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its advantages. A daily newspaper is pro-
duced in the 40 to 50 hours a week that 
my peers and I are able to carve out of our 
course preparation; whole dramatic pro-
ductions are written and produced on that 
kind of time; Ivy championships are won 
on it. I have cherished my time on the Crim-
son dearly. 

But the rub to all this, as I glimpsed 
briefly last winter, is that many students 
run the risk of never achieving the level of 
sustained, focused engagement in their 
studies necessary to spark serious aca-
demic interest. It falls to the College to 
push back a bit, to find a policy tack that 
will allow the classroom to take back 
some of the territory currently overrun 
by student organizations. I’m not advo-
cating stamping out the extracurricular 
pursuits that give the campus its flavor—
just tweaking the equilibrium somewhat. 
Otherwise, Harvard will have to continue 
to accept the fact that some of the na-
tion’s finest students are barely tapping 
deep reservoirs of academic potential, and 
that the beginnings of scholarly curiosity 
are routinely sliding away like runoff on a 
badly designed road.

If there were ever a time for Harvard 
to recommit itself on this issue, it would 
be now, when things appear to be sliding 
in the wrong direction. FAS announced an 
initial round of budget cuts in May that 
promises (despite administrative pro-
tests to the contrary) to make classrooms 
more impersonal than they already are. 
Fewer TFs will be hired. In the College’s 
most crowded concentration, econom-
ics, a seminar program that once offered 
small, focused classes to juniors has been 
suspended: a reminder that holding stu-
dents accountable is expensive and large 
lectures with few sections and few exams 
are comparatively cheap. If we see more of 
the latter, as it appears we must, students 
will have even more leeway to treat their 
studies as a secondary pursuit. 

Meanwhile, in the venerable classics 
department, where I am a concentrator, 
undergraduate requirements were signifi-
cantly altered this year for the first time 
in decades (see “Humanities Rebooted,” 
May-June, page 52). Notification came this 
spring that the general examinations—
the comprehensive test long required 
for graduation—were on their way out. 
On a symbolic level, at least, this was no 

small change. The thought of the “gener-
als” alone had been enough to make your 
palms sweat: six hours of testing—trans-
lation in both Latin and Greek (selections 
chosen from a reading list of seemingly 
epic proportions), essay questions on lit-
erature and history. When I first heard of 
them as a freshman, they had reminded 
me of something out of an Oxbridge mem-
oir, a vestige of a time when learning was 
a sink-or-swim endeavor. Here, I remem-
ber thinking, there would be nowhere to 
run, no room to cherry-pick esoterica and 
choose ease at the expense of the founda-
tional—it would be demanded that I de-
velop a coherent breadth of knowledge…or 
fail the generals trying.  

Of more concern is the fact that classics 
is not alone in making this kind of curricu-
lar modification. Astronomy also fiddled 
with its requirements this year, and though 
it had no generals to cut, it echoed the clas-
sics department’s desire to ensure that its 
program of study be less oriented toward 
preparing students for graduate school.

Here’s hoping that this is not part of a 
general pattern. The intentions behind 
such changes are well-meaning and well-
conceived: concentrations will be more 
accessible to students who didn’t have the 
luxury of focused high-school preparation 
in a particular field of study, for instance. 
But for many students, I think the bot-
tom line is this: these concentrations are 
less demanding than they used to be. I felt 
an uneasy relief when I heard about the 
generals’ demise. There was less strain in 
store for me certainly—more time for oth-
er pursuits. But also, probably, less benefit. 
When it comes to academics, this may not 
be a trade-off that Harvard—at a particu-
larly vulnerable moment in its long and 
storied history—can afford.

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Christian Flow ’10 found himself ideally situated 
to contemplate academics as an extracurricular 
this summer—“site”-seeing ancient ruins on week-
ends while professionally involved in a newspaper 
internship in Athens.

last fall, the Ivy League wom-
en’s soccer championship was 
decided in the final seconds of 
the season’s last game. Harvard, 

Princeton, and Columbia entered the clos-
ing weekend with identical 4-1-1 records. 
The Crimson needed to beat Columbia at 
Ohiri Field to at least share the title, but 
regulation play ended in a 1-1 tie, and nei-
ther team could score as two overtime peri-
ods unfolded, although Harvard was domi-
nating offensively, outshooting Columbia, 
9-2. Then, with a mere nine seconds left in 
the second overtime, Melanie Baskind ’12 
beat a few Columbia players and dribbled 
into the penalty box. She touched the ball 
forward past a defender—then, getting 
ready to shoot, was taken down for a foul. 
That meant a penalty kick, the only one 
Harvard had been awarded all season.

