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in the halls

Down to the Nitty-gritty

Fostering an old-school trait in 
21st-century kids 
With owl pellets, “there are lots of 
different things that can go wrong,” 
says seventh-grade life science teacher 
Michael Wong. 
 The point of the assignment is to 
build a full skeleton from the undigested 
parts regurgitated by an owl in the form 
of a “pellet,” but, explains Mr. Wong, 
“Maybe your owl had only the lower half 
of a prey item in that particular pellet. 
Maybe the pellet had different organisms 
in it, and you don’t know what belongs to 
what. Maybe the bones are broken. What 
are you going to do then?”
 At moments like these, students 
need to exhibit grit—the ability to keep 
trying. Long-term projects like this 
“reward the people who keep working and 
working,” Mr. Wong says. 
   In November, Angela Lee Duckworth, 
a psychology professor at the University 
of Pennsylvania and MacArthur fellow, 
spoke to the Parents’ Association about 
the importance of such perseverance. 
In her lecture, “True Grit: Why Effort Is 
as Important as Talent,” Ms. Duckworth 
defined grit as “the tendency to sustain 
interest in and effort towards very long-
term goals.”
 “Talent and effort don’t go hand-in-
hand,” she said. In fact, “there can be 
a weak inverse effect.” As a professor, 
she often encounters students she calls 
“fragile perfects,” who’ve always done 
well in life but lack grit. When these 
students finally fail at something, they’re 
devastated. 

 Ms. Duckworth referenced Anders 
Ericsson of Florida State who has 
determined that it takes 10,000 hours 
of practice to truly master a skill, and 
Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck who 
coined the terms “fixed mindset” and 
“growth mindset.” 
 “Kids who have a growth mindset 
tend to be gritty,” Ms. Duckworth said. 
Finland—where the schools have won 
global admiration—has a word for 
grit: sisu. “It’s spoken about overtly, 
the national character of sisu,” Ms. 
Duckworth said. And while a student’s 
own grit is important, a “gritty social 
network” is too: “Everyone occasionally 
needs grit from somebody else—someone 
who loves you but has psychological 
distance,” she said. “Don’t let your kid 
make consequential decisions on bad 
days.” 
 Eighth-grade humanities teacher 
Staci Garner, for her professional 
development project, has been studying 
many of the scholars Ms. Duckworth 
mentioned. Over the past three years, 
she has met regularly with Middle School 
teachers Lisa Miller and Susanne Pralle 
to discuss grit, resilience, deliberate 
practice, and mindset. The work has 
informed her teaching, Ms. Garner 
says, while making her realize that such 
approaches are “something that Lab 
teachers do naturally.”
 Ms. Garner says: “If you have a fixed 
mindset, and you think you’re not smart, 
you don’t think you can learn anything.” 
Even if you consider yourself smart, 
with a fixed mindset “you don’t want to 

take any risks, in case you’re not good at 
something. You’re less inclined to seek 
help and more inclined to cheat.”
 Ms. Garner encourages her students 
not to focus on grades, but on progress. 
And because students in her class 
receive a lot of critiquing—the immediate 
feedback that experts recommend—they 
have to be gritty enough to handle it.

 “You teach kids to be open,” she 
says, “to tell them, ‘You can do what you 
think you can’t.’ It’s hard to cultivate. It’s 
a life-long process. But the benefit to 
be gained is huge.” She tries to model 
that behavior in her classroom: “When 
you mess up, you have to fully admit it. 
That gives the kids permission to make 
mistakes too.”
 “We need to let children know it’s 
natural to be upset when something 
goes wrong, but they don’t need to 
be rescued,” she says. “There will be 
problems in life, so we have to raise 
problem-solvers.” 
 Says Mr. Wong, “Whatever effort you 
put in, you see that effort in the results.”
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“We need to let children know it’s 
natural to be upset when something 
goes wrong, but they don’t need 
to be rescued,” Ms. Garner says. 
“There will be problems in life, so 
we have to raise problem-solvers.” 

Dear friends, 

I admit that I don’t like the thought of writing a farewell letter. 
I much prefer looking toward the future. And so it is with deep 
gratitude, confidence in Lab’s leadership, and many years of 
experience, that I offer some personal thoughts about Lab going 
forward.

Lab is not like any private or “independent” school. We have 
a distinct culture and mission that is inextricably linked to 
the University of Chicago. And as great as a Lab education is 
today, it has the potential to become even more powerful if we 
continue to build on the existing positive relationships with the 
University and preserve Lab’s most important attributes:

> Learning experientially
> Thinking critically 
> Reflecting upon the connections of learning
> Developing confidence
> Taking social responsibility 

With these at the forefront, there are opportunities to add to 
this important list. Of course decisions like this will be made 
under the direction of Robin Appleby, who I know will earn the 
support of this great community. 

Robin brings to Lab a refined global perspective from her 
experience in international schools; while Lab can point to 
age appropriate examples of how our students are exposed to 
diverse cultures and customs, more emphasis could be given to 
the dynamic nature of society and what can be done to shape 
the future. I am excited about our new connection to Beijing 
High School #4 (and our long-established relationships with 
schools in Germany and France). Through these connections, I 
would hope that Lab could foster opportunities for even deeper 
dialogue between our students, exploring existing and emerging 
world problems and opportunities. 

Just as we provide opportunities for our students to be exposed 
to the commonalities and differences in world cultures, 

there could be more opportunities for them to experience 
leadership. How can Lab establish more occasions that help 
students understand how to be successful leaders? A leadership 
experience is made more meaningful with guidance, coaching, 
and help understanding the context of leadership—especially 
cause and effect. We should be cultivating leadership rather than 
merely providing opportunities for it.

At the beginning of the year, I spoke to the faculty and staff 
about what I believe is the foundation of our greatness: a 
formidable, if not commanding, spirit of community. This 
remains true in spite of having few spaces to bring students 
and teachers together. As I observe how our teachers are using 
new spaces at Earl Shapiro Hall to bring our youngest students 
together and as I watch the walls of our new assembly hall being 
erected as part of Gordon Parks Arts Hall, I am thrilled to know 
that space will no longer limit how strong we can become. 
Kindness and decency at Lab will only flourish as quality time 
together is scheduled and kept a priority. 

The quality of my life has been enriched exponentially since 
arriving in Chicago. Each of the stops on my professional 
journey has prepared me for the next one, but no stop has 
elevated my appreciation for questioning, purposeful thinking, 
and deep learning more than my time at Lab. This remarkable 
place has left an indelible impression on thousands of young 
people and on the adults who have had the privilege of working 
here. Its stellar reputation has been earned.

It has been an honor to be a part of this community for the 
past eleven years, and I will cherish the relationships and the 
common cause that we share. 

With gratitude and love,

David W. Magill, EdD
Director
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in the halls

Poet in 
Residence, 
1949: 
Langston 
Hughes

The pleasant adventure of writing

Poetry has many practitioners at Lab, from 
first graders who carry poems in their 
pocket during National Poetry Month 
(April) to teens who perform original work 
at citywide poetry slams.

 In 1949, Langston Hughes gave 
poetry a boost when he spent the spring 
quarter at Lab as a visiting lecturer. Already 
famous at age 47, he set aside his own 
writing and theater projects and left his 
home in Harlem to teach at Lab. He lived 
in a seventh-floor room at International 
House, just down the street from the 
Schools.
 The 14-page typewritten report that 
Mr. Hughes submitted at the end of his 
stay, and a 2002 biography by Arnold 
Rampersad, chronicle Mr. Hughes’ time at 
Lab. Mr. Hughes had never worked with 

students younger than college age before, 
although he’d read his poems to audiences 
of all ages. On his first day at Lab, he 
found himself sitting on the floor of a 
kindergarten classroom helping children 
invent stories about a princess who kept 
losing her possessions…and a lion that 
escaped from the zoo.
 Soon the friendly and charismatic 
poet was in demand throughout the 
building. During his residency, he ran ten 
creative-writing groups—all voluntary—
for students in grades six through ten. 
Mr. Hughes noted in his report that 
writing gave adolescents the chance to “get 
down on paper some of the things that 
trouble[d] them.” The weekly sessions were 
popular—one girl wrote in an evaluation 
that “Mr. Hughes seemed perfectly at ease 
and put his audience at ease.” By May, 67 
students had turned in manuscripts for 
him to read.
 Mr. Hughes worked hard for his 
$2,000 stipend. He team-taught a weekly 
seminar on jazz with Bob Erickson, who 
led Lab’s Unified Arts Department and 
had an extensive record collection. Mr. 
Hughes taught poetry recitation to eighth 
graders, advised a choral production 
called “America in Song,” and talked 
to a geography class about his travels in 
Mexico. He offered a four-part seminar 
called “The Negro Theme in American 
Poetry,” inviting Chicago poet Gwendolyn 
Brooks to speak with U-High students. (A 
few weeks later, Ms. Brooks squeezed 100 
people into her 63rd Street apartment for 
Mr. Hughes’s farewell party.) 
 The goal of these activities, Mr. 
Hughes explained in his report, was “to 
relate poetry to every day living, to show 
how the things one does become materials 
for creative writing, and to indicate how 
pleasant an adventure writing can be.”
Mr. Hughes liked to sleep late, and getting 
up early to teach in the Lower School 
may have been the hardest part of his 
assignment. In his report he lamented that 
eight weeks was not enough time to have 
a lasting effect on his students’ writing, 
but he praised them for being “delightful, 
attentive, and courteous in every way.” 
 His time at Lab was “full of interest, 
revelation, and a re-affirmation of my 
faith in American youth,” the poet wrote. 
“There is about the school a sense of fun 
in learning.”

Intel 
Competition 
Recognizes 
U-High 
Scientists

When Rahul Mehta took AP Computer 
Science as a sophomore, “nothing we 
did was enough for him,” says computer 
science teacher Baker Franke. Mr. 
Franke introduced Rahul to professors 
in the University’s Computer Science 
Department. As a junior Rahul took an 
advanced algorithms class with Professor 
Janos Simon, who became his adviser on 
his Intel Science Talent Search project, 
“A New Max-Flow Algorithm for Sparse 
Networks.” The project won Rahul a 
finalist spot and a trip to Washington, DC, 
in March for the finals. Senior Mohammed 
Munim became an Intel semifinalist 
for his project, “Directed Synthesis of 
Gold Nanostructures for Bioelectronic 
Applications.”
 “Our recent results with the Intel 
Science Talent Search are very unusual even 
for Lab,” explains science teacher Sharon 
Housinger. “We have a large number of 
semifinalists and finalists compared to 
many other schools, but our recent results, 
a semifinalist and finalist last year (Danny 
Zhang, ’14, and Lane Gunderman, ’14, 
respectively), and another semifinalist and 
finalist this year are unprecedented in the 
history of the school. We have had only 
a handful of semifinalists since I started 
in 1996, and only two previous finalists, 
Michelle Tam, ’97, in 1997 and Beckett 
Sterner, ’02, seventh place winner, in 
2002.”
 For his project, Rahul created a new 
algorithm to solve what’s known as the 
maximum-flow problem, which, “simply 
put,” he says, asks: “Given a network 
of nodes connected by links of varying 
capacity, what is the maximum amount of 
a single commodity that can be sent from 
one particular node to another?” 
 Professor Simon gave him several 
journal articles to read, and Rahul noticed 

a connection between a 1989 paper and 
a result published last year. “That’s when 
I got the idea for my specific project,” he 
says. He applied the newer technique to 
the older algorithm. “I was able to describe 
a way to shrink the network while still 
preserving its important structures. This, 
in turn, gives a faster algorithm.” Such 
algorithms are already in use, he says, “in 
routing and scheduling applications, 
and recently have also been applied in 
computer vision and image processing.”

