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Galena High's Jake Hummer, left, and Reno's Greg Foster will attend Harvard. Jacqueline Leppla, center, organized a regional Harvard club. 

Siobhan McAndrew 

Harvard almost wasn't a choice for Jake Hummer. 

Hummer, 18, a senior at Galena High School, never thought of himself as Ivy League material. 

"I just assumed it was where all the ridiculously talented people go," said the student who has top SAT scores; 
A's in every class since middle school; is involved in debate club, orchestra and the tennis team; and is his 
senior class salutatorian. 

"I didn't think I lived up to the standards," he said imagining the Cambridge, Mass., freshman class full of 
people who "spent time in Africa curing diseases." 

He admits being a product of public schools - Huntsberger Elementary School, Pine Middle School and Galena 
High School - didn't help his confidence. 

At the bottom of most national educational rankings, Nevada's reputation might be keeping some students from 
applying to the best colleges in the country. 
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Hummer was one of 2,029 students admitted from a pool of 35,083 applicants for the freshman class and one of 
at least three local public high school students attending Harvard next fall. 

What helped Hummer have the confidence to apply was a group of local Harvard alumni. 

The Harvard Club of Northern Nevada and the Sierras started locally awarding the Harvard Book Prize, given 
around the world since 1910, four years ago. 

The group of 400 from all of Harvard's schools includes graduates from Northern Nevada and west to Auburn, 
Calif., and east to Yerington. 

Jacqueline Leppla of the club led this year's Book Prize ceremony, where five local students were honored. 

Hummer, who received the prize last year in his junior year, is the first winner from Northern Nevada to be 
accepted into the prestigious academic university. 

Leppla said many students in Nevada don't think about applying to the country's best colleges.  She said 
Nevada's reputation and culture isn't breeding students who are gunning for the Ivy Leagues. 

It's a culture the Harvard Club and a group of Ivy League graduates from other universities living in Northern 
Nevada talk about when they meet. 

Leppla said scholarships, endowments and programs make the school a real possibility. She said Harvard will 
cover all costs for a student to attend, only requiring $3,000, if a family earns less than $60,000 a year. 

She said getting in is the tough part, paying for it won't be. Also, Harvard and many Ivy League schools have 
the highest college graduation rates. Harvard reports that 98 percent of students who start, finish. 

"Once I won the Book Prize and started talking to the alumni, I realized they were nice and normal people," 
Hummer said. "They were brilliant in their own ways, but I didn't feel like I didn't belong." 

He said visiting Harvard clinched his decision. 

"I went and ate in Annenberg Hall, this huge beautiful building like out of Hogwarts," he said of the 9,000-
square foot dining hall that reminded him of the fictional boarding school in the "Harry Potter" series. 

"I was talking to these students about normal things like the best place to get ice cream in Cambridge," he said. 
"I realized Harvard was for me." 

Siobhan McAndrew can be reached at smcandrew@rgj.com or on Twitter @siobhanmcandrew. 

 


