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Lessons in love for senior Maureen Heffernan

A day in the life of: Qiaochu Yuan, boy genius
Katherine Long
Chief  Copy Editor

“My brother loves playing basketball 
and he’ll play for hours. It’s one of his fa-
vorite things,” senior Maureen Heffernan 
said.

Her brother Riley spends a lot of his 
time enjoying typical teenage activities like 
eating pizza, playing basketball, skiing and 
listening to music. 

Riley also has a disability which re-
quires him to spend more time adjusting 
to change and learning new things.  He has 
Down syndrome, a genetic condition that 
impairs learning ability and can cause other 
medical problems.

“Riley’s disability has made all of us 
very patient. We have learned that people 
need to do things at their own pace, other-
wise they will never be able to do anything 
for themselves,” Riley’s parents said.Riley’s 
Down syndrome has changed Maureen and 
her family’s day-to-day life.

“We all have to work together and talk 
about our schedules because we need to be 
there for him,” Maureen said.  “There is 
deýnitely a lot more responsibility.ò

Riley’s condition has prompted 
Maureen to take an active role in spreading 
Down syndrome awareness.  

Last year she organized the volunteers 
for the Buddy Walk, a national organiza-
tion for Down syndrome that hosts events 
in every state. 

 Its mission is to bring the Down syn-
drome community together and to raise 

money for the National Down Syndrome 
Society.  

“There’s a Down syndrome commu-
nity that is really supportive of each other 
and it was cool to bring them all together,” 
Maureen said. “I was really excited 
to do [the Buddy Walk].”

It’s clear from talking to 
Maureen that spending time with 
Riley is one of the primary focuses 
of her life.  

“He shows me not to take 
things for granted and not to take 
myself so seriously.  He’s made me 
appreciate the little things,” she 
said.

Her family echoes this senti-
ment, expressing their gratitude for 
the many lessons Riley has taught 
them.

“Living with a son with a 
mental disability has taught us to 
take the time to get to know people 
before judging them on their ap-
pearance,” Riley’s parents said. 
“We have learned to accept people 
for who they are and embrace their 
quirks rather than try to force them 
to be ‘normal.’”

Approximately 1 out of ev-
ery 900 babies is born with Down 
syndrome; it is relatively common 
when compared to other genetic 
diseases.  However common it may 
be, people who are unfamiliar with 
the condition often feel uncomfort-
able interacting with children or 

adults with Down syndrome.  Just remem-
ber, Down syndrome is only one aspect of a 
person like Riley.  

“If you hung out with Riley, you would 
understand his compassion for others, (even 

total strangers) his incredibly creative vo-
cabulary (no one else would think to call a 
trampoline a ‘jumpoline’) and his ability to 
always think of something fun to do,” his 
parents said.

Say cheese: Senior Maureen Heffernan and her brother Riley Heffernan spend time together in 
the sun bouncing on the trampoline, fondly known as a “jumpoline” to the Heffernan family.
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Qiaochu Yuan sits before me, his 
guitar leaning against the table, his coat 

slung over his left shoulder, smiling with 
mild interest. His oval glasses twinkle un-
der the þuorescent lights and his unkempt 
hair sways back and forth as he bobs his 
head to a melody only he can hear. He 

grins broadly as his friends slide onto 
the cafeteria bench beside him. Like 

most seniors, his excitement 
as graduation nears is almost 

palpable. 
“I was accepted to MIT, 

Harvard and Princeton, and I am 
leaning towards MIT,” Qiaochu said.

Most students would never guess 
that beneath his humble demeanor, 
Qiaochu is perhaps the smartest boy 
in our school.

Apart from nailing a perfect 
score on his SATs and attend-
ing the accelerated PRISM pro-
gram during middle school, 
Qiaochu recently competed in 
the prestigious Intel Science 
Talent Search in Washington 
D.C., where he went head-to-
head with 39 other ýnalists 
– chosen from a pool 

of over 
1 , 6 0 0 

e n t r a n t s – for a grand prize of 
$100,000 in awards and scholarships.

“I didn’t win, but I got a free lap-
top and $5,000,” Qiaochu said. “Plus, I 
got to meet the President [of the United 
States].”

Qiaochu entered the competition with 
a mathematical model connecting differ-
ent types of curves that could be used in 
computer programming. He ýrst came 
up with the idea while at the Research 
Science Institute, a summer program at 
MIT, where he was mentored by Ryan 
Reich, a graduate student from Harvard.

“It’s annoying; the East Coast schools 
have special classes during the school day 
for this competition,” he laughs. “They 
totally dominated.”

Qiaochu quickly steers our conversa-
tion away from his accolades, however, 
and instead brings up one of his favorite 
hobbies: music. 

“It’s my favorite part of the day,” he 
said of his ýrst period Advanced Guitar 
class. Qiaochu’s interest in music – he 
takes a music theory class at BCC and 
is also a member of the Bellaires here at 
Bellevue – has earned him the respect of 
his fellow musicians.

“He’s a cool guy,” said sophomore 
Jeremy Woolsey, also in ýrst pe-

riod Advanced Guitar. ñHeôs 
really good at guitar and 

I know 

he’s really 
smart, but he’s 
also so down-to 
-earth.”

Qiaochu certainly strives to 
present himself as a likeable, un-
pretentious student. Apart from his 
musical interests, he is also a member 
of the Ultimate Frisbee team. He re-
veals, however, that reconciling his 
near-legendary intelligence with 
a social life can be difýcult.

“[My peers] forget that I’m a nor-
mal kid. It kind of annoys me,” he said, 
pushing up his glasses. “The people who 
know me know that [being smart] isn’t a 
very important part of my personality.” 

Phoebe Huang, who went with 
Qiaochu to Homecoming this year, cer-
tainly agrees. 

“He’s smart, yeah, but that’s 
not what he’s all about,” she said. 
“He’s really funny and modest.”

Qiaochu may be a genius, but 
it’s impossible to forget that he’s also 
just a kid. He cracks jokes in biology 
class, walks through the halls with his 
signature quizzical smile on his face, 
strums and hums on his guitar and 
sings in the shower – just like any 
other student.