 In Washington, Rahul and the other 
39 Intel finalists presented their projects, met 
with inventors and Nobel Prize winners, and 
visited with President Obama at the White 
House. 
 Says Ms. Housinger, who worked with 
and supported Mohammed on his Intel work, 
“Mohammed’s project on nanotubes was 
one of the most interesting I have seen. He 
mastered some very complicated techniques 
and did amazing work, but was able to explain 
it all in a way that was accessible to others.”  
 Mohammed also worked with 
UChicago chemist Bozhi Tian, his Summer 
Link internship supervisor. “I developed 
new methods to synthesize silicon-based 
nanomaterials,” Mohammed says. The 
nanostructures he developed had “inlaid 
patterns of gold structures on the silicon 
nanowire, such as rings, craters, and spikes, 
which ultimately proved to enhance the 
nanowire’s electronic interaction with cells.” 

Animal Census
 

 
Having an animal in the classroom helps 
to teach by example the care of living 
organisms, and to foster curiosity about 
nature. Kids at Lab care for all sorts of 
animals, from an African clawed water 
frog and a Russian tortoise to a red-eared 
slider turtle and fire belly toads. Here is the 
current creature headcount in grades N–5: 

His time at Lab was “full of interest, 
revelation, and a re-affirmation of 
my faith in American youth,” the 
poet wrote. “There is about the 
school a sense of fun in learning.”

In Washington, Rahul and 
the other 39 Intel finalists 
presented their projects, 
met with inventors and 
Nobel Prize winners, and 
visited with President 
Obama at the White House. 
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in the halls

Lab Establishes 
Partnership 
with Beijing #4 
High School

Exchange program kicks off

“There were some tears on both sides,” 
says U-High Principal Scott Fech, recalling 
the farewell between Lab families and the 
Chinese exchange students they hosted 
in January. 
 As part of a new international 
partnership with the prestigious Beijing 
#4 High School (BFHS), 12 Chinese 
students and their chaperone teacher spent 
three weeks in Chicago, staying with Lab 
students who study Mandarin Chinese. The 
BFHS students attended classes with their 
hosts and gave presentations about Chinese 
history, art, and culture. Lab has been 
conducting similar exchange programs with 
schools in Germany and France for years.
 “I attended the girls’ basketball 
practice and it really changed me a lot,” a 
BFHS student wrote in her evaluation of 
the exchange program. “I don’t know how 
to express my thankfulness. The students 
cheered for me, their smiling faces and their 
patience, everything moved me.” 

 In addition to regular school-day 
activities, the BFHS group enjoyed 
some sightseeing, including a visit to the 
Museum of Science and Industry, a concert 
at the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and a 
tour of the University of Chicago campus. 
“They tried to visit as much in the city as 
they possibly could while they were here,” 
says Mr. Fech. “And of course, there was 
shopping to do.”
 To bid farewell to the Beijing guests, 
Lab organized a hot pot lunch with all 
of Lab’s Mandarin Chinese students, and 
held a dinner the next day with the BFHS 
students and their host families to celebrate 
the Lunar New Year.
 Mr. Fech expects the Lab and BFHS 
students will stay in touch through social 
media until their reunion in June, when 12 
Lab students will travel to China as part of 
the exchange program. 

 

In Beijing, the Lab students will stay with 
host families and travel to other cities 
and rural areas around the country. Mr. 
Fech visited China last year to ensure the 
program would provide a safe and positive 
experience.
 The language barrier will be a 
challenge for the Lab students, Mr. Fech 
says, “but I do believe they’ll be able to 
have basic conversations and hold their 
own. The benefit is that they’ll be with 
[the BFHS] students, who speak English 
very well.”

Hunger Game
 

Middle School students get a 
taste of global inequality through 
Oxfam exercise

Statistics about hunger may or may not 
grab students’ attention. Actual hunger 
usually does.
 On the way into lunch on December 6, 
each Middle School student received a card, 
assigning the student randomly to an 
income level: low, middle, or high. Those 
in the high-income group were directed to 
tables set with tablecloths and flowers. The 
middle-income group sat at cafeteria tables. 
The low-income group sat on the floor. 
 Service learning coordinator Hannah 
Evans read statistics about global poverty 
and hunger—for example, that hunger 
kills more people worldwide than AIDS, 
malaria, and tuberculosis combined. 
 The high-income group enjoyed 
chicken, vegetables, pasta, and salad, served 
and cleared by wait staff. The middle-
income group received rice and beans. 
Students in the low-income group—the 
majority, reflecting global figures—jostled 
around a table to get a bowl of rice and a 
cup of water.
 Service learning—in which students 
perform community service to learn about 
social justice issues—has been part of 
the U-High curriculum since 1986; this 
year Lab administrators extended it to 
the Middle School for the first time. Ms. 
Evans and the Middle School teachers on 
Lab’s Service Learning Committee held the 
“Hunger Banquet,” an idea created by the 

From the Syllabi

To support the classroom 
curriculum and discussions 
following the Middle School 
Oxfam “Hunger Banquet” 
service learning experience, 
Rowley librarians culled a 
list of titles about issues of 
hunger, poverty, and social 
justice. 

The End of Food
Paul Roberts

Waiting for Normal
Leslie Connor

Crossing the Wire
Will Hobbs

Joseph
Shelia Moses

The Breadwinner
Deborah Ellis

Almost Home
Joan Bauer

No Ordinary Day
Deborah Ellis

Hold Fast
Blue Balliett 

Boys without 
Names
Kashmira Sheth

Mr. Fech expects the 
Lab and BFHS students 
will stay in touch through 
social media until their 
reunion in June, when 12 
Lab students will travel 
to China as part of the 
exchange program.

international relief organization Oxfam 
America, so students could learn about 
hunger, poverty, and inequality through 
experience.
 Ms. Evans, in her first year as Lab’s 
service learning coordinator, organized a 
hunger banquet as an undergraduate at 
the University of San Diego and thought 
it might especially interest middle school 
students. “It’s an age when you are being 
exposed to a lot of different ways of 
thinking and seeing the world,” she says. 
 After eating, students returned to 
their advisory groups for a discussion, 
addressing questions such as, “How did 
you feel as the plates were being served?” 
“Did you feel you could do anything 
about your situation? If so, what?” 
 Aside from being hungry, many 
students in the lower-income group felt 
angry and frustrated, while students in 
the higher-income group felt guilty. The 
post-banquet discussion, Ms. Evans says, 
was important to help students work 
through their feelings.
 Parents were notified of the event 
beforehand. Although they were asked 
not to share details with their children, 
they could send food for them to eat 
during the discussion period. Students 
could also bring a $5 donation for 

Oxfam’s Philippines typhoon relief or 
canned goods for a local food pantry.
 Now that the students are familiar 
with hunger banquets, Lab cannot do 
it again next year, but Ms. Evans is 
considering a follow-up volunteer activity 
later this year. “It’s such a powerful 
experience,” she says, “that to do nothing 
would waste it.” 

Famine
Diane Andrews 
Henningfeld (Editor)

Sarah Markovitz, Zoe Rebollo Baum, and Beijing exchange student Xiaojue Zhu hold lucky money at 
the Chinese New Year year celebration dinner. 

Service learning—
in which students 
perform community 
service to learn about 
social justice issues—
has been part of the 
U-High curriculum 
since 1986; this year 
Lab administrators 
extended it to the 
Middle School for the 
first time. 
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in the halls

Emeritus 
Retirements

A French and 
Spanish teacher 
for 35 years, 
Ann Beck, 
MAT’71, earned 
her master’s 
in education 
at UChicago, 
and first came 
to Lab as a 
student teacher 

of Russian. (Lab stopped offering Russian 
the following year.)  
 Then, after teaching French 
exclusively, Ms. Beck studied Spanish in 
Chicago and Nicaragua and added the 
language to her repertoire in the 1980s. 
She’s taught at every level—third graders 
still perform a play she wrote, El Salón de 
Clase—but has focused on high school 
since the ’90s. 
 Language is about interaction and 
communication, says Ms. Beck, not 
just grammar and memorization. Her 
Spanish classes read news articles about 
immigration; they’ve debated current 
affairs and held mock auctions to learn 
the difference between por and para. For 
French, she says, “what I try to do is not be 
so Eurocentric,” assigning literature from 
Haiti, Martinique, and francophone Africa 
to broaden students’ view of the language 
and culture.
 On class trips to France and 
Spain, Ms. Beck helped students build 
conversational skills. She visited ruins and 
indigenous communities in Mexico and 
Guatemala and attended a workshop on 
Mayan hieroglyphics in Texas. “I try to 
bring the world into the classroom as 
much as possible,” she says.
 In retirement, Ms. Beck and her 
husband will spend time at their farmhouse 
in Stevensville, MI, where they tend 
a lavender garden, peach trees, and a 
vineyard. They will also continue to 
enjoy daughter Margaret Beck, ’94, who 
graduated from New York Law School in 

2013. A busy baker of breads, pies, and 
pound cakes, Ms. Beck sold baked goods 
and lavender last summer at the foot of her 
Michigan driveway. “That,” she says, “may 
lead to something.”

“Everything one creates in art is in some 
capacity a personal narrative,” says Annie 
Catterson, who is retiring after 28 years as 
an art teacher at Lab. Her classroom offers 
a narrative, too. Neatly labeled cabinets 
hold every supply an artist could wish 
for; long shelves are lined with books on 
drawing and art. Students—some working 
quietly, some chatting—perch on stools she 
decorated with decoupage cutouts of 
da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Warhol’s Campbell’s 
Soup Cans, and Dürer’s Young Hare.
 For Ms. Catterson, art making is more 
about process than product. High School 
students in her studio art and mixed media 
classes experiment with still life and figure 
drawing, collage and print making, and 
more. Seventh and eighth graders explore 
acrylic painting, puppet making, and 
architecture. “What we’re really doing 
here is teaching visual literacy,” she 
says, defining it as “engagement, 
creative thinking, aesthetic 
development, learning to see.”
 A benefit of teaching at Lab, says 
Ms. Catterson, was having the autonomy 
to develop her own curriculum and 
bring her expertise as a practicing artist 
to the classroom. As a graduate student, 
she studied printmaking at Ohio State 
University and briefly at the University 
of British Columbia, where she lived on 
an Indian reservation. Penumbra Press in 
Ottawa, Canada has published four books 
featuring her woodcut illustrations of Cree 
Indian legends that her father, ethnologist 
P. G. Downes, gathered during his travels in 
northern Canada.

