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Why I Made It
 “In Flight”
by Amanda Dai ’15 

There are only three students in my largest 
Printmaking class. 

Perhaps because of technological advancements, 
the world is moving toward digitized art and away 

from tedious, time-consuming arts like printmaking. But I love 
printmaking. I love sitting for hours, class after class, steadily 
carving out the image of a bird from a zinc plate, adding a 
myriad of details with great care and fastidious design. You 
could say I’m a perfectionist; even after six months of work, 
my plate wasn’t close to being done. But instead of being 
discouraged or frustrated with the sluggish progress, I pulled 
back to evaluate each step and proudly saw my hours of toil 
shape into an intricate, rich image.

Ironically, what I find most fascinating and exciting about 
printmaking is the level of unpredictability when a print rolls 
through the press. You can control the image on your plate, 
you can control what colors you blend into the lines, and you 
can control what kind of paper your print will show up on. 
But once you place that paper on top of the plate, even with 
delicate and precise positioning, what comes out the other  
side is completely out of your control. Practically anything  
can happen. 

This print was no exception. As I inked the plate and the 
bird that I had carefully etched, I pictured a sky meshed with 
soft, fluffy white clouds. But as my print came through the 
press, what appeared before my eyes was unrecognizable. The 
clouds rolling haphazardly across the paper held no definite 
form and resembled anything but what I had envisioned. I 
gawked at first, but as my eyes scanned the print again, my 
original vision flew out of my mind. No, this print didn’t 
replicate the real sky. Yet somehow, the bird was being swept 
away by the clouds as if it really were in flight. 

When others view this print, I hope they see it as a risk 
taken—meticulous details entirely transformed by a stroke of 
unpredictability. I hope they see it as a bird in flight, sailing 
forward, perhaps towards dangerous places, but always 
continuing its journey.

Printmaking reminds me to work steadily towards my 
vision and embrace the unexpected. So take risks, challenge 
yourself. The sky isn’t the limit.

“In Flight” won a Silver Key in the 2014 Boston Globe 

Scholastic Art Awards.
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One of my most vivid memories from Commonwealth? The 
day I learned from Jane Farber how the mitochondrial 
electron transport chain works.

In case you need a quick refresher, mitochondria are 
the subcellular compartments whose primary role is producing ATP, 
an energy source for cells. The electron transport chain is a set of 
enzymes embedded in or associated with the inner membrane of the 
mitochondrion. Their action concentrates protons on one side of the 
membrane, and because protons are positively charged, the chemical 
gradient is also an electrical gradient, similar to a battery, and its 
energy is used to synthesize ATP.

As Ms. Farber diagrammed the chain and its chemistry on the 
biology room blackboard, I tried to envision the molecular scene. 
In a leap of imagination I saw that the precise three-dimensional 
arrangement of enzymes across the thickness of the membrane was 
what made the chain work. That such a vital biological process relies 
on such subtle, submicroscopic arrangements…I was dumbstruck! 
I discovered there and then what I love most about science: seeing 
how different parts of a system fit together, how the form leads to  
the function.

In his article beginning on page 12, Richard Robinson highlights 
alumni/ae who turned similar moments of delight into careers in 
science. Their stories, thoughts, and impressive accomplishments 
circle back to a discussion of what they learned at Commonwealth.

When I graduated from Commonwealth, I expected to become a 
scientist. I majored in biochemistry, took jobs in labs, and spent four 
years working on a neurobiology doctorate. When my science career 
stalled, I decided to try my hand at studying the workings of some 
other complicated systems: government, politics, neighborhoods, 
universities, people’s lives—and a certain Back Bay school. 

As it has for so many others, scientists and non-scientists alike, 
Commonwealth helped me develop a keen eye and taught me to 
analyze the world around me—to treat it as a legitimate subject for 
close reading. Whether the results are insightful or pedantic, that 
habit of mind has become inseparable from the rest of me.
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The Commonwealth Math Team. 
Captain Yonah Borns-Weil is in 
the center, in the orange shirt.

a Successful Formula

a top-ten finish in the New England Math league  
is one of many signs that this year’s Math Team has found

commonwealth’s Math Team is having what just might 
be its best year ever:

n	 The team placed sixth in the New England Math 
League, a six-round competition among 135 schools. 
Yonah Borns-Weil ’14 achieved perfect scores in every 
round, sharing first place in the league with eleven 
others.

n	  In the Greater Boston Mathematics League, 
traditionally dominated by large public schools, 
Commonwealth’s “A” team finished in seventh place 
overall and first place among small schools, earning 
them a trip to the Massachusetts Association of 
Mathematics Leagues State Championships.

n	 Six students advanced to the second round in the 
Massachusetts Mathematics Olympiad; only one had 
advanced in the previous two years.

Credit for reinvigorating the team goes in part to this year’s 
captain, Yonah Borns-Weil. Last year he and Dan Rubin ’13 
decided to get serious, and faculty advisors Rob Sherry and 
Al Letarte shared their energy. “We were already scoring 
around the middle of the pack in local competitions, but 
felt we could do better, and with Mr. Sherry’s guidance, 
we began planning weekly ‘lessons’ to give to the team,” 
says Yonah. “Every week, I prepare a presentation on 
one particular topic, making sure to hit evenly the four 
main subjects that show up in math competitions: algebra, 
geometry, number theory, and combinatorics (the math 
of counting things). But since real improvement comes 
through practice, I also hand out problems, usually from 
competitions, to go along with each topic.”

Competitions continued as CM went to press. Keep an 
eye on www.commschool.org for the latest results.
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With time, another student is 
published in the Concord Review

awards & Honors

a ll eight seniors who were named as National  
Merit Semifinalists in September were named 
finalists in February:

n	 Andrew Barry of Belmont

n	 Daniel Benett of West Newton and Newton Highlands

n	 Yonah Borns-Weil of Brookline

n	 Harry Huchra of Cambridge

n	 Eliza Passell of Watertown

n	 Jonah Piscitelli of Norfolk

n	 Owen Rathbone of Cambridge

n	 Feyga Saksonov of Andover

Over the last five years, close to 25% of Commonwealth 
seniors have been chosen as National Merit Finalists. 
Including National Merit Commended Students, the 
program recognized nearly 64% of this year’s seniors. 

R

Thirty-eight current and recently graduated students 
were recognized by the College Board’s Advanced 
Placement Scholars program, including eight from 

the class of 2013 who were honored as both National AP 
Scholars and AP Scholars with Distinction:

n	 Gabriel Antonucci, now at Middlebury College

n	 Benjamin Kim, now at the University of Massachusetts 

Amherst

n	 Amanda Lee, now at the University of Chicago

n	 Carin Papendorp, now at Brown University

n	 Tahmid Rahman, now at Swarthmore College

n	 Daniel Rubin, now at Harvard College

n	 Meghan Smith, now at Carleton College

n	 Curtis Stone, now at Harvard College

Fourteen other students were named as AP Scholars with 
Distinction, seven as AP Scholars with Honor, and nine as 
AP Scholars. Find the full list at www.commschool.org/news.

R

a research paper on the popularization of 
mechanical clocks gained a Commonwealth 
student a spot in the prestigious Concord Review. 
Mattie Glenhaber ’15, daughter of Ezra Haber 

Glenn ’87 and history teacher Melissa Glenn Haber ’87, 
wrote the paper last spring for her Medieval World History 
class; it appeared in the winter issue of the Review.

Mattie’s paper outlined the invention of reliable 
mechanical clocks and explored how the division of time 
into regular hours moved it out of the realm of nature—and, 
thus, God—and into the hands of secular forces such as 
merchants and monarchs:

By encouraging the building of public clocks, kings 
could not only forge an alliance with the rich and 
powerful merchant class, but could also exert power 
over the Church by placing timekeeping in the sphere 
of royal powers. This explains the expansion of public 
clocks by royal charters at a time like the 14th century 
when, in France especially, kings were trying to break 
away from the weak and corrupt papacy.

The Concord Review selects and publishes outstanding 
history papers written by high-school students across the 
nation. This is the third year in a row that a Commonwealth 
student’s paper has appeared in the journal.

