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Summer ends, and almost before 
I’ve settled into my room for junior 
year, course selection will be upon 
us. After making it through four 

of these cycles, you get to be a kind of pro. 
You don’t have to check where buildings 
are, like a freshman, and you don’t have to 
worry about balancing classes from pro-
spective concentrations, like a sophomore. 
You just look at the catalog, note the time, 
note the place, and choose. What could be 
easier?

Except choosing is, to conflate Oscar 
Wilde with the Lovin’ Spoonful, rarely 
easy and never kind. Even when the choice 
has no bearing on your graduation require-
ments or concentration demands, even 
when the class is completely elective—it’s 
hard. And so this summer I found myself 
doing the same thing I was doing exactly 
two years before: combing the course cat-
alog online, looking at language classes, 
and trying, without much success, to de-
cide what, if anything, I wanted to take. 

I love learning languages, and 
when I found the pamphlet on 
the offerings at Harvard in my 
admission packet, fireworks 
went off in my head. Sanskrit! 
Kikuyu! Uighur! There were 
more languages than anyone 
could hope to learn in a lifetime. 
Would learning Chinese open 
more doors, or Hindi? Would 

learning Irish help me understand Finnegans 
Wake any better? Or should I keep working 
on my two high-school languages—Latin 
and French? I was wracked with indeci-
sion. I figured that the “shopping week” 
I’d heard so much about would help me 
decide. 

It didn’t. By the time I’d visited the 
classes and worked out the competing 
demands of Expos, freshman seminars, 
the Core, and potential concentrations, I 
didn’t have any room left in my schedule. 

I was a little disappoint-
ed, but by the time I’d 
realized how busy four 
classes kept me, I didn’t 
have time for any re-
grets. Every semester af-
ter that, there seemed to 
be too many other class-
es I wanted or needed 
to take. And though 
I’ve taken some French 
since then, I still haven’t 
started a new language 
at Harvard.

“ H al f w a y  through 
college? How did that 
happen? And when?” 
one of my classmates 
a s k e d  m e  t h i s  p a s t 
June. He was echoing 
the thoughts of a lot of 

ing. Under the rubric of a “new funding 
model,” Lapp and her team are charged 
with changing the way the core adminis-
trative functions—finance, legal, human 
resources, communications, information 
technology, the offices of the president 
and provost, and so on—are paid for. The 
annual sum, now about $165 million, has 
been raised by, among other means, as-
sessing the schools’ endowment distribu-
tions and interest earned on University 
cash accounts above the rate credited to 

the schools. Because the distributions are 
declining, and because the cash accounts 
had also been endowed, in effect (and 
therefore depreciated sharply in fiscal year 
2009), this model is under strain (see “Two 
Radically Different Worlds,” January-Feb-
ruary, page 46).

As Lapp acknowledged, no one wants 
to assume more expenses. Beyond trim-
ming those central costs—by $5 mil-
lion in the past fiscal year and again 
this year—she found in her conversa-

tions with deans “a need for the central 
administration to be more clear about 
what is in the administration, how we’re 
structured, what are our processes, and 
so on,” as a first step to building consen-
sus on how to proceed in fiscal year 2012. 
That would seem a fair example of her 
open, communicative approach to wres-
tling with the administrative challenges 
of a highly decentralized Harvard in an 
era of financial restraint and greater ap-
preciation for efficiencies.

t h e  u n d e R g R a d u a t e

Subtraction and Decision
by spencer lenfield ’12
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my friends as we left school and headed 
into the summer between sophomore and 
junior years. “It just seems like it goes so 
fast,” someone else said. “Can you believe 
that two years ago, we hadn’t done any of 
this?” And two years from now, the sum-
mer after our own commencement will 
be over, and we won’t be returning to the 
College at all. The amazement doesn’t 
come from the fact that we’re half done. 
It’s that the halfway point came so quick-
ly. No matter how many grueling nights 
and endless weeks were involved in get-
ting here, it’s hard not to think, “It’s half 
over…already?”

