 

During a brutal cold snap, a group of determined field lab students made their way to Brockton 
to learn more about the dangerous traffic situation in the city. Mayor Robert Sullivan met students 
Gerben Scherpbier, Leah Nakaima, Liza Farr, Allan Franklin, and Professor de Benedictis-
Kessner outside City Hall to share his concern for injuries and the loss of life experienced by 
Brockton citizens because of unsafe roads and driving. His hope was that this project could offer 
suggestions to help the Brockton community. 

At left: 
Mayor 
Sullivan at 
City Hall  

 

At right: 
Kerry 
Richards 
explains 
how 
pedestrians 
are at risk     

 

 

Beginning the visit with the gift of a custom Brockton face mask, Mayor Sullivan recounted the 
history of the town, especially noting it as a historic home for immigrants. Next, during a walking 
tour of the city, one thing became clear to the students: the poor snow clearing on sidewalks made 
the city dangerous for pedestrians. When the group arrived at one intersection where Chief of 
Staff Kerry Richards pointed to the site of some previous car crashes, all ended up waiting for 
nearly five minutes to cross the street at the traffic signal. This reinforced to students the kind of 
choices pedestrians in Brockton likely face every day of their lives: walking on sidewalks that are 
slippery with ice or moving into the street where cars are driving quickly; waiting for long 
pedestrian “walk” signals or braving traffic to get across an intersection to make it in time to catch 
a bus. Experiencing these types of choices first-hand gave the students a realistic view of street 
safety in Brockton and drove them to see the gravity and urgency of this project. 

Students Allan 
Franklin (HKS), 
Liza Farr (MIT), 
Gerben Scherpbier 
(HKS) and Leah 
Nakaima (HKS) 
observing traffic 
patterns in 
Brockton 

  
 



 

Newburyport 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             Following a February Nor’easter, sandbags and plywood cover homes on Newburyport’s coast

Between February 1 - 2, 2021, Newburyport was hit with a nor’easter that brought winds of over 
60 miles per hour and more than a foot of snow. Not since the blizzard of January 2016 has 
Massachusetts been hit that hard. As the Friday, February 5th optional field trip approached, it 
did not seem possible for our visit to move ahead: all of Plum Island was cordoned off as a disaster 
area. But this type of storm surge was just what the field lab students hoped to see and learn from 
first-hand. With the help of Kelly Bovio from Congressman Moulton’s office, the students were 
allowed to walk Plum Island beach, observe how close homes are to the surf, and see the storm 
damage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kelly Bovio of the MA 6th Congressional Office leading students on Plum Island, February 5, 2021: 
Emma Bird (GSD), Kelly Bovio, Imara Salas (GSD), Pedro Gonzalez (HKS/Stanford MBA), Michael 

Sandusky (HKS/Tuck), Brian Cain (HKS) 



 

Mayor Holaday had been caring for constituents made homeless from the storm and could not 
join on the 5th, but she invited students back a few weeks later when she was able to accompany 
them for another tour to see storm damage. A second nor’easter had followed close on the heels 
of the first, adding to Newburyport’s misfortune.  The students returned to Plum Island, visited 
the town center, and the water treatment plant to observe how flooding regularly impacts 
buildings and people in these areas. 

Mayor Holaday had been a field lab climate resilience project partner in 2018 and this year kindly 
offered to share her knowledge and experience as one who leads a town exposed to the effects of 
climate change. Students who were considering the Boston climate resilience project were able to 
pepper Mayor Holaday with questions on stormwater, flooding, and climate change.

 

Salem 

 

Mayor Driscoll explaining the extensive climate resilience planning needed for the town’s new power plant: 
(from right) Peter Bruno (HKS), Mayor Driscoll, Sebastian Agignoae (HKS), Sam Shaffer (HKS) 

Mayor Kim Driscoll had been a previous field lab project partner. Understanding how time on-
the-ground helps inform project research, she invited students interested in climate resilience and 
infrastructure to visit Salem in February. Students Peter Bruno, Sebastian Agignoae, Mojib 
Ghaznawi, and Sam Shaffer traveled to Salem to see the climate change challenges facing Salem. 

Mayor Driscoll met the group at Collins Cove, a beach area that has been battered by erosion. 
Collins Cove and Salem Harbor are anchored on the left by an exposed, old gas tank at risk for 
flooding and on the right by the new Salem Harbor Power Station. In May 2018, the Power Station 
came online to replace a low-lying, outdated coal-fired plant that had been located on the same 
site for sixty years. During the 2010s, Salem envisioned a cleaner and more climate resilient 
facility to power the city. Planning included constructing new sea walls in the harbor, building the 
new plant with higher elevation, and reinforcing all with metal and natural protection.  



