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a Call for Public service
 “ Three things make us happy,” says 
Teresita Alvarez-Bjelland ’76, M.B.A. ’79, 
quoting a CNN report on the topic: “Sex, 
exercise—and public service.” She plans 
to focus on public service this year as the 
new president of the Harvard Alumni As-
sociation (HAA). “It makes us feel good 
to take care of others,” she explains, “and 
with the Obama administration’s [call for 
community and national service] and the 
economic recession, it’s time to give back 
something of ourselves.” Service is also a 
unifying cause for alumni, she notes, be-
cause it “cuts across all schools and classes 
and it brings out the best in everyone and 
can unite us as a University.”

The three HAA directors’ meetings 
this year will highlight “Harvard’s role in 
global public service,” she says, and will 
include a session with keynote speaker 
Julio Frenk, dean of the Harvard School of 
Public Health (see “A Global Health View,” 
March-April, page 48), as well as meetings 
and events with faculty members from 
the Graduate School of Education and the 

Kennedy School. She also hopes to invite 
undergraduate and graduate students to 
share their experiences of overseas pub-
lic-service-related travel and educational 
ventures supported by Harvard. “I want 
to share all the wonderful things that are 
happening through Harvard around the 
world.”

As a Cuban native who has lived for 
more than 25 years in Norway (the land 
of her husband, Christian Bjelland, M.B.A. 

’78), Alvarez-Bjelland knows something 
about cross-cultural community-building 
and leadership. “I am Hispanic…by birth 
and by temperament. I am European by 
marriage, and place of residence,” she told 
the graduating seniors during her Class 
Day speech. “But I am very much Ameri-
can by loyalty and gratitude!” 

With a professional background in ad-
vertising and marketing, the Oslo resi-
dent has also spent considerable time and 
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energy volunteering for Norwegian and 
other nonprofit arts and culture organiza-
tions, including the Stavanger-based In-
ternational Chamber Music Festival, the 
Norway-American Association, and the 
Stavanger 2008: European Culture City 
competition. 

Her contributions to the University have 
spanned more than two decades, ranging 
from reunion and club activities and ad-
missions interviews (which she began as a 
Kirkland House tutor in the late 1970s) to 
various roles on the HAA board, on which 
she has served since 1995. She received the 
Radcliffe Distinguished Service Award in 
2001, and two years later the College ad-
missions office Hiram Hunn Award for her 
extensive volunteer work.

“You get involved as a way to give back,” 
Alvarez-Bjelland explains. “I was grate-
ful from day one with the opportunities I 
had just being here; this place opened up a 
whole new world for me.” Even moving to 
Cambridge was a giant culture shock. The 
atmosphere was nothing like the warm, 
tropical lifestyle she had always known 
with her family. (She says she has never 
adjusted to the Norwegian climate—and 
plans to be buried in Miami.) “People 
have asked me, ‘Did you feel discriminat-
ed against?’” she says. “Never. Not once. 
People were always very nice to me; they 
went out of their way to be nice. I was the 
American Dream—this Cuban refugee 
who made it to Harvard.” 

In 1962, Alvarez-Bjelland moved with 
her family from Cuba to Miami. Talented 
at math, she soon learned English, rising 
to the top of her high-school class—the 
largest senior class in Florida history at 
the time—and was named valedictorian. 
Alvarez-Bjelland jokes that she concen-
trated in “people” at Harvard, “because 
I like to talk and I’m always talking and 
meeting new friends.” (In fact, she chose 
psychology and social relations.) Elected 
her class’s First Marshal in her senior 
year, she recalls giving part of her speech 
in Spanish to honor her father who was in 
the audience: “Gracias, Papi, por todo lo que tu 
y Mami han hecho por mí. (“Thanks, Papi, for 
all you and Mami have done for me”).