“I immediately ran to the ball and put it 
on the 12-yard mark,” says Lizzy Nichols ’10, 
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Ice Water and rockets
Soccer’s Lizzy Nichols has both sang-froid and a killer shot.

With unwaver-
ing focus, nichols 
lines up for a 
free kick and 
puts some
serious leg 
into the ball.
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who does not believe in dithering at such 
moments. (Penalty kicks originate at the 
12-yard mark, inside the penalty box, which 
stretches 18 yards from the goal line into 
the pitch.) The inevitable howls of protest 
from the Columbia fans subsided after a 
minute or two. The official cleared everyone 
from the penalty box and blew his whistle. 
Then Nichols charged the ball and drilled it 
into the upper left corner of the net, sealing 
Harvard’s 2-1 victory and its first Ivy title 
since 1999.

The Crimson shared the championship 
with Princeton, who beat Penn that day to 
go 5-1-1, but as Harvard had already van-
quished the Tigers, 2-1, they secured the 
league’s automatic NCAA tournament 
bid. (There, Harvard lost to Northeastern, 
3-2, in a shootout.)

In general, soccer players do not have 
solitary, unobstructed chances to kick the 
ball. That is what an opponent’s infrac-
tions afford them: penalty kicks, corner 
kicks, or free kicks. Play stops and the 
referee clears everyone else away from the 
ball. The first question is, who will take 
the kick. “You don’t want to be looking at 
each other saying, ‘Do you want to take it?’” 
Nichols explains. “Sometimes the coach 
will decide, but the main thing is to have 
someone who is feeling confident in her 
shot. Confidence is so important. It’s bet-
ter for a team if somebody steps up and 
says, ‘I’ve got this.’”

Of course, another factor is having a 
strong shot. On a free kick, Nichols’s 
powerful right leg can rocket one into the 
goal from 30 yards out. “She’s the best free 
kicker I’ve ever coached,” says head wom-
en’s soccer coach Ray Leone. “Her range 

makes Lizzy a threat from anywhere.”
Certain fouls outside the penalty box 

result in free kicks. (Corner kicks happen 
when opponents kick the ball past their 
own endline.) Free kicks can be shots on 
goal, but “you may want to serve the ball” 
to a teammate nearer in who takes the 
shot, Nichols explains. Typically, the op-
ponents form a “wall” of players, no less 
than 10 yards from the ball, to protect 
their goal. The free kicker, says Nichols, 
might choose to “drive it straight, go low, 
or high, or bend the ball either way, to-
ward the near or far post.”

On a penalty kick, Nichols’s ritual in-
volves turning the ball so the manufac-
turer’s logo faces her, providing a target to 
fix on. “I try to make things simple,” she 
explains. “The only thing to focus on is the 
contact I make with the ball. You know 
how it feels to strike the ball, and you 
know where you want it to go. If you hit 
the ball right, it should go there—you’ve 
done it so many times in practice. Choose 
your spot, and don’t change your mind 
in the middle of it, no matter where the 
goalkeeper stands. It’s a completely men-
tal game. Sometimes, just as the whistle 
blows, they jump a certain way to try to 
get you to go in one direction. That’s why 
I never look at the keeper. Some people 
look at the keeper or at the spot they want 
it to go—or at the opposite side, to get 
them guessing. But if you hit it cleanly and 
hard, and wide enough toward one side of 
the goal, even if the keeper guesses right, 
they’re not going to be able to save it.”

Nichols’s success stems from techni-
cal proficiency, built on lots of practice 
on such kicks, says assistant coach Katie 

Shields ’06. “And Lizzy has ice water in 
her veins,” Shields adds. “She also has the 
ability to make the ball ‘knuckle’—it dips 
and curves a bit in the air, exactly like a 
knuckleball pitch in baseball.” (Leone 
notes, “Only a few can do that—it’s kind 
of a Brazilian thing.”)

