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Grade Inflation Discovered
By Ben Keller ’10
Grade inflation? At our
school? It’s more likely than you
think.
Harvey Mudd College’s
defiance of the national trend
of grade inflation is firmly ingrained in our collective conscience. “We’re simply a more
difficult, rigorous institution,”
common wisdom states. “We
would never raise our grades to
uphold appearances like some
pretentious Ivy. Even if it means
a bumpier ride when applying to
graduate schools, our grades are
honest, and we like them that
way.” This sentiment is so widespread that it has become official; publications distributed by
the admissions office and other
departments around campus often made this very claim.
Until recently, that is. It
was, in fact, the publications
themselves that led to the initial investigation of variations in
the median GPA of graduating       
seniors, the most commonly cited statistic in measures of grade
inflation nationwide. One of these publications, a pamphlet entitled “Judging Performance at Harvey Mudd
College,” claimed that HMC had experienced “virtually
no grade inflation” over the past 30 years. However, the
brochure had not been updated in nearly a decade,
and Jeanne Noda, HMC vice president and dean of
students, decided to go back to the numbers and make
sure that this was still accurate before writing a revision.
What she found was, to say the least, a bit surprising. In the early ’90s, the median GPA at Mudd was
hovering between 3.10 and 3.20, substantially below
the national average. Now, our median GPA tends to
be closer to 3.40; accounting for year-to-year variations,
this is still an increase of a full two-tenths of a percent
in the past 15 years.
“We’re competing with our rivals in that regard,”
Dean Noda explained, “but our average can be as much
as two tenths below peer institutions.” While Mudders
can still take pride in the fact that our GPAs are lower,
on average, than those of our friends at Stanford or
Yale, we can no longer truthfully claim that our institution abstains from grade inflation.

Why the sudden jump? Dean Noda believes that
the single most important contributing factor was the
decision made in the mid-’90s to push the drop date,
the last day on which Mudders are allowed to drop
classes that they do not wish to appear on their transcript, back by nearly a month, placing it after the second midterm in most classes. This move gives students
more flexibility to drop classes that they know they are
failing, rather than being stuck with a black mark on
their record, and fewer failed classes means higher
GPAs. Other likely factors include the institution of
the Academic Excellence program to help students
get through the Core with weekly tutoring and advice,
and an increasing number of students studying abroad,
where they tend to get better marks than here at Mudd.
Also, Dean Noda cautiously posits that we may simply
be admitting better students than we were ten years
ago: “Those who arrive here seem better prepared to
jump into the Core.”
One factor that Dean Noda insists is not in play
is a lessening of academic rigor, and Robert Cave, interim vice president for academic affairs and dean of
faculty at Mudd, would be the first to agree with her:

Mudders Take First at
Robotics Competition

Jessica Wen ’10, Vedika Khemani ’10, Rachel ArceJaeger ’10, and Professor Zachary Dodds with the winning robot
(Photo courtesy of Jessica Wen ’10).

By Rachel ArceJaeger ’10
Harvey Mudd College has long had the reputation
of being one of the few colleges to actively promote
undergraduate research. It is part of what sets us apart
from universities like Harvard or Yale—great schools,
but ones where you tend to have to be a graduate student or a professor to get noticed. Yet Mudd encourages all of its students to try research at some point;
that’s why last summer, barely out of my freshman
year, I found myself working with Jessica Wen ’10 and
Vedika Khemani ’10 on a research project under Professor Zachary Dodds that would eventually lead us to
Florida and back.
The goal of our project was to program a robot to travel through an environment and locate six
“markers”—tri-colored poles we fashioned out of construction paper—and have it declare in a computerized
voice the order of the colors on the pole. We couldn’t
mix up the order of the colors and we couldn’t record the same marker twice. Finally, we had to return
“home”—another marker, this time monocolored—and
declare that we were done.
I won’t bore you with the details of the eight weeks

spent devising a program to run the robot and two long
weeks spent testing, fixing, and retesting our robot; my
story centers on last week, when it finally came time
to board a plane and take our robot to Florida for the
Richard Tapia Robotics Competition.
Flight delays put us at the competition two hours
behind schedule, without the chance to do more than
drop our bags off in our room and hurry downstairs.
We walked into a room full of students in dress shirts
and nice pants while we were still in our travel-weary
clothes. We would later learn that, of the five other
teams present, only the Canadian team was comprised
of undergraduates, and they were all seniors. Our team
was also the only one made up entirely of women.
Luckily for us, the meeting was short-lived, and we returned to our rooms to do what else? Homework. Even
as far away as Florida, there is no escape for a Mudder.
We spent the next day assembling and calibrating
our robot, interrupted by an hour of panicked flurry
when we couldn’t find a 1” by 2” magnetic steel strip
that Professor Dodds had taped under the top of one