 In her next chapter, Ms. Catterson 
will return to her family home in Concord, 
MA, where she will continue to make art 
and train dogs—a longtime passion. Of her 
time at Lab, she says: “My students have 
made it tremendous.”

A self-described 
“real river rat” 
from St. Charles, 
IL, with family 
from the Quad 
Cities, Brenda 
Coffield has 
walked the Inca 
Trail and been all 
over the world, 

never knowing where or when she’d hear, 
“Hey, Ms. Coffield!” from former students. 
Joining the Laboratory Schools in 1973, 
right out of Northern Iowa University, 
she left a few years later to earn a law 
degree at John Marshall. She then worked 
as an athletic director at another school 
system before returning to Lab in 1980. 
She’s influenced students from her many 
positions, from physical education teacher 
to adviser to business manager. 
 “I can hardly walk by a house in 
the neighborhood without recognizing 
it as the house of someone I’ve 
known,” she says of Hyde Park. 
When she came to Lab it was more of a 
neighborhood school, she says. “Now it’s 
more cosmopolitan; it reaches more people 
than before and does a better job at what 
Thomas Friedman would call flattening 
the world.”
 Most recently teaching physical 
education to third graders through High 
Schoolers, Ms. Coffield says she’ll miss the 
talented students. “I’ve watched the kids go 
off into the world for over 40 years, and I 
just marvel at the things they’ve done.” 
 She thought she’d spend her 
retirement in a lakefront apartment she’d 
bought downtown, but a few years ago 
she traded it for a 30-acre hobby farm 
in Wisconsin. She and retired chemistry 
teacher Judy Keane, SB’62, MAT’64, breed 
and show border terriers there. “We’re not 
in it to make money,” she says of this labor 
of love.

Molly Day has lived multiple lives at Lab, 
teaching second grade for three years in 
the early 1970s, and returning in 1988 as 
a Lower School reading specialist. In 2012, 
her title changed to “academic specialist.”
  Introducing writing to 
kindergarteners in 1988, she taught the 
students to “not worry about spelling, but 
just to write down their thoughts,” she 
says. That same year, a consultant from 
National Louis University taught Lab 
teachers how children progress through 
stages of spelling development. Using 
this knowledge, for two decades Ms. Day 
and the other reading specialists helped 
to facilitate “spelling inventories,” she 
says, which was like taking the “spelling 
temperature” of all Lower School students 
several times a year. “Understanding the 
developmental levels helped inform the 
spelling instruction in the classrooms.” 
 Ms. Day recalls some of her practical 
and community-building innovations, 
such as taking teachers’ photos and posting 
them near the Blaine elevators so that 
parents and other teachers could “learn 
the names of the friendly, smiling faces,” 
she says. For about 20 years she also hung 
multicultural displays each month in the 
Blaine stairwells.
 This past year, Ms. Day worked solely 
with fourth graders, providing curricular 
support in the classrooms. “I’ve spent 
this year catching up on my fourth-grade 
reading,” she says, such as Because of Winn 
Dixie.
 With daughter-in-law Christine 
Himmelfarb, AM’09, now teaching 
English at U-High, in retirement, Ms. 
Day will keep her ties to Lab. She and 
her husband, an artist, plan to spend more 
time in their Spring Green, WI, home, 
where he has a studio. She has enjoyed 
working with the Lower School Learning 

and Counseling group. “It feels good to 
be part of a team with such professional 
knowledge and amazing abilities to 
support kids.”

Steve Farver 
took the scenic 
route to the 
Laboratory 
Schools. 
Growing up 
on an Iowa 
farm, he earned 
a master’s 
degree at the 
University 

of Illinois and moved to Paris, where he 
taught English. Four years later, a friend 
from graduate school persuaded him to 
move to Chicago, where he taught at other 
schools before joining Lab in 1988. 
 Mr. Farver has taught French at 
every level from third grade, when Lab 
students start world languages, through 
high school (except for seventh grade). 
In the lower grades, he says, “you want 
them to feel a sense of accomplishment,” 
such as speaking only in French for 15 
minutes. In the High School, the focus 
is on communicating in the language 
proficiently, using correct grammar.
 Among both the students and his 
fellow language teachers, he says, “There’s 
a sense of everyone moving through 
it together,” progressing through the 
language program. He’s appreciated 
that sense of fellowship among 
his colleagues. “I’ve learned a lot 
from them,” he says. “One of the 
strengths of this place is that there’s 
team spirit.”
 Mr. Farver has enjoyed his time in the 
classroom as well—students joke with him 
about his home state. “How do they say 
that in Iowa?” they ask. “Oh stop, they say 
it the same way you do!” he retorts. 
 In retirement he plans to travel with 
his partner, and he also hopes to gain a 
new set of students. When he first moved 
to Chicago, he taught English to Spanish 
speakers, and now plans to volunteer 
teaching English to other communities. 
“It’s very satisfying,” he says, “to teach 
people a skill that actually makes their lives 
better here.”

A half-dozen 
years into 
teaching 
photography 
at Lab, Liese 
Ricketts 
turned her 

classroom into a camera obscura. She and 
her U-High students darkened the room 
by covering vents and taping windows. 
They brought Lower School classes in and 
opened a hole in a window shade. “Within 
seconds their eyes adjusted, and they could 
see everything going on in Scammon 
Garden and 58th Street upside down and 
reversed, all along the wall opposite,” Ms. 
Ricketts says. “I told them they were inside 
a camera.”
 Ms. Ricketts, who joined the Lab 
faculty in 1988, has taught Middle 
and High School photography and 
photojournalism, from darkroom to 
digital. One year her beginning photo 
students were making pinhole 
cameras during a full solar eclipse. 
Heading outside, she told the students to 
aim their cameras at their foreheads, “so 
they took a picture of the eclipse on their 
head—the whole dark circle and the rays 
of the sun coming out.”
 Born at what was then called the 
University of Chicago Lying-in Hospital 
while her parents studied at the University, 
Ms. Ricketts attended Manhattanville 
College in New York, then moved to her 
father’s native Peru. She married and had 
two children before heading back to the 
United States, earning a master’s degree at 
Governor’s State University and an MFA at 
the Art Institute of Chicago.
 Ms. Ricketts has shown her own 
photography around the country and the 
world—recently in New Orleans, Iowa, 
and Sweden. In retirement she’ll continue 
to show her art, including an exhibit next 
year in a 400-year-old Peruvian monastery. 
Based in Homewood, IL, she hopes to 
spend warmer months traveling and taking 
photographs, and the colder months 
designing books she’ll self-publish.

  Ann Beck   Annie Catterson
  Brenda Coffield

  Steve Farver

  Liese Ricketts  Molly Day
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A new Artsfest event 
transforms Lab’s cafeteria into 
an art happening
Nearly all the lights in the U-High 
cafeteria are off. Dozens of students 
in matching navy-blue T-shirts hang 
Christmas lights, balloons, and silver 
stars from the ceiling and along the 
windowsills. A girl walks while talking 
into her phone: “Truth? Or do you want 
me to make you feel better?” Somewhere, 
an alarm goes off.
 It’s 15 minutes until Art in the 
Dark, a new evening addition to U-High’s 
annual Artsfest, a daylong celebration of 
all things creative. Tomorrow, U-High will 
suspend its regular classes for dozens of 
workshops, including duct tape design, 
ukulele lessons, and cake decorating; 
but tonight is about student performance 
and experience. The organizers—seniors 
Katie Harris, Lindsey Aronson, and 
Liv Rhodes—say they added the event 
to expose more students to “the art of 
their peers” and to “provide artists the 
opportunity to showcase their art to a 
broader audience.”
 Around 6:20, the cafeteria now 
filled with students, Katie, Lindsey, 
and Liv approach the mic and welcome 
their peers. They thank their Artsfest 
committee and encourage attendees to 
“experiment with the art and try it all.” 

Then an ensemble—featuring a cellist, 
violinist, keyboardist, and guitarist/
vocalist—gets on stage and performs the 
Turtles’ song “Happy Together.” 
 On the wall opposite the stage is 
a floor-to-ceiling crossword puzzle. One 
clue reads, “How hipster girls get bee 
stings on their hands.” Another: “In 
Greek mythology: the first created being, 
from which came the primeval deities 
Gaia, Tartarus, Erebus, and Nyx. Use an 
adjective and switch to a ‘k.’”
 “It’s so Lab,” a boy says, reading 
the clues. “That’s too much thinking for 
me,” says another.
 Around the corner in the senior 
lounge, a student DJ hovers over her 
laptop, providing pop and electronic 
music for the students painting butcher 
paper taped to the wall. “Want to see 
what I did?” a girl with paint-covered 
hands asks a staff member. A student 
lingering at the door asks, “Are we 
allowed in here?” 
 Back in the cafeteria, a girl recites 
an original poem from memory; when 
she finishes, a group of friends swarm 
her with hugs. Meanwhile, a blue-haired 
girl in the crowd draws a flower on a 
balloon. 
 Down the hall, a silent movie is 
projected onto the wall. It’s a time-lapse 
video of students eating and socializing 
in the cafeteria during the day, their 

actions sped up and jagged. In the 
video the lights are on, the walls are 
free of artwork, and no one is singing 
or performing a modern dance—as if 
to remind students how a night spent 
celebrating art has transformed their 
school. 

Back in the cafeteria, a girl recites 
an original poem from memory; 
when she finishes, a group of friends 
swarm her with hugs. Meanwhile, a 
blue-haired girl in the crowd draws a 
flower on a balloon. 
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When Day Turns into Night

Morning 
Songbirds

 
Voices come together for the new 
Lower School choir 

When Ellen Everson, who teaches third- 
and fourth-grade music, posted a notice for 
a new Lower School choir in November, 
the turnout of ready and willing singers 
numbered so many that she had to find a 
larger rehearsal space than her classroom. 
She relocated to Judd 126, a large meeting 
room. “About 70 students showed up on 
a regular basis each morning,” she says, to 
rehearse before school, three days a week. 
“There’s something about singing first thing 
in the morning. It’s just a wonderful way to 
start the day.”
 Ms. Everson, who previously taught 
Middle School music, thought up a Lower 
School choir to sing at the new monthly 
assemblies and also to replace the Lobby 
Sing performances, which were displaced 
during the construction. After ten rehearsals 
with Ms. Everson and Katy Sinclair, the 
accompanist and fifth-grade music teacher, 
the choir performed at the December 
Lower School assembly at Ida Noyes Hall.
 The next day the students reprised the 
concert in the school cafeteria for parents, 
who provided a breakfast of doughnuts and 
cider. 
 During Lab’s construction, rehearsals 
were on hold as Ms. Everson relocated her 
classroom and found a new space for the 
students to gather. Now that she is settled, 
she is thrilled to start her mornings off 
singing again.