What makes it hardest is the realiza-
tion that there are so many things you’ll 
never get to do. In that summer before 
freshman year, it’s easy to daydream about 
taking biochemistry and nineteenth-
century French art history. In September, 
you go to the activities fair and imagine 
how you’ll simultaneously write for the 
Advocate and refurbish used scientific in-
struments for third-world hospitals. The 
world seems to hold limitless potential, 
and it makes you feel a little omnipotent, 
albeit in a bewildered kind of way. You 
think, “I could do any of this!” You may 
not be able to find Robinson Hall, but be-
ing tinker, tailor, soldier, and sailor seems 
well within your compass: you could be 

an ROTC engineering concentrator in the 
knitting and sailing clubs. 

Two years later, the world feels small-
er. The summer after the sophomore year 
of college is one of those occasions when 
you become aware not just of the pas-
sage of time, but of an uptick in its velocity 
as it hurtles past. You realize how many 
remarkable professors there are from 
whom you might never take a class, and 
how many smart, talented, kind students 
graduated before you ever got a chance to 
meet them. You question the decisions you 
made about how to spend your first two 
years, and then you contrive to squeeze 
the most from the two ahead. Halfway 
through college is when you truly know—
on the level not just of fact, but of unnerv-
ing gut feeling—that sometimes opportu-
nities, once missed, never come back.

But it’s not such a melancholy thing. 
Even though that limitless, unbounded 
energy you have at the beginning of col-
lege is fun, it doesn’t mean very much. It’s 
shapeless, unapplied, and inexperienced. 
During the next two years, you start to 
learn your limitations and, through those 
decisions, you start to develop a sense of 
self. When you realize that you find bio-
chemistry duller than you’d imagined, or 
your smoke allergy gets in the way of your 
joining the Advocate, these things turn 

out not to be so bad. It’s a 
humbling process to learn 
that you can’t do it all—you 

can only do some of it—but it’s also what 
separates you from an incoming freshman. 
You learn, among other things, that grow-
ing up doesn’t mean learning to be good at 
everything. Growing up is the translation 
of potential into reality, and decisions are 
the means by which that happens. 

Right now, I’m trying to choose among 
three very different languages that cor-
respond to three different parts of what I 
do. Should I take Greek, the other founda-
tional language of the West? Or German, 
which would open up a rich intellectual 
and artistic tradition that complements 
the English and French I already work 
with? Or Hindi, the language of the “jewel 
in the crown” of the erstwhile empire I 
study and which has so much of a past of 
its own, in which so much scholarship re-
mains to be done?

I asked around about language classes 
this past spring, and I was reassured when 
a friend who decided to start Spanish last 
semester told me, “The introductory lan-
guage classes are great, and you should 
absolutely take one if you get the chance.” 
All three languages I was considering now 
offer “intensive” tracks (which move at 
twice the pace of the standard courses); I 
was seriously considering this option until 
another friend informed me that “taking 
intensive Greek is the single hardest thing 
I’ve ever done in my life,” involving at least 
two dozen hours of work per week. As 

j o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  j o u r n a l

new Fellows
harvard magazine’s Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows 
for the 2010-2011 academic year are Madeleine Schwartz ’12 and Sarah 
Zhang ’11, who were selected after an evaluation of writing submitted by 
nearly two dozen student applicants for the two positions. The fellow-
ships are supported by Jonathan J. Ledecky ’79, M.B.A. ’83, and named in 
honor of his mother; the fellows, who join the editorial staff during the 
year, contribute to the magazine as “Undergraduate” columnists and initi-
ate story ideas, write news and feature items for print publication and 
harvardmagazine.com, and help edit copy. 

Schwartz, of New York City and Kirkland House, is pursuing a joint 
concentration in history and the classics. She interned at the New York-
er this summer; in Cambridge, she is an editor for the Harvard Advocate 
and a writer for the Crimson. Zhang, of Acton, Massachusetts, and Low-
ell House, is a neurobiology concentrator. She has written for numer-
ous campus publications and is a supervisor of student volunteers at the 
Harvard Square Homeless Shelter. During the summer, she lived in Cam-
bridge and worked in a neurobiology laboratory while participating in the 
Program for Research in Science and Engineering, a community of under-
graduates pursuing hands-on laboratory experiences. 

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  S t u  R o s n e r

madeleine schwartz (left) 
and sarah Zhang
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I n high school near Chicago and 
at Hope College in Holland, Michi-
gan, Dawn Murdock Stenis played 
sweeper on the varsity soccer teams. 