Continued on ROOMBAS, Page 3

“Everything that I’ve seen suggests that we have [maintained
academic standards].” Having
had his pulse on the academic
standards of the college for the
past five years, he is more than
qualified to judge. “A positive
outcome in GPA is a natural
reaction to the things we have
done,” Dean Cave stresses.  
In addition to the factors
mentioned above, he cites the
addition of a policy on course
overloads that did not exist 10
years ago; now, students must
receive permission to take
more than 18 units in a semester. Dean Cave also believes
that an increased focus on
continuous advising throughout all four years of a Mudder’s
undergraduate career played
a significant role in the GPA
increase. Prior to the late ’90s,
Mudd had what was referred
to as the Freshman Division,
an office devoted to keeping
tabs on new Mudders and
making sure they were not being overwhelmed by the Core.
While the department was
good at what it did, Dean Cave explained, it couldn’t
coordinate well enough, and simply stopped following
students’ progress after freshman year. Now, the office
of academic affairs keeps regular tabs on all students,
issuing Low Grade Notices and meeting with students
at the first sign of trouble.
Dean Cave also points out that GPA is a very fleeting measure of academic accomplishment: “It’s hard to
know what a 3.0 20 years ago meant compared to a 3.0
now.” This, really, is the crux of the matter: a GPA from
1990 was simply measuring something different than
the GPA of a current senior. There is no evidence to
suggest that academic rigor has declined here at Mudd;
instead, the increase in median GPA is largely a natural
result of policies designed to guide students through
their years at Mudd without quite so many hard landings. It’s hard to argue against later drop dates and
better academic advising, nor would it make sense
to artificially lower grades, making it even harder for
Mudders applying for graduate school or jobs. Whether Mudders will be willing to accept the fact that our
GPAs are rising as fast as those around the country,
however, is something that only time will tell.

November 2007

From the Staff...

Dear Readers,
The students and faculty of the Muddraker
Newspaper would like to send their condolences to
all members of our community who were affected
by the recent wildfires.  Many of us have direct experience with natural disasters, so we are acutely
aware of the stress and anxiety associated with
such events.  Back in 2003, my family was evacuated
for the Cedar Fire, and I had several friends and
acquaintances who lost their homes in the flames.  
When the fires were burning a few weeks ago, I felt
as helpless as many of you as I tracked the fires’
progress and checked on the people I knew.
Now that Southern California has reached a
state of relative calm, we sincerely hope that everybody has a speedy recovery and has been able
to safely return to their homes.  For those who are
rebuilding what was lost, may the process be free
of difficulty and full of new life.
-Lea Zernow ’10, Editor-in-Chief

Puzzle of
the Issue
“Four is the Magic Number”
by Kaylin Spitz ’10
Negative one is eleven
Eleven is six
Six is three
Three is five
Five is four
Four is the magic number.
Eighteen is eight
Eight is five
Five is four
Four is the magic number
Solution on Page 4

Did You Know That?
The Office of Career Services...
• has an employer database?
We have over 1700 employers listed in an Access database where we can
search by city, state, and major.
• has alumni contact information?
In the Career Resource Library, we have two binders with alumni
information.  You can look for alumni by major or by city and state.  It is
a great resource for getting quick information. Also, through the student
portal, students can access the Alumni Sharing Knowledge Network to find
alumni who have agreed to be mentors.
• has thousands of internships opportunities?
We share internships with the Claremont Colleges as well as the following
national colleges - Dartmouth, Cornell, Johns Hopkins, University of
Chicago, University of Rochester, University of Puget Sound, Whitman,
Reed, Lewis and Clark, and Occidental.  Simply set up an account with
MonsterTRAK to access these opportunities.
• has a Career Resource Library?
We have over 300 books you can check out on all topics.  These, as well as
15 PowerPoint presentations, are listed on the website under “Resources.”  
We also have GRE, GMAT, and LSAT booklets and free magazines.
• has a weekly bulletin sent out through email on Fridays?
The best way to find out about activities at Mudd and the other Claremont
Colleges is to quickly read the weekly bulletin.  It has internship
announcements, full-time, part-time, and on-campus jobs.  Just use the
handy hyperlinks to find fast info.
• has a video camera for mock interviews?
Have you ever wondered how you look on film when you’re being
interviewed for that dream job or internship?  Simply book an appointment.
• has a new FREE Career Guide?
Please pick up your copy today to have as a reference guide for all issues
related to career planning.
• has an easy way to sign up for an appointment?
Go to the website and click “Students” – you will see the “Quick Links” for
appointments and logging into MonsterTRAK.  It is very convenient.
We are open from 8:00 A.M. to 12:00 Noon and 1:00 P.M. to 5:00 P.M.
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Images of Freshman Year