Eighth Graders 
Dig into 
Chicago History

 
For each of the ten years that Jan Yourist 
has taught at Lab, her eighth-grade students 
have put on a Chicago History Fair. They 
conduct primary-source research on an 
event, movement, historical figure, or 
institution from the time of the 1893 
World’s Columbian Exposition to the 
1933 Century of Progress in Chicago. 
After five-and-a-half weeks of research and 
preparation—including writing a formal 
research paper—they share their findings 
with parents, friends, and staff during a 
poster presentation in Rowley Library. 
 The projects range widely, but Ms. 
Yourist recognizes some trends. “Kids in the 
eighth grade love murder and mayhem,” 
she says. This year one student used the 
FBI’s profile of a serial killer to organize 
her research on H. H. Holmes. Another 
student, studying Leopold and Loeb, 
splattered red paint on her poster board 
and included a replica of the eyeglasses that 
incriminated the pair.
 Other students focused on civil 
rights. A student from Evanston visited 
the Frances Willard House, previous home 

to the temperance figure and suffragette, 
as part of her research. Another student 
studied gay culture in Towertown and 
Bronzeville during the 1930s.
 In addition to the common themes, 
Ms. Yourist sees constants in the creativity, 
pride, and energy the students display 
during the evening show. “There’s a point 
every year that this happens. When the kids 
are doing their thing, I just stop and look at 
the energy. I look out over the crowd. I give 
a big sigh of wonderment at the journey 
we’ve taken together to get to this point. 
It’s the highlight.” Some history is worth 
repeating.

After five-and-a-half weeks of 
research and preparation—
including writing a formal 
research paper—students share 
their findings during a poster 
presentation in Rowley Library. 
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Bringing Back 
Tradition

 
Regular Lower School assemblies 
build community

When Lower School Principal Sylvie Anglin 
researched Lab’s past, she discovered a way 
to strengthen the present. In recent years, 
the Lower School congregated occasionally 
for presentations, but “there was not a 
formalized time that was reserved for 
assemblies,” she says. That changed in fall 
2013, when, reading over some 1920s Lab 
records, Ms. Anglin realized that the Lower 
School used to gather together on a regular 
basis. “It was a time that students could 
share what they were learning in their 
classrooms with each other,” she says. “I 
wanted to bring that back.”
 Regular assemblies suit the Lower 
School’s new grade range, Ms. Anglin says. 
“The difference between first and fourth 
grade is huge, but the developmental 
range from third through fifth grade is the 
perfect age for the students to learn from 
each other.” Now, about once a month at 
9 a.m., the students assemble for events 
like a school choir performance, trust 
exercises, or group reading time. “It gives 
kids the chance to feel like they’re part of a 
larger community instead of just their class 
community.”
 Ms. Anglin continues to evaluate 
the best ways to use the group’s time and 
handle logistical challenges during Blaine 
Hall’s renovation. She says, “we are really 
interested in having our students be a 
part of deciding what the assemblies will 
include, and a new faculty committee 
has been formed to help plan for future 
assemblies. We’re taking it slowly this year.” 
 Until construction is finished in 
a few years and the students can meet 
regularly in the new Gordon Parks Arts 
Hall auditorium, they have gathered in 
the gym and in Ida Noyes Hall. But the 
changing venue doesn’t diminish the sense 
of solidarity, Ms. Anglin says. “The idea is 
to have kids plug into each other.”

Music Makers
 

Students learn to hear anew from 
University composer

“Eggplant,” a poem by 12th-century 
Portuguese author Ibn Sara, is noteworthy for 
being only 27 words long and shaped like, 
well, an eggplant. In music teacher Bradley 
Brickner’s eighth-grade music workshops 
this past fall, Michael LaCroix, an advanced 
PhD student in the composition program 
at UChicago, prompted students to explore 
composition through rhythm and text, such as 
trying out various ways to recite “Eggplant” by 
placing accents on different words. 

 

Mr. LaCroix visited the class once a week to 
give the students a more hands-on and active 
approach to music. Projects included a “sound 
walk,” where the students visited sites—like 
Rockefeller Chapel or the corner of 58th and 
Kimbark—to listen for all the sounds they 
could hear at each location. Another project 
was “found sound” composition, where the 
students brought in household objects, such as 
empty cans, to see how many different sounds 
they could make with them.
 In addition to the projects, Mr. Brickner 
says, it was enlightening for the students to 

meet with a practicing composer and ask him 
for feedback on their work. It was important 
for them to “just be around somebody 
who does this for a living, and to see that 
not everybody who writes classical music is 
eccentric or dead.”  
 Mr. Brickner hopes to bring in a 
University-affiliated composer or musician 
again next year, if the project receives funding. 
“It’s good for the students to think about 
music in different ways,” he says, “and have 
a sense of wonder and curiosity about the 
challenges of making music.” 

Built to Scale
 

Fourth graders plan their new 
classroom’s layout

From the east side to the west side and back 
again, Lower School classrooms have been 
moved and reshuffled this school year during 
upgrades and renovations to Blaine Hall. But 
what could have been viewed as disruptive or 
inconvenient often became an opportunity for 
hands-on learning and empowerment.
 Nicole Power, for example, incorporated 
the renovation into her curriculum by having 
her fourth-grade students plan the layout of 
their new space. Others had students help with 
hands-on moves and arranging the new spaces. 
Kids even took reading breaks nestled among 
the moving boxes. 
 While Ms. Power’s students were housed 
in a temporary classroom on Blaine’s west 
side, she gave them the floor plan for their 
classroom under renovation on the building’s 
east side. Working in teams, they measured the 
furniture that would be moved into the new 
classroom, including bookshelves, desks, and a 
couch. They made color-coded cutouts of each 
item and arranged them on a scaled floor plan.
 “I tied it into measuring,” says Ms. 
Power. “They had to learn about scale but also 
about flow space and actual space. If you have 
a desk and a chair, you have to consider the 
person in the chair, too.”
 The groups presented their plans to their 
peers, who rated each plan’s strengths and chal-
lenges. Then the class put it to a vote. How 
should the new classroom be arranged?
 “Of course, everyone voted for their 
own plan,” says Ms. Power. “No single plan 
won outright.” Instead, the class chose their 
favorite aspects from each for the final layout. 
They kept the couch next to the window, for 
instance, so they’d have natural light while 

reading. They also wanted a lot of table space.
 But even the best-laid schemes can go 
astray. When the students moved into the 
new room in mid-February, they discovered 
challenges they hadn’t foreseen: There were no 
electrical outlets along one wall, so they had 
to move the refrigerator—and therefore other 
pieces of furniture—elsewhere. And there 
was bottlenecking both to leave the room and 
to get to the rug. So the project morphed to 
include hands-on problem solving. The rug 
space was important to the students, so they 
separated the bookshelves and moved them, 
creating three access points to the rug instead 
of only one.  
 Beyond measuring and scale and problem 
solving, Ms. Power says, the students learned 
how spaces work socially. “They have to think 
more consciously about their bodies and 
physical actions.”
 After all that hard work, what do the chil-
dren enjoy most about the sleek and modern-
ized space? “They love the drinking fountain,” 
Ms. Power says. “Good water pressure.”

“We are really interested in having our 
students be a part of deciding what 
the assemblies will include, and a new 
faculty committee has been formed to 
help plan for future assemblies.”

“They had to learn about scale 
but also about flow space and 
actual space. If you have a desk 
and a chair, you have to consider 
the person in the chair, too.”
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“They came to the Court’s performance 
of An Iliad,  with a firm grounding in the 
text, its historical setting, composition, and 
themes,” says Ms. Spaltro, “and they came 
away speechless and utterly amazed at the 
power of performance to bring this to life 
in ways they’d never expected. For one or 
two students, going to the theater was an 
entirely new experience, so this particular 
performance proved an introduction to 
theater that had significant meaning for them 
personally and intellectually.” 
 Cindy Jurrison also arranged for students 
in her Early World History classes (and their 
parents) to see An Iliad together. About 140 
people attended and participated in a Q&A 
session afterwards with the actor, Timothy 
Kane. 
 And a trip to the theater became part of 
the sophomore curriculum when, last spring, 
the English 2 teachers decided to experiment 
in the winter term. Says English Department 
Chair Colin Rennert May, “We have taught 
Romeo & Juliet in that quarter for many years, 
but we knew that it would be impossible to 
teach that play and accommodate a unit on 
personal essays. Court’s production of Seven 
Guitars gave us a wonderful alternative.” 
 The play presents a few days in the 
life of Floyd Barton, a blues musician from 
Pittsburgh. Many of the teachers began their 
study of the play by examining different 
blues lyrics, as a way of connecting music 
and character. “The story raises interesting 
questions about fate, love, opportunity, 
ambition, heritage, and race,” says Mr. 
Rennert May, “and in our classes, we looked 
at how the characters’ statements, some of 
which could seem quite casual or off-hand, 
might reflect deeply held values or beliefs.” 

Let Math = 
a+ha

A new teaching strategy helps 
engage Lab’s algebra students

Students in Anna Blinstein’s second-period 
accelerated algebra are fast. They multiply 
polynomials at lightning speed, barely 
decelerating as they shift into factoring 
trinomials. On this Friday morning, almost 
all the students have a hand in the air before 
their teacher can even request volunteers to 
walk the class through a few problems from 
the previous night’s homework. 
 But hold up: Speed isn’t really the name 
of the game here. Ms. Blinstein knows these 
kids are fast; that’s why they’re in this class. 
What she really wants to know—about them 
and all the seventh- and eighth-grade algebra 
students—is that they understand what 
they’re doing. So she and colleague Tom Luthy 
have added some new approaches to the 
traditional exercises in all their algebra classes. 
 “We’re interested in strengthening 
problem-solving and critical-thinking skills,” 
Ms. Blinstein says. “Another big motivator 
is taking kids who haven’t seen themselves 
as good math students before and turning 
them onto math. The more hooks and 
different ways of thinking you offer, the more 
opportunities there are for kids to find their 
particular mathematical strengths.”
 In homework, those hooks come in the 
form of “Big Problems.” A recent example 
asked students to figure out how many 
coins were in a pyramid of pennies. The 
goal wasn’t getting to a right answer; it was 
having students explain how they reached 
that answer. So the assignment asked students 
to state the problem in their own words, 
describe the process they used to solve the 
problem, and explain their solution. 
 “There are some kids who love math 
because it doesn’t have writing,” Ms. Blinstein 
says. “You have to convince them that 
explaining what they did, being able to break 
it all down, is part of their math education.” 
She points out another benefit for students 
who have less confidence in their math 
abilities: “It gives them a chance to shine at 
math. Because I think for kids to do well 

at math, they need to see themselves doing 
well.”
 Back in class, for a more visual and 
tactile spin on the factoring they tore through 
earlier, Ms. Blinstein drops off algebra tiles at 
each table. In a neat trick, the tiles, matched 
to a specific trinomial, can form a rectangle in 
only one way, and the rectangle’s height and 
width give the two factors of that trinomial. 
Students at each table work together, hands 
flying furiously—yet thoughtfully—as they 
puzzle their way toward an answer. 
 “The best thing that happens in class is 
when someone says, ‘Ohhh, that’s really cool. 
I see something.’ That’s what math is,” says 
Ms. Blinstein. “It’s seeing a pattern, seeing 
something interesting.”
 “Whoa,” a student at another table says.
 His teacher, looking on, agrees:   
“Whoa, indeed.”

