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Michael
Curtis

International Talk Like A Pirate Day is celebrated 
worldwide on September 19, and Olin students embrace 
the wacky tradition. Mike Curtis (’06) was one of the 
many Olin students who joined the RPG pirate crew The 
Plundercats during the summer of 2003 in the online 
game Puzzle Pirates. “There was the sailing puzzle, the 
bilging puzzle,” says Mike. “You could attack other ships, 
and then you’d get the sword fighting puzzle.” Playing that 
game first sparked their interest in pirates.

Once school started again in the fall, Talk Like A Pirate 
Day was right around the corner. “I didn’t hear about 
it until the afternoon before,” says Mike. The group 
scrounged up swords and hats, and planned to raise the 
Jolly Roger on the flagpole. Their efforts were delayed, 
however, when they realized that a special crank was 
needed to raise or lower the flag. “We tried a bunch of 
different things, trying to hack the flagpole,” says Mike. 
Eventually, they found that a piece of long, square metal 
stock would work, and they were able to replace the Olin 
College flag with the skull and crossbones. They put on 
costumes and drew tattoos, then ran through the dorm 
knocking on doors to get people to go out to the flagpole.

There were other hacks on campus besides the flagpole. 
They put a plank out from the external stairwell of the OC, 
and taped shark fins to the bricks below. “Sean Munson 
had a fin taped to himself and ran around pretending to 
be a shark, while the rest of us were pirates,” recalls Mike.

In following years, SAC coordinated pirate-themed events 
to accompany the holiday. In 2004, a showing of Muppet 
Treasure Island followed the midnight flagpole raising. 
In 2005, The Goonies played in the Dining Hall during 
dinner. The original group of pirate fans has continued to 
host the midnight mutiny, though. “We’ve used a different 
mechanism every time for raising the flag,” says Mike.
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Gui
Cavalcanti

In fall of his freshman year, Gui Cavalcanti (’08) was 
working on a project he called Cyclone. The Cyclone 
was a two-wheeled passively-balancing vehicle, and it 
was just a proof of concept. But when Gui showed it 
to Associate Professor Dave Barrett, Dave took it as an 
opportunity to reveal his plan for an intelligent vehicles 
lab at Olin. At the time, Gui and Dave were both in 
their first year at Olin, and neither of them really knew 
how to get started.

On “one kind of drizzly night,” Dave called Gui: “The 
vehicle’s on campus. Do you want to come see?” The 
Rhino had arrived, an ATV that would be used by the 
lab and later by the Vision Agrobotics SCOPE team. The 
first meeting happened a few weeks later, in October. 
Gui found six or seven interested students, and they 
discussed starting the lab. But Dave Barrett said they 
needed more interest. After a school-wide e-mail, the 
second meeting just a week later had over forty people. 
The meeting room was too small, so the group went 
outside and crowded around the Rhino and the newly-
acquired Gorilla, an electric ATV.

In the fall, Gui said, they “didn’t do any robotics work.” 
They spent the time ordering “wire, hardware, nuts 
and bolts, sheet metal, and raw material” and generally 
stocking and equipping the lab. In hindsight, “not all the 
decisions were right, but they all had to be made, and 
we didn’t know any better.”

In January 2005, the Intelligent Vehicles lab opened. 
The first projects that spring were based on essential 
components. Gui himself did an ISURB project on 
speed and position control of servo motors. So far, 
the lab has been a great success, with many different 
projects, summer internships, and now even a SCOPE 
team working out of it.
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Tiana
Veldwisch

In the fall of 2004, members of the Franklin W. Olin Players 
(FWOP) discussed performing a musical production. Many 
students had enjoyed doing musicals in high school and were 
eager to involve the Olin community in such an engaging 
medium. Thinking realistically, the members decided that 
there would not be enough students to put together a musical 
until the College reached full enrollment.