Frosh Happy with
Mudd, Poll Suggests
By Ben Keller ’10
Members of the class of ’11 are happy with their
roommates and dorms, and are generally impressed
with Mudd, data from a new survey suggest.  The survey, conducted immediately preceding a freshman
physics lecture, had 102 respondents; collectively, they
painted a picture of a class that was largely satisfied
with its new home.
Students were most satisfied with their dorm
placements, with 88% claiming their new dorms to be

good or excellent fits.   Satisfaction with roommates
was slightly lower, with 23% of students responding
negatively about their new roommates.  On the whole,
however, students were blown away with their Mudd
experience, with 62% of respondents claiming that
Mudd exceeded their expectations.  The data generally reflects well on the effectiveness of the orientation
directors, the deans, and the community as a whole.
We can only hope that future freshman are as satisfied
with their new collegiate lives.

Freshmen stare down Sophomores during the tug-of-war event at Frosh-Soph games (Photo courtesy of Kevin Mapp).

-44%
-45%
-9%
-2%

Students created an indoor version of the Suds party for Frosh Prank (Photo courtesy of Kevin Mapp).

-58%
-30%
-6%
-6%

-41%

Foam noodles become weapons during Frosh-Soph games (Photo courtesy of Kevin Mapp).

First Impressions
of College
By Sarah Loeb ’11
This year, many freshmen find that they were well
placed both in a dorm and with a roommate that they
like. Worries from “will we get along” to “I hope I show
up first so I can pick the bed” were quickly dissipated
as they arrived. For a few people, however, there were a
variety of small annoyances.
Some freshmen don’t completely fit in with the
culture of their residence halls. “Some of our values
differ slightly,” said Jenni Rinker ’11 of North when
asked what she disliked about her dorm. Sonja Bohr
’11 of Atwood explained that, “We don’t have a central
meeting place where we all go because no one meets
in the courtyard.” On the other hand, many freshmen
think that the people in their dorm are fantastic. Peter
Tu ’11 of East says, “I think [East is] a really tight knit
community with a lot of support from the upperclassmen.” Caitlin Jacques ’11 of Case enjoys that the rooms
in her dorm are big and quiet.
Those in the outer dorms find the walk a bit far.
Jacques explained, “[Case is] in the middle of nowhere.
It takes me twice as long to get to anything. I find myself not going back to my room even when stuff that I
need is in my room because it’s too darn far.”
There are also many opinions regarding roommates. The most common problem is differences in
sleep schedules. Many freshmen found it difficult
to work when they were worried about waking their
roommate, and also found it hard to sleep if their

roommate was up into the night. Thanks to the roommate matching forms that the freshmen completed,
these problems are few, but they still have a significant
impact on new students.
A great deal of good came out of the matching as
well. Bohr believes that she and her roommate “were
placed pretty intelligently together.” One thing that
Rinker likes about her roommate is, “Occasionally
she’ll rip out this amazingly sarcastic comment and it’s
usually very funny.” Many freshmen had similar things
to say. For example, Tu is glad that his roommate “takes
showers often,” among other things.
After half of a semester, the freshmen are still
navigating the challenges of adjusting to Mudd. “[I’m]
working harder than I’ve ever worked in my life, but
in some ways, it’s easier than high school because I’m
not the only one studying,” explained Jacques. Rinker
said, “I’m still adjusting to being average. I failed my
Hum paper; it’s so awesome!” Tu has discovered that
“the hardest thing so far is finding a balance between
how much I want to work and how much I want to do
social stuff.”
Finally, in regards to the dorm stereotypes that
have been the talk of the campus, Bohr states, “I think
the dorm stereotypes are true.” While this can be
bad for the propagation of negative stereotypes, they
generally worked well as a measure of where to place
freshmen. It is with the existence of the personalities
that freshmen find themselves well placed—or not—in
their dorms.
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By Dean Chris Sundberg
Howdy and welcome to another edition of the Mudd
Security Blotter.  This time the article is in print as
opposed to the usual e-mail so think of it as a gift that
just keeps on giving.  Anyhow, let’s get right to it:

9/14

Ever wonder where our stolen bikes go when
they are freed from the restraints of our bike
racks?  A staff member reported a truck with
“Armando’s Metal on the side of it…carrying
several bicycles.  The truck was seen driving
very slowly through the area.”  When Campus Safety (CS) attempted to make contact,
the “vehicle left the area”…with some of our
bikes.  Lock your bikes up because you never
know when Armando’s Metal truck will make
another visit.

