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can better judge the level at which materi-
al, even in supposedly introductory classes, 
is actually presented. They can accurately 
gauge whether there is a “learning fit” for 
them when they see a professor in action. 
They may be encouraged, or not, by their 
assessment of other students enrolling. And 
in important instances, they may do what 
faculty members always exhort them to do: 
explore intellectually, falling into a course, 
and sometimes even a concentration, that 
had never before seemed appealing. That 
possibility, Nickel said, is clearly higher in a 
shopping period than under preregistration.

And there is “benefit to faculty from the 
current system,” he noted. Typically, a syl-
labus can be pulled together just a week or 
two before a course begins. Under preregis-
tration, faculty members might have to com-
mit a semester or even a year in advance, if 
they are on leave, or have research or con-
ference commitments. (The pros and cons 
are judiciously detailed on the committee 
website.)

Thus, the situation is not a binary 
choice—and there might be “knock-on ef-
fects of any change in policy.” (Some observ-
ers note that there are disciplinary differenc-
es, too: large courses in fields with defined 
course sequences, like the introductory com-
puter-science class, routinely assemble large 
cohorts of assistants, some even upper-level 
undergraduates; but expertise in the human-
ities can be much more fine-grained, and the 
pool of potential TAs far smaller.)

His committee, Nickel said, is a vehicle 
to look beyond binary choices and perhaps 
identify alternatives. (Yale College recently 
announced it is tightening up its shopping 
period, and directed professors to get each 
syllabus posted earlier; longer term, prereg-
istration seems likely.) The effort necessar-
ily involves talking to a lot of stakeholders; 
Nickel said he found it “heartening to see 
everyone is committed to making the educa-
tion as good as possible.” Importantly, that 
means taking account of the way students ex-
perience the education they came Harvard 
to enjoy—often from their initial impres-
sions of a class, which may be better if the 
teacher knows what size class to expect.

Technological tools to sample cours-
es might be part of the answer, but other 
emerging avenues of exploration are sur-
prising. Nickel noted that the landing page 
of Brown’s course website lists low-en-
rollment courses many students may have 
overlooked; a simple measure, but nothing 
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  1919 The Faculty of Arts and Sciences, 
“a pioneer without being precipitate,” 
votes to establish general examinations 
for the A.B. in all departments, consonant 
with President Lowell’s view that no mere 
aggregation of credits merits a degree un-
less the student can also prove that he 
knows “some one thing well.” 

 1929 The Student Council reports “a 
real and urgent need of advice” for under-
graduates choosing vocations and urges 
establishment of an office to provide it.

 1934 The Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration announces a special fund 
to help needy students finish the academ-
ic year, but Harvard College says it has 
money enough for its own students and 
will not apply for an allotment.

 1959 Harvard and MIT establish a Joint 
Center for Urban Studies to search out 
the basic facts in the tangled problems of 
big city growth.

 1964 From President Pusey to under-
graduates, Harvardians rally against a 
Metropolitan District Commission  
plan to build a 400-foot underpass  
at the junction of  
Memorial Drive and 
Boylston [now Ken-
nedy] Street, near 
the Larz Ander-
son Bridge.

 1999 On the same day a large stu-
dent rally against sweatshop labor in 
clothing manufacturing occurs in the 
Yard, Harvard endorses a policy of “full 
disclosure” obligating manufacturers of 
licensed apparel to reveal the location 
of their factories.

Harvard Dining Services’ executive chef, 
Michael Miller, has developed a five-ses-
sion, $25 course, “Cooking for the Culi-
narily Challenged,” to help students sur-
vive once they leave the Yard.

2004 The University launches the 
Harvard Stem Cell Institute, engaging 
seven of its schools and six affiliated hos-
pitals in both research and clinical ef-
forts focused on using stem cells to cor-
rect organ failure.

On April 1, for the first time in Harvard 
history, more women (1,016) than men 
(1,013) are offered admission to the Col-
lege.
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