By the spring, however, there was significant student interest 
in doing a musical. After considering cast size, budget 
constraints, difficulty, and familiarity, FWOP chose “The 
Thing About Men.” “The song ‘Downtown Bohemian Slum’ 
sold me,” said Tiana Veldwisch (’08). “It was awesome, and 
so much fun.” Tiana and Jon Cass discussed the choice over 
the summer in order to draft a timeline for the show. In the 
fall, FWOP elected Jon to the position of Director, and he 
chose Tiana as his Stage Manager. They started assembling 
a production crew so the designers would have time over 
winter break to develop ideas. Auditions took place as soon as 
students returned in January, with rehearsals starting a week 
later. “We decided we couldn’t cram it in before Candidate’s 
Weekend,” said Tiana. Even so, the cast spent at least eight 
hours a week in rehearsals, with 60 hours during the week 
before the performance. The team felt a lot of pressure to do 
well, as the show would set the standard for Olin musicals.

Three April performances of “The Thing About Men” 
heralded in Olin’s first musical. According to Tiana, “It came 
together pretty smoothly. We had a great production team. 
The crew really pulled it together, and the cast was really on 
top of things.” Though most students involved with the show 
expressed hopes for a larger audience, the show went very 
well and received many positive reviews. In all, more than ten 
percent of the student body was involved in the production. 
FWOP has decided not to do a musical next year, but is 
considering one for 2007-2008. “We don’t want to take on 
too much,” said Tiana. “We’ll see what FWOP decides.”
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Herbert
Chang

Currently, Herbert Chang (’09) is the president of 
the Olin Taiwanese American Students Association 
(OTASA), which he founded in mid-March of 2006. 
His source of inspiration for the club, he says, was a 
conference he attended a month before.

In February, Herbert had visited New York 
University, where the East Coast Conference 
of the Intercollegiate Taiwanese American 
Students Association (ITASA) was being held. At 
the conference, which is hosted by a different 
school every year, there is “always a workshop on 
leadership hosted by the ITASA board for people 
interested in starting clubs.” Herbert decided to go 
to a different workshop instead.

In the end, however, it didn’t matter. At the 
conference he talked to many people who were 
leaders of their own clubs, and he says he probably 
learned at least as much as the workshop would 
have taught him. By the time he got back to Olin 
he had already made up his mind: “I really wanted 
to start this.... Get people interested, get people to 
know.”

Before submitting the club application, though, 
Herbert needed signatures, which were easily 
obtained, and a mission. On the mission front, 
he started by “looking through the structure of 
other clubs and their missions.” Why did other 
schools establish Taiwanese American Student 
Associations? In the end, he says, the club was 
“nothing really that new... some cultural, some 
political awareness.” But the main thing for Herbert 
was “getting people to know and be aware of how 
things are.”
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Near the beginning of 2009, Kelcy Adamec 
(’09) and Jessie Sullivan were wondering if 
there was any sort of official Olin blood drive. 
They found out that Cathy Murphie had 
organized semesterly blood drives for the last 
two years, and they decided to get involved. 
When questioned about their desire to help 
organize, Kelcy’s answer was simple: “I think 
it’s really important.”

Kelcy and Jessie both helped out at the fall 
blood drive. Afterwards, Cathy asked if they 
wanted to organize the spring blood drive, and 
they readily agreed. Right after winter break, 
Cathy called the Red Cross to set up a date, but 
Kelcy took over from there. “They got back to 
us about two weeks before the first potential 
date,” she said. By that time there were only 
three options left for the date to hold the drive, 
so they decided on the Friday after students 
returned from spring break. “We had two 
weeks to organize,” said Kelcy.

They experienced many minor setbacks 
while setting up the drive, including a lack 
of feedback from Red Cross, other groups 
scheduling the Crescent Room, and a need 
for creative advertising strategies to generate 
strong participation. And during the drive it was 
clear that, far from getting extra nurses that had 
been promised, the event “didn’t even get the 
original amount of nurses,” which resulted in 
hour-long waits for those donating. In the end, 
however, it all came together. Many people 
donated blood, and the drive wrapped up 
much more easily than putting it together had 
been.
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Lee

There are many community service opportunities 
available at Olin. Alison Lee (’07), who is involved 
in SERV, CODA, and Habitat for Humanity, says, “It 
can be hard to get volunteers, but people get hooked 
quickly. It becomes the best hour of their day.”