9/15

It looks like our campus is a favorite for offcampus skateboarders.   CS caught “three
(skateboarders) trick skating and video recording in between East and West dorms.”  If you
want to be in pictures, hang around between
East and West.

Mudd
Security
Blotter

9/15

A professor reported “the drinking fountain in the
lobby to Galileo Hall has been damaged and is leaking
water.”  Those “thirsting for knowledge” stayed around
for a few minutes until a professorial plumber could
respond.

9/16

A report of “…a brick wrapped in black plastic near
a pillar on the northwest corner of Kingston Hall”
prompted CS to do a little detective work.  It turns out
the brick was used to anchor balloons for an event.  CS
“gathered several bricks together,” got a little creative,
and made the Great Wall of Balloon Anchors in the
quad.  Quite a sight to see.

9/20

A report of “a suspicious male seen entering North
dorm lounge…and East dorm lounge…” prompted CS
to detain a “white male with a shaved head and a long
black jacket who was under the influence of an unknown substance.” When questioned, the perpetrator
stated that he was “on his way to his aunt’s house and
was passing through the area.”   He clicked his heels
together three times and headed off to Auntie Em’s
house with Dorothy.  Just kidding about the heels although he did head off to his “aunt’s” house after being
released by CS.

10/4

A “male subject wearing black jeans and a black backpack” attempted to enter “a Linde dorm room through
a window (via a sliding screen).” The student awoke
and scared the perpetrator who “fled to the NE area
of campus” and on to Foothill Blvd. CS was unable to
locate the suspect.

10/11

A report that “someone has broken a large window in
Olin” prompted the F&M folks to quickly find a window repair service.  The window was 5 feet by 10 feet
and costs a bundle to replace so if you did it, stop by
my office and we’ll talk about it.

10/15

A CS officer “reported that he struck a student on a
unicycle on the north side of East dorm.”  This is something that could only happen at good ol’ HMC.  The
student complained of “left ankle pain and right knee
pain” and was taken by CS to Student Health Services.  The Claremont Police Department even showed
up and they said, “This could only happen at good ol’
HMC!”…or something like that.
Well, that’s it for this edition of the Mudd Security
Blotter in the Muddraker.  Look for more fun security
facts in the next edition of the Muddraker in December.

Planes, Trains, and Automobiles:
How Students Get Around Campus
By Kaylin Spitz ’10

inevitable flat tires and other repairs, or carrying their
bike up a flight of stairs.  In a campus as short as that
of Harvey Mudd, many find bicycles more trouble than
they are worth.
Foster’s favorite:  Unicycling.  Albeit not the most

The Simple Slab: Skateboarding and Longboarding.  While one can argue that skateboards and longHarvey Mudd College’s campus is only 0.4 miles
boards are different, they share a basic design: a piece
(or 0.64 kilometers) long, and it only takes eight minof wood with wheels.  Possibly the most popular way—
utes to walk from one end to another.  Yet students at
after walking—to get to morning classes, boards allow
the school are not content
one to travel down campus
with an eight-minute comwith very little work, and
mute to and from class.  
do not require the use of
They constantly strive for
one’s hands.   They take
faster and easier ways to
less time to learn to ride
get across campus.   From
than unicycles, and can
skateboards to wheeled
be left right outside one’s
beds, Mudders are always
classroom. Of course,
finding interesting ways to
they are not as helpful
get around.
when traveling uphill, and
The simple solution:
board-related injuries are
Walking.  This is probably
fairly common.
the most popular way to
The Vaulting Vehiget around campus, and
cle: Crutches.  Crutches ofit is easy to see why.  Most
fer something special:  they
students master the skill
let a person get around usbefore coming to campus,
ing only one leg.  One can
and they do not need to
still travel up and down
buy any additional equipstairs, and the crutches
ment, unless their path
can be taken inside classgoes by West Dorm, in
rooms.   Plus, the sight of
which case shoes may be
one hobbling up campus
necessary.   Unfortunately,
often attracts pity –at least
walking takes longer than Tarun Narayan ’10 kicks off of a skateboard and Matthew Lawson ’09 rides a unicycle to get to class (Photo courtesy of Michael Ho ’10).
until people find out one
other methods, and one cannot simply coast downhill.
common daily transportation, unicycling is a longisn’t injured—and is a good conversation starter.  On
The classic college cruise:  Bicycling.   Above all, a
standing Harvey Mudd tradition.  Unicycles are smaller
the downside, one’s arms and armpits get rather sore,
bicycle offers an opportunity for speed.  One can easand simpler than bicycles, and much more portable.   and the novelty wears off quickly, so the non-injured
ily go faster than twenty miles per hour down campus.   A unicyclist goes faster than a pedestrian, and arrives
may prefer to avoid using crutches.
Bicyclists appreciate the efficiency and the opportuat class in true Mudd style.  Learning to ride, though,
The Bad Idea: Car.   Using a car to get around
nity to sit down on the way to class.  However, few are
takes a fair amount of time, and it is difficult to remain
Mudd’s campus is overkill.
equally fond of the time it takes to lock a bicycle, the
vertical while not moving.

