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It wasn’t until my senior year, my 
third year as a Lowellian, that I had 
any meaningful interaction with the 
members of our Senior Common 

Room. The SCR consists of the House 
master and co-master, faculty members, 
graduate-student tutors, visiting scholars, 
and Harvard administrators and staff. It 
is intended to add to the House commu-
nity a set of senior members with whom 
undergraduates can interact freely in a 
mutually enriching way, to broaden our 
education in informal settings outside 
the classroom—one goal of the College’s 
House system. I think many of us would 
welcome that broadening contact. 
But based on my own experienc-
es, making these connections 
can be challenging.

“SCR” also refers to a room 
designated for use by its 
members only, the way 
undergraduates have 
their Junior Common 
Room in which to 
gather. I spent junior 
year living above 
the SCR. Return-
i n g  f r o m  c l a s s 
on  Wed nesd ay 
afternoons, I had 
to walk past the 
open door of the 
room where the 
SCR members 
were hold ing 
their  week ly 
meeting.  Al-
though I began 
to recognize 
many of their 
faces, I knew 
none of them. In 
fact, I always wor-
ried that I was disturbing 
them, because the noise of the 
entryway door closing behind me 
often drew glances my way. It’s 

likely those glances were just a reaction; 
nonetheless, the sense remained that I was 
distinctly separate from their group. 

A handful of nonresidential members 
do frequent the Lowell dining hall and 
introduce themselves to undergraduates. 
Once, over a meal with a visiting scholar 
who had decided to join us, my friends 
and I remarked that we knew very few 
SCR members. In reply, she remarked that 
it is intimidating to join a group of un-
dergraduates in the dining hall: will they 
be receptive or annoyed? As a result, she 
said, most SCR members eat together—or 
don’t come at all. She had felt comfortable 

joining us because we were eating 
with a resident tutor whom 

she knew, who was able to 
introduce us. We had a 

great opportunity 
to hear her story 
and learn more 
about her field 
and about a po-

etry event she was 
planning.

That’s when I realized that many of 
Lowell’s SCR affiliates and I had some-
thing in common. Although a few individ-
uals on both sides were willing to brave 
the initial awkwardness to establish a 
connection and become a familiar face, for 
most of us, separation is the norm. 

But Lowell does host an event that pro-
vides a platform to ease interaction. High 
Table, a tradition unique to our House, 
has been in existence since the 1930s, 
when Professor J. L. Coolidge, S.B. 1895, 
was master. Originally, High Table was 
an opportunity for the Senior Common 
Room and other invited guests to share a 
special meal with a group of undergradu-
ates. The student invitations rotated 
through the year, so that each under-
graduate could attend. High Tables were 
held every Monday, at the back of the din-
ing hall, at a table that is literally higher 
than the others—it stands on an elevated 
platform. Today, the tradition continues, 
except that undergraduate guests are lim-
ited to the senior class. 

I spent sophomore and 
junior years watching 
seniors dressed in for-
mal attire join members 
of the SCR at the back 
of the dining hall, eating 
food that looked much 
better than our usual 

fare, and could not wait 
until I had my turn. When 

I received my invitation to 
attend High Table this past 
November, I was excited to 
take part in this Lowell tra-
dition. 

And the event managed 
to surpass my already 
high expectations. I en-
tered the master’s resi-
dence for a pre-dinner 

reception, where I was 
able to mingle with class-

mates, SCR members, and 
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In 1985, an astonishing time-motion 
study compared badminton with ten-
nis. That year, Boris Becker defeated 
Kevin Curran in four sets for the 

Wimbledon tennis championship, and, 
amid far less fanfare, Han Jian of China 
bested Denmark’s Morten Frost in three 

sets of badminton at Calgary. The Wim-
bledon match lasted three hours and 18 
minutes; the badminton contest took only 
one hour, 16 minutes. During the matches, 
the tennis ball was actually in play for a 
mere 18 minutes, as compared with 37 min-
utes for the badminton shuttlecock. Beck-

er and Curran had 299 rallies and struck 
1,004 shots; Jian and Frost had only 146 
rallies but hit 1,972 shots, for an average 
of 13.5 per rally, about four times as many 
as the 3.4-shot average tennis point. And 
the distance covered by the players? Two 
miles in tennis, four miles in badminton.