Some of the community service projects don’t let 
the volunteers see their results. In Bikes Without 
Bombs, for example, bikes are restored and sent to 
Africa to provide ways to commute to work. “They 
don’t get to see the people in Africa. They have 
faith that the bikes get there and make someone’s 
life so much better, which is why people do it,” says 
Alison. With CODA (Computing Opportunities for 
Disabled Adults), however, the volunteers can see 
tangible results of their work. Their efforts give the 
adults skills that they can use for jobs and for the rest 
of their lives. Likewise, the volunteers for Habitat for 
Humanity get to know the families who will be living 
in the houses, as well as other volunteers from both 
Olin and other places.

Many community service projects come out of simple 
ideas. According to Alison, “Last year, someone came 
up with the idea for a SERV auction, and three weeks 
later, we had an auction. It was kind of crazy, and a 
great feeling that we accomplished this.” The auction 
has become a tradition, with this year’s auction 
doubling the amount of money made and involving 
much more of the Olin community. Similarly, the 
Habitat for Humanity Basketball Game was a simple 
idea for a fun event that could be used to raise 
money while bringing together students and faculty. 
Now in its second year, the event has continued to 
grow. “Everyone cheers for everyone,” Alison says. 
“Olin is a very community-minded environment, and 
everyone gets involved.”
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Erin McCusker (’06), Steve Shannon, and 
Alex Valdivia created ExpressO during the 
fall of 2002. They were all on SAC that year 
and were looking for a way to play music 
for the students. Erin and Alex came up with 
the name around 4 AM over AIM. “We were 
trying to think of coffee puns and someone 
joked about using ExpressO, with the O 
being the Olin logo,” says Erin. “We decided 
it was good enough for a temporary name, 
and we could go to sleep.”

The original plan was for ExpressO to be an 
open mic, coffee house style event. They 
wanted to create an event where people 
could relax for a few hours, get some coffee 
and sugar, and hang out. The emcees were 
kept secret, but would be people that were 
well-known and could carry the crowd if 
needed. Alex began with an acoustic guitar 
song, a tradition that has been carried on. At 
the end, Steve and Alex got the entire school 
dancing to a Dave Matthews song.

Over time, ExpressO has become more 
musical. There was some poetry and acting 
in the first ExpressO’s, while more recent 
ones included more singing and dancing. 
“We’ve started to make it more comfy and 
bring chairs – it makes the cafeteria feel less 
like a dining hall and more like a student 
center,” says Erin. “We’ve all changed. The 
school has grown, and I think the acts have 
evolved with it.”
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This is not my original snapshot submission. My original submission was a two-page collection of 
nude photographs. The subjects of these photographs were all female Olin students. The focus 
of the work was the female torso in its many possible configurations; all frontal nudity remained 
above the waist. The piece included an artist’s statement and was specifically intended as art, not 
pornography. The pictures were not sexualized, and I took pains to ensure that none of my subjects 
were identifiable. The publishing space for the work was donated by other students who gave up 
their snapshots to support this project. More than 30 Olin students were in some way involved in the 
creation and publication of this project, yet you will not find it in these pages. 

When controversy arose within the student body around the publication of my artwork, survey data 
showed that the vast majority of the student body favored publication provided the pages containing 
nudity were initially taped together so as not to fall open, and space was allowed such that the piece 
could be cut out of the book without loss of other content. The yearbook even offered to cut the 
piece out before delivery of the book for those who requested it. 

Where the student body seemed amenable to publication with compromise, some members of the 
administration were not. Both the president of the college and the president of the board of trustees 
expressed the conviction that publication of my artwork in this book could severely damage Olin 
College. I do not agree, but I became concerned that the fate of this yearbook and the fate of the 
yearbook program in general could be in danger if the editors chose to publish my nude photos. 
In light of this possibility the editors and I have chosen to remove my piece from the yearbook and 
publish this statement in its place.

