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This was interesting work: things were 
happening fast, there were people to talk 
to, ramifications on the horizon. More im-
portant, there were a whole lot of people 
who wanted to know about this stuff in 
real time and there was a special satis-
faction—a pride—in trying to meet that 
need. If you wanted to share in this pride, 
you made sacrifices—most of them aca-
demic—in support of the journalistic mis-
sion. Courting academic disaster was part 
of the culture, and after five semesters on 
the Crimson, I more or less knew the game. 
Harvard’s grading scheme, for better or 
worse, would accommodate cram-sessions 
and last-ditch, all-night efforts. In the 
classroom, I had been doing what I needed 
to do to get by, but emperors and ancient 
ruins hadn’t been my primary focus. 

My professor was less than impressed 
with my tightrope act. Academics were 
not to be trifled with, she said. The paper 
would be due Friday, and it had better be 
done. 

I was shocked. Truth be told, I took 
it all somewhat personally. Still smart-
ing from the morning’s lecture, I caught 
a short flight home with a manila folder 
full of readings in my hand. I had written 
quick term papers before, and I knew that 
two days—one to research, one to write—
was just within the realm of possibility. 
I holed up the next morning in an empty 
library at one of the University of Mary-
land’s satellite campuses. 

When you’re on a stiff deadline, you 
don’t have time to be cute about your topic. 
I seized on the first thing that looked nar-
row enough to pursue: the legal strictures 
governing emergency senatorial decrees in 
ancient Rome. This is an extremely boring 
topic even by the somewhat stodgy stan-
dards of the classical field. But strangely, I 
was more focused than I’ve ever been.

What was driving me? I had something 
to prove—namely, that while I might be 
irresponsible, I wasn’t incapable. In one 
day, I did as much auxiliary research as 
I’ve ever done for a paper. More than that, 
I did it intensely, with an adrenaline-fu-
eled sense of purpose, as if something—
some pride even—was really riding on it. 
I did this paper as if people would care to 
read it. I wrote it with much the same at-
titude, I suppose, as I would a Crimson ar-
ticle. And by that evening, I have to admit, 
the stuff had become rather interesting. I 
had known there was some pleasure to be 

had in academic inquiry: this was at once 
a confirmation and a reminder. I’m not 
suggesting I was eating up The Legal Pro-
cedure of Cicero’s Time like it was Vanity Fair, 
but I had managed to summon a desire to 
know where the Porcian Laws belonged 
in the Roman legal landscape that would 
have been nonexistent if I hadn’t taken the 
assignment so personally. Which never 
would have happened if I had not been 
held accountable in such an oddly direct 
fashion. It crossed my mind afterwards 
that my professor might have done me 
something of a favor. 

Now, months removed from that epi-
sode, I’d like to suggest that this favor be 
extended. Harvard would be doing its 
students a favor by holding them more ac-
countable academically—or at least find-
ing a way to ensure that courses, across 
the board, match the demands and inten-
sity of the extracurricular organizations 
where so much undergraduate time is cur-
rently spent. It’s always struck me as odd 
that a place notorious for its hard-nosed 
exam-period threats to hold students “in-
communicado” in their hospital beds if 
they become ill during a test could allow 

students to take such liberties with its 
syllabi. 

But that is the present reality. It’s large-
ly a matter of incentives. Collegiality, so-
cial currency, influence—all these things 
are to be found more easily in an extracur-
ricular setting than in satisfying course 
requirements. And as far as day-to-day 
disincentives for underperformance are 
concerned, student organizations take the 
cake. Skip your reading for a section and 
risk an awkward moment with a teaching 
fellow. Skip out on your responsibilities 
for an extracurricular, and risk derision 
or excommunication by your peers: You’re 
lazy. You’re not willing to sacrifice like everybody 
else. You’re a flake. That’s accountability. That 
is personal. Those who say that it’s up to 
students to make sure they are having a 
challenging academic experience miss the 
point: engaging meaningfully with course 
material shouldn’t be an option; it should 
be demanded across the board. There must 
be keener reasons to treat assignments se-
riously; keener deterrents for not doing so. 
Otherwise extracurricular commitments 
will rule the day, and students’ academic 
experience will suffer. 

That’s not to say the system doesn’t have 
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Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows for the 
2009-2010 academic year will be Spen-
cer Lenfield ’12 and Melanie Long ’10, 
who were selected after an evaluation 
of writing submitted by more than two 
dozen applicants for the two positions. 
The Fellows, who join the editorial staff 
during the year, contribute to the maga-
zine as “Undergraduate” columnists 
and initiate story ideas, write news and 
feature items, and edit copy. Lenfield, of 
Paw Paw, Michigan (near Kalamazoo), 
will live in Eliot House beginning this 
fall, and may concentrate in literature or history and literature. He plays piano in a 
classical trio, is on the editorial board of Tuesday magazine, and worked at Western 
Michigan University, near his home town, during the summer. Long, of Atlanta (and 
previously Cincinnati; Frankfurt, Germany; and Caracas) and Lowell House, is concen-
trating in English and pursuing a secondary field in film studies. A Crimson staff writer 
and volunteer tutor, she was in Cambridge this summer, serving as a resident tutor 
in the Crimson Summer Academy, Harvard’s academic enrichment program for local 
high-school students. The Fellowship is supported by Jonathan J. Ledecky ’79, M.B.A. 
’83, and named in honor of his mother.
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