(continued on next page)
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Fifteen students received twenty-two awards in the 2014 
Boston Globe Scholastic Art and Writing Awards:

n	 Megan Berry ’15: Honorable Mention in short story 
for “Pretty”

n	 Rosella Cerulli ’15: Honorable Mention in poetry for  
“The Absence of Thought”

n	 Catherine Cray ’15: Silver Keys in short story for  
“Fireflies” and in Fiction Writing for “The Wall”

n	 Amanda Dai ’15: Silver Key in printmaking for “In Flight” 
(she tells “Why I Made It” on page 1)

n	 Mehitabel Glenhaber ’15: Honorable Mention in comic art for 
“The Improbable Haberdashery” and Honorable Mention 
in drawing for “Nude with Mirror”

n	 Anna Gruman ’14: Silver Key in drawing for “Lethe’s Rest”
n Anna Koch ’15: Honorable Mention in short story  

for “Sangriento”
n	 Jessica Maldonado ’15: Gold Key in digital art for an 

untitled work
n	 Darius Michelman ’16: Gold Key in printmaking for an 

untitled work
n	 Mary Pedicini ’15: Silver Key in painting for “L’hiver”
n	 Sally Rifkin ’14: Silver Key in ceramics and glass for “Yellow 

Pitcher” and two Honorable Mentions in the same category 
for “Teapot” and “Sea Spray Vase”

“Recover,” by Julia Wu ’15, won a Gold Key in the 2014 Boston Globe Scholastic Art and Writing Awards.

n	 Rachel Tils ’15: Silver Key in short story for “Signs of Life,” 
and Honorable Mentions in flash fiction for “The Carousel” 
and in short story for “The Recipes.”

n	 Zoe Wennerholm ’15: Gold Key in photography for  
“A Dry Death” and Silver Key in mixed media for  
“Course in Geology”

n	 Julia Wu ’15: Gold Key in photography for “Recover”
n	 Randy Zhou ’15: Honorable Mention in photography for 

“Table in the Sun”

You can see and read entries from this year and years past at 
www.commschool.org/studentworks.

R
Sophomore Shyam Venkatramani earned a place in the All-
State Festival Chorus for the Massachusetts Music Educators 
Association (MMEA) through a rigorous audition process. 
Shyam, a tenor, joined musicians from across the state for a 
concert in Symphony Hall during the MMEA conference in 
March. Last fall, Shyam and four others were accepted into the 
Eastern District MMEA Festival: tenor Daniel Albert-Rozenberg 

’15 (son of Michael Albert ’81); soprano Elizabeth Radics ’16; Jay 

Rauch ’14, who was named principal bassoonist in the district 
festival concert band; and cellist Kyle Yee ’15. Shyam was also a 
featured choral soloist at the district concert.
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Jay Rauch ’14 plays many instruments, from bassoon to drums. His passion for 
orchestral composition has led to performances of his works in Jordan Hall at the 
New England Conservatory.
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At www.commschool.org/cm, listen to performances of As if the Sand Were Stone, 
recorded in Jordan Hall, and Jay’s String Quartet No. 1 in D minor, recorded at 
Greenwood Music Camp in western Massachusetts.

Student Profile

Composed
Jay RaucH ’14

Senior Jay Rauch has grown up with music. 
He began playing piano in kindergarten, 
but put it aside four years later as he 
picked up the clarinet and saxophones—

tenor and soprano. He took African drumming 
lessons, and plays drums in a klezmer band. 
He anchors the Commonwealth orchestra’s 
woodwind section as its only bassoon, which 
he also plays in the New England Conservatory 
(NEC) Youth Philharmonic. 

What Jay loves beyond all, however, is 
composing music. And in this monumentally 
difficult field, his dedication and his talent 
have already found acclaim. His newest 
work, “Worldly Processions,” premiered at 
Commonwealth’s Spring Concert in April. Two 
others were performed in February at Jordan 
Hall as part of the Conservatory’s Today’s 
Youth Perform Today’s Music festival; both, 
coincidentally, refer to classical Greece. 

Jay’s Meditation on Icarus also premiered 
with the Commonwealth Orchestra, in 2013, 
and he reworked it for the larger NEC Junior 
Repertory Symphony. He frames the piece not as 
a full retelling of the Greek myth but as a series 
of “themes for different emotions or traits, such 
as a theme for hubris when Icarus believes he 
can fly high. I ended the piece with a descending 
progression of Slonimsky triads (using all twelve 
notes of the chromatic scale) and finished in 
a different key than the piece started in.” At 
the same concert, the NEC Youth Symphony 
Orchestra performed As if the Sand Were Stone, a 
piece structured, as Jay says, “approximately like a 
Greek tragedy,” with a recurring theme analogous 
to the role of the chorus in a classical play.

Jay began writing music, “however 
uninformed,” in fifth grade and has been studying 
for two years with composer Rodney Lister. As 
he considers what comes next, Jay has been 
looking at colleges with strong music and liberal 
arts programs: “Composition is my medium 
for expression but I must have something to say, 
which is why I highly value the breadth of liberal 
arts.” He hopes to make a career of composing 
and conducting. “I enjoy having complete control 
over the music, watching people reinterpret my 
work, and also seeing the unifying effect it has 
when people play together.” 
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Body”         

Jackie Curry in passé position, then (at age twenty 
for her Emerson College yearbook, photographed 
at Bella Studio) and now (in her studio at the 
Boston Center for the Arts, photographed by 
Kathleen Dooher.)

by Mara Dale

Observe Jackie Curry for a moment: 
she’s got impossibly perfect 
posture—graceful head stacked 
elegantly over straight back, 

and held lightly, as if by a string to heaven. 
She embodies for her students one of the first 
lessons of dance: Speak with your body. Other 
lessons she imparts? Know and speak your 
mind. Respect yourself and others. And, maybe 
the most useful of all: Breeeeathe!
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I f I didn’t love it, I wouldn’t have stayed so long.” 
For thirty-eight years, Jacquelynne Curry has been Artistic 

Director of Dance at Commonwealth. She started dancing at 
age six at the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts. Lewis (“my role 

model”), a nationally recognized arts educator, was among the first 
recipients of a MacArthur Fellowship and founded the National 
Center for Afro-American Artists (NCAAA) in Roxbury in 1968.

At fifteen, Jackie began her professional career with the Talley 
Beatty Dance Company. Beatty, one of the great African-American 
choreographers, studied with Katherine Dunham and Martha 
Graham and went on to choreograph pieces inspired by social issues 
and the experience of African Americans. After her debut at New 
York City Center, Jackie went on to dance in the Shakespeare Festival 
in New York’s Central Park; with the BSO under Seiji Ozawa; with 
the Boston Opera Company; and at Jacob’s Pillow. She performed 
as lead dancer with The National Center of Afro-American Artists, 
Dance Theater of Boston, and The Boston Repertory Ballet. Jackie 
remembers with wonder the three weeks she spent studying with 
George Balanchine. 

Critical praise followed Jackie’s performances. In the Houston 
Grand Opera’s world premiere of A Soldier’s Tale (choreographed 
for Stravinsky’s score by Gardner Compton of the Joffrey Ballet), she 
danced an “exquisite, sinuous, and appealing” Princess in the pas 
de deux. Samuel Kurkjian, director of the Boston Repertory Ballet, 
praised her “superb classical technique, tremendous strength, and… 
charisma on stage that immediately identifies her as unique.” 

Jackie earned her B.F.A. from Emerson College in Community/
Education Theatre and subsequently taught at Connecticut College, 
the Dance Theater of Boston, and in the Boston public school system. 
At Commonwealth, soon after she arrived, Charles Merrill invited 

her to head the fledgling dance department. She was twenty-two 
years old. “In that fifth-floor space there were tribal-style paintings 
on the walls. And the floor? Terrible for dancing!” Mr. Merrill told 
Jackie to make the studio her own. Under her supervision, workmen 
covered a wall with mirrors, installed double rows of barres, and put 
in a Marley floor (the best surface for dance). “Poor John McIsaac 
painted over the tribal figures—again and again, because they 
kept bleeding through.” These days, dance takes place outside the 
building, at the Boston Center for the Arts on Tremont Street.

While ballet provides the basis, Jackie’s teaching encompasses 
modern dance, jazz, tap, and “whatever my students are interested 
in.” Class functions a bit like a one-room schoolhouse: one master 
teacher, many students, experienced dancers next to neophytes. Jackie 
somehow tends to everyone—pushing those who can go further, 
higher, faster, and lower, while cheering on the timid. The work is fast-
paced. According to Lydia Symchych ’14, “We often are moving so 
quickly we can’t think, so we just have to do—which leads to a weird 
and wonderful mixture of instinct and muscle memory, thinking and 
not thinking.” Jackie’s mantra is, “We are an ensemble. Just because 
you are a beginner doesn’t mean you have to look like one.”

Students master steps and sequences, some quite difficult. Jackie, 
meticulous about precise technique, will stop the music to correct 
mistakes. Class can be emotional: everyone applauds classmates who 
finally master a hard-won new step. Throughout, Jackie encourages 
peer guidance, with more seasoned students helping the less 
experienced. She says, proudly, “The kids are wonderful at helping 
each other. It’s beautiful!” As Sara Curtis ’16 puts it, “We see the 
best and the worst of each other; you learn to trust each other 
once you’ve taken a flying leap into a classmate’s arms.” Jackie’s 
combination of “tough talk and sweetness” teaches her students 
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“I may forget a name, but I remember every body I’ve trained.”

“
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more than dance steps. It encourages bravery. Sara explains: “She’ll 
put on music and say, ‘Do what you want.’ I love that freedom to 
experiment. Dance gives me confidence that spills over into the rest 
of my life, including schoolwork. I find myself thinking, ‘If I can fly 
through the air, I can finish this essay.’”

