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lines of  Support
by kathryn c. reed� ’13

I always use the same stall in the 
women’s bathroom near the superin-
tendent’s office on the first floor of Ad-
ams House—the last one on the right. 

It’s strange to feel such an attachment, but 
I stop by most afternoons, before leaving 
for class or returning to my room. It’s not 
always convenient, more a habit of choice. 
If the stall is occupied, sometimes I wait.

The conversations are what keep me 
coming back, penned on the wooden door 
in blues, blacks, and greens. At times, it 

can be weeks before there is something 
new to read. I enjoy the wit that neighbors 
the poignant, try to think of a response 
and what words I would use. By now, I 
could recite the stall door like lyrics, if 
ever that topic of conversation came up. 
There is a community there, in the four- 
by three-foot space—periodically white-
washed only to be written again. 

My sophomore year, this was the sup-
port I found. Between frustrations that 
went unsaid and disappointments that re-

enable the fellows to develop continuity 
and close relationships with both admin-
istrative staff members and deans. That 
makes it possible, he explained, to execute 
decisions (as on building projects) in a dis-
ciplined, timely manner, and on budget.

Reischauer emphasized that the Uni-
versity’s operations have changed signifi-
cantly, too. For example, there are “mul-
tiyear financial plans now,” encompassing 
Harvard as a whole. (Past budgeting was 
largely aggregated, school by school, from 
separate yearly submissions.) That, and 
the board’s augmented financial oversight, 
“allow us,” he said, “to look at problems 
proactively—and opportunities as well.” 
He characterized Harvard’s administra-
tive capacity as “remarkable compared to 
where this University was a decade ago.”

He called the result “the best of two 
worlds—the old Harvard of every tub on 
its own bottom, and a more centralized 
one,” like Princeton. Keohane said that 
Harvard was “still knitting some things 
together,” but that people who had operat-
ed in isolation are sharing information and 
learning about best practices. These con-
versations, Reischauer said, are yielding 
efficiencies and economies as the schools 
cooperate, and the smaller schools turn 
to the central administration for services 
they cannot afford or do well on their own.

That raises the issue of better financial 
management and oversight—an important 
rationale for the reforms (see “Sober Fi-
nances,” on Harvard’s 2012 financial report, 
January-February, page 47). Pointing to the 
new consolidated budgeting practices, Rei-
schauer said that Daniel Shore, vice presi-
dent for finance and chief financial officer, 
worked regularly with financial deans in 
each school—and “exerts pressure when…
needed to conform to the overall financial 
constraints the University faces” (including 
limits on borrowing and the need to main-
tain sufficient cash for operations).

Lee said the board could now spend 
time on substantive financial questions, 
iteratively if necessary, “rather than hav-
ing 27 budgets blow by us in two hours in 
May,” as in the past, given its then-smaller 
size and large agenda. 

The fellows were asked if the new pro-
cesses had led to changes in financial policy 
as well. Was there discussion, for example, 
about changing the assumed 8 percent 
rate of investment return on endowment 
assets?� (A lower return, reflecting recent 

investment conditions, would have pro-
found consequences: endowment distribu-
tions are the largest source of funds for the 
schools; and lower returns raise the cost of 
paying for unfunded employee pension and 
retirement healthcare benefits.) Might the 
Corporation alter budgets so that schools 
not only had to make an accounting en-
try for depreciation of the buildings, but 
also to levy an actual cash charge against  
operations for depreciation—to fund fu-
ture maintenance and improvements?�

Reischauer said such matters were “more 
than under discussion.” For instance, “de-
preciation is part of the budget process” 
now—“schools have to include it in their 
budget presentations.” Harvard has “large 
deferred-maintenance needs,” he noted, 
calling undergraduate House renewal—
expected to cost more than $1 billion—the 
“poster child of what happens when you 
don’t focus on these needs.” The stakes are 
large. Requiring that 2 or 3 percent of build-
ing value, say, be set aside yearly to pay for 
future capital improvements would raise 
schools’ costs by tens of millions of dollars, 
reducing their capacity to fund current aca-
demic operations—but also avoiding either 
an enormous deferred-maintenance backlog 
or reliance on capital-campaign funding to 
pay for such routine work.

The Corporation and its alumni-affairs 
and development committee ( jointly 
with the Board of Overseers) are focus-

ing keenly on such a campaign. Keohane, 
a veteran of such exercises, said Harvard 
was pursing “a good process—it’s always 
iterative” as the development team works 
with deans and potential donors to sort 
out what is feasible. President Drew Faust, 
she said, had brought the deans together 
so that those with related academic mis-
sions are discussing objectives jointly. 
The Corporation receives regular, efficient 
briefings from the committee, and is “dig-
ging deeply” with the appropriate staff.