 

The group walked through the neighborhood that rings the power plant, which includes an 
elementary school, senior housing, and older housing stock all in low-lying areas. Flooding is a 
common occurrence. Mayor Driscoll shared that residents who did not believe in climate change 
10 years ago now walk up to her on the street to ask what is being done about it.  

 

MBTA  

The MBTA’s Terry McCarthy leading the field lab on a virtual field trip to the Green Line Extension project 

 

MBTA field collaborations and internships are required to be virtual during the pandemic. Our 
MBTA partners provided a virtual field trip via an innovative camera overview of the current 
construction for the new Green Line Extension project. 

Terry McCarthy, Engineer and Deputy Program Manager of Stakeholder Engagement for the 
MBTA's $2.3 billion Green Line Extension Project, led field lab students with an aerial view of the 
current work and developments taking place ‘live’ via camera feed. Terry gave a brief history of 
how the initial project came about and the multiple years of planning that it took to get the GLX 
project to this advanced stage. 

Students enjoyed engaging with Terry about the neighborhoods through which the Green Line 
Extension runs, as many of them live nearby. They were interested to learn about the public-
private development plans for these areas of Cambridge and Somerville and what the connection 
will mean for the daily lives of people. 



 

Course Instruction

 

Professor Bilmes introducing the concept of fiscal decentralization to the class in January 2021

 

The teaching team planned a unique, creative, and enriching field experience for students, even 
under the constraints of Covid. Meeting through the fall and into early January, Professor Bilmes 
reached out to the ‘20 class to learn more about what virtual approaches to skill building and 
collaboration with partners worked best and gather ideas for the Spring 2021 semester. 

Teaching Fellow Natasha Lawrence (top row, 2nd from left) leading the Friday skills session 

 

              Professor Brian Iammartino                   Professor Justin de Benedictis-Kessner 

 



 

The foundation for MLD-412 student learning remains the Field Lab pedagogy developed over the 
last 16 years. Professor Bilmes began the ’21 class by providing a grounding in budgeting theory 
from the perspective of local, state, and federal.  The course provides instruction in pivot tables, 
Stata, and R, and together with Harvard’s Center for Geographic Analysis trains students in GIS 
mapping exercises based on the skills needed to enhance each project. Hong Qu, a Lecturer at 
HKS, provided data visualization support and guidance. 

As ever, the central building block of the course, the Foss Park and Parkrose financial analysis 
modeling exercises, advanced each student’s ability to craft insightful financial models. Professor 
Bilmes and Professor Brian Iammartino worked via Zoom in the evenings and over weekends to 
support teams as they developed innovative ways in which to create financial spreadsheets and 
analyze the challenges posed by these cases. Teams emerged triumphant with their unique 
solutions sets, ready to take their new financial skills and put them to work within their own 
research. 

HKS Associate Professor Justin de Benedictis-Kessner led students through a case study about 
the Flint, Michigan water crisis and, during the next session, he and the class discussed local 
government accountability in groups.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Leading Voices in Discussion with Field Lab Students 

Year after year through their course evaluations, students highlight Professor Bilmes’ 
commitment to bringing prominent academic colleagues and top public policy leaders to the class 
for active discussions. The students appreciate being able to hear and debate today’s critical policy 
questions across the table with decision makers and comment that this type of interaction sets the 
field lab apart at HKS. 

This year, the class spent an hour talking with Biden Administration official and Field Lab 
alumnae Samantha Silberberg about her current role as Special Assistant to the President for 
Transportation and Infrastructure Policy. Samantha led an off-the-record briefing with the class 
and shared her insights on upcoming legislation that has the potential to transform infrastructure 
and transportation in the United States. 

Special guests for the 2021 semester also included: 

Professor Edward Glaeser – Post-Covid Urbanization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Professor Glaeser joined the Field Lab class on March 15, 2021, for 
an hour-long discussion concerning the history of cities, with an eye 
to how they developed after major crises, such as pandemics. 
Professor Glaeser provided some hypotheses on how today’s global 
urban environments will move forward from Covid. 



 

Congressman Seth Moulton on Infrastructure 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Leadership in the Age of Covid and Black Lives Matter 

Mount Vernon NY Mayor Patterson-Howard and Manchester NH Mayor Craig 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On January 27, 2021, Congressman Seth Moulton joined the Field 
Lab for a discussion on critical US infrastructure needs, the upcoming 
infrastructure discussions and packages in Congress, and his 
thoughts on how strategic investment can meet the needs of the 
country, especially concerning climate resiliency preparation for 
coastal communities. 

The Field Lab organized a ‘Mayors Panel’ for the last class session. 
Professor Bilmes invited Mount Vernon NY Mayor Shawyn Patterson-
Howard and Manchester NH Mayor Joyce Craig to share thoughts on 
leading cities through the pandemic while also supporting their 
communities of color during a year that saw the killing of George Floyd 
and others by police and the expansion of the Black Lives Matter 
movement. 