After graduating, she spent a year at 
the London School of Economics, then 
returned to Harvard for business school. 
Later she worked in marketing and ad-
vertising in Denmark for four years, but 
ultimately left a full-time job as managing 

director of Bates Advertising in Norway 
to be home with her children, Tracey ’08 
and Cristian ’10 Bjelland. She is currently 
a freelance consultant, but is glad to focus 
this year on the HAA and other Univer-
sity activities. “My kids associate Harvard 
with ‘Mommy being happy,’” she says. 
“When I got the Hiram Hunn Award, I 
said, ‘You must be giving me this because 
you want me to work another 24 years.’ 
Well, I am still here.” 

Her work for Harvard is a form of public 
service, she says; it’s a way to promote the 
resonant results of research, scholarship, 
and the arts. “I am still receiving wonder-
ful inspiration and pride in all the things 
Harvard is involved with, like stem-cell 
research—this was so important to do, es-
pecially during the Bush administration,” 
she says. “We should all try to focus on 
something greater than ourselves. That’s 
what gives us hope for the future.” vn.p.b

aloian scholars 
Karl Kmiecik ’10, of Cabot House and 
Augusta, Georgia, and Kirsten E. M. Slun-
gaard ’10 of Eliot House and Saint Paul, 
Minnesota, are this year’s David Aloian 
Memorial Scholars, and will be honored 
at the fall dinner of the Harvard Alumni 
Association in October. The scholarships, 
established in 1988 to honor the late David 
Aloian ’49, a former HAA executive direc-
tor and master of Quincy House, and his 
wife, Mary “Mimi” Aloian, are awarded to 
two seniors who have made unique con-
tributions to their Houses and to under-
graduate life.

Kmiecik, a history and science concen-
trator, is “a friend to all” who organizes 
multiple formals, at least a dozen study 
breaks and stein clubs, and a lively Dutch 
Auction that raises money for student 
events. He was instrumental in Cabot’s 
three-year drive to win the Green Cup 
(for greatest reduction in energy con-
sumption), and serves on the House tu-
tor interview committee. Kmiecik is also 
president of the Harvard ROTC Asso-
ciation, a volunteer for the Peer Health 
Exchange, and a member of  his depart-
ment’s student-faculty committee.  

Kirsten Slungaard, an English concen-
trator, has been a driving force behind nu-
merous Eliot House initiatives. She spear-
headed the renewal of its Grille, a popular 
late-night gathering spot; as its manager, 
she organizes study breaks and hires and 
trains employees, among other duties. A 
founding member of the Eliot Writing Cir-
cle, she is an aspiring professional writer, 
and a sound supporter of others’ creative 
endeavors. And as a member of the Eliot 
Boat Club, she rises early most mornings 
to contribute to Eliot’s dominance in in-
tramural crew. 

hiram hunn awards
Seven alumni are to receive this year’s 
Hiram S. Hunn Memorial Schools and 
Scholarships Awards, presented by the 
Harvard College Office of Admissions 
and Financial Aid. Hunn, a member of the 
College class of 1921, recruited and inter-
viewed prospective students for more than 
55 years in Iowa and Vermont; this year’s 
winners, who are recognized for their work 
on schools and scholarships committees 
worldwide, have collectively performed 
more than 165 years of service. They will be 
honored at an October 23 ceremony.

Robert R. Bowie Jr. 
’73, of Towson, Maryland. 
Told when he began inter-
viewing that it was “ex-
tremely unlikely” any of 
his candidates would be 
admitted, Bowie was sur-
prised when his first one 
got in. From that moment, 

he “was hooked.” Later, as area cochair, 
he expanded his geographic coverage and 
number of applicants. After 30 years, Bow-
ie continues to see the Harvard admissions 
process as “fun, enlightening, and wise.”

Sheila Carr-Stewart, AMP ’92, of Ed-
monton, Alberta. For the 
past decade, Carr-Stewart 
has interviewed College 
applicants from the three 
Canadian “prairie prov-
inces.” And if often chided 
for “taking the best and 
brightest” not only for the 
“east” but for the “Ameri-
can east!”  she perseveres in the “reward-
ing experience” of meeting these young 
people and their families. Not even “our 
blissful, negative 40-degree temperatures” 
can deter her.

robert r. 
Bowie Jr.
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