At the Commonwealth dance concert, eager students showcase 
their hard work, individually and collectively, in solos, duets, 
trios, and quartets, with some pieces choreographed by students 
themselves. It’s a thrillingly professional affair on a big stage, and 
Jackie joins her dancers for the group warm-up. She says, “When 
those lights go on, we’re moving as one.”

Jackie’s teachings follow her students into life beyond Common-
wealth. Zach Biegun ’04 remembers his first class with Jackie. “It 
was a revolutionary experience. I had always felt like two disparate 
beings. I had a brain, and that functioned in classes and when 
doing my homework. And I had a body, whose only purpose was 
to carry around my brain. But after that dance class it was like the 
two had been joined into one being.” Today, as a yoga teacher and 
Gyrotonic Expansion System trainer, Zach helps his own students 
“go through the same learning process of self-discovery Jackie led 
me through.”

Thalia (Gamble) Kidder ’77 recalls, “Jackie willingly talked 
about the differences between the South End, Roxbury, and 
Dorchester (where she and one black student dancer lived), and the 
areas where most of us lived (Cambridge, Lexington, Beacon Hill). 
She was open about the divisions of race and class, and supportive 

and respectful of the struggles in all our lives.” Five years later, as a 
union and community organizer in Roxbury and Dorchester, Thalia 
carried with her “the sense of being able to build bridges and find 
commonality with the people I was meeting and working with”—
thanks to Jackie.

For Naima Bigby Sullivan ’98, Jackie was a “teacher, mentor, 
and friend” who “pushed me, a shy black girl from Brookline, to 
dream big. When I started to outgrow the tiny fifth-floor studio 
at Commonwealth, she drove me all over Boston to pursue other 
opportunities to study and perform, setting off a chain of events 
that eventually led me to New York City.” After studying dance at 
New York University, Naima danced professionally for seven years, 
“a dream I would not have recognized or pursued without Jackie’s 
firm and loving encouragement. Jackie taught me a whole lot about 
dance, about testing my limits in the studio and in life, and about 
taking risks for the things I love.”

Jeremy Taub ’96 sums it up: “Jackie represents the best values 
at Commonwealth. She doesn’t care that not everyone is going to 
be the next Baryshnikov. She’s more interested in making sure that 
dance is a part of seeing oneself positively and treating others with 
respect. She focuses on developing positive body image, self-esteem, 
and confidence for young women and men. In an intense academic 
environment, coupled with the challenges (both universal and 
personal) of adolescence, Jackie teaches moral character building.”

Mara Dale teaches English at Commonwealth.
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“We are an ensemble. Just because you are a beginner doesn’t mean you have to look like one.”

At www.commschool.org/cm: more tributes to Jackie and archival images of Commonwealth dance.
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Biology teacher Wendy Mechaber, Mary McGing ’17 and Nicole Liu ’17 snare 
globs of DNA purified from strawberries during a biology lab in January. 



Spring, 1991: 
Here’s what I remember. David Ekstrom ’92 is standing on 
his head in the lunchroom, a glass of cherry Kool-Aid on 
the floor beside him. A classmate from Advanced Biology 
places one end of a clear plastic tube in the glass, the other 
end in David’s mouth. Another classmate is explaining how 
peristalsis moves food through the gastrointestinal tract, 
even liquids and even against gravity. Watch this: David 
sips, and down and up the liquid goes.

Spring, 2013: 
Here’s why I remember it. Arne David Ekstrom, Ph.D., and 
colleagues show that successful memory retrieval involves 
synchronized low-frequency oscillations in firing among 
several brain regions, with the medial temporal lobe (about 
an inch in from the top of your ear) serving as a hub. Arne’s 
work adds significantly to the growing understanding of 
memory processes as coordinated, dynamic interactions 
among multiple regions of the brain. 
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By Richard Robinson

Forceful 
Prose and 
Periodic 
Table Rows

KATHLEEn DOOHER

Richard Robinson taught biology, chemistry, and math at 
Commonwealth from 1981 to 1996. He is now a freelance 
writer, specializing in neurobiology and cell biology.

Commonwealth offers unexpected
lessons for future scientists
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I taught science and math at Commonwealth for many years. 
I now write about science for a living, so I jumped at the 
chance to write about alumni/ae who have made their careers 
in science. More than two dozen graduates, from 1966 to 
2009, replied to my inquiries. Caveat lector: In my email 
and phone interviews for this article, I was often asking 

former students to speak frankly about how their teachers—I and 
my former colleagues—did their jobs. Thankfully, their replies were 
devoid of flattery, and full of thoughtful, idiosyncratic, and unex-
pected insights into how a rigorous liberal arts education shapes the 
paths of those who become scientists.

From EtOH to NIGMS

In the spring of 1986, Headmaster Charles Chatfield followed 
his nose into the science office behind the chemistry lab, 
drawn by the sweet aroma of virtually pure ethanol. Jon 
Lorsch ’86 had set up a still there (under my rather perfunc-

tory supervision), boiling off the alcohol from fermenting yeast, 
as part of his Project Month of independent lab work. “I thought 
‘Uh-oh,’” Jon remembers. “He asked me what I was doing, and I 
explained the whole thing to him. He listened very intently. Then 
he ran his finger under the condenser, and put it to his mouth, and 
he said, ‘Yeah, that’s pretty good!’”

“Commonwealth was the single most important educational 
and intellectual experience of my life,” Jon says. “It started with 
Jane Farber in Biology class; her enthusiasm was hard to resist. 
The clarity of teaching at Commonwealth was extraordinary. 
Knowledge was presented in a coherent and beautiful framework—
that was the theme throughout,” from Ancient History with 
Leland Giovanelli, to Chemistry, to Physics with Bruce Molay ’71.

Jon went on to earn a Ph.D. from Harvard, and to lead a 
research lab at Johns Hopkins studying the biophysics of ribo-
some assembly (in yeast, no less), a key step in controlling gene 
expression. In the summer of 2013, he was appointed to head the 
National Institute of General Medical Sciences, the largest of the 
National Institutes of Health. His $2.4 billion budget funds basic 
research in biology, from biochemistry to development to computa-
tional biology. “Today we are at a critical juncture in science,” Jon 
explains. It combines an exponential growth of information with a 
flattening of budgets. Despite the funding restrictions, “There is an 
unprecedented opportunity for how we can study biology. But it’s 
going to be very important to manage it right.”

The biggest boom has been in genomics, the science of decoding 
DNA sequences and analyzing them. The sheer volume of data 
inspires new approaches to discovery. “Large data sets that have 
recently become available shed light on the mechanisms that turn 
on genes,” says Irene Kaplow ’06, a graduate student in computer 
science at Stanford. “I am working on developing mathematical 
models that integrate these data sets to reveal how a cell deter-
mines whether to turn on a gene.” In a nutshell, that is compu-
tational biology. Among the questions Irene explores is one she 
first encountered in ninth-grade Biology with Brigid Nulty: What 
is the function of the 98 percent of the genome that doesn’t code 
for protein? “Immediately, the thought went through my head, ‘It 
can’t all be junk.’ From that time on, I just had to understand what 
the rest of the DNA was doing, and a lot of my research today 
helps answer that question.” 

Jonathan Sheffi ’99 is in the business of bioinformatics, a term 
he first heard from biology teacher and IT director Jeff Racioppi. 
From an office in Kendall Square, he now builds software platforms 

to handle genomic big data. A stone’s throw away, at the Broad 
Institute of MIT and Harvard, David Altshuler ’82, M.D., Ph.D., 
has become one of the world’s leading geneticists, in part through 
his analysis of correlations between disease and variations in DNA 
sequences among individuals.

Close Reading, Tight Writing, Impossible 
Arithmetic

as someone who taught a good number of these students, 
this is a bit humbling for me to write, but one of the most 
important things many future scientists take away from 
Commonwealth is not the ability to bend the equations 

of Newtonian mechanics to their will, or to tease out the underlying 
evolutionary links between the biochemistries of respiration and 
photosynthesis. Listen—

Jody Stähelin-Massik ’72, M.D., a pediatrician who studies 
public health in Zambia: “At Commonwealth I learned how to read 
and how to write…These two skills have served me in every walk 
of life, professionally and personally, from understanding scientific 
literature, to writing a website text, to recording patients’ woes, to 
applying for a grant, to reading The Book of Night Women, to 
preparing scientific manuscripts. Nothing in my whole education has 
been as valuable as these two skills.”

Nina Karnovsky ’84, Ph.D., an ecology professor at Pomona 
College: “The experience of being in small classes with lots of 
thoughtful discussion, where I was able to get lots of feedback on my 
writing, deeply influenced how I teach my ecology classes…It is no 
accident that the professor in the office next door to mine, Clarissa 
[McMorris] Cheney, taught at Commonwealth in the 1970s.”

“In ninth grade I struggled mightily. I really wasn’t sure I 
could make it. Mr. Merrill called me into his office one day, 
and in some way I can’t explain, conveyed that I should 
shape up and that he believed I could do it. Throughout the 
next couple of years (he retired after my junior year), Mr. 
Merrill would spend a few minutes checking in. I think that 
I wanted to prove to him I could do it, and I also think 
that his belief in me gave me the nudge I needed to believe 
in myself. I truly believe that those discussions with Mr. 
Merrill made a huge difference in how my life turned out.” 

