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Summer reflections
by cherone duggan ’14

D espite having spent count-
less hours on the Internet, there 
is only one Google search I dis-
tinctly remember making. One 

day, when I lived at home in Ireland, I was 
so utterly and completely fed up with school 
that I typed “summer abroad” into Google 
and pressed Enter. I was hoping that a beau-
tiful montage of interesting language 
programs and exotic backpack-
ing destinations would flood 
my computer screen, trans-
porting me, if only momen-
tarily, away from the gloomy 
Irish day and my debilitat-
ing boredom into a world 
of beautiful colors and ac-
cented whispers. No such 
montage materialized.

 Instead, something 
quite different appeared 
as the first search result. I 
clicked it. I read. I thought 
about what I read. The pro-
gram described sounded good. 
I applied. I went. I loved it. I re-
turned home, grew more mad-
dened by the Irish educational system, 
decided to leave it, and left. And, in leaving, 
changed the entire trajectory of my life. 

The link I clicked that fateful day direct-
ed me to Harvard Summer School’s Sec-

ondary School Program website. I clicked 
it toward the end of my sophomore year of 
high school—called “Transition Year” in 
Ireland, designed to allow students to take 
some time off from the humdrum curricu-
lum in order to “personally develop.” In my 
school, this “personal development” came 
only in very specific, structured packages, 

neatly wrapped and presented to us 
in the form of starting our 

own mini-companies, 
performing at an an-

nual show, 

taking random classes in self-defense, dra-
ma, and first aid, selling charity badges to 
strangers on the streets of Dublin, and very 
little else that I can remember. 

The general idea of the Year is for stu-
dents to escape from the overly exam-
focused system: in Ireland, our entire pre-
collegiate education boils down to the 
preparation for, and results of, two sets 
of examinations—the first, when you’re 
about 14, the second, at the very end of se-
nior year. The results of the second set are 
the only criteria for college admissions. Ev-
erything else is just a test run; your whole 
secondary-school education comes down 
to two weeks of exams at the very end. 
No essays, no extracurriculars, no school 
transcripts, no recommendations—just 
making State Examination grades. The 
End is all that matters. You are merely an 
examination number, with no face and no 

background, 
just a 

1930s, administrators also undertook an ex-
tensive review of that subject [see “What 
Makes (and Remakes) a House,” July-Au-
gust 2008, page 66], examining everything 
touching on the Houses’ mission and pur-
pose, ranging from academic and social mat-
ters to the responsibilities of masters, deans, 
tutors, staff, and senior common-room mem-
bers, and the services and resources a House 
should provide. Committees reviewed public 
spaces such as libraries, technology labs, and 
recreational spaces to determine which are 
essential to every House and which might be 
shared among Houses.

Other groups considered 
how residential living spaces 
enhance students’ learning, 
health, and well-being. Their 
recommendations were used 
to draft guidelines for the 
planning and architecture 
of the renovations, which 
ultimately led to a strategic 
and financial plan.

“Our commitment to pro-
viding an unparalleled liberal arts educa-
tion and student experience in a residential 
setting is unwavering,” Smith stated in the 

official announcement 
about Dunster. Harvard, 
he said, will apply the les-
sons learned from the test 
projects at Old Quincy 
(under way) and Leverett 
House’s McKinlock Hall 
(slated to begin next sum-
mer) as it begins planning 
for Dunster’s renewal. 
Achieving that goal, in 

turn, will furnish FAS and the College with 
additional data before the renovation of a 
second House begins during 2016 and 2017. 
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set of results; labeled test tubes in a clini-
cal, sterile “learning” lab.

Transition Year is meant to set you free 
from this learning lobotomy. But, because all 
your new “explorative” classes are taught by 
the same teachers who teach toward state 
exams, the learning rubric does not change. 
The freedom we received was only techni-
cal—we were given computers with which 
to occupy the majority of our days. Classes 
mostly consisted of free time: free packaged 
presents. But really, the time was unfree: 
you couldn’t be present in it at all, because 
you had to stay in class, aimlessly “research-
ing” things on your computer, or mindlessly 
watching “educational” films. We had to 
stick with the constrained curriculum, in 
which the present never really lived—it 
only passed past us until the school bell 
rang, shrilly signaling the end of yet another 
regimented segment of time.

Because preparation for our judgment-
day exams had been paused, motivation 
was generally lacking, or at least slack-
ing, before we all hit junior year. This was 

hardly surprising: without the structure 
of preparing for our state exams, our edu-
cation system has very little to fall back 
on—in fact, it means nothing at all. So, we 
were instructed to “personally grow” in a 
period that was structured into carefully 
partitioned “free time” that was constantly 
filled. We were given “freedom” that was 
both meaningless and endless.

To me, the whole notion seemed forced. 
Even so, Transition Year was obligatory: I 
was forced to be unfreely free. So, I took my 
freedom, at my expense, and made it pay, 
my way. And pay my way it did, for one of 
the most useful of all my personal develop-
ments in Transition year took place in my 
bank account. I worked double the num-
ber of hours I had worked since I started 
working when I was 12. And by the time 
I grew frustrated with the stagnation of 
all “developments” during the Year, I had 
saved enough money to leave transitioning, 
and Ireland. So that’s exactly what I did. I 
made the most documented, and undocu-
mented, of all Irish moves: I moved away.