In general, said Lee, the governance re-
forms have enabled the Corporation and 
Harvard to move more quickly. Significant 
initiatives such as the Harvard Innovation 
Lab and the edX online-education venture, 
launched in the previous academic year, pro-
ceeded, he said, at “light speed” and “warp 
speed,” respectively—a critical improve-
ment for Harvard in an era of rapid change.

Having committees vet details for the 
Corporation, Reischauer said, makes possi-
ble a “move in the right direction”: toward 
more strategic thinking about broader eco-
nomic challenges, the pressure on tuition 
revenue, federal research funding, and the 
costs of investing in educational technol-
ogy. “We spend a lot of time on these kinds 
of issues, in every meeting,” he added—al-
though, he hastened to say, “We’re not fully 
there yet. It’s a cultural change.”

For a more detailed report, see http://
harvardmag.com/corporation-13.

Harvard� Magazin e      55

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



J o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  J o u r n a l

mained unshared, I looked 
for meaningful conver-
sation, something other 
than discussions of lack 
of time and sleep. Tutors, 
advisers, and administra-
tors offered guidance and 
support. They reached out 
and I didn’t reach back. 
They provided a starting 
point for the conversation 
I sought, and I turned my 
head and continued my 
search. 

After a semester of soli-
tude, I happened to use 
that stall in Adams House 
and read the only words 
on a freshly painted door: 
“I feel so alone.” For once, 
I did not.

I became a peer advis-
ing fellow (PAF) my ju-
nior year. Paired with nine 
freshmen in an entryway of 
23, I worked with two oth-
er PAFs and the entryway 
proctor to help our advi-
sees transition to Harvard 
life. My students and I met 
to discuss academics and 
roommates, social clubs and extracurricu-
lar activities. At times, the conversation felt 
more like an interview; I questioned them 
about the essay due later that week, the 
midterm for which they had not begun to 
study—most importantly, their sleep. More 
often that not, the tone of our meetings was 
closer to that of coffee between friends.

Always, however, the inevitable ques-
tions—“How are you so calm?� How do you 
do so much and still have it all together?� 
You do so many things. How?�”—were 
part of their response.  I did my best to 
convince them otherwise: “I have a paper 
due tomorrow that I haven’t started yet. 
I’m telling you to sleep more but I have my 
mom telling that to me.” They did their 
best to seem convinced.

That’s the challenge of being a PAF, to 
set an example while admitting to your 
faults. Too well balanced, and you set a 
standard that is impossible. Too clearly 
struggling, and what standard have you 
set?� I became a PAF in the hope of giving 
back, to attempt to help students in the 
way that I had previously refused to be 

helped. I wanted to show that “effortless 
perfection” was the exception and not the 
norm, that you could be struggling to keep 
up and be happy, too. I wanted to set a 
standard and break it again and again.

And so we met for coffee or early-morn-
ing breakfasts. My co-PAFs and I threw 
weekly study breaks in the dorm, insisted 
that it was okay to take 30 minutes away 
from an unfinished paper due in an hour or 
two. We listened to talk of course-stress 
and homesickness, all the while attempt-
ing to admit to pressures of our own. 
In the worst periods, in the depths of a 
“midterm season” that lasts from the third 
week of the semester until the end, my 
happiness—genuine or otherwise—was 
stored up for those few hours each week. 
I thought I was smiling for them, showing 
that happiness is possible at Harvard, even 
during the times I felt it was not. 

During the last week of classes in Decem-
ber—two weeks before exams—I entered 
my proctors’ room before study break, get-
ting ready to go downstairs with bowls and 

food. I had spent the after-
noon editing articles for The 
Crimson and attending meet-
ings—with class somewhere 
in between. One proctor 
asked about my week, check-
ing in as is his habit after two 
years of working together and 
many more years of working 
with students. 

“I’m okay,” I said, before 
thinking. I was worried 
about impending dead-
lines, thesis interviews. I 
hadn’t taken time to pause. 
To breathe. I knew I was 
lacking sleep. After a week 
of checking in with my ad-
visees, it was the first time 
someone had checked in 
with me. I stopped. The 
week caught up. “Actually, 
I’m not.” I cried, tried not 
to. “It’s okay. I’ll be all right. 
It’s almost 9:30, we should 
get downstairs.” He held the 
door, and we agreed to meet 
to talk later that week. 

Downstairs, in the com-
mon room, we made fruit 
cobbler and wrote postcards 
to send home. Our freshmen 

were worried about Expos and final exams, 
leaving for break and being on their own. 
As a senior, I listened to excited talk of 
their first semester, and could think only of 
the remaining seven that would soon come 
to a close. I gave advice that I had imple-
mented for three-and-a-half years (When 
you’re working, work—when you’re playing, don’t. 
Never regret doing one of the two.), and some 
that I, too, had yet to master. (Schedules will 
help. Make a routine. Don’t wait until the last min-
ute and realize you have too much to do.) 