Lowell alumni. Within minutes, I had 
met a faculty member from the Graduate 
School of Education and we were able to 
discuss my interest in Teach For America. 
After we had all had the opportunity to 
introduce ourselves, we proceeded to the 
dining hall, where a carefully planned 
seating chart had placed undergraduates 
near SCR members who shared common 
interests, and ensured that the two groups 
were well interspersed. 

The evening turned out to be more than 
just a break from dining-hall food, or an 
excuse to dress up. I had the chance to 
get to know SCR members who provided 
both entertaining conversation and help-
ful advice: topics ranged from what we 
did for Halloween to our academic and 
potential career interests. That balance 
of casual conversation and advising was 
great. Also, knowing that Lowellians have 
congregated at High Table for more than 
70 years, and meeting some of the Lowell 
alumni who were enjoying the opportu-
nity to take part once more, made me feel 
even more connected to my House and its 
history. 

Although i’m thankful that Lowell 
House has an established tradition that 

encourages interaction with the SCR, I 
wish I could have formed those connec-
tions earlier. Apparently, I’m not alone. 
The “Report on Harvard House Renewal,” 
published last spring, identified the lack 
of substantial interaction between SCRs 
and students as a fundamental shortfall, 
given the College’s aspirations for its un-
dergraduate residences. 

In a letter introducing the report, dean 
of Harvard College Evelynn M. Hammonds 
stated, “Of all of the concepts discussed by 
the subcommittees, faculty leadership and 
involvement may be the most fundamental 
to the mission and purpose of House life….
The educational potential of College hous-
ing is even more promising when faculty 
shape the residential community and en-
gage students in educationally purposeful 
activities.”

The House Program Planning Commit-
tee has recommended a trial House Fel-
lows Program that aims to increase “casual 
yet meaningful interaction between facul-
ty and students” by developing initiatives 
that build on each House’s unique identity 
and traditions: Lowell’s High Table is one 
example. But when Houses sponsor spe-
cial faculty presentations, student turnout 
is often low. 

As for more popular, existing House 
events that help establish ties with 
nonresidential members—holiday din-
ners and gatherings at the master’s resi-
dence—the problem is that such gather-
ings don’t necessarily facilitate sustained 
connections or friendships. For example, 
the weekly Lowell master’s tea draws a 

mostly residential crowd, but also a few 
nonresidential affiliates. On one occasion, 
I met a European graduate student who 
was spending the year at Harvard. I have 
lived abroad and it was fun to talk about 
our travels and to get her perspective on 
the Harvard experience. Although her 
studies focused on science, she wanted 
to explore a variety of fields during her 
time here, and I was able to give some 
suggestions for good English courses. In 
return, she offered reassurances about not 
being certain of what to do after gradua-
tion, explaining that she was still explor-
ing an array of interests herself. It would 
have been nice to keep in touch, but I 
never saw her again and didn’t have her 
full name or contact information. I could 
have attempted some detective work to 
find her; instead, I just accepted it as a 
one-time connection. Clearly, some other 
models need to be tested. 

In the past, some faculty members lived 
and worked in the Houses, increasing 
their visibility among the undergradu-
ates. But as the undergraduate popula-
tion grew and fewer faculty members 
remained in residence, the degree of inter-
action changed as well. I now know that 
broadening informal contact with faculty 
members is welcome and rewarding—
and that it’s time to try harder to revital-
ize this unfulfilled promise of the House 
system. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Melanie Long ’10 is excited about enjoying her last 
months as an undergraduate.

It’s time to try harder 
to revitalize this 
unfulfilled promise of  
the house system.
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