
An overview report on the first six Har-
vard and 11 MIT courses, offered during 
the 2012-2013 academic year, addressed 
the most elemental questions: Who regis-
tered? What did they do? Where are they 
from? It thus engages with a basic issue 
about the current online courses. The re-
port tallied 841,687 course registrations, of 
whom:

292,852 never proceeded past registra-
tion;

469,702 viewed less than half of the 
course content;

35,937 explored half or more of the con-
tent, but did not earn certificates of com-
pletion; and

43,196 did earn certificates of comple-
tion.

The “shopping period,” if that is a good 
analogy, is brief: “The average percentage 
of registrants who cease activity in these 
open online courses is highest in the first 
week at around 50 percent.” The paper’s 
authors, including Andrew Ho, co-chair of 
the HarvardX research committee, main-
tain that “Course certification rates are 
misleading and counterproductive indica-
tors of the impact and potential of open 
online courses”—in part because “large 
numbers of non-certified registrants ac-
cess substantial amounts of course con-
tent.” That is, learning occurs in units 
or chunks, rather than in course-length 
study.

Among other findings, the propor-
tion of registrants who report 
having a college degree ranged 
from 54 percent to 85 percent. 
That is perhaps not surpris-
ing for Harvard- and MIT-
level courses, but it indicates 
that a different approach, 
or different courses, may 
be necessary to serve in-
troductory learners or 
people pursuing foun-
dational skills. In fact, 
on average, 72 percent of 
the HarvardX registrants 
had a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. Just 2.7 percent of 
registrants had Internet 
or mailing addresses from 
identified “least-developed” 
countries—suggesting issues 
about the level of course con-
tent and registrants’ prepara-
tion, access to the Internet, and 
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 1919 With the War Department’s ap-
proval, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
votes to resume military training at Har-
vard, with courses “tuned up to the same 
[scholastic] standard” as others in the 
curriculum and military drills to be con-
ducted at summer camps, not on campus. 

 1929 For Radcliffe’s semicentennial 
celebration from May 30 to June 1, “the 
vicinity of Memorial Hall [is] thronged 
with delegates wearing gaily colored aca-
demic costumes”; Mrs. Herbert Hoover 
brings greetings from the White House; 
and President Lowell offers the congratu-
lations of Harvard. 

 1934 The baseball team accepts an 
invitation to play 12 Japanese college 
teams over the summer, thereby becom-
ing the first Harvard team and “the first 
[college] squad from the effete East to 
carry its bats to the Far East.” 

 1939 Competing 
under cover,  Edward 
C.K. Read ’40, presi-
dent of the Lampoon, 

wins the annual Wellesley College hoop 
race, a tradition alleged to determine 
which member of the graduating class will 
be married first. According to the Alumni 
Bulletin, Read reportedly “had accomplices 
‘within the ranks’ who fitted him out with 
the necessary feminine paraphernalia and 
slipped him into the starting line-up.” 

 1944 Instructor in chemistry Robert 
B. Woodward and Polaroid Corporation 
researcher William von E. Doering ’38, 
Ph.D. ’43, working together in the Uni-
versity laboratories, have succeeded in 
synthesizing quinine. 

 1989 The Graduate School of Arts 
and Sciences celebrates its centennial on 
June 2 and 3 with symposia, receptions, 
and awards to several of its most distin-
guished alumni. 

 1999 Harvard joins a yearlong moni-
toring project, initiated by Notre Dame, 
to gather information about the condi-
tions inside apparel factories that make 
university insignia wear and to formulate 
ideas on how to improve them. 
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