—David Altshuler ’82, M.D., Ph.D., Deputy Director and  
Chief Academic Officer, Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard



Tim Cohn ’75, Ph.D., who models floods and other natural 
hazards: “I think I learned more about science—about rigor and 
critical thinking—from Polly Chatfield in Latin II than I did in 
any science class. Even today, when I’m having trouble making 
sense of a problem, I sometimes say to myself: ‘What would Mrs. 
Chatfield ask?’”

Alla Katsnelson ’92, Ph.D., neuroscientist-turned-science-writer: 
“By far the most valuable thing I learned at Commonwealth is 
the art of close reading. How do you read a text in a way that is 
rigorous and faithful to its intentions, but also true to the questions 
it raises for you?”

Karen Guillemin ’87, Ph.D., 
who is studying how the bacteria 
that live on and within us shape 
our development: “I’d say that 
perhaps the most important expe-
riences for shaping my intellectual 
career were classes such as Film 
Studies with Ms. Folkman, Art 
History with Mrs. Chatfield, and 
English with Mr. Davis, where we 
learned how to work with primary 
texts, take responsibility for our 
own research, and make our own 
discoveries. This kind of indepen-
dent research helped prepare me 
for working in a biochemistry lab 
as an undergraduate at Harvard, 
which was what got me excited 
about pursuing a career in science.”

Here the former science teacher in me smites his forehead at 
how dense he has been, and for how long. Of course close reading 
is research, and develops (some of) those skills most needed at the 
bench: generating a hypothesis, paying rigorous attention to the 
material in front of you, never substituting wishes for evidence. In 
the words of James Homans ’74, M.D., who does clinical research 
on perinatal HIV transmission, “The humanities were taught 
similarly to the sciences at Commonwealth, with the idea that the 
meaning of a work of art or literature could be discovered by careful, 
thoughtful, creative analysis, that one’s own ideas are important, and 
that uncovering meaning is important in and of itself.” 

Advanced mathematics offered many that same chance to 
explore and create, and taught other lessons as well. The “over-
arching emphasis on discovery and proof over rote memorization 
and procedural knowledge” left Borjana Mikic ’87, Ph.D., “with 
the sense that mathematics was a branch of philosophy and that 
if you understood the theoretical you could always figure out 
the applied.” Calculus with Rob Sherry “laid the groundwork 
for everything to come,” says Ian Tenney ’09, who excelled in 
chemistry and physics at Stanford (and gives heartfelt thanks 
to Rebecca Jackman and Farhad Riahi) and is now pursuing a 
degree in computer science and artificial intelligence—apparently 
conquering new fields faster than the femtosecond lasers he uses to 
make movies of molecular behavior.

Tim Gilligan ’81, M.D., an oncologist, recalls: “What I learned 
in math was never to give up. Robert Kaplan taught us to have 
faith that hard work on hopeless problems could sometimes lead to 
success.” Jessie Lacy ’76, Ph.D., who studies sediment transport in 
coastal waters, agrees. “When I decided I wanted to switch from the 
humanities to technical or scientific studies, my experiences in Bob 
Kaplan’s classroom gave me the confidence to make the change.” 
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Nina Karnovsky ’84 bands a little auk on Spitsbergen Island. Her 
research compares the feeding habits of different auk colonies as 
a way to study the impacts of climate change.

Karen Guillemin ’87, Ph.D.
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Jon Lorsch ’86 directs the National Institute of General Medical 
Sciences at the National Institutes of Health, where he oversees 
a $2.4 billion budget funding basic research in genetics, cell 
biology, pharmacology, computational biology, and other 
biomedical subjects.

Jessie Lacy ’76, left, an oceanographer with the U.S. Geological 
Survey, helps to deploy a temperature, depth, and water 
conductivity sensor in Puget Sound.
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“I still remember fondly the crowded upper floor dark-
room, in which I spent many a lunch hour, and Richard 
Robinson’s sunny corner classroom full of natural 
specimens. Something about the combination of the 
brightness downstairs and the darkness upstairs reso-
nated as I watched my photographic images of science 
museum displays slowly come into being. In those 
trays of pleasantly odd-smelling darkroom chemicals 
and selenium and copper toners, science and visuality 
became embedded in practice. I’d say that combination 
led to—by quite early in college—an enduring passion 
for the relationship between visual representation and 
the life sciences.” 

—Hanna Shell ’95, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Science, 
Technology, and Society, MIT

Neurologist and dementia researcher Lauren Moo ’84, right,  
has welcomed a long line of young women from 
Commonwealth for projects and summer research, including 
Zehra Jafri ’15, left, who spent this year’s Project Week at the 
Bedford V.A. Medical Center.

But within that walled garden, not every sprout was cultivated 
equally, and not all memories were so sanguine. Lauren Moo ’84, 
M.D., is perhaps better positioned than anyone to have seen how 
short of its ideals the school sometimes fell, especially for young 
women. While Lauren soared through the top levels of math and 
science at Commonwealth, “supported and challenged,” she saw 
equally talented, though perhaps less aggressive or confident, class-
mates (most often, though not exclusively, female) judged unworthy. 
Faculty not directly at fault could have done far more, far sooner 
(mea culpa). 

Lauren chose her Cornell thesis, on discouragement of women 
in math and science, partly in response to her high-school experi-
ence. She returned to teach chemistry at Commonwealth from 1988 
to 1991. “I hoped that being a female math and science teacher 
would be an example.” (It certainly was to me. Lauren learned the 
chemistry I taught her in 1982. I can’t say the same about the group 
theory she tried to teach me in 1990…) 

Now a neurologist and dementia researcher, Lauren has 
welcomed a long line of young women from Commonwealth for 
Project Week and summer research. “I have enjoyed that. I feel a 
special commitment to help young women who are interested in 
science. I think that comes from both my times as a student and  
as a teacher.”

In the late 1970s, Steve Cohn ’71 established the Women 
in Science grants for Commonwealth students. His aim was to 
provide funds for girls with a particular interest in science to take 
on summer lab internships or enroll in university science courses. 
Generations of young women have taken advantage of those oppor-
tunities, including a recent group whose work has earned them 
national recognition (see below).  
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Engineering is a Liberal Art

The language of engineering may well be mathematics, 
but engineering is a profession that is ultimately about 
improving the human condition,” according to Borjana 
Mikic, who teaches engineering at Smith and specializes 

in biomechanics. “The idea of teaching engineering at a women’s 
college was intriguing to me, given the underrepresentation of women 
in the field, but it was the liberal arts piece I found most exciting. 
Commonwealth’s emphasis on the value of a liberal arts education 
influenced my emerging sense that one could conceive of engineering 
as a liberal art as well.” Borjana explains, “How an engineer frames 
a problem affects the quality of the solution. The importance of 
considering context—social, political, cultural, economic, or envi-
ronmental—in addressing any messy, complex issue is something I 
learned at Commonwealth.” 

This is ultimately an argument for interdisciplinary collaboration 
in solving problems. For several years, Borjana has been working 
with a group of faculty at Smith from a variety of disciplines “to 
explore how ‘design thinking’—that is, the set of thought processes, 
methodologies, and mindsets of those whose work involves the 
creation of things or experiences that don’t yet exist—can be applied 
to problem-solving in any domain. In that work, the arts have a 
tremendous amount to teach those of us in other disciplines; my 
awareness of that began at Commonwealth.” Uniting scientific and 
non-scientific approaches is now a prominent part of Smith’s engi-
neering program.

“Engineers are pragmatists, who will use any technique they need 
to solve a problem, “echoes James Glazier ’80, Ph.D. “Engineers 
never say ‘That isn’t engineering,’ while physicists, mathematicians 
and biologists (who should definitely know better) often say ‘That 
isn’t physics or mathematics or biology’ when they face a problem 
that requires an interdisciplinary solution.” James studies how 
physics, mathematics, biochemistry, and genetics interact to build 
organisms, and he creates “virtual organisms” to model develop-
ment and disease. He cites Polly Chatfield and Bruce Molay ’71 as 
inspirations. “I didn’t see any fundamental divergence between the 
questions in the two apparently divergent areas [of physics and clas-
sics] or in their approaches to solutions, and I still don’t.”
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“On the first day of class, our chemistry teacher, Donald 
Rhodes, put a candle in a shallow water bath, then 
covered it with an upside-down glass. The water rose 
inside the glass and extinguished the candle. We had one 
week’s time, working in pairs, to explain the phenomenon, 
and could come and go whenever we had time. We were 
absorbed, dedicated, obsessed with figuring it out. It was 
brilliant!!! At the end only one pair of students was able to 
give a quantitative explanation; a few of us mortals were 
able to explain part or most of it qualitatively. What a 
learning experience!” 

—Jody Stähelin-Massik ’72, M.D.