 

Field Lab Community in 2021 

Throughout a busy semester and under Covid restrictions, the Field Lab teaching team made sure 
to weave a bit of fun and community building into the course schedule.  

    

                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goat Zoom!      Parkrose Healthy Snack/Sebastian Agignoae 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lunching with Bobby Wang and Avanti Krovi  

At HKS: Allan Franklin, Imara Salas, Pedro 
Gonzalez 



 

2021 Student Teams – Final Presentations 

At the start of May, after intense consultation with partners and with final refinement working 
with members of the teaching team, the students presented their research findings to Revere 
Mayor Arrigo, Brockton Mayor Sullivan, Steve Poftak, General Manager of the MBTA, and Project 
Partner Sanjay Seth, Boston Water and Sewer Commissioner John Sullivan, and team members 
from the BWSC and City of Boston Department of the Environment. 

 

Revere – Inclusionary Zoning 

 

The purpose of this project was to investigate the optimal parameters for a prospective IZ policy 
that maximize the creation of affordable units whilst also keeping development financially feasible 
given market trends in Revere. 

Key Findings: 

 Based on development finance assumptions available at the time, the project's financial 
model suggests that at the current growth rate of 125 new units a year, IZ could produce 
an estimated 5-25 affordable units per year 3 years after implementation. 



 

Brockton – Traffic Safety

The student team looked to assist Mayor Sullivan and City of Brockton in exploring new ways to 
improve road and pedestrian safety through their research. 

 

Key Findings 

 Signalize the intersections with full signals, stop signs, or signalized crosswalks. 
 

 Curb extensions or pedestrian islands to reduce crossing distance and increase visibility. 
Start with low-cost treatments, like paint and bollards. 
 

 Narrow lanes to 10.5 feet to reduce speeding. Start with paint rather than moving curbs, 
to reduce costs. 
 

 Bike lanes could be installed, which also reduce speeding. This would require removing a 
lane of parking. 
 

 Plant streets to reduce speeding and provide a shadier and more attractive pedestrian 
environment.



 

MBTA – Proprietary Software Licensing 

This project’s goal was to evaluate which of the MBTA’s internally developed technologies might 
have the most commercial potential and how, if at all, these technologies should be brought to 
market.  



 

Key Findings:  

 The student analysis advised that Skate has the highest commercial potential among CTD 
technology assets. 
 

 There is a tradeoff between MBTA ownership/responsibility and financial upside as MBTA 
ownership; for example, the direct to market strategy may have more financial upside 
potential but also higher risk. 

 
 Pricing multiples disparately impact go-to-market strategies, particularly affecting the 

above-mentioned direct to market strategy. 
 

 Commercialization models are predicated on switching to a less open software license. 
 

 

 
 

 

 



 

Boston – Stormwater Management      

 
With the likelihood of increased stormwater in the future because of climate change, the City of 
Boston asked this MLD-412 student team to review options that might spur new stormwater 
innovation.  

This project was centered on four guiding principles:  

1. Equity: ensuring that households do not contribute beyond their ability.  
 

2. Flexibility: creating financial models and assumptions that can be easily adjusted, as 
needed. 

 
3. Practicality: ensuring all proposed options result in the reduction of stormwater runoff.  

 

4. Transparency: individuals are able to easily discern how stormwater runoff mitigation 
costs are determined.  

 
 
 
 
 



 

Key Findings: 
 
 Spatial analysis of stormwater interventions can be made available to private owners 

 
 Benchmark city research suggests many methods for stormwater management 

 
 The financial model illustrates a variety of inputs and assumptions (more research is 

required) 
 

 Financial interactive estimator presents a potential structure for an incentive program 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Meet the 2021 Rappaport Public Finance Summer Fellows 
 
With City of Somerville and City of Salem (two of the Greater Boston Applied Field Lab’s perennial 
summer partners) named as Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative participants, the field 
lab is able to refocus resources this summer to support the continuation of three important 
research projects:   
 
 Traffic safety advances with City of Brockton; 
 Inclusionary zoning with City of Revere; and 
 City infrastructure as a marker in building community (a new study being led by Justin de 

Benedictis-Kessner) 
 
Three students were chosen from among the spring Greater Boston Applied Field Lab teams to 
continue research as Rappaport Public Finance Summer Fellows: 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Pedro Gonzalez 
Town of Brockton 

Kerry Richards 
Chief of Staff 

 
Traffic safety: analysis 

of ARPA funds and 
how they may 
improve road 

conditions 
 

Bobby Wang 
Town of Revere 
Reuben Kantor, 

Chief Innovation Officer 
Tech Leng, 

Dir of Community 
Development 

 
Inclusionary Zoning 

 

 
Allan Franklin 
Multiple US Cities 
Professor Justin de 
Benedictis-Kessner 

HKS 
 

City Infrastructure 
 

 
 
 

 