Quotes of
the Issue

“It says it in the
constitution: you have
the right to sleep in
Asai’s lecture.”
-Professor Asai, during a Bio 52 Lecture

“When in doubt, pull
it out.”
-Anonymous math professor

Animalia of
Mudd

By Tanya Lewis ’10

Any Mudder who’s ever walked around campus
at night is familiar with it…that flash of brown, the
streak of fluff, then an onslaught of jumping fur
balls: the bunnies! The little varmints are invisible
by day, but as soon as darkness descends, they blast
out from behind every bush. Where did they come
from? Probably all from a single mating pair, which
then proceeded to reproduce at roughly the rate of
E. coli. With no natural predators aside from the
odd Harvey Mudd student, they have flourished.
Soon they will probably form a thick carpet underfoot, replacing skateboards as the primary mode of
transport on campus. The bunnies are getting complacent, though. It would be tempting to release a
lynx on campus, and let it have a field day (field
night?). Would this be cruel? No crueler than, say,
an E & M midterm.
Another creature in abundance on campus is
the squirrel. Since there is no winter to speak of
in Claremont, the squirrels can’t really hibernate,
and are therefore just as sleep deprived as most
students. This causes their natural fear of humans
to be replaced by ruthless daring. They like to live
dangerously, sitting right in the path of cycling
students. Then they snicker as the students veer
sharply away while their homework gets shredded
in the bike chains. With the number of squirrels
around, the pelt-down man would make a rich living at Harvey Mudd. Then again, if the game Oregon Trail™ is anything to go by, he might have a
mighty hard time hitting any.
There is big game to be found on campus too:
suit-clad, surly clinic students may be spotted during their migrations down from the lush pastures
of the residential sector to the wart-ridden caves
of academics. During the first days of the school
season, sweeping droughts cause angst and restlessness among the student herds. But the arrival
of the monsoon season (at approximately 6:01 pm
of the first weekend) brings considerable relief to
the thirsty creatures.
Then of course there are the Koi. These sacred
fish spend their days down in Hixon court gulping
big mouthfuls of air as if their gills were just for
looks. They are very pious fish, spending the better
part of their days “considering the lilies.” The pond
can be an excellent place for reflection, especially
of the total internal kind. Yes, the Koi certainly have
a good life in those algal depths, unfettered by the
(hopefully) large exchange of knowledge occurring
merely feet from them.

My Summer Vacation: Fun with Roombas
A Comparison Between Mudders and Toddlers
By Sara Gussin ’08

Coming back to Harvey Mudd this fall was a bit
more of a shock for me this year than it had been in the
past. For one thing, I'm a senior this year. More importantly, however, I spent this past summer taking care of
toddlers in Spain. Jumping from working at a daycare
to working on thesis would be jolting for anyone.

“Not to say that Mudders are
just big toddlers, of course, but
we certainly have our moments.”
As I reacquainted myself to Mudd life, there were
certain things I noticed. For one thing, nothing will
ever be more exhausting than getting fifteen small children to eat their lunches. Half of them were incessantly
either putting their food in their hair or throwing it
across the room, and the other half just sat in their
seats, pouting and refusing to touch their food. Thesis
may frustrate me, but at least it doesn't throw spaghetti
at me.
I also began to notice certain similarities between
Mudders and the kids I worked and played with this
summer. Not to say that Mudders are just big toddlers,
of course, but we certainly have our moments.
One of the joys of playing with toddlers is watch-

ing them learn to talk. The interesting side of this is,
of course, that not all of them are capable of talking.
As such, those who can talk often take advantage of
those who cannot. Many times, a child who was capable
of speech would instigate a fight with a younger child,
only to blame it on the younger one when an adult
inquired into the matter.
The playground, it seems, is full of power plays,
and each toddler must either fend for him or herself or
suffer the consequences. Occasionally, alliances would
be formed, and one child would stand up for another.
Often the oldest girl would stand up for some of the
smaller kids in arguments, but if she was involved, she
stood up for herself.
     The power plays don't merely extend to the children,
either. The second day I was working with them, two
of the older children tried to convince me to get some
books down from the shelf to read with them. When I
asked another supervisor, it turned out they were only
allowed to read books after lunch, not before. They had
recognized my inexperience and lack of knowledge and
attempted to use it to get what they wanted. I couldn't
help but be impressed at this.
Here at Mudd, we have our own versions of these
struggles and power dynamics. We too stigmatize those
who cannot or will not stand up for themselves, and
we too attempt to gain the favor of influential peers
and professors in order to make our lives easier. These
games are part of adult life, and we learn from childhood how to play them.