It seems to me that the heart of this controversy involves what it means to be a yearbook. I agree that my 
photo piece would have no place in a traditional yearbook, where the content is gathered, arranged, 
and edited solely by the yearbook staff, often with the direct monetary support of the institution. 
In such a yearbook my piece would be a jarring outlier in a high level, relatively homogenous 
publication. It would feel as though the yearbook had been hijacked by special interests. However, 
the Olin College Yearbook as it currently exists is nothing like a traditional yearbook. I know, because 
I never bought a traditional yearbook, but I’ve bought one from Olin every year.

The hallmark of the current Olin Yearbook is the student snapshot. These portions of the yearbook 
are completely under the creative control of each individual student, and each individual student 
gets an equal voice within the publication. There have traditionally been very few restrictions on the 
content of student snapshots, and the piece I submitted falls well within the existing guidelines. I feel 
that denying me the ability to publish my piece in the space allotted to me is in effect denying my 
place within the Olin community, as well as the place of the thirty students who worked with me to 
make this piece possible. We have lived and worked and breathed Olin for years, and we too are a 
legitimate voice of the Olin community. I do not claim to represent the institution, but this is not an 
institutional publication, it is a community publication. The institution contributes no funds to the 
yearbook program. This book is funded by the community members who choose to purchase it.

I see this as an issue of community identity, free expression, and gender equality. After all, we’ve 
had naked male torsos in the yearbook before. This project was in part a meditation on the female 
presence at Olin; it was a celebration of our beauty and identity as women. If our voice does not 
belong here, where does it belong?

- Molly Trombley-McCann
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Boy

Near the end of his sophomore year, David Boy (’07) 
decided that something was missing from Olin. The 
solution, he felt, was to found an ASME chapter. 
Apparently this wasn’t a very surprising move: “When 
my mother was in college, she started a chapter of 
SWE [Society of Women Engineers] and was President 
of ASME.” David decided that ASME (American 
Society of Mechanical Engineers) would be a good 
idea because Olin students could do projects and 
enter competitions, resulting in increased visibility 
of the school. He didn’t send out an e-mail with his 
plans; instead, he visited professors and talked to a few 
students. Jessica Townsend became the advisor, and 
about eight people attended the first meeting. Five of 
them liked the idea enough to want to be club officers.

They held dinner meetings for a while, then over the 
summer decided on what they wanted to do with 
the organization. Now, ASME goes on tours and 
to conferences, hires career speakers, and makes 
T-shirts. They even hosted a monthly meeting of 
Boston’s section of ASME. David had some good 
reasons for liking ASME. “Olin is disconnected 
from the engineering community,” he said. “The 
academic community knows us because we took their 
professors,” but in the mechanical engineering world 
Olin is less famous. “Seniors have a harder time going 
into industry than into graduate school.” ASME can 
also give Olin students the edge on getting contacts.
 
David doesn’t remember how he first heard of ASME. 
“I have no idea how I heard of Olin, and I don’t 
have a clue how I heard of ASME.” Even so, the 
Olin chapter of ASME has so far been a successful 
organization and will hopefully continue this way in 
the coming years.
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Creating a community yearbook
In the spring of my freshman year, we realized we had forgotten to found a 
yearbook. We had forged the first year of a new college, but we had been so 
busy experiencing the New College Thing we hadn’t taken time to capture 
the experience along the way.

Determined to prevent this from happening again, about 15 of my 
classmates (out of a class/school of 75 - that’s the way Olin rolls), showed 
up to discuss what to do next, and three of us volunteered to found a 
yearbook program.

Over the next three years, I lead a team of between 4 and 10 volunteers to  
publish three issues of the Olin College yearbook, and 
along the way developed the product form and business 
model the program still uses today.

