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been done, sometimes well. (Hope not to
have to use that one). Make your room as
comfortable as possible—you’ll be spend-
ing a lot of time there—and make friends
with your laptop. Corollary: Don’t even
think about signing up for spring classes

that can’t be skipped for a month or
two—the only place you’ll be going in
February will be to the dining hall for an-
other bowl of Cinnamon Toast Crunch
and a co≠ee refill.

One of the most unusual pieces of advice

I culled concerned facing thesis fear. Quite
literally, one senior came up with the the-
sis equivalent of the gym teacher’s old
adage, “The ball is your friend.” She had
felt slightly lonely spending her free time
researching in Widener or writing out her
notes in her room, so she made her thesis
her friend—she named it. That way, when
she said her weekend plans consisted of
“spending some quality time with Ted,” it
sounded mysterious and fun, nearly
enough to convince her that reworking a
couple of chapters of Ted the Thesis was a
good-enough weekend activity for her
dwindling senior year. I have to admit this
plan of attack didn’t sound half-bad. I’m
taking suggestions for names.

I realized I was completely hooked on
the thesis-talk floating around me when,
battling sleep to finish a (non-thesis)
paper one night last spring, I started fol-

lowing an e-mail exchange over the
Leverett house e-mail list. The sub-
ject? Thesis formatting: inquiries
about word-count issues, margins,
MicrosoftWord shortcuts to foot-
note placement, and a particularly
vehement thread lambasting re-
quirements for the paper stock on
which the final product would be
proudly printed. These require-
ments seem quite esoteric to the
uninitiated: acid free, acid neutral
(ph 7.0-8.5), or “bu≠ered” paper,
preferably one of the several brands
suggested by the University
Archives. That night, the House e-
mail list buzzed with cautionary
tales of Bob Slate salesmen pounc-
ing on sleep-deprived seniors to sell
them the last ream of a rare paper,
hand-woven and blessed for thesis
success by a group of mountain-

dwelling monks. There was bragging
about scoring a relatively cheap version at
Staples, bucking the department’s re-
quirement for acidity content. One thesis
writer, incensed at a sales pitch touting
the exquisite texture of an exquisitely
priced ream, wrote to the list, “I’m not
going to grope it, I’m just handing it in.”
And so on—it seemed all thesis writers
were up at three in the morning bemoan-
ing paper selection in the Square. Mean-
while, I thought about the paper I’d be
printing out in a couple of hours, God

It is one of the paradoxes of the Harvard experience that the admissions
process demands self-promotion, but the epilogue to the admissions process—attend-
ing the College—requires self-deprecation. Nowhere is this irony more painful than
during Freshman Week, when roughly 1,600 A-earning, extracurricular-activities-
participating, sterling-letters-of-recommendation-garnering National Merit finalists
try to reveal the highlights of their résumés without seeming too arriviste. Enter dou-
blespeak, that language of diplomacy in which every first-year who has answered
“Boston” to the barbecue and cocktail-party question “So where did you end up going
to college?” is conversant. Initial first-year conversations are often conducted in this
language, the baroque elusiveness of which makes “I’m going to school in Boston”
sound positively forthcoming.

roommate 1: I don’t know if I’ll do advanced standing. I mean, it’s nice that they
o≠er it, but…1

roommate 2: Yeah, it’s tempting. You’d get to
med school that much faster.2 But it would be
a shame to miss a whole year of college.3

roommate 1: Yeah, that was what was so ulti-
mately repellent about Brown’s accelerated
medical program.4

Being conversant in Harvard-style doubletalk,
however, is not the same as being fluent. Conver-
sations conducted in the coy language of implica-
tion sometimes end awkwardly when one room-
mate, failing to parry, lapses into her native
tongue:

roommate 1: So what are you thinking about
doing extracurricularly?5

roommate 2: I’m not really sure. I did so much
in high school, and I don’t really want to
overextend myself here.6

roommate 1: Oh, I know what you mean. Be-
tween debate team and student government
and the swim team and the school paper, it
seemed like I hardly saw my family in high
school. I want to leave myself time to relax here.7

roommate 2: Yeah, exactly. I mean, college is a time to explore—8

roommate 1: Plus, I want to have time to work on my novel.9

roommate 2: So what did you get on your SATs?10

roommate 1: Excuse me?11

roommate 2: I mean, what’s your novel about?12

Happily, by the time classes start, most first-years have found new interests to talk
about and are able to consign their high school résumés to the files of the College bu-
reaucracy. They shake o≠ doublespeak and respond coyly only when catechized
about where they go to school. That, after all, is the Boston13 way.

�phoebe m.w. kosman

First-year Double-talk

1 I scored really high on my Advanced
Placement or International Baccalaure-
ate tests.
2 As did I—especially in science and
math. And I plan to go to medical
school.
3 Also, I am an intellectual who loves
learning for the sake of learning. 
4 I, too, plan to go to medical school.
And I was admitted to Brown.
5 How did you get into Harvard?
6 I am an overachiever.
7 Overachievement? I’ll show you over-
achievement!
8 You’ve got nothing on me.
9 You want to bet?
10 Your novel?
11 Arriviste.
12 Oops.
13 Harvard.
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