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Julia Thom-Levy, professor in physics and vice 
provost for academic innovation, oversees Cornell’s 
Center for Teaching Innovation (CTI) and the Office of 
Undergraduate Research. Her position was created a year 
ago, and CTI was formed by merging the former Center 
for Teaching Excellence with the Academic Technologies 
unit in Cornell Information Technologies.
The full conversation is available at news.cornell.edu/
Thom-LevyQA.

How does your position help fulfill President 
Martha Pollack’s priority to enhance the  
university’s academic distinction?
President Pollack’s vision of “educational verve” 
has been inspirational. She introduced a spirit of 
experimentation and openness, and energized the 
teaching community to embrace new methods, 
technologies and ideas. This goes hand in hand 
with Provost Michael Kotlikoff’s commitments in 
the area of academic innovation. In my new role 
I am charged with opening up new opportunities 
and creating better support structures that allow 
our very busy teaching community to innovate 
and to continue to create vibrant and challenging 
opportunities for learning.

continued on next page
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JULIA THOM-LEVY CHANNELS 
INNOVATION TO BENEFIT FACULTY 
AND STUDENTS

This special section, a bonus issue of the university’s 
Ezra magazine, highlights ways Cornell initiatives 
intersect with philanthropy and engagement of Cornell 
alumni, parents and friends.



What are some of those innovations and 
opportunities, and what changes are laying the 
groundwork for additional progress?
The creation of the Center for Teaching Inno-
vation [teaching.cornell.edu] was an essential 
first step. The center brings together Cornell 
staff who are pedagogy experts with data ex-
perts, assessment specialists and technological 
support for teaching.
It’s an extremely talented and dedicated 
group, with an experienced director – Mathew 
Ouellett. He has been a terrific leader and 
brings deep expertise in the area of inclusive 
classroom teaching and pedagogy. We’re still 
discovering how powerful this center and this 
combination of experts can be.
Most faculty are super busy with their research 
and teaching, and even if they want to innovate 
and embrace new techniques, they may not 
have the time to read all the literature and keep 
up with the latest research about teaching and 
learning. So we have to be flexible; we have to 
provide fast, expert help, for example through 
online resources, consultations and workshops.
The center also is an important support struc-
ture for new initiatives. For example, we are 
working on ways to help our faculty engage 
an increasingly diverse student body, how to 
connect across differences, and integrate mean-
ingful discussions in the classroom and the 
curriculum. Another example: the provost’s 
Gateway Initiative aims to improve specific 
courses that serve large numbers of students 
from all over the university and are gateways 
to majors or other curricular pathways.
Grants are another vehicle for innovation. 
Modern technology has created a huge op-
portunity for faculty to explore new modes of 
teaching, such as online and blended teaching, 
global learning and interdisciplinary teaching. 
We are inviting the Cornell teaching commu-
nity to propose projects that explore emerging 
technologies and approaches. The center has 
already received lots of very exciting propos-
als, and we will start awarding project funds 

and support staff help to make these ideas a 
reality in the classroom.
Finally, we are transitioning our course 
management system. This is a digital space 
that helps faculty create, administer and 
teach their courses. We are moving from 
Blackboard to Canvas, a younger company 
that was designed from the very beginning 
to be easy to learn and use. That matters for 
both faculty and students. It is also a tool that 
helps encourage innovations and improve-
ments. This will set the stage for more flexible 
use of technology and better course design.
What does the shift away from traditional 
lectures to active learning and other methods 
mean for the student experience?
In a nutshell, the shift means better learning 
outcomes, and happier and more engaged 
students. There is a substantial and growing 
body of research that shows students need 
to be actively engaged to learn, with much 
more direct interaction among students, and 
between students and instructors, than in the 
traditional lecture-based format. This goes 
far beyond simply adding clicker questions 
to a traditional lecture. The data we are 
starting to see from redesigned classrooms 
within and outside of Cornell are extremely 
convincing. They strongly indicate improved 
learning outcomes for students; lower rates 
of students withdrawing, quitting or failing 
in redesigned courses; and higher rates of 
persistence in particular curricular pathways. 
Such pedagogies can make use of modern 
technologies like online active learning and 
learning analytics.
Alumni and parents find these trends in-
triguing, but they also have lots of questions. 
For example, is there no place for a great 
traditional lecture? Is active learning the right 
pedagogy for shy and introverted students? 
Is the cost and range of supported education-
al technologies reasonable? I had many of the 
same questions and concerns when I started 
using these methods.
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“Modern technology 
has created a huge 

opportunity for 
faculty to explore 

new modes of 
teaching.”

–Julia Thom-Levy

Number of faculty 
involved in course 

design projects 
with the Center for 

Teaching Innovation in 
2017-18

“THE CREATION OF THE CENTER 
FOR TEACHING INNOVATION 
WAS AN ESSENTIAL FIRST STEP. 
... IT'S AN EXTREMELY TALENTED 
AND DEDICATED GROUP, WITH 
AN EXPERIENCED DIRECTOR – 
MATHEW OUELLETT.”