Continued from Page 1

of our packaging boxes. This tiny piece of metal, placed
on the right side of our computer screen, was the only
thing that would let our computer not go to sleep when
we shut it and stuck it in our robot. Without the strip,
our robot would have been impossible to run. We raced
all over the hotel, testing out magnets from the Disney
store, keys, coins—anything and everything to keep
our computer from going to sleep. Nothing worked. In
desperation we returned to our room, only to find that
we had opened one of the boxes upside down, and the
metal piece was on the bottom. We were now set to go.
Or not. As anyone who has ever worked with robots can attest, something always goes wrong. That’s
why we were up (along with every other team) until
6:30 a.m., fine-tuning and testing our robot and trying
to get it to PLEASE work! Another disaster hit us at
3:00 a.m., when some of our crucial wiring broke. Of
course, we hadn’t thought to bring a soldering iron,
and when asked all of the other teams said they didn’t
have one. Finally, we asked hotel maintenance for help,
and they were kind enough to come and solder our
wires back together for us. Phew! Another catastrophe
averted. Interestingly enough, later on that night another team’s wiring broke, and we saw them whip out
their own little yellow soldering iron. I guess that they
just didn’t want to share.
Finally, tired, coded out, and desperate for sleep,
we went to bed. All three of us set our alarms—none of
us heard them go off. We woke up five minutes before
the competition was supposed to start. We practically
flew out the door and arrived, out of breath but with
our robot, just in time.
As we set our robot at the starting mark, another

team quipped that we should win “just for style”, staring pointedly at the legos supporting the camera and
sonars on our robot. I suppose I understand his doubt;
our little Roomba cost only about $100. That may seem
like lot, but at least one robot was quoted as being
worth $6000. Even so, I personally think the award for
style should go to the robot that had a Tigger tail attached.
Still, appearances mattered for naught when our
turn came and our robot actually worked! It found and
correctly identified four markers before having to return home so as not to exceeded its time limit. Even
more amazing, every bad thing that could have happened to it did. It got stuck in corners, kept wandering
off at weird angles—but thanks to the weeks we spent
testing it, it was able to worm itself out of each bad
situation and continue on with its mission. Hurray!
Unfortunately, we had to catch our plane before
we found out how we did. We knew we had done well,
but the smug looks on the other teams’ faces reminded
us that we were trying to beat Ph.D. students with years
more of experience and with much more elaborate, expensive technology. What chance did we really have?
The answer was waiting for us in a terse e-mail as
soon as we got back to Mudd. We had won! In spite of
everything, we had beaten the odds and had come out
on top. It just goes to show that, undergraduate or not,
Mudd students are just as capable of qualitative, meaningful research as anyone else. That’s why I encourage
you: don’t wait for grad school; take advantage of the
opportunity Mudd offers to do research as an undergraduate. It is an amazing learning experience, a great
way to help you define your interests, and is just plain
fun.
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Chatting with a
New Arrivals and Faces
Resident Physics Guru
By Andrew Chung ’10

With a new year at Mudd comes many new faces – no, not the frosh, but the new faculty and staff!

Thyra Briggs, Vice President for Admissions and Financial Aid
•
•
•

B.A. in religious studies and child development, Connecticut College.
Last job:  Dean of Enrollment, Sarah Lawrence College.
Although her friend never made it to the hot seat, Thyra was once a “Phone-a-friend” lifeline on
Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?

Eliot Bush, Assistant Professor of Biology
•
•
•

Ph.D. in biology, Caltech.
Last job: Postdoctoral fellow, University of Chicago.
Eliot spent a year in Moscow as an exchange student in high school and taught English in
Taiwan for a year after college.

Elizabeth Connolly, Visiting Professor of Physics

•
•
•

Working on Ph.D. in atomic physics, Caltech.
Last job: Software engineer, Cacheflow, Inc.
Elizabeth loves to travel, and she especially enjoyed her visits to Argentina and Thailand.

Raissa Diamante, Assistant Director of Admissions
•
•
•

M.A. in higher and postsecondary education, Columbia University.
Last Job: Assistant Dean and Director of Multicultural Recruitment.
Raissa went to North Hollywood High School, commonly referred to as the Zoo Magnet due to
its proximity to the Los Angeles Zoo. It even had classes on the zoo grounds.