Olin’s size (topping out at 300 students my senior 
year) exacerbated the natural challenges of publishing 
a yearbook. Yearbooks are difficult to sell to college 
students, but we needed a huge participation rate to sell 
enough books to break even. Students have expectations of what a yearbook 
is like having purchased them in K-12, only we had a handful of publishing 
novices to put the book together instead of an experienced faculty editor 
with a staff of middle/high schoolers. Perhaps most importantly, we had 
no clue what we were doing. :-)

Probably the single most important design decision we made was to devote 
a large fraction of the yearbook to content submitted by students. In the 
first two books, each student was given a quarter of a page that they could 
do whatever they wanted with, as long as their face appeared somewhere 
in the space. We found this dramatically increased community buy-in to 
the yearbook because people wanted to see their content published, and it 
gave us breathing room/time to learn how to lay out a yearbook.

Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010

Our book was different... 
every student had a quarter 

page of the book to do 
whatever they wanted
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The Evolution of The Product
By the third year, we knew how to run a publication and we knew we could 
create content that would positively contribute to documenting the Olin 
experience. As the school grew, I realized giving each student a 
quarter of a page was no longer in the best interests of the book (or 
our budget).

There had always been a percentage of the Olin student body that 
did not want to contribute a quarter of a page, but because the 
quarter-pages were in lieu of headshots, we were often left pulling 
teeth to capture the last of the student body. To remedy both the space and 
laggard issues, we reduced the space each student was entitled to from a 
quarter to a sixth of a page, but allowed students to pool their space together 
into larger contiguous blocks. As you can see on the previous page, this lead 
to an explosion of creativity among the student body. We had known that 
some students were more passionate than others about creating content and 
by enabling passionate and less passionate students to collaborate, 
we dramatically improved the quality of the overall book. Students 
became even more invested in the book as well, because the new 
collaborations usually represented circles of friends.

We used the new extra space to more formally document the Olin 
experience. We incorporated touches like a flip book in the corners 
(the right-side flipbook shows the construction of our new dorm that year) 
and increased the number of feature spreads. I’ve included two of the spreads 
I designed on the right.

A business design choice I made during the third year was to 
change what we charged for the book. During previous years, we 
had charged a sliding scale from $30 to $65 per book depending on 
how late a book was purchased. While this is a traditional yearbook 
pricing model, I though it was deterring sales that we desperately 
needed (yearbooks have high fixed costs, but low variable costs). 
The students most willing to pay $65 for a yearbook are the same 
students who buy first (at the low price) while the less interested students 
don’t buy early, and are even less willing to pay the higher prices. By keeping 
the price flat at $50 throughout the year, we were able to dramatically increase 
book sales - we sold over 280 books, including sales to parents/faculty/staff, 
when the student body was only 300.
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Jesus Fernadez presents 
his name tag at The 
Speakeasy’s “Bad Pick 
Up Line” Party.

Kat Kim’s world 
shimmered for her 
“golden” 20th birthday.  
She celebrated with a 
gold-themed party that 
spanned several suites.

Clara Cho’s birthday 
party again comprised 
a run to McDonald’s in 
formalwear, a temporary 
Olin tradition.

Steve Shannon and 
Kristen Dorsey attend a 
Forbidden Fruit-themed 
party, complete with 
chocolate fountain, in 
the Garden of Eden to 
celebrate the combined 
birthdays of Sarah 
Leavitt, Sean Calvo, and 
Char Laughlin.
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Gill & Janey Pratt hosted 
their annual Olin summer 

barbequesad at their 
home in Lexington, MA.

Communism had a toe-
hold at Olin College for 
an evening as 4E hosted 
the “Communist Party” 

with rooms themed 
around the USSR, 

Cuba, China, and East 
Germany.