Line Dances
 

Teaching through the kinetic 
language of dance

How do you draw a line? As Donna Mandel’s 
Nursery School students are learning, 
the answers to that question are more 
numerous—and fun—than they first 
appear.
 Since fall, Ms. Mandel has led her 
class of three- and four-year-olds in an 
exploration of lines, which are foundational 
to writing, drawing, geography, geometry, 
choreography, and architecture. In addition 
to drawing lines, identifying lines in nature 
and in the school, and making lines with 
objects, Ms. Mandel had the students make 
“air paintings” by dipping their hands 
into imaginary paint buckets and painting 
arced, curved, straight, wavy, angled, and 
zigzagged lines in the empty spaces around 
them.  
 Three-year-olds “learn through their 
bodies,” Ms. Mandel says. “Movement 
is the most developmentally appropriate 
thing we can offer. If you ask, ‘What is a 

line?’ they’ll often hold their arms out and 
say, ‘This is a line.’”
 This form of kinetic learning is 
natural to Ms. Mandel, who started dance 
classes at age four or five and ultimately 
became a choreographer, dance teacher, 
and cofounder of the former Fluid 
Measure Performance Company, which 
blended storytelling, performance, and 
dance. The educators of Reggio Emilia, 
upon which much of Lab’s early education 
program is based, often talk about “the 
100 languages,” and to Ms. Mandel, “a 
language is any discipline or material 
that allows us to make meaning and 
communicate from a line on a piece of 
paper to the linear shape of a stick to a line 
drawn in the air. The excitement for her, 
and the learning for her students, comes in 
watching them translate the idea of a line 
into such languages.
 “If we can follow an idea from 
movement into literature, from literature 
into visual arts, the idea deepens,” she says. 
“If you can keep that thread of an idea 
developing in different forms, then you can 
stimulate children, in all of their diversity, 
to enter the dialogue and learn together.”

Stage Craft
 

UChicago Court Theatre 
performances add depth to Lab 
curriculum

U-Highers in Fran Spaltro’s elective 
class, Performance and Competition in 

Ancient Greece, spent six 
weeks engulfed in a careful 
reading of Homer’s Iliad. 
They read the entire poem 
(Fagles’ translation), as well 
as numerous essays and 
articles, and spent most 
class periods reading aloud 
and discussing themes 
such as honor, ritual, grief, 
song, mortality, war, and 
peace—and the effect each 
of these themes has on 
community. Ms. Spaltro’s 
was just one of several 
classes to take advantage 
of the University’s Court 
Theatre performances this 
year—an experience that 
brings added perspective to 
the classroom experience. 

For one or two students, 
going to the theater 
was an entirely new 
experience, so this 
particular performance 
proved an introduction 
to theater that had 
significant meaning for 
them personally and 
intellectually.” 

“The more hooks and different 
ways of thinking you offer, the 
more opportunities there are 
for kids to find their particular 
mathematical strengths.”

im
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Boys Swimming
The boys swim team re-wrote 
the record books, setting an 
amazing six varsity school 
records (most nearly two 
decades-old!) at the IHSA 
Sectional meet in February, 
where the team finished third. 
Five of the record-breaking 
swimmers are freshmen and 
sophomores: Eamonn Keenan is 
a freshman; Nigel Van Ha, Jason 
Lin, Fabrice Guyot-Sionnest, and 
Kelvin Xie, are sophomores; and 
Eliot Levmore is a senior. The 
new records are: 

> Varsity 200 Medley Relay: 
Eamonn, Eliot, Fabrice, and 
Nigel: 1:41.09. Previous record: 
1:44.42 in 1995.
> Varsity 50-yard Freestyle: 
Nigel: 22:22. Previous record: 
22.27 in 1995.
> Varsity 500-yard Freestyle: 
Jason: 5:09.17. Previous record: 
5:11.12 in 2008.
> Varsity 200 Freestyle Relay: 
Eamonn, Eliot, Kelvin, and 
Nigel: 1:29.10. Previous record: 
1:30.60 in 1995.
> Varsity 100-yard Backstroke: 
Nigel: 55.34. Previous record: 

56.02 in 2013.
> Varsity 400 Freestyle Relay: 
Eamonn, Jason, Kelvin, and 
Nigel: 3:21.22. Previous record: 
3:24.37 in 1995.  
 
This was Paul Gunty’s 38th 
season coaching swimming, and 
his 24th year at Lab. He coached 
this season along with Kate 
Chronic.

Fencing
The women’s foil team of 
freshman Athena Chien, 
sophomore Jennifer Chien, 
senior Elle Hill, and sophomore 
Daphne Schneewind won the 
Great Lakes High School Fencing 
Conference Championship in 
February. Elle finished third, 
Jennifer seventh, Athena 11th, 
and Daphne 14th, to lead the 
Maroons to the championship. 
Twenty-two students competed 
on the team in its sixth year of 
varsity competition.

Girls Basketball
The girls basketball team had 
its third consecutive winning 
season, led by seniors Lillian 
Eckstein and Maude Jansen, 

and junior Kendall Rallins, 
placing third in the ISL and the 
Mather Holiday Tournament. 
Kendall was named to first-team 
All-ISL and IBCA Honorable 
Mention All-State. Lillian was 
second-team All-ISL, Mather 
All-Tournament, and Maude was 
Midway Classic All-Tournament, 
and Honorable Mention All-ISL.

Boys Basketball
The boys basketball team had 
a great season, finishing with 
a 20–6 record, winning the ISL 
Championship with a perfect 
12–0 mark and a thrilling IHSA 
3A regional championship win 
over Chicago Vocational with a 
late fourth-quarter comeback 
victory. 
 The Maroons were led by 
senior Max Rothschild, MVP 
of the ISL, All-Tournament 
at the Rich South McDipper 
Tournament, and IBCA 3A All-
State Honorable Mention; senior 
Jonathan King and junior Jordan 
Moran, both All-ISL First team; 
and senior Logan Crowl was All-
ISL Honorable Mention. Coach 
Marlo Finner was named IBCA 
and ISL Coach of the Year. 

Sports Highlights

Recommended 
Reading     

Reading Mollie Is Three: Growing Up in 
School, by Vivian Gussin Paley, contributed 
to Nursery assistant teacher Paige James’s 
desire to become an early childhood educator. 
As she retires from Lab this June, she thought 
it a fitting book to recommend. 

Mollie is brought to school every day before 
eight. In the empty rooms, her large vocabulary 
pours out in search of time and place.
 “I’m not too big to reach that,” she says, 
trying to hang up her jacket. “But my already 
birthday is going to come now. Then I can be 
big to reach it.”
 “When is your birthday, Mollie?”
 “Tomorrow. It’s called October ninth.”
 “October is the next month after this one. 
Then you’ll be three, Mollie. This month is 
called September.”
 “When I get to be four, I’ll be three.”

And so we meet Mollie, a child in one of Ms. 
Paley’s classes at the Laboratory Schools. Ms. 
Paley, now retired, is a master teacher whose 
books brilliantly illuminate child development, 
particularly as it occurs in the classroom, 
more clearly than any textbook can. The only 
early childhood educator to have received a 
MacArthur “Genius” Award, Ms. Paley’s close 
observations led her to discover that having 
young children act out the stories they dictate 
to adults gives a them a voice and provides a 

powerful way to understand and give meaning 
to their world.
 By listening carefully and respectfully 
to her preschoolers and recording their 
conversations, investigations, negotiations, 
and discoveries—and later transcribing 
them—Ms. Paley is able to write about 
children’s development in a specific way. 
She presents us with particular, concrete 
experiences—children’s interpretations of 
them. Ms. Paley’s description of Mollie’s 
first year in school enables us to see Mollie’s 
moments of emerging clarity, and her progress 
toward understanding her own role within the 
classroom community and the world. 
 
It is a year later, and Mollie has just turned 
four. 
 “I just remembered something, Mollie. 
Last year you always wanted to be Fire Star. 
Now you’re Rainbow Brite. I wonder what you’ll 
want to be when you’re five.”
 “But I’m still going to be four a very long 
time,” she says. “It takes a long time when 
you’re an older child.”

Science Down 
Cold

 
On a winter Wednesday afternoon, huge, 
light flakes of snow started to fall, and 
looking out the windows from 
Lisa Harrison’s Earl Shapiro Hall second-
grade classroom made everyone feel like 
they were in a snow globe. It was the perfect 
time to step outside and use their “snow 
catchers” to collect flakes and study the 
magically varied crystal forms, and a fitting 
end to their study of the science of snow 
and the water cycle. 
 During the winter quarter, the 
teachers encouraged children to read and 
listen to weather forecasts, looking for new 
words. Kids made virtual snowflakes using 
computer apps, learned about symmetry, 
and practiced reading a thermometer. 
 Ms. Harrison and assistant teacher 
Atiya Hamilton brought concepts like 
evaporation, condensation, and frost to 
life through experiments. One experiment 
involved watching a small snowman melt, 
shrink, and shift throughout the day. Says 
Ms. Harrison, “During this experiment, we 

discussed the three states of matter—solid, 
liquid, and gas. Before the children were 
dismissed, our snowman visitor was placed 
into a frying pan on the stove and we 
watched it begin to evaporate and turn into 
steam! Yikes! The water cycle started all over 
again. The children loved this activity.” 
 Another experiment involved a dozen 

or so ice cubes and a cup of iodized salt in a 
sealed metal can, which allowed the children 
to see water condense, and then morph into 
frost around the edges of the container. 
 Supported by tradtional and 
interactive, electronic texts, the kids got the 
concepts down cold. 