Sam DiMaggio, Visiting Professor of Engineering
(Photo courtesy of Lindsay Tice).

Q
A

First of all, can you tell us a little about your
past, education, birth place, whatever else you
want?

Yes, I used to work in a circus. [laughter]. Actually, let’s see, I did my B.S. at McGill, in Canada
and then what, then there was a blur, and then
I went to Chicago to do a PhD and I was there for four
years, 95-99, and ’99 I went and did a post-doc at Cornell and I was there for four years. And after that, I
came here. Before McGill I was all over the place. I was
born in Lebanon. Beirut, Lebanon.

Q
A

I hear they have really good falafel.

Yeah, really good falafel! They also have other
kinds of food which generate lots of death.
These are very popular. So anyways, I was
there for 18 years or so, most of which was the city in
wartime, in Lebanon from ’75. I did a bit of fighting
myself [laughter]. Actually I did none. It was a fun time
and then we sort of escaped from there and came to
the US and Canada. So that’s uh..I’m now Canadian.

Q
A
Q
A

Do you have dual Citizenship?
I have dual citizenship, and I’m soon to become American, I’m just going down the list
of countries.
Can I ask about your experiences in different
countries then, how you found it? Lebanon vs
Canada vs America?

Lebanon was sort of an interesting place because you sort of get exposed to all sorts of
food, culture, good, bad—everything goes
together, and the war was also somewhat ethnically
polarizing, so you see some nasty sides of these differences that arise as well.
People in the Middle East  put their heart into whatever they’re doing, that can be good or bad of course.
For example, it can be good because they are hospitable, when they see strangers, very kind and hospitable.  
Another difference is that they sort of have no sense
of law in the region, essentially, things like bribery is
either a very useful technique to acquire and things
like that that you don’t see in the Western world, where
maybe there is bribery, but in a much larger scale like
billions of dollars, as opposed to small things.
Culturally, Canada is all set apart, because I was in
Quebec, which has French culture, very interesting,
the good thing is that the food is better there, the locals speak a language which they claim is French, it’s
sort of French-like, but they have sort of an interesting
mixture of languages, English and French. It’s mostly
French, but with a very heavy accent. So, Lebanon also
had French qualities, it was the second official language, so we learned French too, so that was fun, to
interact with both cultures in Quebec.
It’s really the sort of variety you have that makes things
interesting, in life, in general, I would say. Part of the
thing I’m doing with the international movie thing is
to sort of give a flavor of that, sort of like, I think, if
someone is really exposed to three or four cultures
during a lifetime, through personal experience, I think
you become much more alive in many respects. A lot
of the way I work is really a reflection of having seen
different cultures.

Q
A

I see by your website you’re interested in photography and politics.

Yes, I am interested in photography. I am interested generally in painting, drawing. That
was sort of a side career I had considered for
awhile, and since I chose science, you don’t have time
to actually do a lot of drawing, then photographing in
some sense is a quick way of doing the same thing, but
of course, it’s not actually that quick if you take it seriously. Photography is something I’d like to spend more

time on. I think, speaking for students, I would say
that my experience has been that, always have several
hobbies going, in addition to whatever you would call
your profession, it really can make things much more
enjoyable. And you’ll notice that as you work in your
profession more and more and spend less time on your
hobbies, is that you’ll become more unhappy, and that
is usually a sign that it is time to spend a bit more time
on hobbies.

Q
A

So how did you come into getting into science
and going onto physics and string theory?

Well, physics, I think I decided to do around
age 14, and it’s pretty strange because I actually had no physics at that point, so it was like,
I don’t know, liking a woman you’ve never seen [laughter], like an arranged marriage or something. So the
way I learned about physics, is that my brother was in
university and he had one of these Halliday & Resnick
type big college physics books, and I didn’t know English at that point, and the book was in English, so I
remember, I spent quite a bit of time with a dictionary, English to Armenian, and I would translate every
page of the book, which, in perspective, was very nerdy
[laughter]. So, the only other sort of option I considered between fifteen and eighteen--one was painting, I
considered it seriously. But I stuck with physics, and it
was great fun, so I don’t regret it.

Q
A

And of course there’s some other competing quantum gravity theories at the moment,
right?

In string theory, you feel that you are doing
more traditional physics that you can rely on,
and use your good old physical intuition to
guide you forward. Whereas in loop quantum gravity,
you really need to, it seems to me, take bigger small
steps than you have to in string theory. Now I will get
hate mails from loop quantum gravity people. Fortunately, there’s only three of them in the world [laughter].