With the constant pressure 
of classes and homework, 
parties are often a good way 
for Olin students to take a break 
and spend some time away from 
their laptops. Olin parties range from 
small, intimate affairs to large, multi-
suite events. The Student Activities 
Committee (SAC) hosts the largest 
parties, which are often held in the 
Dining Hall. The faculty host smaller 
dinners and picnics as part of advising 
family activities, giving students the 
opportunity to spend some time with 
their professors in a non-academic 
setting. While students at urban schools 
can roam the town each weekend, Olin 
students take advantage of the Olin 
bubble by organizing hall crawls—parties 
spread over multiple rooms and focused 
around some theme. The introduction of 
suites brought new possibilities to large 
parties this year, as one or more suites 
often joined together to create more 
spectacular events. Whatever the size 
or the occasion, Olin students welcome 
the opportunity to enjoy relaxing with 
friends.

The 2005 Snow Ball 
proved yet again that 

Olin students clean 
up well. SAC took the 

annual winter formal to 
the Endicott House in 

Dedham, MA. 

You can wear whatever 
you want to the ABC 

party, as long as it’s 
Anything But Clothes. 
Olin students showed 

their ingenuity by finding 
interesting ways to turn 

ordinary objects into 
haute couture.
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Cambodia

Pisa, Italy

Vietnam 3.95
ESP

Studying away has been a great 

way to broaden my horizons 

about a lot of things.  I find 

myself trying and doing things 

that I never would have in the 

US, because after all, if I took 

the plunge and came halfway 

around the world, what’s so 

scary about shooting a rifle, or 

eating a scorpion?  Now I can’t 

wait to get back to Olin and to 

see what fun things there are that 

I was afraid to try before!
- Rob Quimby 

Olin College

1000 Olin Way

Needham, MA 02492

USA

Olin College

Olin Way

Needham, MA 02492

USA

Brussels 1.20
Belgium  

Wow...it’s amazing over here!  I’m study-
ing pure math in Hungary for my semester 
away, but getting around Europe is easy, 
so there have been a lot of weekend trips.  
Right now I’m in Brussels, having real 
Belgian waffles, Belgian chocolate, and 
wondering why all the fountains are pink...
by the way, did you notice the cubic me-
tallic crystal structure in the big monument 
behind me?  (Ok, I’m still a nerd at heart).
   Anyway, it’s been a lot of fun over here.  
I’d totally recommend this to anyone—
there is so much new culture and language 
to experience, and so many amazing sights 
to see. 

- Matthew A. Tesch

Australia - Sydney Opera House

Charleen Laughlin, Keoni 

Mahelona, Alexander Dillon, 

Madge Dodson, Andrew 

Hollett, Jo
hannah Itescu, 

Laura Stupin, Ali Badala, Pearl 

Donohoo, Robin Maslowski, 

Robert Quimby, Kate Walsh, 

Dylan Sanders-Garrett, 

Matthew Tesch
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Go Away Kiruna, Sweden

Cambodia

I spent the fall of my junior year study-

ing in Edinburgh, Scotland, where I 

joined the University’s mountaineering 

club. After trekking through the high-

lands and climbing minging routes in 

the rain for a month, a couple friends 

and I decided to use our four-day 

weekend to head to Spain for some 

sunshine. After a terrifying drive in a 

too-small car, we managed to avoid 

dying both on the roads and on the 

cliffs. The countryside was absolutely 

gorgeous as well as completely foreign 

and the climbing was incredibly fun.

- Sarah Boman

Edinburgh 1.20
Scotland

Olin College

Olin Way

Needham, MA 02492

USA

Australia - Moreton Island

Studying away has been a great 

way to broaden my horizons 

about a lot of things.  I find 

myself trying and doing things 

that I never would have in the 

US, because after all, if I took 

the plunge and came halfway 

around the world, what’s so 

scary about shooting a rifle, or 

eating a scorpion?  Now I can’t 

wait to get back to Olin and to 

see what fun things there are that 

I was afraid to try before!