He took Chemistry as a freshman, “because I didn’t want to 
dissect pickled frogs in ninth-grade Biology. That threw me into 
physics classes a year or two ahead of my grade level and led to my 
majoring in physics in college. It’s ironic, because, though I sit in a 
physics department, I now do mostly biology, including live-animal 
experiments, but I guess you only come to things when you are 
ready for them.”

At the heart of engineering is building tools to solve problems; for 
many scientists, this is not only what they do but also what brings 
them joy. “Looking back on it now, I realize that what I loved so 
much about the math and physics classes at Commonwealth was 
that they were all about solving problems,” says Marc Hammarlund 

’83, Ph.D. “If you didn’t have the tools to solve the problem, you 
built them. To me there is something incredibly satisfying about 
cracking a hard problem.” After Commonwealth, Marc “decided to 
do something different”; he placed out of math and science entirely 
and majored in English. “When, much later, I decided to become a 
scientist, the education I got at Commonwealth, luckily, had held up 
over the years, and I was able to dive back in.” 

He now studies cellular mechanisms of neuronal maintenance 
and repair in the nematode C. elegans, a model organism whose 
well-described development, fully sequenced genome, transparent 
body, and simple nervous system (comprising exactly 302 neurons) 
make it ideal for such studies. His work combines genetics, electron 
microscopy, and a wide variety of other techniques. “Our experi-
ments are basically designed to solve hard problems, and we build a 
lot of tools, both physical and theoretical, to do that.”

“At that moment, at my desk in the middle  
of the night…”

What brought Rob Goldston ’68, Ph.D., to 
Commonwealth was his first-hand knowledge of a 
bedrock principle of physics: for every action, there is 
an equal and opposite reaction. The action involved 

a teacher, a foolhardy schoolmate bet, and a lemon meringue pie. 
The reaction involved expulsion from one of the tonier Boston day 
schools. The pie, he said, “was a way of explaining to my parents 
that I was miserable there.”

 At Commonwealth Rob found a place “where what counted was 
understanding stuff. Ideas were important.” He spent many after-
noons after school, hanging around the science labs, or program-
ming at what was perhaps the school’s first computer terminal, 
searching for prime numbers. “I learned how much fun it was to 
learn science. I had the time of my life at Commonwealth.” Dane 
Morgan, the Renaissance man of the science and math faculty, intro-
duced him to the rigor of geometry proofs; Ellen Kaplan “clearly 
loved the ideas” behind the calculus she taught him.

How can one trust that future nuclear disarmament and 
weapon dismantlement treaties will produce the desired results? 
At the Princeton Plasma Physics Laboratory, Rob Goldston ’68 
co-leads a team developing technology to verify that warheads 
slated for dismantling are not dummies. Not only must their 
protocol establish the authenticity of the warheads, it must do 
so without revealing any classified information about the design 
of the weapon. Preliminary tests of this “zero-knowledge” 
system are beginning with the unclassified ”British Test 
Object,” pictured here.
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“We were actually doing science”

So why choose science, and when does that choice happen? 
Charles Finch III ’66, M.D., former Director of International 
Health at Morehouse School of Medicine, “was programmed 
by my mother starting when I was six years old.” For Jon 

Lorsch, it was seeing the chambers and valves in a cow heart when 
he was four (there’s a bold preschool 
teacher). Tim Cohn “arrived at 
Commonwealth in love with science,” 
but for at least four of the alumni/ae 
who wrote, the calling to science didn’t 
come until well after high school. 

For some students, perhaps a 
distinct minority, their experiences at 
Commonwealth were instrumental 
in revealing a path they ultimately 
chose to follow. If you will permit me, 
here are two stories I figure in. Alla 
Katsnelson got her Ph.D. in neurosci-

ence before deciding to switch careers and become a science writer; 
our paths cross sometimes at meetings we are both covering. “I 
often think about the elective biology course that you taught,” for 
a small handful of students who wanted a course after Advanced 
Biology, she wrote. “There were two awesome things about that 
class: First, we read original literature, and thus engaged directly 
with how science is done and communicated, rather than having 
the experience translated through a textbook containing some 
accepted version of truth. It felt sort of illicit at the time. Second 
(and definitely related), you didn’t seem to know the material you 
were teaching, and made no effort to hide the fact. Though thinking 
about it now, you probably did, because we covered a lot of neuro-
science questions.” Nope, I really didn’t; this was before I knew 

Charles Finch ’66, M.D. 

In graduate school at Princeton, Rob reveled in research, and 
became permanently smitten with “the truly mysterious fact that 
you can do something mathematical, and understand it pretty deeply, 
and then go out into the real world and see that in action.” His first 
experiments as a graduate student were detecting individual atomic 
particles emitted from a hot plasma, using a detector he built himself. 

“It went ‘click…click-click…click,’ because it was seeing individual 
atoms striking it. The fact that I had just seen the atomic theory of 
matter in action—maybe I am a cheap date, but I was in love.”

Rob has spent his career in plasma physics—including a dozen 
years as director of the Princeton Particle Physics Laboratory— 
leading the challenge of making power from atomic fusion. He is 
also involved in setting in place the safeguards against proliferation 
and diversion that may arise once fusion moves beyond the research 
lab. “You can’t have more fun than doing the things you care about, 
trying to do something useful for humanity, and trying to under-
stand things scientifically.”

Picture this: In the late 1970s, as Rob and colleagues try to 
confine and compress plasmas to trigger fusion, they discover a new 
instability (“the fishbone”) that is barring the way to higher plasma 
pressure. “By doing numerical calculations one night I figured out 
that the instability was traveling in synchrony with the trajecto-
ries of so-called trapped beam ions, and therefore was very likely 
directly driven by them. At that moment, at my desk in the middle 
of the night, I was the only person in the world who understood this 
important piece of physics. There is very little that compares with 
such a thrill.

“Commonwealth made me realize the importance and the rewards 
of hard work. If you work hard to understand something, to make 
it your own, then at the end of all that hard work is a sense of 
beauty and satisfaction. I got that from Commonwealth. Everything 
I learned at Commonwealth has been the underpinning of what I’ve 
done since.”

“I work in a bioengineering lab, where I’m studying the 
mechanics of bacterial growth [with a focus on the cell 
wall]. Somehow, a collection of nanometer-sized proteins, 
jiggling around inside the cell, work together to construct 
this object 1000 times larger than the proteins. We want 
to know how these proteins are coordinated to build new 
cell wall at the right time and place in order to allow for 
robust growth.” 

—Gabriel Billings ’04,  
a fifth-year Ph.D. student in physics at Stanford

“My research is aimed at 
discovering new routes 
to synthetic fuels and 
chemicals from sustainable 
resources. We are 
particularly interested in 
using catalysts to synthesize 
useful fuels and chemical 
precursors from locally 
abundant resources, such 
as natural gas or non-

food biomass. One of the greatest challenges that we 
are trying to tackle is the development of catalysts that 
can use solar energy to convert CO2 and H2O to O2 and 
CH3OH. The methanol could be used as a liquid fuel; 
it would release CO2 during combustion, but since it 
was made from CO2 it is a ‘carbon-neutral’ fuel and a 
sustainable energy solution.” 

—Alex Miller ’01, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Chemistry, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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almost any neuroscience. “That meant the project of the class was 
to realize that doing science meant grappling with whatever ques-
tions people had asked before you and then throwing your own into 
the mix. I think this was my first experience of science as a human 
endeavor. I definitely think that class pulled me to the sciences in 
a real way—like from the soul. Also, by that point I felt a bit torn 
between an interest in literature and the humanities and an interest 
in biology, and I think seeing science in that way made the two 
categories of endeavors seem more similar.” 

Katherine Pease ’95, Ph.D., is a research ecologist in Santa 
Monica, where she monitors the health of streams and watersheds 
that feed into Santa Monica Bay. In her senior year I created a 
third-level biology course for a large and lively group who wanted 
to conduct their own experiments. We began with one or two class-
wide projects, but quickly turned to individual experiments that 
asked original questions. “This class was exciting for me because we 
were actually doing science,” Katherine recalls. “We came up with 
a hypothesis, designed our own experiments, performed them, and 
analyzed the results. Looking back, my fruit fly experiment [on the 
effects of caffeine on behavior] was pretty basic, but I gained a real 
understanding of the scientific process and got hooked on research.”

For many more students, the decisive experience came not in 
class, but in a lab during Project Week or Month. Jon Lorsch started 
working in labs in tenth grade, through a Commonwealth connec-
tion at Boston Biomedical Research Institute. “That was extremely 
important, because it took science from an abstract thing you read 
about in textbooks to doing experiments, where you might find 
something new.” He thinks getting involved in research as early as 
possible “is absolutely critical. You get to see the good, the bad, and 
the ugly. The wonder of being involved and the chance to actually 
make a discovery captivates many kids. It’s also important to find 
out that it is hard, and that you don’t discover penicillin during your 
Project Week; that most experiments fail in one way or another—
either for technical reasons or because they turn out not to be asking 
the right question or to be the right experiment to answer it. You 
have to get used to that. You have to love the process, as opposed to 
being driven by the occasional reward.”