Q
A

Yeah, essentially, right. Lee Smolin, his brother, his sister [laughter]

A

Oh, it’s great. Wild parties every night [laughter]. Well, it’s actually extremely convenient for
me, because I don’t have to make the commute
that I had to do last year, so whenever now, for example,
as I’m giving this very formal interview, I’m sitting here
essentially in my underwear [laughter], and I can just
drop by Sontag and change my pants, you know and I
can get comfortable clothing. The noise level is great. I
think I’m probably making the most noise.

lives.

Gary Kelly, Associate Dean for Institutional Diversity
•
•
•

B.A. in sociology, UC Berkeley.
Last job: Associate Dean of Admissions, Pomona College.
Gary seems to have connections with comedy – he once opened for Sinbad at UC Berkeley and
Bill Cosby told a group of women that Gary was his son.

Rachel Levy, Assistant Professor of Mathematics
•
•
•

Ph.D. in applied mathematics, North Carolina State University.
Last job: Postdoctoral fellow, Duke University.
Rachel is currently learning tissu, which is a circus skill where the performer climbs up two
long strips of fabric and proceeds to do acrobatics with them. She wants to organize a trip to a
local circus school – if you’re interested, just ask!

Falone Serna, Assistant Director of Admissions

•
•
•

M.A. in communications, Cal State Fullerton.
Last job: Automotive Online Account Executive, Los Angeles Times.
Falone has held many jobs in the music industry, from Capitol Records to Skinnie
Entertainment Magazine to KROQ 106.7. Despite his commercial connections, his first love is
underground hip hop.

Colleen Smith, Assistant Director of Admissions
•
•
•

B.A. in English, Pomona College.
Last job: Admissions Officer, Pomona College.
When she was in 7th grade, Colleen was on “Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego?”
Although she didn’t win, she still got an awesome boombox and backpack.

Chris Stanisky, Visiting Professor of Chemistry
•
•
•

Ph.D. in physical chemistry, Yale University.
Last job: Visiting Assistant Professor of Chemistry, Mount Holyoke College.
Chris double majored in chemistry and Latin with a minor in ancient Greek as an
undergraduate.  Take that, Professor Yong! He also loves to tinker with his old Porsches.

Kimberly Tucker, Visiting Assistant Professor of Mathematics
•
•
•

Ph.D. in applied mathematics and statistics, Johns Hopkins University.
Last job: Research assistant, Johns Hopkins University.
Kimberly was a member of a champion intramural innertube water basketball team. Perhaps she
should join our intramural sports program?

Lee Smolin…

On Professor Sahakian’s experience as the 2004-05
faculty-in-residence at Sontag:

Q
A
Q
A
Q
A

Ph.D. in engineering mechanics, Columbia University.
Last job: Director of Structural Dynamics, Space Exploration Technologies.
Sam’s middle name, Joe, comes from his uncle Joe DiMaggio, who was not the  baseball player,
unfortunately for the two Yankees fans on this campus.

Better than living in West, right?
Yeah, I sometimes hear from very far away, you
know very loud, scary sounds coming from
West.
So, compared to the other colleges you’ve
been to, what do you think of Mudd and the
students here and the way we do things?
[Harvey Mudd] is a science-oriented school, so
it does probably attract more studious people,
more prepared people, people with less social
Lastly, can you please tell us a little about your
grandmother?

Yes. My grandmother, as I’ve mentioned several times, smuggled firearms in her underwear
[laughter]. When she was younger, of course.  
I think the only thing that made her actually afraid
was earthquakes. That was something that she could
not take, but otherwise, you know, big-sized burglars,
muggers—all these things she could handle. So, she
was a very interesting person. And she would do these
amazing integrals on the side [laughter].

A Bad Idea
By Kaylin Spitz ’10
How can you easily make an
entire Sontag suite unlivable
for ten minutes? Two Mudders
discovered how to accomplish this
feat last year when attempting to
make spiced beans. They heated
up some oil and added cayenne
pepper, hoping to release its flavor
into the dish. Immediately, the
mixture fizzed and threw cayenne
pepper into the air. Even after
these two erring cooks opened the
window and the suite door, it was
fifteen minutes before they could
go inside without copious coughing and burning eyes.
Solution to puzzle on page 1:
Negative one is eleven letters long, eleven is
six letters long, six is three letters long, three
is five letters long, and five is four letters
long.
Eighteen is eight letters long, eight is five letters long, and five is still four letters long.
Four is the magic number because its length
is itself.

contributing muddraker

This interview was conducted by Nick Herman in 2004
for the ‘Mudd Online.’ It is reprinted here in shortened
form with permission of the interviewer and interviewee.
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