Athletic Award 
Renamed 
in Honor of 
Bill Zarvis

This winter, the Athletics Council (an 
advisory committee for athletics comprised 
of the Middle and High School principals, 
three faculty, two coaches, and three 
students) elected to rename the Athletic 
Director Award. The newly named Bill 
Zarvis Award started in 2006, and is 
presented to senior student-athletes who 

have made significant contributions to the 
athletic program. 
 William K. Zarvis worked at Lab as 
a PE teacher, coach, and athletics and PE 
director from 1948 to 1978. He and his 
wife, Chris Zarvis, started, then ran, the 
very popular Zarvie’s Day Camp from 
1949 to1974. In 1971, Mr. Zarvis hired 
longtime Lab teacher and Dean of Students 
Larry McFarlane, and then in 1975, the day 
camp program morphed into MacWillies 
Summer Camp (jointly run by Mr. 
McFarlane and teacher Mary Williams), 
the precursor to today’s Adventure Kids, 
Fun-in-the-Sun, and Lab Sports Camp 
programs.
 “I learned to swim as a result of the 
required physical education program that 
Bill Zarvis developed,” says Murray Dry, 
’58. “I also received what turned out to be 
my first experience as a teacher from this 
very dear man, first in the Lab After School 

Play program, then 
as a counselor at the 
day camp. When 
I studied law at 
Harvard for a year, 
one of my former 
campers, Daniel 
Meltzer, ’68, became 
one of my teachers.” 
 Says Athletics 
Director Dave 
Ribbens, “I had the 
opportunity to meet 
Bill in spring 2008 
in San Antonio at 
the home of his daughter, Gerry Bradley, 
’60. Bill passed away in 2009, but Gerry 
and her family are thrilled to have this 
award named in her father’s honor.” 
 The newly named award will be 
presented for the first time in June at Lab’s 
10th Annual Sports Awards Ceremony. 
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Originally it was an Elizabethan fair for U-High featuring a 
Shakespeare performance, a Maypole dance, and guests outfitted 
in period costumes. Nearly four decades later, Lab’s longest-
running annual tradition, Rites of May, has evolved into a school-
wide, multicultural happening, celebrating the school’s global 
reach through a weekend of cultural, culinary, and carnival 
events organized by dozens of parent and student volunteers. 
The activities reflect the incredible cultural diversity of the 
Lab community, where families report speaking more than 50 
languages at home.

Connections 2014

Victoria Rogers, ’08, George Lucas, and Mellody Hobson

Student volunteers Julian Ehsan (left) and Eric Giger (right) with Charles 
Giger and Maryellen Giger

Lara Moynihan, Karen Schweickart, Ralonda Rogers, and Rian Walker Dana Suskind and Barbara Bowman

Guests on the dance floor after dinner

Sophomore David Hedges

Kate Collins, David Magill, John W. Rogers, Jr., ’76, University of 
Chicago President Robert J. Zimmer, and Christopher McGowan

Shelley Davis

Elenne Song, Chung Song, and Robin Melvin 

Amir Sufi, Sundeep Mullangi, Trissa Babrowski, and Saima Sufi

 Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, ’82

Flowers courtesy of Breathe Floral and Chelsea Smith

More than 950 parents, 
alumni, faculty, staff, and 
friends of the Laboratory 
Schools gathered this year at 
Connections to honor retiring 
Laboratory Schools Director 
David W. Magill and Board 
President John W. Rogers, 
Jr., ’76, for their visionary 
leadership and to raise 
funds—nearly $900,000—
to support student financial 
aid. Hosted by University of 
Chicago President Robert J. 
Zimmer and vice-chaired by 
Kate Collins and Christopher 
J. McGowan, the event 
featured a tribute video 
to Mr. Rogers (directed 
and produced by Stephan 
Mazurek, Mary Frances 

Budig, and Andrea Wishom) 
in which former Lab parents 
Valerie Jarrett, X’73, and 
Penny Pritzker and Secretary 
of Education Arne Duncan, 
’82, shared kind and funny 
memories, as well as a video 
honoring Mr. Magill which 
featured former Lab students 
and friend Kobe Bryant. 
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Fourth graders bring a dinosaur 
to life, with help from UChicago 
paleontologist Paul Sereno

by Maureen Searcy

Cretaceous Park
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An amber-tinged eye sits in a bone 
socket, secured by a glob of clay. 
Paleontologists don’t know what color dinosaur 
irises were, so Lisa Sukenic’s fourth-grade 
students make do with glass mountain-lion eyes. 
The kids roll balls of gray goop in their hands—
epoxy clay, made from two ingredients kneaded 
together to activate self-hardening. Teacher and 
Art Department Chair Gina Alicea has never 
worked with it before, and is learning along 
with the students.
 The class is split into two groups, each 
huddled around a table spread with brown kraft 
paper and half a dinosaur skull. Well, a resin 
replica of half a dinosaur skull, made by the 
UChicago Fossil Lab; real fossils are so precious 
that even assembled skeletons in museums are 
often reproductions. The original skull belonged 
to a Rajasaurus, and the students are building 
“flesh model” head sculptures—a male right 

half and a female left half—of how the living 
dinosaur might have looked. When finished, the 
half skulls will hang flat in the hallway, facing 
each other.
  Paul Sereno, UChicago professor in 
organismal biology and anatomy,
paleontologist, and father of Ava, a student in 
the class, watches the children work. In the 
corner stands a flesh model of a Raptorex, with 
sharp teeth and a mane of black and brown 
feathers, made by Erin Fitzgerald, a fossil 

preparator and paleoartist in Professor Sereno’s 
Fossil Lab. With a bachelor’s of fine arts, Ms. 
Fitzgerald first learned about fossil preparation 
by volunteering at Chicago’s Field Museum of 
Natural History after high school. Now, she 
and colleague Tyler Keillor demonstrate the 
sculpting process for the fourth-graders: how to 
start with the bone and add muscles, skin, and 
scales. Ms. Fitzgerald helps with the female, and 
Mr. Keillor is on the male team. The kids have 
named their dinosaurs Erin and Tyler.
 Ms. Fitzgerald shows one student how 
to make muscles, filling in hollow spaces of 
the skull with white modeling clay. She hands 
a hunk to another student, who rolls it into a 
tongue and sticks it inside the jawbone. Then 
the children squish the grey epoxy clay on the 
muscles and smear it over the bare bone to 
create nostrils and skin, smoothing hard ridges 
with water.

 Professor Sereno started the project a week 
earlier, giving the class an overview of dinosaur 
anatomy. He explained that paleontologists can 
tell what dinosaurs might have looked like based 
on fossilized bones and other soft body parts 
preserved by special circumstances, like volcanic 
ash fine enough to capture feathers. They also 
look to modern-day relatives, like lizards and 
birds. But there’s a lot researchers don’t know, 
which is where the kids’ imaginations take over. 
 Rajasaurus makes a good model because 

“it was big enough, but not 
too big. It was a meat eater, 
which is exciting. It had a 
horn and areas of bill and 
scales,” says Professor Sereno, 
who was part of the team 
that discovered Rajasaurus 
in 2001 amid a jumble of 
bones collected in 1983. The 
30-foot-long, eight-foot-tall 
theropod lived 65 million 
years ago in western India.
Professor Sereno wasn’t 
always passionate about 
dinosaurs; he was a fan of 
fossils. When he was Ava’s age 
living in Naperville, he took 
a trip to the nearby Mazon 

Creek Quarry, where he found a fossil—not 
a beautiful frond like his brother found, but 
a little worm, which made him happy. He 
remained enamored even when his “worm” 
turned out to be fossilized shark dung. 
Professor Sereno, whose mother was an art 
teacher, studied art and biology at Northern 
Illinois University. A behind-the-scenes visit 
to a natural history museum showed him 
that paleontology combines science, art, and 
adventure. After earning his PhD in geological 
sciences, he began fieldwork in 1988 in the 
Andes, where his team discovered the first 
dinosaurs to roam the earth.
 In September 2012 the famed dinosaur 
hunter introduced himself to Ms. Alicea 
at an open house and suggested a science–
art collaboration around dinosaurs. The 
collaboration with Professor Sereno exemplifies 
Lab’s uncommon privilege of being part 
of a leading research institution. “Dewey’s 
philosophy is still living at Lab,” Ms. Alicea 
says. “We’re still learning by doing. When we’re 
studying architecture, we walk over to the Robie 
House.” For this lesson, the students toured the 
Fossil Lab, located just a few blocks away in the 
Accelerator Building.
 When the project started this academic 
year, Ms. Sukenic was thrilled. Also a writer, 
she spends many summers at a writing 
workshop in Abiquiu, New Mexico, at Georgia 
O’Keeffe’s Ghost Ranch, which hosts the Ruth 
Hall Museum of Paleontology. A resident 
paleontologist once took her to the nearby 
dig site, where Ms. Sukenic documented the 
excavation process, and even dug a little. The 
experience gave her the idea of “digging Lab,” 
she says. “Let’s think from the bottom up and 
go from the beginning of time all the way 
through the built environment.” 
 Before modeling, the children all sketched 
out how they imagined Rajasaurus. It had horns, 
but where on its head? What texture were the 
scales? Did it have lips, eyelids? What color was 
it? Ms. Alicea made copies of these sketches, 
which the students cut up. They chose their 
favorite pieces and made one big collage, which 
they consult as they add details to the clay-
covered skulls. 
 “Can we give her a scar?” one student 
asks. Ms. Fitzgerald, a Fossil Lab employee 
since 2007, agrees, showing how Raptorex has a 
bloody wound on its upper lip. Dino Erin will 
have spikes on her snout and protruding from 
her cheek, and one substantial horn atop her 
head. While the clay is still soft, the students 
use silicone stamps to texturize the skin and 
scales. One stamp with round indentations was 
molded using split peas. 
 Dino Tyler will have a ridge of spikes on 
his snout and down his neck, and a flat crest 
on top of his head. Mr. Keillor kneads more 
clay as the children divvy up the tasks. Loving 

dinosaurs and crafting with clay and papier 
mâché as a child, he studied special effects 
because he wanted to make movie monsters. 
Before joining the Fossil Lab in 2001, he 
worked at a dental laboratory, where he made 
teeth, and then the Field Museum’s exhibit 
department. 
 Professor Sereno and his colleagues 
joined the fourth-graders’ art class on Thursday 
mornings for about a month this winter. But 
the dinosaur collaboration was more than an 
art project, informing the students’ other 
lessons too. They studied geological eras—
Rajasaurus was thought to have lived in the late 
Cretaceous period—and they wrote dinosaur-
inspired haiku. 

 “I don’t do anything in isolation,” says 
Ms. Sukenic. “Everything I teach the students 
is in full dimension. When we work with the 
dinosaurs, I don’t see much separation between 
science and art. This is a really interesting project 
for Gina, Paul, and me because Paul started off 
as an artist.” 
 Ms. Alicea agrees that art informs other 
areas of learning. “Art isn’t a separate activity. It’s 
part of life. Art is another way to communicate,” 
she says. “Not every child learns the same way. 
We have to have different modalities of teaching 
so if a child is struggling in one area, they’ll get it 
in another.” 
 “Art and science—there’s no strict line,” 
says Professor Sereno. “They’re really married 
together. Visualizing something, which is 
what we’re trying to do as scientists, and 
trying to understand it, half of that someone 
might say is art.” Artistic reconstruction 
can prompt scientists to think in new ways. 
Perhaps that’s why his team makes so many 

discoveries—“because you have to see what 
you can’t see.” Professor Sereno was pleased to 
witness this process come alive: The students 
made arguments based on the anatomical details 
he provided, combined evidence with artistic 
imagination, and worked together to come to a 
consensus. 
 A week later, all the clay is dry. The 
sculptures—stamped, horned, and scarred—are 
so detailed that it’s hard to believe they were 
constructed by ten-year-olds. Ms. Fitzgerald 
helps her team paint a base color, while Mr. 
Keillor demonstrates dry-brush technique to 
emphasize the texture. When the students 
finish, the Fossil Lab staff will lacquer the skulls 
and affix hanging hardware, and Mr. and Ms. 
Rajasaurus will watch over the halls of the 
Lower School.