I thought I was helping them, somehow 
easing the transition into 25-page term pa-
pers and three-hour final exams. That was 
what I was there for—four years in, I was 
an example, both of what to and not to do.

It had� started� snowing that night in 
Cambridge, one of those first dustings that 
leaves only an inch for the next day’s warmer 
rain and weather to consume. I hadn’t no-
ticed as I walked along Mass. Ave. before the 
study break, head down, thinking of oth-
er things. And even after two hours with 
my advisees, urging them to “take pause,” 
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Giant Champion
Rebecca Nadler is Harvard’s first NCAA skiing gold medalist.

To ski, even for good skiers, 
means to spend a lot of time 
sitting. For most people, skiing 
means a long drive from home  

to the distant snowy mountains and a sim-
ilar voyage back. And if you’re an alpine/
downhill (as opposed to cross-country) ski-
er, each run begins with a ride on a ski lift, 
and that trip up the hill lasts a lot longer 
than the one down. In fact, the faster you 

ski, the larger the ratio becomes.
Downhill racer Rebecca Nadler ’14 of the 

Harvard women’s ski team can get to the 
bottom faster than any other woman colle-
gian in America. She is the reigning NCAA 
champion in the giant slalom, the faster 
of the two alpine events (slalom and giant 
slalom, or “GS”) in which college ski teams 
compete. Last March, racing in the NCAA 
individual championships at the Bridger 

breathe, I didn’t take the long way back to 
my dorm from Canaday—via the steps of 
Widener, where I could turn and take in the 
Yard—instead, continuing straight through. 

But I did watch the start of a freshman 
snowball fight as I passed, walking faster 
than I might have, though slower than be-
fore. Even with my head buried a bit too 
far down, I thought of the study break, 
and looked up when I remembered to. Part 
of the anxiety had lessened—two hours of 
advice-giving had not been a purely altru-
istic pursuit.

I thought about my advisees and the 
question about doing everything, having it 
all together, too. “Sometimes,” I had replied, 
“the best you can manage is happiness and 
hope that the papers, work, and meetings 
will come through.” It hadn’t taken Harvard 
long to teach me this lesson, though I hadn’t 
said it out loud before. I had said it for my 
freshmen, but now realized that I needed 
to hear it again, too: “Sometimes, that’s the 
best you can manage. And, when you can’t, 
it’s always better to say something, to admit 
to it, than not to.” 

One semester, I was concerned about 
a hard-to-track-down advisee. For two 
months, we had found it nearly impossible 
to meet. Finally, we scheduled an early-
morning breakfast where my questions 
were met with half-answers; I reached 
out and waited for the student across the 
table to reach back. I said I was there if 
ever anything was needed. “Everything’s 
fine,” is what I was told. I left the meeting 
frustrated. It felt far-removed from other 
mornings, coffees, meetings when I had 
done the same as my advisee, refusing a 
hand to hold. 

There are more comments on the stall 
door this year than before—in defiance of 
the whitewash or because of more returners 
like me. None of us stay long when we come; 
there are no faces or names to the ink on the 
door. I like to think that we’re a community 
made stable by our inconstancy. 

For a time, it was the only place at Har-
vard where I admitted defeat—gave sup-
port and sought some, too. Knowing that 
I had company who could be anyone had 
brought comfort to me. Gradually, I built 
similar support systems outside the stall. 
Though I never considered the writing 
on the wooden door an act of hiding from 
one’s faults, I learned that it could feel 
empowering to admit difficulty. Pause. 

Talk. Start over. Try again. Through my 
conversations as a peer advising fellow, I 
constantly remind and am reminded to do 
just that.

My favorite line in the stall references 
the reader. (Most others address the self.) 
It responds to an assertion in sharp, black 
ink: “This might be the closest you and I 
will ever be.” At Harvard, we learn to seek 
out and build communities. At best, we re-
member to look up, our heads less buried 
than before, both to listen and to share. 
With help, we learn to admit our imper-
fections, teach each other, and not feel so 
alone.

Yet there is an isolation in this mutual-
ity, a segregation inherent in our pursuits. 
Even so, we come together when we allow 
others to enter our space, the confines of 
our three-by-four. We are brought closer 
by the support lines we accept, the inade-
quacies we permit others to see. If we suc-
ceed, here, at Harvard, this might truly be 
the closest you and I will ever be.

Under that sharp black line, there is a 
challenge in faded blue: “or the farthest 
apart.” 

Kathryn C. Reed ’13 is one of this magazine’s Berta 
Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows.

ready for a training run: 
rebecca nadler at the top  
of a trail at sugarbush resort  
in vermont

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n Harvard� Magazin e      57

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746