Rachel Herrup ’13 

“I remember vividly my Project Week and Project Month 
experiences. Since I came to Commonwealth as a junior, 
the concept of setting high school students loose from the 
classroom for an entire week or month was totally foreign 
and thrilling. At the time, I was convinced that my life’s 
work would be in marine biology. During senior Project 
Month I worked for a marine biologist at the University 
of Miami. His area of specialty was manatees. I spent 
most of my days assisting with necropsies—cutting up 
dead manatees, most of whom had been killed by boat 
propellers. I gained a great appreciation for these docile 
giants and a tolerance for the smells of death.” 

—Leslie Cooperband ’78, Ph.D.,  

former soil scientist and current goat dairy farmer

Recently, several Common-
wealth students have undertaken 
long-term independent research 
projects in local labs. Rui 
Wang ’11 studied the effect of 
honey on bacterial communica-
tion, while Eloise Wheeler ’12 
developed automated processes 
to separate out differentiated cells 
from a population of undifferenti-
ated stem cells. Rachel Herrup 
’13 worked on devices to detect 
toxins or impurities in very small 
amounts of fluid—technology 
with direct applications to the 
development of portable, low-
cost diagnostic testing. All three 
young women were named semi-

finalists in the Intel Science Talent Search, the prestigious nationwide 
research competition for high-school students.

T
R

iS
TA

n
 D

A
V

iE
S

Watershed scientist Katherine Pease ’95 monitors the health 
and water quality of creeks in the Santa Monica Mountains 
of California, in part by netting and studying small aquatic 
invertebrates.
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Jabez McClelland ’72 leads the Electron Physics Group of 
the Center for Nanoscale Science and Technology at the 
National Institute of Standards and Technology, where he 
and his colleagues are exploring nanomagnetism, exotic two-
dimensional electronic materials like graphene (a single layer 
of crystalline carbon), and new ways of generating focused-ion 
beams, all with the goal of developing new applications for 
nanotechnology in electronics, manufacturing, and energy.  

When he is not writing, 
Richard Robinson 
and his wife, current 
Commonwealth biology 
teacher Wendy Mechaber, 
grow organic vegetables 
and Christmas trees 
at Hopestill Farm in 
Sherborn, Mass.

Marc Weisskopf ’84, Ph.D.
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The Long and Sometimes Winding Road

For many students, “the pleasure of finding things out,” 
in Richard Feynman’s felicitous phrase, starts early, but 
the focus of a career comes much later. Commonwealth 
provided Marc Weisskopf ’84 what I think it offers many 

bright, hard-working kids of all inclinations: “A very strong educa-
tional foundation that prepared me well for college and gave me 

the confidence that I could 
do whatever I wanted to do.” 
Early interests in physics and 
psychology led him eventu-
ally to a Ph.D. in neuroscience, 

“but I was always pulled back 
to the larger picture,” which 
for Marc meant first a policy 
fellowship and then a growing 
interest in public health. He 
now studies the epidemiology of 
neurodegenerative diseases and 
psychiatric disorders, exploring 
risk factors across entire 
populations. His 2005 study 
of half a million American 
men, showing an elevated risk 

of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS, or Lou Gehrig’s disease) in 
veterans, led directly to the Veterans Administration’s decision to 
grant benefits to any veteran with ALS. 

Classmate Dominic Montagu ’84 took a road even more winding. 
Chemistry was an early fascination: “A friend and I made model 
rockets,” he wrote, “which we sent up at Hancock with sodium 
payloads so that when they landed in the lake they exploded. 
(Should I be telling you this?)” Um…no. “After Commonwealth, a 
degree in architecture from MIT. A brief passage at Euro-Disney. 
Disillusioned with capitalism, I went to Vietnam in 1989 to rebuild 
a hospital in Ho Chi Minh City. Electricity four hours per day, only 
bicycles on the roads, the army still out in force every night with 
tanks and machine guns. That hospital started my conversion to 
public health,” and an eventual Ph.D. Now at the University of 
California San Francisco, Dominic is part of a group studying how 
private organizations can deliver health care in developing countries. 

“In Myanmar [we are] comparing three incentives for getting rapid 
diagnostic tests for malaria to be used by the private drug sellers, 
informal and untrained providers, and pharmacists, who provide 
85% of all malaria care in the country. [The most successful incen-
tive package] will be scaled up to a national program starting in 
2014.” Commonwealth, he wrote, “made science fun and exciting, 
and I think gave me confidence to take on challenges and methods 
that are interesting, but that I’m not good at (yet).”

I want to give the final words to Jabez McClelland ’72, Ph.D., 
who works at the National Institute of Standards and Technology, 
and is developing ion-beam devices for microscopy and nano-scale 
machining. We’ve never met, but I am grateful to him, as I am to 
everyone who took the time to reply to my inquiries with such 
thoughtfulness. Here’s what he had to say:

“I’ve met many people who went through a much more compre-
hensive science education in their early years than I did. But how 
many of them had three years of Bible class—taught from a very 
carefully constructed secular point of view—from someone like Mr. 
Merrill? How many really know how to write? OK, English class 
wasn’t my favorite, and I don’t have any notions of actually being 

any good at writing, but today I really value what I did learn, and I 
can’t help being surprised at the lack of even basic skills among my 
colleagues. And how many had the opportunity to be creative in art 
classes like printmaking and ceramics, not to mention to learn music 
from top jazz musicians? Commonwealth gave me a solid founda-
tion in both intellectual and human values. I am grateful for this 
because I have learned that being a good scientist requires so much 
more than just technical ability. Science, at its root, is a human 
enterprise, and being successful in it requires the same skills neces-
sary in any discipline: leadership, hard work, attention to detail, 
compassion, the ability to be persuasive with others, and a good 
understanding of human nature. I have to say, what I value the most 
about my Commonwealth education is not so much the science 
aspect. It’s everything else I learned.” 
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Charles Finch ’66, M.D. 

Physician, Jenkins County Hospital, 
Millen, Georgia

Rob Goldston ’68, Ph.D. 

Professor of Astrophysical Sciences, 
Princeton University

Jabez McClelland ’72, Ph.D. 

Physicist and Group Leader,  
National Institute of Standards and 
Technology, Gaithersburg, Md.

Jody Stähelin-Massik ’72, M.D. 

Pediatrician,  
Kantonsspital Aarau, Switzerland

James Homans ’74, M.D.

Associate Professor of  
Clinical Pediatrics,  
University of Southern California

Tim Cohn ’75, Ph.D. 

Hydrologist,  
United States Geological Survey, 
Reston, Va.

Jessica Lacy ’76, Ph.D.

Research oceanographer,  
United States Geological Survey,  
Santa Cruz, Cal.

Leslie Cooperband ’78, Ph.D.

Co-owner,  
Prairie Fruits Farm, Champaign, Ill.

James Glazier ’80, Ph.D.

Professor of Physics,  
Indiana University, Bloomington

Tim Gilligan ’81, M.D.

Associate Professor of Medicine, 
Cleveland Clinic

alumni/ae in this article span five decades and myriad fields of study:

David Altshuler ’82, M.D., Ph.D.

Deputy Director and Chief  
Academic Officer,  
Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard

Marc Hammarlund ’83, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor of Genetics,  
Yale University

Nina Karnovsky ’84, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Biology,  
Pomona College

Dominic Montagu ’84, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Epidemiology  
and Biostatistics,  
University of California, San Francisco

Lauren Moo ’84, M.D.

Physician-Scientist, Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center, Bedford, Mass.

Marc Weisskopf ’84, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Environmental  
and Occupational Epidemiology,  
Harvard School of Public Health

Jon Lorsch ’86, Ph.D. 

Director, National Institute of  
General Medical Sciences, NIH

Karen Guillemin ’87, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Biology,  
University of Oregon, Eugene

Borjana Mikic ’87, Ph.D.

Professor of Engineering,  
Smith College

Arne Ekstrom ’92, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor of Psychology, 
University of California, Davis

Alla Katsnelson ’92, Ph.D.

Science writer,  
Northampton, Mass.

Katherine Pease ’95, Ph.D.

Watershed Scientist,  
Heal the Bay, Santa Monica, Cal.

Hanna Shell ’95, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Science, 
Technology, and Society, MIT

Jonathan Sheffi ’99, M.B.A.  

Co-founder, Curoverse,  
Boston, Mass.

Alex Miller ’01, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor of Chemistry, 
University of North Carolina,  
Chapel Hill

Gabe Billings ’04

Ph.D. student in bioengineering, 
Stanford University

Irene Kaplow ’06

Ph.D. student in computer sciences, 
Stanford University

Ian Tenney ’09

Graduate student in Computer 
Sciences,  
Stanford University

Rui Wang ’11

Junior, MIT

Eloise Wheeler ’12

Sophomore, Harvard College

Rachel Herrup ’13 

First-year student,  
University of Chicago



a t Commonwealth, the biology and chemistry rooms 
were reconfigured and rebuilt in the 1990s. Since then 
the classrooms have been tweaked to some extent, but 
the spaces no longer meet current needs.