“Art isn’t a separate activity. It’s part of life. 
Art is another way to communicate,” Ms. 
Alicea says. “Not every child learns the same 
way. We have to have different modalities of 
teaching.” 

The dinosaur collaboration was more than 
an art project, informing the students’ other 
lessons too. They studied geological eras—
Rajasaurus was thought to have lived in the 
late Cretaceous period—and they wrote 
dinosaur-inspired haiku. 
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As he retires after 11 years as 
director of the Laboratory Schools 
(one of the longest tenures in Lab 
history), David Magill looks back on 
a decade of change.

by Elizabeth Station

A Legacy of 
Learning, Leadership,
and Innovation

Teachers take an active role in 
shaping the curriculum at Lab. 
How did you collaborate on some of 
those decisions?s?
A leader’s job is to ask the right questions and to 
pose the right challenges and know the capacity 
that your organization has to respond. We have 
incredible capacity here. 
 One important question that our High 
School faculty took on, for example, was 
whether to continue Advanced Placement 
courses when the majority of our graduates 
go to colleges that don’t require Advanced 
Placement tests—and whether we were being 
constrained with the Advanced Placement 
curriculum. After checking with people in 
higher education, they ultimately decided we 
could do better by having courses that go into 
more depth and help students to learn, study, 
and do research. I’m proud that our faculty has 
created that kind of opportunity for our High 
School kids.  
 Similarly, many of us believed that if we 
could find resources to introduce Chinese or 
introduce technology to enhance our language 
laboratories, we should do so. Given the large 
percentage of Asian children coming into our 
schools, and the fact that China has become 
such a dominant world player, we need to 
understand the language and culture. When the 
opportunity came about, our World Language 
department and parent population supported 
it, and Lab now offers a full gamut of Chinese 
classes from grades three through 12.
 
The last 11 years have been a time of 
physical change. 
Systems in old buildings like Blaine and Judd 
are like humans: At a certain age, you begin to 
deteriorate and you need to fix things in order 
to keep going. Our buildings had reached that 
point. We needed to upgrade them so that they 
would continue to serve future generations of 
kids, and at the same time we had to respond 
to the University’s growth. I was given the 
challenge to come up with a plan to do that.
 The Earl Shapiro Hall and the Gordon 
Parks Arts Hall projects were probably the best 
educational facility planning experiences I’ve 
ever had. We sat down with futurists, early-
childhood experts, artists, art educators, and 
experts from around the world. We visited 
schools that were thinking ahead about how 
best to address the needs of future generations 
and picked up many great ideas. In addition, 
we listened very carefully to our own teachers 
and to what they would like to see in a building 
that would improve upon what they had already 
been doing.  
 In both my public school career and here, 
I entered places that needed a great deal of 
new construction and renovation because the 
population was growing. But buildings alone 
aren’t education. I don’t want to be known 

as the construction guy. I would rather be 
known as a cheerleader for quality education 
and a person who has thoughtfully planned 
for improving the quality of the educational 
experience for kids. 

The Lab+ Campaign raised $80 million 
for the Schools. How did you approach 
that challenge?
I didn’t know I had that skill, quite frankly, 
when I came here. But for years I had been 
selling public education to a group of people 
who were not always invested in it. We were 
raising taxes on people, and they needed to 
know why that was important. That experience 
transferred pretty easily to fundraising at Lab, 
which I enjoyed much more than raising taxes 
[laughs]. It’s been very rewarding, and the best 
part is giving people who love this place an 
opportunity to express it through their gifts.

Can you talk about some of the ways 
that Lab is supporting students?
My background before I became a school 
administrator was in special education. It was 
clear when I came to Lab that we didn’t have a 
coordinated program, for nursery through grade 
12, to identify learning differences and address 
them in appropriate ways. It also was clear that 
we had many bright kids and teachers who, if 
given a little additional help, would succeed 
very well.  

 We were very fortunate to hire Ken James 
as our first director of student services. He made 
recommendations in terms of learning and 
counseling supports for students throughout the 
Schools. We have counselors who make sure the 
social and emotional needs of our young people 
are addressed, and we are assisting classroom 
teachers with those issues. We’ve also hired 
an additional High School college counselor, 
so that everybody feels they are getting the 
best support in something very important to 
our families.  

What are the biggest challenges that Lab 
and other independent schools face?
Probably the number one question discussed 
in the independent school world is, how do we 
keep our tuition from excluding the middle 
class? Tuition is approaching $30,000 a year at 
the high school level, and in New York City and 
California, it’s over $40,000.  

 It’s the dream of every head of a school, 
including me, to have a needs-blind enrollment 
policy. That means you have enough money 
built up through endowment, through people 
who want to see that school succeed well 
into the future, that you don’t have to worry 
about whether a student can afford it. Lab 
has increased financial aid and scholarships 
significantly over the years, and we must 
continue to keep that as our focus.

What will you miss when you retire?
The happiness of children is what I’ll miss the 
most. I love turning around in my seat and 
watching our youngest children playing out in 
the courtyard. I loved it when the little ones 
would knock on my window to see if I could 
come out to play.  
 I love the enthusiasm of our High School 
students who are involved in things like Model 
United Nations. I love the grandeur of our 
graduations in Rockefeller Chapel when our 
graduating seniors march in to “Pomp and 
Circumstance.” I like to observe kids who excel 
in the classroom also playing their heart out on 
the tennis court or on a soccer field—or just 
enjoying being teenagers.  
 I love to see the light bulbs go on in the 
eyes of our students when a teacher poses 
questions that force them to think. I love the 
opportunity for give-and-take and the Socratic 
method in our classrooms in Middle and High 
School, where kids are debating issues.  

 I love the provocative kinds of questions 
that teachers ask—and the relationships in a 
community that you’re able to encourage and in 
which all can participate. Those things I’ll miss, 
but not so much that I’m going to change my 
mind (laughs). 

What will you do next?
My wife Judy—she’s been an incredible 
partner—and I will be based in Chicago. We 
love to travel but we have never had time. We 
have seven grandkids who live in Denver and 
Omaha, and we have a home in Arizona so we 
can cross the country and stop in Omaha and 
Denver along the way. I do really intend to 
spend more time with my grandkids and get to 
know them and be supportive of them.

What originally drew you to Lab?  
My entire life prior to coming here was in 
public education. For 20 years I was a public 
school superintendent in two separate school 
districts in suburban Philadelphia. I was also 
on the board of Educational Records Bureau in 
New York City, a company that catered mostly 
to independent and high-achieving public 
schools, and it made me think about doing 
something different.  
 I visited a number of private schools 
around the country. None made me feel as if 
I were a fit. They were too insular, they lacked 
diversity, and in many cases they were just an 
escape from public education rather than a true, 
genuine, and better educational experience.  
 When I came to Lab, I was intrigued. It 
was a school of excellence, attached to a great 
university, with opportunities far and above 
the garden-variety independent school. People 
at Lab were so proud of the fact that so many 
different kinds of kids and families came to the 
school. Diversity was a real strength, something 
they wanted to increase and improve upon.  

“A leader’s job is to ask the right questions 
and to pose the right challenges and know the 
capacity that your organization has to respond. 
We have incredible capacity here.” 
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If anybody knows his way around a university 
campus, it’s Dan Huttenlocher, ’76. From 
a childhood spent at the institutions where his 
parents taught—Harvard, Yale, Columbia, 
then the University of Chicago—to his 
undergraduate education at the University of 
Michigan, graduate school at MIT, and decades 
spent teaching computer science and business at 
Cornell University, Mr. Huttenlocher has spent 
most of his life around students and professors. 
 But Mr. Huttenlocher has never had a 
campus experience quite like the one he’s having 
now. Cornell Tech, of which he is dean and vice 
provost, didn’t exist, even as an idea, until 2011. 
Now it boasts about 30 students, ten faculty, and 
30 staff, working out of space donated by Google 
in New York City’s Chelsea neighborhood. The 
permanent campus, on Roosevelt Island near 
Manhattan in New York’s East River, won’t open 
until 2017, and the school will not reach its full 
size for an estimated 25 years. 
 In the meantime, it seems rude to say that 
Mr. Huttenlocher and his team are making 
things up as they go along, but—

 “Sure we are,” he says. “It’s like any startup.”
 Cornell Tech focuses on preparing its 
graduates for careers in the tech sector, especially 
to found and work for startup companies. 
In addition to technically oriented graduate 
programs, the school offers a one-year MBA 
for students who have undergraduate computer 
science or engineering degrees, which Mr. 
Huttenlocher jokingly calls “finishing school 
for geeks.” 
 It’s a daunting task, but one he believes in 
passionately. 
 “It’s always hard when you’re in the 
beginning stages to have any kind of clarity,” he 
says. “But it’s clear the needs of the information 
age are not being met by the current educational 
system.”
 Mr. Huttenlocher compares this stage in 
the digital age to the early industrial revolution, 
when engineering schools emerged because 
“people in industry said, ‘The needs of the 
industrial economy are not being met by physics 
and chemistry.’”
 To meet those needs, Cornell University, 
which US News ranked the 13th-best 
engineering school and the fifth-best computer 
science department in the nation last year, 
launched Cornell Tech. The new school does 
things a bit differently than a traditional 
engineering or technology program; its goals 

are to hone students’ technical skills while also 
developing their communication and business 
skills. In addition to professors, industry leaders 
spend time with Cornell Tech students, both 
as mentors on projects and as visiting lecturers 
for practicum sessions every Friday. Students 
practice pitches for new projects or startup 
proposals, which are subject to critique by 
their peers: a common practice in business 
schools, but almost unknown in engineering or 
computer science. 
 Engineers are “wired to get things right, 
especially when we have to present them to 
others,” says Mr. Huttenlocher, whose research 
has mainly focused on computer vision, or the 
ability of computers to analyze and process 
images. In contrast, entrepreneurs cannot be 
afraid to fail, multiple times if necessary, before 
finding a successful business model. 
 “What we’re really trying to do is bring 
together the classical computer science master’s-
level curriculum and the more practical 
orientation,” Mr. Huttenlocher said in a June 
2013 interview with Brian O’Kelley, cofounder 
and CEO of the tech company AppNexus. “Our 
goal is to produce graduates who can succeed 
in having a major impact in a high-growth 
environment.” 
 Mr. Huttenlocher and Cornell envision a 
school that will both learn from and contribute 