Sweepers are the kingpins of a soccer de-
fense: they play at the very back, behind 
everyone except the goalkeeper, and di-
rect the side’s response to an attack. “Usu-
ally the goalie and the sweeper are the two 
bossy people on the field,” she explains. 
“But in college, our goalie wasn’t really 
comfortable being bossy, so I got to be 
super bossy. I have two younger siblings…
and for as long as I’ve been in the work 
force, I’ve pretty much been the boss. It’s a 

good fit: stuff just works better when I’m 
in charge. I joke about it, but most people 
around me seem to agree.”

Indeed they do—in fact, by the thou-
sands. Each week during the academic 
year, 10,000 men and women of Harvard 
wanting not only victory, but fitness, 
troop into the Malkin Athletic Center 
(MAC) and Hemenway Gymnasium to 
achieve their daily triumphs over the sed-
entary life. Once inside, they storm more 
than 100 cardio workout machines (tread-
mills, elliptical trainers, rowers, bikes, 
StairMasters, and the like), lift weights, 
and stretch, grunt, and sweat in about 

100 group-exercise classes, ranging from 
aqua aerobics to Zumba, a dance fitness 
program (see http://recreation.gocrimson.
com/recreation/group/index). As area fit-
ness program manager, Murdock Stenis 
supervises the whole shebang.

“Movement works!” she says, with the 
conviction of a seasoned teacher, trainer, 
and all-around jock. She personally teach-
es 10 to 12 exercise classes weekly. Eight 
to 10 fitness staff and 50 or more class in-
structors report to her, along with 11 per-
sonal trainers. 

In college, Murdock Stenis had a mo-
ment of epiphany. She had considered fol-
lowing her father into labor relations, and 
started as a business major. “Now mind 
you, I hate math and I’m terrible at it,” she 
confesses. “My freshman and sophomore 
years I studied like the dickens, and stuff 

just wouldn’t sink 
in because I totally 
didn’t care about it.” 
Then, at the start of 
her junior year, her 
grandfather died of 

cancer at 66—“way too young,” she says. 
“He was active in his work for GM for 30 
years, but as soon as he retired, he just 
stopped moving. In my opinion, that killed 
him. That was my ‘holy cow!’ moment—
grandchildren should not lose their grand-
parents that soon. I came back from the 
funeral and changed my major [to physical 
education] and decided that I was going 
to make the world move.”

Studying subjects like kinesiology, 
Murdock Stenis “couldn’t get enough,” 
she explains. “It came to me easily. I’d be 
reading things on the biomechanics of 
human movement or exercise physiol-
ogy, and I’d be thinking. ‘I know what 
that is—that’s when my muscles burn,’ 
or ‘That’s like when I was injured and 
couldn’t extend my leg.’” Her grades went 

S p o R t S

Muse of  Movement
Fitness guru Dawn Murdock Stenis reforms Harvard—literally.

much as I like learning languages, I’m not 
sure there’s a single one I could invest so 
much time and energy in, especially on 
top of other courses. 

Ultimately, the problem is about not 
having enough time. At 20, you’re still 
young—barely out of adolescence—but I 
hope it’s not too audacious to say that it’s 
nevertheless the first time you begin to feel 
the real longing for more time on the clock 
that can only come with the comprehen-

sion of aging. Yes, there’s still plenty of 
time left, but you start to feel the sting of 
having to decide between languages—let 
alone careers or cities, people or princi-
ples—because it’s clear that deciding to 
learn German might mean that you never 
get around to learning Greek. This is a 
little hard to accept when, just two years 
ago, it felt as though anything and every-
thing was possible. But all the possibilities 
in the world mean nothing on their own. 

It’s the one you choose that ends up mat-
tering. Those decisions come too soon, and 
it’s no use rushing them. As Goethe said, 
“Choose well, for your dccision is brief but 
endless”—or maybe that was Plato. I guess 
I’ll just have to wait and see.  

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Spencer Lenfield ’12 may still be shuffling three 
different study cards at the end of shopping week, 
but he’s okay with that.

murdock stenis 
warms up for 
indoor cycling, an 
intense interval  
workout with music.
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