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In 2007, I was rejected from Harvard 

as a senior high school student.  I t  was 

unimaginable then that almost ten years 

and one medical  degree la ter ,  I  would 

fulfill my aspiration of attending Harvard 

University, only this time as a Masters 

of  Public Health (MPH) student  at  the 

Ha rva rd  T .H .  Chan  Schoo l  o f  Pub l i c 

Health. 

Near  the end of  my intern year  in 

medical school I heard that Dr. Chen Yu-

Wei, a senior of mine, would be returning 

to share his experience as a current two-

year student at the Harvard Chan School. 

A t  Y u - W e i ’ s  t a l k ,  I  g r e w  i n t r i g u e d 

with the notion of  delving deeper into 

View of Prudential Tower from Charles River Esplanade at sunset
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ep idemio logy  and  b io s t a t i s t i c s .  As  a 

medical student, I had worked on simple 

case  repor ts  tha t  became my s tepping 

stone into clinical research. But I realized 

that more rigorous analytical skills were 

necessary if I wished to pursue research 

on a  larger  scale .  Thus,  based on Yu-

Wei’s experience and conversations with 

friends who had studied at the Harvard 

Chan School,  I  applied to i ts  one-year 

Quantitative Methods (QM) program. 

When  accep t ances  we re  r e l e a sed 

a  few months  la te r ,  I  was  exhi la ra ted 

to learn that  I  had been admit ted with 

a full  scholarship.  I  booked my fl ight , 

packed my bags, and reviewed what little 

ep idemio logy  I  r emembered  f rom my 

medical  school  years .  I  departed from 

Taoyuan International Airport in August 

and embarked on my year-long journey 

in Boston. 

B o s t o n  i s  a  c i t y  f u l l  o f  i t s  o w n 

beaut i ful  idiosyncrasies .  The Freedom 

W a l k  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  c i t y ’ s  u n i q u e 

historical and cultural prominence in the 

United States,  and the city’s t imeworn 

mass  t ransi t  sys tem known as  “ the  T” 

is  an attraction to experience in i tself . 

C o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  l o c a l s  r e v o l v e d 

around the Red Sox or the winter weather. 

Bos ton  i s  a l so  a  c i ty  o f  change ,  wi th 

students and professionals coming and 

going constantly. I settled into the school 

dormitory Shat tuck House,  which was 

convenient ly  loca ted  near  the  famous 

F e n w a y  T  s t o p  a n d  w i t h i n  w a l k i n g 

d i s t a n c e  t o  m y  s c h o o l  i n  L o n g w o o d , 

and prepared for my first  day as a QM 

student. 

Biostatistics lab session with teaching assistant leading 
discussion
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At orientation, we learned about the 

“elevator speech.” The “elevator speech” 

o c c u r s  i n  t h e  h y p o t h e t i c a l  s c e n a r i o 

w h e r e  y o u  a r e  i n  a n  e l e v a t o r  w i t h  a 

d i s t ingu ished  professor  and  have  one 

minute to introduce yourself  and make 

a  f a v o r a b l e  i m p r e s s i o n .  O n e  f a c u l t y 

gave us her personal “elevator speech,” 

sharing her numerous publications and 

gran ts ,  and  descr ibed  the  as ton ish ing 

s p e e d  a t  w h i c h  s h e  r o s e  t h r o u g h  t h e 

academic ranks.  At Harvard, i t  seemed 

as if everyone had impressive “elevator 

speeches.” However, then we were taught 

to share the “other elevator speech,” the 

one where we talked about our failures. 

T h e  s a m e  f a c u l t y  t a l k e d  a b o u t  h e r 

personal  uncertaint ies,  the tremendous 

work stress, and even a miscarriage she 

experienced. We took turns sharing our 

“other elevator speech” in small groups. 

I t  was a  moment  of  c lar i ty  for  me – I 

learned that by making our own personal 

s h o r t c o m i n g s  a n d  f a i l u r e s  v i s i b l e  t o 

o t h e r s ,  w e  e s t a b l i s h e d  m u c h  d e e p e r 

connections with one another. 

Graduation picture outside Shattuck House dormitory
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D u r i n g  m y  f i r s t  w e e k  o f  s c h o o l , 

my academic advisor sent me an e-mail 

s c h e d u l i n g  o u r  i n i t i a l  m e e t i n g .  S h e 

signed off the e-mail with her first name, 

which my American fr iends confirmed 

was  f ine  to  address  her  by .  However , 

I  r ema ined  unconv inced ,  and  when  I 

met my advisor in person and initiated 

the conversation with “Professor,” she 

promptly told me to call her by her first 

name. I would discover that addressing 

facu l ty  on  a  f i r s t -name bas i s  was  the 

norm at the Harvard Chan School. I was 

similarly surprised when I began working 

on my research project with a different 

faculty mentor, an established researcher 

in  the  f ie ld .  Though I  had  jus t  begun 

learning epidemiology and biostatistics, 

she always addressed me as a colleague 

of  equal  s tanding.  She would  respond 

to  my ques t ions  wi th  “That  i s  a  va l id 

ques t ion ,”  or  p re face  her  sugges t ions 

w i t h  “ I  m a y  b e  w r o n g ,  b u t … ”  I n 

re t rospect ,  I  rea l ized that  by grant ing 

me a great amount of independence with 

the project and assuming that I “could” 

instead of “could not,” she enabled me to 

learn quickly and with confidence. 

What  I  loved  mos t  about  the  QM 

program was the diversity of the student 

b o d y .  M y  c l a s s m a t e s  w e r e  m a i n l y 

physicians at different stages of training 

and hailed from all over the world. One 

night  whi le  walking on Massachuset ts 

A v e  i n  C a m b r i d g e  w i t h  t h r e e  o t h e r 

f r i e n d s ,  w e  h a d  a  v e r y  e n g a g i n g 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  r e g a r d i n g  f i l i a l  p i e t y 

ac ros s  cu l tu re s .  We  r ep resen ted  fou r 

d i f ferent  countr ies  –  Taiwan,  Kuwai t , 

South Africa, and the United Kingdom, 

and each brought unique insight into the 

d i scuss ion .  In t e re s t ing  conver sa t ions 

such as these, both inside and outside the 

c lassroom, provided some of  my most 

important  education during my year at 

the Harvard Chan School. 

The t ime seemed to f ly during my 

year at Harvard. Weeks were packed with 

busy class schedules, special talks, social 

events,  and research projects.  Before I 

knew it, I had survived a relatively mild 

Boston winter  and i t  was May and we 

were  l i s t en ing  to  ou r  commencemen t 

speaker  Steven Spielberg speak at  the 
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graduation ceremony. One thing he said 

r e s o n a t e d  w i t h  m e  –  “ L i s t e n  t o  t h a t 

voice that tells you what you could do. 

Nothing will define your character more 

than that.” For many medical students, 

taking a gap year or two off  to pursue 

a passion outside the traditional career 

a d v a n c e m e n t  p a t h  o f  i n t e r n ,  P G Y , 

resident, fellow, and attending physician 

may seem l ike  a  daunt ing  dec is ion  to 

make. It requires quite a bit of courage, 

but if you follow your intuition, I believe 

tha t  wha teve r  you  choose  wi l l  be ,  a s 

Spielberg puts it ,  a “character-defining 

moment” that  can forever change your 

life.
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