Dan Huttenlocher, ’76, 
leads the charge for a new 
kind of higher education

by Jeanie Chung

Not your Average Startup

26                  LABLIFE  Spring 2014   LABLIFE    Spring 2014                27

images courtesy Cornell University



28                        LABLIFE  Spring 2014   LABLIFE  Spring 2014                 29

to the burgeoning tech industry in New York, 
creating a relationship similar to the one 
Stanford and Berkeley have with Silicon Valley.
 Crain’s New York says Mr. Huttenlocher 
is “starting a major institution of higher 
learning from scratch,” although the school 
is clearly an outgrowth of Cornell’s academic 
programming. In 2010, Mr. Huttenlocher, 
then dean of Cornell’s School of Computing 
and Information Science, and other deans took 
part in a university strategic planning exercise. 
Two critical findings emerged: that the school’s 
computer science and engineering programs 
needed closer ties to the tech industry; and 
that the university, located upstate in Ithaca, 
New York, needed a greater presence in New 
York City. 
 Less than a year later, New York City 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced a request 
for proposals for a tech campus on Roosevelt 
Island, a process in which Cornell ultimately 
triumphed. Mr. Bloomberg said Cornell Tech’s 
proposal was “far and away the boldest and 
most ambitious”: 2,000 students, 300 faculty 
members, and 2 million square feet of new 
buildings. The campus, billed as state of the art 
and environmentally sustainable, will feature 
laboratories, teaching and research space, 
student housing, space to incubate campus-
based startups, and public space. Cornell 

Tech also pledged to offer public math and 
science programs for students in New York 
City public schools. Mayor Bloomberg said the 
campus would be a “beehive of innovation and 
discovery” and “a game-changer” for New 
York City.
  Leading Cornell Tech’s launch is a 
“perfect role” for Dan, says his brother, Carl 
Huttenlocher, ’90, speaking from professional 
experience as well as sibling pride. In 1999 Carl 
founded Intelligent Markets, a financial software 
company, and hired Dan as his chief technology 
officer.
 “He was at a startup from day one, which 
is important because the campus is promoting 
technology startups,” says Carl, “and the campus 
itself is a startup.”
 Before working for Intelligent Markets, 
Dan was principal scientist at Xerox’s Palo Alto 
Research Center, a research and development 
company that developed the Ethernet and laser 

printing, among other innovations. He’s been a 
member of the Cornell faculty since 1988. 
 Having worked extensively both within 
and outside of academia, Mr. Huttenlocher tries 
to draw on the best of both worlds to create a 
new kind of educational institution. “I’ve never 
viewed academia, and the whole ivory-tower 
view of it, as separate from what’s going on in 
the outside world,” he says.
 Straddling science, technology, and 
business, Cornell Tech’s emphasis on experiential 
learning is very much of a piece with the 
Laboratory Schools. Mr. Huttenlocher draws 
connections between his experience at U-High 
and his life and career.
 “One of the things I definitely learned at 
Lab was how to articulate things clearly,” he 
says. “Not just how to talk to people, but how 
to think clearly about things and express them.” 
In particular, he says, his experience on U-High’s 
debate team helped to develop those skills.   
  Like many Lab alumni, Mr. Huttenlocher 
grew up in academia. His father, the late Peter 
Huttenlocher, was a pediatric neurologist who 
gained renown for his research on synaptic 
pruning: the idea that a multitude of neurons 
develop as a child’s brain grows, followed by a 
gradual “pruning” of the synapses that are not 
used frequently. His mother, UChicago William 
S. Gray Professor Emerita of Psychology 

Janellen Huttenlocher, focused her research 
primarily on how children learn. Together, they 
made sure that their own children—Dan, Carl, 
and Anna, ’79—kept as many synapses intact 
as possible.
 “There always was the expectation that 
what we would do would be quite intellectually 
challenging. But I’m not sure they believed that 
anything outside of academia was intellectually 
challenging,” Dan says with a laugh. 
 Now, of course, he faces an immense 
challenge, intellectually and otherwise. But he’s 
up for it.
 “It’s exhilarating,” he says, “and terrifying at 
the same time.”

All in the Huttenlocher family

Dan Huttenlocher, ’76, 
says he and his siblings 
benefited from “benign 
neglect with high 
expectations”—their 
parents expected them 
to be high achievers 
but didn’t pressure 
them into any specific 
careers or interests. 

There was never competitive animosity among 
the Huttenlocher children, which is part of the 
reason they remain close, he says. Those high 
expectations were also undoubtedly part of 
the reason all three have gone on to illustrious 
careers in their chosen fields.

     Anna, ’79, graduated 
from Oberlin and 
Harvard Medical 
School. She is now the 
Vilas Distinguished 
Achievement Professor 
in Medical Microbiology 
and Immunology 
and Pediatrics and 
the director of the 

Medical Scientist Training Program at the 
University of Wisconsin. Her laboratory 
focuses on understanding the basic molecular 
mechanisms of cell movement, and how these 
mechanisms relate to human diseases, like 
cancer. She and her students have pioneered 
approaches to visualize and manipulate cell 
signaling in vitro and in zebrafish. 

     After graduating 
MIT in 1994, Carl, ’90, 
went into the hedge 
fund industry, working 
at Citadel Investment 
Group in Chicago as a 
convertible bond trader. 
His first experience 
with Asian markets 
came in 1995, when he 

joined Long Term Capital Management as a 
portfolio manager for Asian convertibles and 
equities, based in Greenwich, Connecticut, 
and then Tokyo. He and Dan worked together 
at Intelligent Markets from 1999 until 2002, 
when he returned to hedge funds as a senior 
portfolio manager at Highbridge Capital 
Management. In 2011 he founded Myriad 
Asset Management—a Hong Kong-based 
hedge fund focused on the Asia Pacific region, 
managing $2.4 billion—and now serves 
as managing partner and chief investment 
officer there. 
 Unlike Dan and Anna, who came to Lab 
later in their school years, Carl was a Lab 
“lifer.” “Lab benefited my career,” he says, 
“by teaching me at an early age to think 
creatively and to be inquisitive.”

“One of the things I definitely learned at 
Lab was how to articulate things clearly,” 
he says. “Not just how to talk to people, 
but how to think clearly about things and 
express them.” 

U-High has long Science Talent Search history
  The fifth University High School stu-
dent to make the finals, Rahul Mehta 
adds to a history of success at the Intel 
Science Talent Search.  
  A year ago, Lane Gunderman, now a 
student at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Tecnology in Cambridge, advanced 
to the competition’s Finals and won a 
total of $8,500 for his computer stimu-
lation of the hypothesized motion of 
molecules in photosynthesis.   
  Each yEar, 300 Semifinalists who 
have done exceptional work on an in-
dependent research project are selected 
by PhD scientists, mathematicians, 
or engineers in the subject area of the 
entry, according to the Society for Sci-
ence’s website. A subsequent 40 final-
ists travel to Washington D.C. and com-
pete for the top 10 awards.  
  The Society for Science and the Public 
and the Westinghouse Electric Corpo-
ration created the competition in 1942.  
Originally titled the Westinghouse Sci-
ence Talent Search, Intel took over the 
majority sponsorship from Siemens 
which had bought Westinghouse, and 
in 1998 the name became the Intel 
Science Talent Search.  Since the pro-
gram’s founding, millions of dollars of 
scholarships have been awarded to the 
2,920 final ists and 22,071 semifinal-
ists.  
  The first U-Higher to be named a fi-
nalist in the competition, in 1985, going 
on to win second-place, was Annie Penn 
’85.  That year, she also won the Muse-
um of Science and Industry’s Outstand-

ing Young Scientist 
award and went to 
the Nobel Prize cere-
monies in Stockholm 
to receive the Bausch 
and Lomb award. 
   For hEr sEc-
ond-placE po-
sition, Ms. Penn 
received $10,000 in 

D.C. for a project in which she pro-
duced clones of viral genetic materials 
to make a gene map for studying viral 
reproduction in cells.  Ms. Penn was 
greeted as a celebrity back in Chicago, 
with multiple news agencies doing fea-
tures on her.  According to a feature in 
the Chicago Tribune, Ms. Penn also was 
a ballet and jazz dancer in high school.  
  She told the Midway that she would 
use her scholarship tp Harvard to “ma-
jor in a biological science.  Eventually, 
I’d like to get a PhD and do research”. 
  Two years later, Louise Chang, 1987, 
claimed the 1st prize in D.C. at the 
Science Search. She spent two years 
on cancer research, isolating three ab-
normal genes and found evidence that 
one gene produces a protein-destroying 
enzyme that could contribute to the be-
havior of malignant cells.  
  Louise won $20,000 for her work, and 
when she returned to Chicago from 
D.C., victorious, the school held a cer-
emony in Kenwood Mall in her honor.  
  She too was featured across the me-
dia and appeared on NBC’s “Today” 
show, and in the New York Times.  Af-
ter graduating, Ms. Chang also went to 
Harvard.
  ThE ThIrd U-Higher  to represent 
U-High in four years at the competition, 
Ben Abella, Class of 1988, was named 
a finalist.  He had devoted 20 months 
working in a lab at the University of 
Chicago with Dr. Robert Haselkorn.  
  Mr. abElla researched a soil bac-
terium which acts as a natural fertil-
izer for certain plants in the context of 
genetic engineering, discovering and 
characterizing two genes essential to 
cell life.  
  As Dr. Abella, he worked a few years 
at the University of Chicago Hospitals, 
and currently is on the faculty of the 
University of Pennsylvania in the De-
partment of Emergency Medicine.  
  “The experience showed that anyone 

can make an impact and do something 
both worthwhile and exciting in the sci-
ences,” Dr. Abella said of the science 
competition.  
  “I was amazingly lucky to get to sub-
mit my project, share and spend time 
with incredibly smart students from 
across the country.  I was interested 
in science beforehand, but the Science 
Search solidified my interest and led me 
to become an academic physician.  It is 
too bad not more people have the op-
portunity to participate in programs 
such as the Science Search because it 
really turns people on to the sciences at 
a young age.”
  In 1990 Matthew Headrick took 1st 
place for pioneering research on genes, 
chosen over 1,450 other entries. He now 
teaches theoretical physics at  Brandeis 
University. And in 2002 Beckett Stern-
er placed 6th. He went on to earn a PhD 
in Conceptual and Historical Studies of 
Science at the University of Chicago.

Photo by Erica Scavella from the March 29, 1988 Midway

A Science Talent Search 3rd place 
winner in 1988, Ben Abella was also 
honored by the Museum of Science 
and Industry at a rally in Kenwood 
Mall. Principal Wendell McConnaha 
praised Ben’s achievements. 

by david hedges
Midway reporter
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Dr. Abella



Leaders and 
legacy

> The DePencier Society recognizes 
alumni who give $1,000+ annually 
to Lab

> The Dewey Society honors alumni, 
parents, and friends who contribute 
$2,500+ annually

An elementary-school teacher at Lab 
from 1925 to 1958, Mrs. DePencier 
taught future luminaries such as 
Supreme Court Justice John Paul 
Stevens and influential historian 
William H. McNeill. 
 Donors at either of these levels 
are invited to a special Lab reception 
and your gift can be made in honor 
of any Lab teacher who has made a 
difference to you. 

For information 
Contact the Office of Alumni Relations 
and Development at 773-702-0578 or 
at development@ucls.uchicago.edu. 
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The DePencier Society and Dewey Society 
are two ways that Lab honors leadership 
donors—and one way you can honor a 
teacher that has made a difference to you 
or your child.  

      Find us on Facebook

      Join us on LInkedin

      Follow us on Twitter