“The chemistry lab works with twelve or fewer students in it,” 
says Rebecca. “With more, half of the kids have their backs to  
the board.”

“In the biology room,” Wendy points out, “we’d love to set up 
a demonstration the kids could examine before sitting down and 
discussing it as a launching point for what we’re going to do. But 
it’s impossible: the space is just too tight.”

Therefore in 2012, the science faculty began working with Imai 
Keller Moore Architects to develop a project for the complete 
renovation of the biology and chemistry labs. The new designs will 
make it easier for classes to move from investigation to discussion, 
will dedicate specific areas to the preparation of experiments, and 
will provide improved ventilation and safety systems, allowing 
for a wider range of experiments. The final plans are in progress; 
fundraising has already begun. And construction is expected to 
take place during the summer of 2015.

“The standard boilerplate biology or chemistry labs are no 
more,” says Andy. “We’re doing all kinds of experiments with 
different materials now, so having up-to-date, flexible space is 
indispensable in order to make science more accessible to our 
students.” The ultimate aim? To make sure that all Common-
wealth students—not just our future scientists—become better 
scientific thinkers. 

The Right  
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Science and science teaching have evolved over the 
decades—just ask the teachers:

Andy Clifford, biology: “Biology is so much bigger than it used to be. 
There’s a lot we know that we didn’t know twenty years ago.” 

Theo Paul, math and physics: “In teaching, a major shift in the last 
few years has been toward doing more hands-on work. It’s been 
fewer than twenty years since I took high-school science, but what 
happens in the classroom looks very different today.”

Wendy Mechaber, biology: “The shift to the experimental, making 
sure students understand the idea of science as asking and answering 
questions, has become critically important to how we teach.”

Rebecca Jackman, chemistry: “We see all of our students  
as scientists.”

Zachary Perlo ’16, right, collects gas from a chemical reaction 
during a lab experiment.
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us and into the environment. As a result, we get sick and then, 
incredibly, we turn for chemotherapy and other treatments to the 
same companies that are polluting us! I became more attuned to 
the depth and causes of suffering for diverse populations, and got 
angry about it. I channel my anger into work that is also fed by 
and reflects many things I’m feeling and thinking about: desire, 
illness, loss, mortality, gender identities, social and economic 
inequalities, and so on.” 

It’s in her artistic projects that Myra gives her internal world 
free rein. “My personal work is where I can express my innermost 
thoughts, where I feel I can expose my soul.” Collaborating with 
several friends, she recently created Bad Muthaz, a hilariously irrever-
ent web series rooted nonetheless in Myra’s thoughtful analysis of the 
conflict between the idealization of motherhood and a woman’s urge 
to follow her less socially sanctioned desires.

Myra’s commitment to her beliefs carries through in her work at 
Slap Agency, a video production and marketing company that she 
and her husband, Michael Furlong, launched in 2012. With their 
clients—which include Kaiser Permanente, Schwab, and SunPower—
says Myra, “I’ll advocate hard for a certain line of dialogue, or a 
certain music track, or a color. These seemingly small things can have 
a big effect on the final video—and on the audience.”  She adds, “In 
commercial work I layer myself into the piece more subtly, though 
with the same goal: to create something beautiful that moves me and 
the viewer both.” 

a luM Na P RO F I l E :  My Ra Pac I  ’83

a Woman’s Work
by Tristan Davies

Myra Paci is a provocateur. “I like to entertain myself 
and others. And I like to move people from their 
comfort zones.” But when she was growing up, 
it looked as though her disruptive side might be 

submerged by her father’s more traditional expectations. Pier Franco 
Paci was a physician from Assisi, Italy — and, says Myra, “a bit 
patriarchal,” which might help explain why Myra became interested 
in the social and cultural roles of women. After high school, her 
father encouraged her to set her sights on academia. Days after 
her graduation from Yale with a degree in history, her father was 
diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. His death a few months later was a 
blow to Myra, her mother, Mary, and brothers Chris ’77 and Stefano.

 As her grief ebbed, Myra discovered that she felt free “to 
pursue something I was really passionate about.” She enrolled in an 
MFA program at NYU Film School and created several short films 
including Transeltown, Butch Patrol, and XXXtasy: Two Days in the 
Life of a Saint. In 2000, with support from the Sundance Institute, 
Myra wrote and directed the feature-length film Searching for 
Paradise, casting Sex in the City heartthrob Chris Noth for a leading 
role. One afternoon in the editing suite, Myra received a call from her 
doctor with her own diagnosis: breast cancer. 

As she went through her treatment, her interest in a woman’s 
relationship to the surrounding culture became much more 
political. “On a truly visceral level, I experienced how products, 
many of which are deeply harmful, are relentlessly pushed at 
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Filmmaker Myra Paci ’83  
at home in Berkeley, Cal. 

“There’s still a long way to 
go before we achieve gender 
equality. Women and girls 
continue to be oppressed and 
exploited around the world. 
In my own way I’m trying to 
change that.”
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When she’s with her patients, Rebecca Thal ’05 
uses a skill she learned back in high school: 
“Close reading. That’s my approach when I 
listen to people and have conversations with 
them.” For the last two years Rebecca has been 

a case manager in the outpatient clinic at the Boston Health Care for 
the Homeless Program (BHCHP). Located across the street from the 
Boston Medical Center, the program works to improve the physical 
and emotional health of homeless men and women. 

“Taking the time to dissect what people are saying is a 
Commonwealth ‘thing,’” she says, “and for me, it’s a gift to work 
in an organization where the discussions people have with me are 
considered medically relevant.”

Although those conversations frequently center on non-medical 
topics, they often clarify situations that prevent her clients from 
taking proper care of their own health. Poor air quality where they 
sleep exacerbates their asthma. Chaotic days and schedules mean 
they can’t or don’t take their medication regularly. Limited access 
to healthful food makes it hard for them to control their diabetes. 
Taking the time to talk about such matters is crucial, Rebecca 

believes. Along with addressing their health concerns, Rebecca tries 
to solve her clients’ problems by helping them secure government 
benefits and housing, advocating for them with landlords, and 
accompanying them to appointments. 

In addition to such troubleshooting, Rebecca assists clients with 
the fundamentals of building a new life, in some cases almost from 
scratch. “How do you re-socialize people who have spent the last 
thirty years incarcerated?” she asks. “You help them figure out 
what resources exist in their lives: family, friends. You ask, ‘Are you 
interested in building a religion-based community? A sobriety-based 
one?” She also facilitates a support group for transgender patients, 
often helping them surmount practical difficulties such as how to 
obtain legal name changes or secure new gender designations on 
official documents. 

The work is challenging and exhilarating if, at times, 
discouraging. “There are crazy injustices perpetrated every day by 
our patients’ social circumstances,” she says.  “You have to help 
people navigate systems that so many times are not merely unfair, 
they’re broken. My job is hard, but it is always worth it.” 

Sophie Ricks and Rebecca Thal are working to help Boston’s homeless.

by Vicki Ritterband
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Sophie Ricks ’01 came to work in the same building as Rebecca a 
few months later, in a related role as a social worker in the Barbara 
McInnis House, an inpatient care and respite center. She sees her 
role as planting the seeds of an improved life and guiding her clients 
as they tend the new growth. 

As she focuses on patients who struggle with addiction, Sophie’s 
job includes substance abuse evaluations, crisis interventions, 
facilitating support groups, and giving individual therapy. She has 
also been studying to be a couples therapist.

Some of the groups she runs are geared toward practical advice 
for coping. Members talk about identifying their substance-
abuse triggers, dealing with cravings, and recognizing cognitive 
distortions—that is, how errors in thinking can cause psychological 
pain. Other groups are more open-ended, and people share whatever 
is on their minds: their addiction, depression, anxiety, trauma, 
medical concerns, and grief.  “I’m always amazed at their resilience. 
I would fall apart if just one of the things they’ve endured happened 
to me,” Sophie admits. “And these people have had ten terrible 
things happen.” 

Sophie also meets with clients individually. In one-on-one settings, 
she says, she lets them dictate the agenda. “I try to be as warm, 
welcoming and nonjudgmental as possible. If they just want to vent 
about something that happened to them that’s fine. Or we can go 
deeper and talk about their past, discuss what led to their addiction, 
and begin brainstorming about more effective ways to cope.” 

Because mental illness and substance abuse often go hand 
and hand, Sophie knows that the psychological underpinnings of 
addiction must eventually be addressed. “Many of our patients are 
self-medicating—some because of a history of severe childhood 
trauma, some because of post-traumatic stress disorder from serving 
in the military. If they deal only with the substance abuse and don’t 
address the mental health issues, their substance abuse will come 
back,” she explains.