As a former varsity goalkeeper, Shields 
knows the cat-and-mouse game between 
kicker and goalie. The goalie will “look for 
little cues the shooter may give you,” she 
says. “A glance to one side, or body lan-
guage in the first couple of steps to the ball. 
Lizzy doesn’t give any cues. The best shoot-
ers are the ones who just step up and bury 
the ball.”

The daughter of a printmaker father 
and architect mother, Nichols grew up in 
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Lizzy nichols
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Princeton, New Jersey. (There’s a picture 
of her at age two with a soccer ball.) She 
developed her skills in club soccer and at 
The Lawrenceville School. A history and 
literature concentrator, she’ll co-captain 
the team this fall with Gina Wideroff ’11; a 
talented group of freshmen should bolster 
the Crimson’s hopes of defending their Ivy 
League title.

When not taking free kicks, Nichols 
plays center back, a “quarterbacking po-
sition” where she is vocal in coordinating 
Harvard’s defense. “The attack starts at 
the back,” she says, “and defense starts 
with the forwards.” As a defender, of 
course, Nichols doesn’t accumulate flashy 
offensive statistics: she scored only two 
goals last year.  But one stat counts more 
than all the rest. On penalty kicks: one at-
tempt, one goal. vcraig lambert

against all advice,  Brian 
Mullaney ’81 left a secure Madi-
son Avenue career in 1990 to co-
found his own ad agency, target-

ing the high tech industry. Schell/Mullaney 
opened with Mullaney and one employee 
working out of his apartment; the partners 
were so successful that they sold the firm 
in six years. Suddenly, Mullaney was free to 
do anything he dreamed of. 

Ever the entrepreneur, he chose to focus 
on what had been a philanthropic pas-
time: correcting facial disfigurements in 
poor children. He became the co-founder 
of Smile Train, now the largest charity de-
voted to fixing cleft lip and palate injuries 
around the world. 

In just a decade, the New York City-
based organization has sponsored more 
than 500,000 surgeries throughout 76 
countries, with a primary focus in China 
and India. In the last fiscal year alone, 
Smile Train raised more than $100 million 
and sponsored about 110,000 operations—
with only 42 employees. Says Mullaney, 
“We basically found a better mousetrap, 
then scaled the hell out of it.” 

Cleft injury, the most common birth 
defect in the United States, affects one in 
every 594 newborns, or 6,800 infants per 
year, according to the Cleft Palate Founda-
tion. Most of these babies receive surgery 
within three to six months. In developing 
countries, however, such deformities are 
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Scaling up Charity
Smile Train’s Brian Mullaney 

The football team, which last year 
shared the Ivy League title with Brown 
(both had 6-1 Ivy records; Harvard was 
9-1 overall, Brown 7-3), sustained its only 
2008 loss to Brown early in the season. 
To defend their title, the Crimson will 
need to replace standouts like quar-
terback Chris Pizzotti ’08 (’09), the Ivy 
League’s Player of the Year last fall. There 
are several candidates for that job, includ-
ing junior quarterbacks Matt Simpson and 
Collier Winters. Expect significant yard-
age gains from running backs Cheng Ho 
’10 and Gino Gordon ’11. The offensive 

line graduated three all-Ivy players, but an 
able corps, led by offensive tackle James 
Williams ’10, remains in place. Various 
football media chose Williams, along with 
cornerbacks Matthew Hanson ’12 and 
Derrick Barker ’10 and wide receiver 
Matt Luft ’10, for preseason all-American 
teams. Hanson, who snaffled four oppo-
nents’ passes last fall, was the 2008 Ivy 
League Rookie of the Year. 

Gridiron Blogging
“Cleat,” Harvard Magazine’s canny foot-
ball correspondent, will blog about the fall 
season on the magazine’s website, http://
harvardmagazine.com/football. To receive 
e-mail notification of new posts, sign up 
at http://harvardmag.com/highlights. 

Fa l l  Prev iew—
and Blog
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Brian Mullaney with 
a haitian patient be-
fore her surgery this 
past February. smile 
Train has provided 
roughly 160 surgeries 
in haiti and recently 
launched “Cleft-free 
haiti” to completely 
eradicate cleft there. 
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