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Laura Levis
The staff  of Harvard Magazine   mourns the loss of Laura 
Levis, who contributed significantly to our efforts to serve 
readers online and through social media, while also writing 
articles on a broad range of subjects. We were privileged to 
work with her from 2011 through this past spring, when she 
moved to the University’s public affairs office. The death of 
a young colleague, following a sudden, severe asthma attack, 
is particularly painful. We extend our heartfelt condolences 
to her husband, parents, and entire extended family.

viding to our on-campus students is actu-
ally more like what we’re providing to our 
MOOC students.”

As HarvardX continuously unveils new 
course offerings, attracting more users, their 
form is evolving. HarvardX’s faculty-driven 
courses are of general, or at least broad, in-
terest; it is not competing with the Division 
of Continuing Education or the professional 
schools’ programs—all of which generate 
significant revenue. But HarvardX is experi-
menting; its eight-week “Plus” courses in 
biochemistry, contracts, and other subjects 
(with “Premium content. Deeper engage-
ment”) feature limited enrollments, closer 
connections to fellow students and Harvard 
faculty members and teaching assistants, 
and branded credentials—at a cost of fees 
from $195 to $495.

The move toward collecting fees, primar-
ily through explicitly vocationally focused 
courses, is broad. This fall, edX launched 
MicroMasters. Following an MIT pilot 
course in supply-chain management, more 
than a dozen other institutions have rolled 
out suites of four to 10 MOOCs, equivalent 
to one-quarter to one-half of the content for 
a master’s degree in subjects like artificial 
intelligence, Android program development, 
project management, or social work. Learn-
ers take those courses: for free; or paying 
for credentials certifying their completion 
of the work—after which they may apply 
for admission to each school’s master’s pro-
gram, to complete formal degree work. If 
accepted, their course of study would be 
shortened, and made less expensive, be-
cause of the prior work online.  

And in a step toward universities’ prac-
tice, edX has begun offering financial aid, 
discounting the fees charged for verified 
course certification; edX is nonprofit, and 
the assistance is being funded with philan-
thropic support. vJohn S. Rosenberg

John Adams at Harvard 
What he learned, and what  
he made of it
Editor’s note: As early-action applicants to the 
College class of 2021 anxiously await a re-
sponse, the account of an admissions ordeal 
in 1751 may offer perspective. Richard Alan 
Ryerson ’64 includes the passage in his new 
book, John Adams’s Republic: The One, the Few, and 
the Many (Johns Hopkins), as background on 
the future president’s intellectual develop-
ment. The author is former editor in chief 
of The Adams Papers at the Massachusetts 
Historical Society and former academic di-
rector and historian of the David Library of 
the American Revolution.

* * *
In the sUmmer  of 1751, an anxious 15-year-
old set off from Braintree on the 12-mile 
route to Cambridge. His schoolmaster had 
promised to accompany him to his admis-
sions exam at Harvard College, but was in-
disposed that morning. Our subject picks 
up his story:

terrified at the Thought of introduc-
ing myself to such great Men as the 
President and fellows of a College, I 
at first resolved to return home: but 
foreseeing the Grief of my father and 
apprehending he would not only be 
offended with me, but my Master too 
whom I sincerely loved, I aroused my-
self and collected Resolution enough 
to proceed….Arrived at Cambridge I 
presented myself…and underwent 
the usual Examination by the Presi-
dent Mr. Holyoke and the Tutors….
Mr. Mayhew into whose Class We 
were to be admitted, presented me 
a Passage of English to translate into 
Latin. It was long and casting my Eye 
over it I found several Words the latin 
for which did not occur to my mem-
ory. Thinking that I must translate it 

without a dictionary, I was in a great 
fright and expected to be turned by, 
an Event that I dreaded above all 
things. Mr. Mayhew went into his 
Study and bid me follow him. There 
Child, said he is a dictionary, there a 
Grammar, and there Paper, Pen, and 
Ink, and you may take your own time. 
This was joyful news to me and I then 
thought my Admission safe. The Latin 
was soon made, and I was declared 
Admitted…I was as light when I came 
home as I had been heavy when I 
went. 

This revealing portrait of the social world 
of mid-eighteenth-century Harvard Col-
lege—recorded by the future lawyer, con-
gressman, diplomat, and political theorist 
who became the second president of the 
United States—suggests, through the in-
formality and immediacy of the admissions 
process, how small the institution was then: 
a president, two professors (already occupy-
ing endowed chairs), four tutors, and about 
100 students in four classes. The College 
had no electives; every student took every 
course, in the same order. The single tutor 
assigned to each entering class handled its 
basic instruction until graduation. Profes-
sors Edward Wigglesworth (theology) and 
John Winthrop (mathematics and natural 
philosophy) offered the only specialized 
instruction.