I arrived at Harvard for summer school 
with no knowledge of what to expect. I 
didn’t know anything about the American 
college system, didn’t know what liberal arts 
meant, had no notion of applying to schools 
here, and no family or friends in America to 
explain anything to me. All I had was the 
names of my two classes, a mind full of a defi-
cit of interest, freshly harvested from Tran-
sition Year, and a bank account that was al-
most empty of four years of my time. Luckily, 
my post-transitioned mind was in the per-
fect state to be filled, and the bottled-up time 
I had been saving was perfectly spilled right 
back into my head—just like water raining 
back down into a mirroring sea. Classes, in-
stead of being full of answers, were full of 
questions. And, for the first time, I discov-
ered that I suited questions a lot better than I 
suited answers. My time, in being reflectively 
spent, was set free—in and of itself. 

I returned home filled with difference—
with different ways of thinking and differ-
ent types of friends, with different words 
for different worlds. But this time, I had a 
weapon to fend off the straitjacketed sys-
tem. I had knowledge that, somewhere, I 
could find an education of questions—a 
place where ceilings are only made of sky. 
This place wasn’t Harvard, or America, 
even though Harvard was the first place 
I really found it. Instead, it’s a state of 
mind—the only state in which I think any 
of us can be truly free, where legitimacy, 
because it lives in questions themselves, is 
unquestionable and, as such, is the most 
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It’s up—It’s Good!
Placekicker David Mothander explains how to split the uprights.

The play that shone the bright-
est spotlight on David Mo-
thander ’14 hardly typifies what 
he does on a football field. Last 

November, with Harvard leading Yale, 14-
7, in the second quarter, the Crimson and 
their placekicker, Mothander, lined up for 
a 22-yard field-goal attempt from the Yale 
12. Instead, with a perfectly executed fake, 
holder Colton Chapple ’13 flipped the ball to 
Mothander, who sprinted unopposed into 
the end zone. Touchdown, Harvard.

Mothander (moe-tander) is very com-
fortable with the football in his hands: 
he played quarterback at St. Margaret’s 
Episcopal School in San Juan Capistrano, 
California. Quarterbacks are often the best 

all-around athletes on their high-school 
teams, and many play other positions on 
college varsities. “I think there were eight 
high-school quarterbacks in [my Harvard] 
class alone,” he says.

At six feet, three inches, Mothander’s a 
bit taller than most placekickers, and his 
experience as a goalie in high-school soc-
cer (he also lettered in baseball as a pitch-
er and shortstop) may have taught him 
how to put leg into the ball. Goalkeep-
ers take plenty of goal kicks—the object, 
naturally, being to send the ball as far as 
possible from the goal and out of the op-
ponents’ reach—to hit it “long and high,” 
as Mothander says. Very similar, in other 
words, to a kickoff.

Those who watch the National Football 
League get used to seeing placekickers 
convert 80 percent or more of their field-
goal attempts despite hitting balls spot-
ted 40-plus and even 50-plus yards from 
the goalposts. Placekicking in the college 
game is a considerably less routine matter, 
but Mothander has been a solid performer. 
Last season, he converted six of eight at-
tempts and hit a long one of 42 yards. He 
also aced 48 of 50 extra points. As a fresh-

placekicking:  
A Brief  history
In its early years, American football 
used a round ball that players would hold 
in their hands, drop to the ground, and 
kick on a low bounce. With the advent of 
the forward pass, the ball took on its cur-
rent elliptical shape, making it easier to 
throw—but causing unpredictable bounc-
es. So the drop kick gave way to placekick-
ing, with tees (for kickoffs) and holders 
(for field goals and extra points).

For many decades, placekickers weren’t 
specialists: position players moonlighted 
at the task. Gino Cappelletti of the Boston 
(now New England) Patriots, for example, 
was a wide receiver, and the legendary 
Lou “the Toe” Groza of the Cleveland 
Browns was an offensive tackle. Groza 
converted 88.5 percent of his attempts in 
1953, at a time when most National Foot-
ball League (NFL) teams missed more than 
half their field goals.

In the 1960s, accuracy rose markedly 
with the advent of “soccer-style” kicking, 

which a Budapest-born Cornell graduate, 
Pete Gogolak, brought to American foot-
ball. He kicked for the Buffalo Bills and 
then the New York Giants (becoming 
their all-time leading scorer) from 1964 
until 1974.

One of Lou Groza’s kicking shoes re-
sides in the Smithsonian, but no NFL rule 
requires that kickers wear a shoe at all. 
Rich Karlis, who kicked mostly for the 
Denver Broncos, was the last of the bare-
foot placekickers; he ended his career with 
the Vikings and Lions, retiring in 1990.

definite form of legitimacy there can be. It 
just clicked for me, and has been clicking 
ever since. 

Now, as a rising junior, I’m a proctor for 
Harvard Summer School. I’m the primary 
question-answering resource for 13 rising 
high-school seniors. Each of them is old-
er than I was when I first came here, one 
Transition Year old and completely clue-
less about all things American. They’re full 
of questions—mostly about where classes 
are and what Harvard life is like. They all 
seem a lot harder working, and immense-
ly less shy, than I was when I was where 

they are. They know a lot more about the 
college application process than I do, and 
seem a lot surer about what they want. 
I can answer some of their questions, 
though, and can show them where some 
things are and how some things work.

My favorite question I’ve been asked so 
far was asked of me on one of the very first 
days of the Summer School term. My co-
proctor and I walked some students from 
our hall to dinner in Annenberg, where we 
sat together after navigating the still-con-
fused crowd in the servery. I can’t remember 
many details of the table conversation. But, 

I do remember looking down at my glass 
of water and seeing the reflection of the 
vaulted ceiling dancing across the liquid’s 
surface. I looked up as one of my students, 
holding his own empty glass in his hand, ex-
citedly asked, “Do we get free refills?”

I smiled. 
“Yes,” I answered. “The refills are most 

definitely free.” 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Cherone Duggan ’14 is passionately committed to 
her main curricular and extracurricular activity: 
unstructured time. 

david  
Mothander
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