Spain - Costa Daurada

Australia - Sydney Opera House

Madrid, Spain

Over Spring Break, I got to go to Spain with 

the Wellesley College Choir, though generous 

gifts from both Wellesley and the Passionate 

Pursuit Grant. We toured Madrid, Cordoba, 

and Sevilla, singing in beautiful cathedrals and 

palaces. We also had tour guides showing us 

around and were given the chance to enjoy 

the attractions and nightlife that these cities of-

fer. But the best part, by far, was getting to see 

Andrew and Madge who are studying away in 

Europe. They came to see my performance in 

Madrid, and then we spent the day together, 

touring a museum, walking around the city, 

and enjoying greasy Churros at a diner called 

Nebraska - funny name for a diner in Spain, 

but apparently they are all over the place! It 

was great to be with other Olin students in an 

environment so removed from school and as 

beautiful as Spain.
- Johannah R. Itescu

Olin College

1000 Olin Way

Needham, MA 02492

USA

3.95
ESP
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Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010

... by enabling the student body 
to collaborate, we dramatically 

improved the quality of the book.

Students became even more invested, 
because the new collaborations 
represented circles of friends

The students most willing to pay... are 
the same students who buy first (at 

the low price) while the less interested 
students don’t buy  early, and are even 
less willing to pay the higher prices. 



The Mobile Book Reader & the Quest for Beautiful Covers
2008-2009 [ Founding Product Manager ]

A crisis uncovered
In early 2009, my team faced a crisis. Our rag-tag band of 20% engineers 
and I had spent a little over a year breaking through institutional barriers 
to bring the first Google mobile book reader to market, but in the final 
moments, a tiny detail was lurking, ready to detrail our efforts.

It’s pointless to tell people to not judge a book by it’s cover. What a “book” 
is to most people is its cover. The cover seduces us in a book store and is 
what we see when we look across the isle on the subway. Physical books 
are often identity symbols, telegraphing who we see ourselves as, where are 
interests lay, and what we care about, all from the comfort of 
the wall of our living rooms. All of that comes from the cover 
and what it communicates.

Covers also serve as a signaling function. Poor quality books 
have worse covers. Romance novels and science fiction have 
their own styles. Dry books look boring. Next time you go to 
the book store, make some guesses about what the books you browse are 
about without cracking any pages or reading the blurb on the back.

 Our app had a serious problem. All of the books in the initial 
launch were public domain books (in the US, books published pre-1923). 
Nearly all the public domain books in Google Book Search lack covers be-
cause they were digitized from the collections of large institutional libraries 
which usually remove the covers when rebinding each book for archival 
preservation.

 At first glance, my reader had no books. Page after page, all I saw 
was white rectangles with gray squiggles (across book search, title pages 
stand in for absent covers). We had committed the cardinal sin of mock 
making - we had not used the actual data the application would use. We 
had picked modern covers because they looked better, not realizing what 
that would mean when it came time to launch the first iteration.

 With just days standing between us and the launch date, I knew I 
needed to create some covers fast - otherwise our reader was going to get 
panned.

Browse books

Home - new users

Mobile optimized view for Google Book Search

Showcase set of 2k OCR 
corrected HTML books

Public Domain & English only

Books selected by Sales Rank

Books sorted into categories

Books ordered by Sales Rank

Featured books
Handpicked top 100 books

Top of screen on first load

Will have fake covers

Reading

Structured extraction pre-
serves text formatting like 
italics

Garbage text auto-substitution

Book is broken into 10 page 
chunks which are vertically 
scrolled

Pages are pre-cached for 
snappy page turning

“Pictures” are preserved in the 
flow of the text

Home - active users

“My books” allows users to 
return to the page they were 
reading

History is tracked by cookie - 
users do not have to log in

History can be cleared at any 
time

Tap-Text Substitution

Tapping a paragraph 
substitutes the original scan 
- supports graceful failures in 
non-OCR corrected books

About the book page

Supports navigation within a 
book

May contain more information 
in the future (ex. purchase 
status)

Launch details

Mobile Roadmap Overview

US-English only

Low profile (blog post only)

Remaining launch gating issues

Awaiting legal contract review for use 
of metadata in mobile apps.