– Julia Thom-Levy
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Relying less on a lecture-heavy format is not 
about catering to shorter attention spans. 
Lectures can be a really important element, as 
long as students are also really engaged and 
active. I think that active learning techniques 
also train students in what is needed today: for 
example, to talk across difference, to work in 
teams. If I think back to my own experience as 
a student: I really loved an excellent lecture, but 
I learned by working through problems and by 
discussing them with my fellow students.
Can you share an example of a new approach 
that is producing meaningful results?
One transformative experience happened in 
my own department, physics, in the College of 
Arts and Sciences. Before I took on my current 
position I participated in the Active Learning 
Initiative in the college, which was funded by 
gifts from Alex and Laura Hanson [both Class 
of ’87] beginning in 2012 and unfolded under 
the leadership of Dean Gretchen Ritter ’83 and 
Peter Lepage as director. We transformed the 
three-course introductory physics sequence 
taken by all engineering students at Cornell 
using active learning methods and a variety of 
classroom technology, and the results exceeded 
all expectations. I still remember watching my 
freshman course of 400 students become alive 
with discussion on the first day of lecture, 
which in previous years had been completely 
quiet.
Across all three courses and instructors, there 
was a fourfold reduction in the number of stu-
dents with failing or marginal grades. Student 
evaluations from these courses were also sig-
nificantly higher. The success in these courses 
has inspired other faculty in our department to 
experiment with active learning. The number of 
physics faculty using active learning has more 
than doubled from the original team of six.
Before I participated in this experiment I had 
not been particularly aware of advances in 
educational research, but seeing the improve-
ment for my students was transformative. It 
was also a lot more fun to teach that way and 
completely changed my perspective and moti-
vation to learn more and try more, and to help 
work on institutional change.
With Alex and Laura Hanson’s continued sup-
port, we have just expanded the Active Learn-
ing Initiative universitywide and have also 
hired faculty in the area of discipline-based 
education research. These are two of the most 
exciting recent developments at Cornell, and I 
believe that it will put us at the cutting edge of 
pedagogy innovation.
You also oversee the Office of Undergraduate 
Research. How does that fit into your academic 
innovation efforts?
I’m very excited about this part of my respon-
sibility and was eager to add it to my portfolio. 

I’ve worked with dozens of undergraduate 
students in my own lab and believe that in-
volving students directly in research is one of 
the most valuable teaching practices we have 
available at Cornell. In a way, it’s the ultimate 
active learning opportunity for our students. 
It’s often a “real-world” experience and places 
students in a vibrant community of scholars 
and researchers. Sixty-five percent of our grad-
uating seniors report having participated in 
research activities, and my goal is to improve 
access to this opportunity.
What have you found most surprising about 
your role in this past year?
The work I do is surprisingly creative and 
poses its own questions and challenges: What 
does it take to help faculty innovate? How can 
we best bring about change? There is a lot of 
evidence and research about these topics, but 
how do we apply it specifically at Cornell? 
It takes ongoing experimentation as well as 
reliance on data. In that way it is also surpris-
ingly similar to my work as an experimental 
physicist.
Another surprise was that our students are 
great advocates of innovation. They are full 
of ideas and can give us valuable information 
about what works and doesn’t. I have learned 
over the years that most students now expect 
to actively participate in lectures rather than 
passively absorb information. They expect to 
use modern technology. They feel an urgency 
to succeed and to tackle the world’s problems. 
They want to challenge and be challenged. I 
believe that providing them with that opportu-
nity is part of Cornell’s mission.

Opposite page:  
Julia Thom-Levy, left, with 
Mathew Ouellett, director 
of the Center for Teaching 
Innovation. Above: 
Thom-Levy, center, with 
professor Tracy McNulty, 
left, and President 
Emeritus Hunter Rawlings 
during the 2016 Trustee 
Council Annual Meeting 
Weekend.
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“They’re more than door-opening – 
they’re future-opening.”

– Bianca Negrón ’20

Endowed scholarships: timely and far-reaching

Bianca Negrón ’20

GIFTS IN ACTION

Scholarships at Cornell boost students when they most 
need them. For Bianca Negrón ’20 and Shelby Wauson, 
DVM ’19, financial support came at just the right time.

Negrón was “desperate to manage travel and living 
expenses” for her study abroad semester in Cuba 
during her sophomore year when a scholarship came 
to the rescue. 

The first-generation student and aspiring lawyer grew 
up with five siblings in Puerto Rico and remembers her 
early childhood as “surrounded by drugs, violence and 
poverty.” 

“My life has been about dealing with financial situations 
first and then everything else second. But, with 
scholarships, for the first time I’m calm about where I 
am financially, and I can focus on my academics and my 
future career,” Negrón said.

“They’re more than door-opening – they’re future-
opening,” she said about scholarships.

When 27-year-old Wauson gave birth to her first child 
during her third year as a veterinarian in training, she 
and her husband were ecstatic – but they also felt the 
pinch. Fortunately, a scholarship helped ease their 
hardship.

“Without that scholarship and the child day care grant 
from Cornell, I don’t know if I would have continued 
through the year,” Wauson said.

Pointing to the growing number of women in the field, 
she added: “It’s crucial to support female students, 
especially mothers, through veterinary school because 
we’re the future of veterinary medicine.”

Wauson looks forward to serving animal shelters in 
Houston, her home city. “They’re just desperate right 
now for vets,” she said.

Visit giving.cornell.edu/giving-stories/ to read more.
 Shelby Wauson, DVM ’19