John Adams says little about his col-
lege courses or instructors, with the ex-
ception of his favorite teacher, Professor 
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Winthrop. But he does offer a few clues 
to understanding a large part of a Har-
vard education—in the 1750s as much as 
in 2016: the intellectual and social impact 
of the students upon each other. To appre-
ciate this effect, one must understand two 
facts about colonial Harvard: its primary 
purpose was to educate future members 
of a learned ministry and an effective civ-
il government; and it did this in a highly 
structured social world. From the 1640s 
to 1770, the president and faculty ranked 
the members of each entering class in the 
fall of their freshman year according to 
their perception of the social standing 
of each student’s parents and other close 
relatives. This order was largely preserved 
until graduation day, at which time sev-
eral students who had done exceptionally 
well were finally recognized with speaking 
parts, regardless of their social standing.

As the son of a Braintree farmer, church 
deacon, and town selectman, Adams was 
ranked in the middle of his class and award-
ed a scholarship. As an undergraduate, he re-
sponded with enthusiasm to three opportu-
nities not available in Braintree. He seriously 
engaged the College’s relatively liberal cur-
riculum in theology, mathematics, and natu-
ral science; he made friends with students 
from different social classes, often those 
above his own; and he joined a speaking 
club where his performances so impressed 
his classmates that they suggested he would 
make a better lawyer than the minister his 
pious father desired. (He would become the 
only graduate in his class to hold a Hollis 
scholarship and not become a minister.)

Harvard acknowledgments of Adams’s 
intellectual engagement came quickly. A 
speaking part at graduation in 1755 earned 
him his first job, as a teacher; he used his sal-
ary to pay for his legal studies. His use of the 
College library after graduation sustained 
him until he could build up his own impres-
sive collection in legal and political history. 
And in his master’s thesis address in 1758, a 
rite of passage for most ambitious Harvard 
graduates, he defended a theme that would 
increase in significance for the rest of his life: 
that civil government was necessary for man.

By the mid eighteenth century, Harvard 
had become, above all else, a recruiter of 
intellectual talent and a unifying cultural 
force in Massachusetts and neighboring 
New England colonies. In this respect Ad-
ams, born into a family thoroughly commit-
ted to its own small community, did just 
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“A Few Writing Projects” 
by matthew browne ’17

Somewhere  around the beginning 
of June, I received a kind note from 
a magazine editor—really the sort 
of kindness you see only in a letter 

of rejection, where somehow the formality 
almost stings more than if the note were 
just rude. After this, the latest in a string of 

rejections for the miniscule group of paid 
editorial positions that I’d tracked down, I 
decided that, if I really wanted to break into 
the writing world, maybe my best efforts 
would be spent actually writing. The calcula-
tion was simple: I had three months of free 
time ahead of me and was lucky to have a 

what the College hoped. As the idealistic 
celebrant of New England’s religious and 
civil history in A Dissertation on the Canon and 
the Feudal Law (1765); as the lead attorney 
courageously defending the British soldiers 
indicted in the Boston Massacre (1770); as 
the congressman who led the final floor fight 
for Independence (1776); as the principal 
negotiator of America’s peace treaty with 

Britain (1783); as the author of A Defence of 
the Constitutions of the United States (1787-88), 
the longest and most learned political work 
by an eighteenth-century American; and, 
as president, when defending America’s 
maritime independence in the Quasi-War 
with France (1797-1800), he adopted broader 
views and higher aspirations in religion, in 
law, and in politics.

 

Can Harvard Advance Inclusion? 
A new presidential task force aims to ensure that diverse 
students can thrive in the University community. 
harvardmag.com/inclusion-16

Good Fat in a White Hat 
A beneficial fat rare in Western diets appears to fight 
cardiovascular disease.
harvardmag.com/goodfat-16

The New Republican Mavericks of Cambridge 
Students on being Crimson, conservative, and uncomfort-
able with a the GOP nominee
harvardmag.com/gopmavericks-16

Private Universities Must Recognize  
Graduate-Student Unions 
A federal ruling overturns a prior ruling—and Harvard’s 
position. harvardmag.com/grad-unions-16
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Harvardmagazine.com brings you continuous coverage of  
University and alumni news. Visit to find these stories and more: 
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