Bring icons into compliance with 
GrandPrix

Bring Small bug fixes.

iPhone and Android Client apps in 
progress - supports offline reading and 
reflowed word images

Clients dogfooding in mid Q1, external 
launch in late Q1

Google Edition sales in late Q2

First social/shared reading features in 
Q2 and Q3

Product Overview

First reading-focused user experience 
on Book Search.

Targets the mobile book reading 
market - tremendous growth and new 
competition in the last two quarters 
(hundreds of thousands of installs)

Browsing based interaction model - 
drive users to high quality books to 
control user experience.

Will support Google Editions sales 
when the store launches in Q2. 

PM: Frances Haugen [fhaugen]
TL: Brandon Badger [badger]

Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010

you should judge a 
book by it’s cover



Beautiful Covers
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What does a Google Book look like?
I had several design criteria I had to meet for the meta-cover design. Our 
marketing team had asked that whatever design I created, it needed to stand 
out distinctly as a “Google Edition” just as Penguin or Signet Classics had 
identifiable styles for their public 
domain books. The covers would be 
used not only on our book reader, but 
also in our content API that would 
support independent readers like 
Sony’s Book Reader and in our print 
on demand efforts (ie, people would 
be able to buy books with my covers). “Disctinctiveness” turned out to be 
a fairly major challenge as current publishers of public domain books had 
already staked out a large amount of the potential design space. 

Second, the covers could only use public domain material, because there was 
no time to get rights cleared on anything else. This limited me to images 
from inside the books and other public domain books in book search.

Lastly, the cover had to be simple and quick to make, with minimal 
tweaking for each book, because I needed to create over a hundred in two  
days while handling all the remaining details of the launch.

I ended up settling on two general designs based on etchings found in 
public domain books. To make the covers pop and make each book look 
independent, I shifted the hue of the black and white etchings to a range of 
colors and placed the title and author name on a rectangle of a coordinating 
color. When a full page image was available, I would use it as the cover with 
a small rectangle floating from the side. When a smaller or square image 
was available, I increased the size of the colored box to fill the bottom of the 
cover and sometimes added a second at the top of the page.

I had a feeling few people would dive deeply in the browsing system 
provided on the Reader, so I only made new covers for the first ten books 
(one screen deep) in each category, and for the first forty books (four screens 
deep) on a our “featured” book list. As a result, when the average user 
opened up the reader - it gave the impression the entire collection of books 
was polished.

The reader launched to rave reviews from the New York Times, LA Times, 
Chronicle of Higher Education, and other publications. Perhaps the best 
part, it forced Amazon to pre-announce their Kindle iPhone app.

Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010

The Reader launched to 
rave reviews... and forced 
Amazon to pre-announce 

their mobile app



Beautiful Covers
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But does it scale?
While my stop-gap covers pulled our mobile reader launch from the fire, 
we would never be able to make covers for our 1.5 million public books 
by hand. The following month, an en-
gineer and I simplified my cover design 
and created covers automatically for 
around three hundred thousand books. 
We were limited in our initial launch 
because of international variations in what is considered public domain 
and concerns from our legal department. Each book had up to three 
candidate covers generated using images from within the book, and the 
candidates were run through our human quality assurance group to make 
sure images were oriented correctly and appropriate for covers.

The effect the new covers had on Google Books was extensive - a wide 
range of books suddenly became “real” overnight. One fun thing to note, 
while all of my covers have the same aspect ratio (they’re optimized for 
the mobile reader), the new covers are tailored to the exact dimensions of 
each book.

Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010

At launch, our covers 
brought 300k books 

to life
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Which book do you want to read?
After the launch, one of the places the new covers stood out most 
dramatically was on the search result pages. As you look over these pages 
of search results, which books do you want to read?

Our public domain books have historically been the least read, but as I 
went through and made this portfolio, I was drawn into old book after 
old book - even I hadn’t realized what treasures were there.

Frances Haugen - Work Sample, January 2010