Sophie is realistic about how much the short-term work she 
does can help her clients in a lasting way. But if she can move the 
needle even a bit towards different behavior, she feels she’s had 
an impact. “All of us go through stages for any change we want 
to make in our lives—whether it’s losing weight, or improving 
our organizational skills, or giving up drugs.  And most of us,” 
she points out, “do not pass immediately from the denial stage 
of ‘I don’t have a problem’ to ‘I’ve succeeded!’” She defines what 
she does this way: “My job is to meet people where they are in 
their process, and in many instances that means helping them 
understand that relapse can be part of recovery.” 
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Sophie Ricks ’01

Vicki Ritterband is the media coordinator for Boston 
Health Care for the Homeless Program. To learn more 
about BHCHP, visit www.bhchp.org.
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“Prayer,” by Ian Polkiewicz ’15. This photo was chosen as a finalist in the 2014 College and High School Photography Contest,  
sponsored by Nikon. It will be included in the contest catalog book to be published this summer.

cWSaa The commonwealth School  
alumni/ae association

T
R

iS
TA

n
 D

A
V

iE
S

 ’
8

3

Emily Bullitt ’03,  
president of the  
CWSAA 

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Hello again! The Commonwealth 
School Alumni/ae Association 
(CWSAA) has had a productive 

year, and I have some exciting updates 
for you. 

We continue working to increase our 
presence in the greater Commonwealth 
community. Please join us! One recent 
change is that the CWSAA president, 
rather than an alumni/ae trustee, gives 
the association’s report at meetings of the 

Board of Trustees. When I talked at the fall meeting about our 
current activities and our ideas for the future, board members 
responded enthusiastically. For my part, I am grateful to have 
been able to learn more about the current state of the school 
and to appreciate once again the deep dedication of the faculty. 
So much care is given to ensure that faculty members have the 
tools they need to support their advisees and their students both 
emotionally and academically—I marvel at the passion and drive 
the board pours into the school. 

As CM goes to press we are preparing for the May 8 Merrill 
Series on mental health issues and wellness. Debbie Offner, 
Commonwealth’s consulting psychologist, will moderate the 
discussion; panelists include psychiatrists Stephanie Engel ’70 and 
Susannah Sherry ’75. We expect to post video of the event soon after. 

Next up, I am pleased to announce the theme for our fall arts 
gathering. CWSAA will host a “spoken word” event, during which 
a group of alumni/ae authors will read from and present their 
work. As plans develop, we’ll let you know. For now, we would 
love to hear from any writers who might like to participate. If, like 
me, you are not an author, I strongly encourage you to attend this 
special evening of close listening to the fiction and non-fiction, the 
prose and poetry of your fellow alumni/ae. An added bonus—you 
never know what former classmates and long-lost friends you may 
run into when you are there!

This is my last column as the president of CWSAA. I have 
enjoyed representing the alumni/ae body immensely, but the time 
has come to pass the torch. Alisha Atlas-Corbett ’01 will begin 
her term as president in June. You will hear more from her in the 
months to come as she continues to further the mission and goals 
of our alumni/ae organization.
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Don’t Say It again,
Sam
By Ottessa Moshfegh ’98

Ottessa Moshfegh’s short stories have appeared in Fence, Noon, Vice,  

The Paris Review, and various other literary magazines and online journals. 

Last year she was awarded the Plimpton Discovery Prize for her stories 

in The Paris Review, and the Modern Prize in Prose given by Fence Books, 

who will be publishing her first novel, McGlue, in november. She was 

recently granted a creative writing fellowship from the national Endowment 

for the Arts. Currently a Wallace Stegner fellow at Stanford university, she 

is at work on a new novel and a collection of short stories, and lives in 

Oakland, Cal.

I ask myself, in my personal mythos am I round or flat? But maybe 
more essentially I wonder, when we tell our personal stories, are we 
setting our experiences into a literary framework? In blurring the 
truth of our experiences through storytelling, we can feel powerful—
authorial, you might say. But something is lost in the process, I think: 
Once one tries to describe a dream, the dream is ruined.

Fiction can be very much about revealing a deeper meaning 
through omission. In other words, just as much can be inferred 
from what is not said as what is. On first telling of what becomes a 
personal myth, the superficial essence of the story comes across to 
the listener, i.e. I come from a lineage of thrill-seeking romantics (the 
hot-air balloon guy). But on second telling (and third and fourth), 
perhaps something more gets revealed, the story beneath the story. 
(“I’ve never been in love,” or “I felt like a third wheel as a child,” for 
example.) So what are we really saying about ourselves? And why do 
we insist on saying it over and over, at cocktail parties and picnics, on 
dates, at dinners, over the phone, and sometimes to perfect strangers? 
The question makes me want to listen more carefully. But it also 
prompts me to keep my mouth shut.

S
uffice it to say that as an impatient, creative type, I feel 
personally offended when someone ruins a good story 
by telling it again. It’s tacky and, frankly, dishonest. 
Repetition turns what at first account seemed inspired, 
an improvised masterpiece, into narcissistic drivel. We’ve 

all been guilty of self-repetition, of course, myself included. And 
we’ve all had that uncomfortable experience of sitting across 
from someone who’s forgotten he’s already given us the dramatic 
account of how his parents met in a hot air balloon in Turkey or 
how the death of his cat precipitated his move to Mozambique. 
Or maybe it’s her story of tearing her ACL hiking in Peru or 
meeting Wayne Newton in a Denny’s. If you’re anything like me, 
you grit your teeth as you smile and nod, trying not to let your 
eyes roll at the carefully-timed dramatic pauses and well-practiced 
emotional resolutions. It all sounds so false.

I recently sat down and made a list of all the stories I tell 
about myself, and for what purposes. It’s embarrassing to admit 
I did this, but I wanted to look at my motivations for clinging 
to these tales because they were starting to disgust me. “Haven’t 
I told you this already?” I was asking a lot. Stories that in their 
tellings used to make me feel triumphant had started to feel 
belabored and insincere to me. The two I felt impressed people 
the most were also anecdotes that I thought characterized me as a 
survivor. If you’ve heard my cat-scratch fever story or listened to 
me explain how I was drugged and nearly kidnapped in Central 
Asia, you know what I’m talking about. They have become 
part of my mythos. Painful and complicated, these were awful 
experiences—horror stories. And yet whenever I recounted them, 
they never came across that way. In fact, I would leave out any 
hint that I experienced emotions at all during these ordeals. The 
versions you would hear were fantastic and exciting tales, full 
of synchronistic plot-twists and exotic locations, cool derision, 
and laissez-faire. On closer inspection, however, it became clear 
to me that as I told these stories to various interlocutors, I was 
identifying myself as a person who struggles but does not suffer. 
If only that were true, or even possible! By rewriting my past 
through storytelling, I hoped to come off as tough, worldly, and 
self-sufficient. The term “creative nonfiction” comes to mind.

Self-examination is hard, of course. How much easier is it to 
pick apart other people’s manipulated biographical narratives? 
Close reading can reveal a good deal, but in reality, people’s lives 
are pretty damn complicated. In fiction, characters are only as 
dimensional as the author needs them to be. E.M. Forster writes 
about what he calls “round” and “flat” characters—the former are 
complex and fluctuating, the latter are relatively simple and static. 

“Flight,” by Megan Berry ’15



To make a donation, visit  www.commschool.org/makeagift. For more information, call  

Janetta Stringfellow, Director of Development, at 617-266-7525 ext. 293 or email jstringfellow@commschool.org

Time is short! The class which generates the most donors by June 30 will win the 
inaugural Mermaid Cup and a PRIZE from Commonwealth.  
 Rally your classmates, and propel your class forward in the Mermaid Cup 

competition by making your gift today! You can check the standings of rival classes 
at www.commschool.org/alumniae. 

Thanks to everyone who has already contributed to our vital annual fundraising 
efforts. And particular thanks to our class agent volunteers, who have eagerly set out to 
increase the number of alumni/ae actively in touch with the school:

Introducing the 

MERMaID cuP 
Challenge!

Myra Wiener ’61 
Joseph Spivack ’66
Laverne Berry ’67 
David Hershey Webb ’78 
Steve Hanna ’82 
Doug Hsiao ’83 
Rachel Salzman ’87 
Abigail McNally ’94 
Geoff Stanbury ’98 
Jonathan Sheffi ’99 
Alisha Atlas-Corbett ’01 

Emily Clark ’01 
Abbie Cyr ’03 
Emily Bullit ’03 
Lilly Bogis ’04
John Oliverio ’05 
Ben Orlin ’05
Dylan Nelson ’07 
Anna Cooper ’08 
Eva Bozewicz ’12 
Ruth Hanna ’13

Why not become a 
class agent yourself? Or 
involve yourself with the 
alumni/ae association in 
another capacity? Email  
gpalmer@commschool.
org with your questions, 
suggestions, and/or offers 
to help.



Commonwealth School 
151 Commonwealth Avenue

Boston, Massachusetts  02116

Non-Profit  
Organization
US Postage 

PAID
North Reading, MA

Permit No. 6

Scenes from biology classes taught by Julia Euling, c. 1959. Then as now, biology was 

usually taken in ninth grade, recalls Jim Barron ’62, who’s wearing the dark patterned 

shirt in several of these photos. Beginning on page 12, alumni/ae who chose careers in 

the sciences consider what they learned in their years at Commonwealth and what it 

has meant to them.


