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Perfection
Targeted and Claimed by BHS Juniors

Written by  June Scharf  •  Photos by Scott Morrison, Discovery Photo

Perfection was sought and captured by four BHS juniors who can lay claim to making no errors 
on their ACT standardized tests taken this spring. It’s a feat achieved by only .33% of test takers 
nationwide. Among the group is Evelyn Zhang who also achieved a perfect score on the SAT. 

This exact accomplishment is shared by fewer than .5% of all test takers, according to the Beachwood 
schools administration.

The students are a diverse group, yet one commonality among them is their lack of certainty about their 
eventual professions. They each have many interests and options, and they are in no rush to focus squarely 
on a particular source of eventual employment. Overall, they avail themselves of the many extra-curricular 
opportunities offered at BHS and tend to favor STEM subject matter. On the occasion of their test-taking 
accomplishments, they shared some strategies and approaches to academic life. 

From left: Michael Karpov, Evelyn Zhang, David Huang, and Ilan Haas have what it takes with test taking and more.
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In that moment when Evelyn discovered her ACT score, 
she thought it involved an error.

“When I first saw it on my screen, I 
thought it was a glitch, so I kept refreshing 
the website,” she explains very matter-
of-factly. She had scored a perfect 36 on 
two practice tests, but this still seemed 
unreal. Part of that thought pattern 
might stem from her generous amount of 
humility, combined with a general lack of 
presumption and posturing. She has a very 
grounded perception of herself.

When she later saw her SAT score, she 
was surprised and very happy, and this 
time, she believed it. But she hasn’t let 
these dual sources of perfection slant 
her perspective.   

“A good score looks really flashy and all 
that, but I think most colleges treat scores 
near the top similarly and a perfect score 
isn’t that much different from one that’s a 
point or two lower.”

Nonetheless, she believes her hard 
work preparing for the tests, involving 20 
hours devoted to each, contributed to her 
success more than tapping into the general 
knowledge she possesses. 

That information filling her head, 
however, is substantial, if the fact that 
she took five advanced placement (AP) 
classes (involving seven actual AP exams) 
is any indication. Also, her GPA last 
quarter was 5.0. The genetics at play here 
involve her mother who is a nurse at the 
Cleveland Clinic and her father who is a 
chemist, so science is running through 
everyone’s veins. When pressed about her 
own future, Evelyn is thinking in terms 
of working in the computer science field, 
and she’s also thinking about physics and 
math. She’s just not sure yet, she says. 

This summer, she will be taking two 
classes at Cuyahoga Community College, 
including psychology and an introduction 
to discrete mathematics. What’s that, 
Evelyn? “I’m not too sure but I think it has 
to do with proofs and creating formulas.” 
She says she’s always been “pretty good at 
math,” and she likes learning about it and 
expanding her knowledge. 

“It’s fun and challenging. I do get 
frustrated sometimes, then later I feel 
like that’s part of the process. When 
I look back on things that I used to get 
frustrated with, it looks really easy. 
And that makes me happy to see that 
I’ve improved.”

Evelyn began attending Beachwood 
Schools in kindergarten, and she has 
siblings in first and sixth grades coming 
up behind her. Everyone in her family is 
bilingual, with Mandarin being the primary 
language spoken in the house. To become 
more proficient with the language, she 
took lessons through the Cleveland 
Contemporary Chinese Culture Association 

up until 8th grade. She has visited China 
three times since she still has relatives 
living there. Her parents emigrated to 
the U.S. about 20 years ago for greater 
opportunities here, she says.  

“A good score looks really 
flashy and all that, but I think 

most colleges treat scores 
near the top similarly and a 

perfect score isn’t that much 
different from one that’s a 

point or two lower.”

When Evelyn is not tending to her 
academic tasks, she is involved with 
Science Olympiad, math club, and 
computer science club. She has also 
written for the high school newspaper, The 
Beachcomber. Her hobbies include reading 
fantasy and sci-fi books, and baking cakes, 
cookies and bread. She confesses to being 
able to manage the distractions that cell 
phones and computers deliver, but when 
she does succumb to the internet, videos 
of funny animals on YouTube often grab 
her attention. 

If Evelyn could offer advice to students 
seeking to elevate their scores, she 
says focusing on areas where she made 
errors certainly helped her. Also, she 
recommends taking lots of tests that 
are available free online and using the 
answer keys.  

“When I look back on things that I used to get 
frustrated with, it looks really easy. And that makes 
me happy to see that I’ve improved.”

Evelyn Zhang

Evelyn Zhang
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Ilan has a compelling theory concerning how and why 
he earned a 36 on the ACT.

“It’s because my mom told me to eat lots and 
lots of eggs the morning of the test so that, by 
the end of the exam, I wasn’t hungry and I could 
focus the whole time,” he explains. “I stuffed my-
self because my mom kept saying, more eggs 
on toast!” He reports that his head felt very clear 
during the test and when he read the problems, 
“it all clicked and made sense immediately.”  

Aside from that element, he says his main 
motivation was to do well enough so that he 
didn’t need to take the test again. He admits, 
however, that he didn’t nail it on practice 
tests, with scores like 33, though on some 
sections, he scored a 36.  

Ilan arrived in Beachwood in 9th grade 
after attending Mandel Jewish Day School. 
He describes the transition to public school 
as a very big change, like “being thrown in 
the pond for the very first time.” 

“The amount of independence was a 
challenge,” he reports, but he drew support 
from the personal help offered by guidance 
counselors in particular. 

With quite a range of interests and activities, 
aside from academics, Ilan is extremely well 
rounded and seems to draw a lot of excite-
ment from life in general. He counts among 
his hobbies chess, arguing with one of his 
sisters, playing the card collecting game Magic, 
The Gathering; and playing piano for the past 
eight years. He earned a high school diploma 
in music, delivered by the Music Guild, which 
“is a pretty big deal,” he explains. When asked 
what the most challenging pieces are that he 
has memorized on the piano, he pauses, then 
names two. “The Polka by Shostakovich is 
difficult and definitely not the most beautiful 
piece because it sounds like tons of noise. It’s 
so hard because your hands must jump around 

everywhere and your fingers can miss the note. 
Plus, it’s played very fast.” His other selection is 
Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in C Sharp Minor.   

Regarding his passion for chess, he plays 
against classmates and random people 
online. His guiding thought concerning chess 
is: “The only true teacher is your enemy,” an 
idea he gathered from reading Ender’s Game, 
a science fiction book by Orson Scott Card. 
“You learn from being beaten,” he adds.

He confesses that the real reason he likes 
Magic, The Gathering is because he has a 
group of five friends who are highly engaged 
with it and they all play together. “Every 
Saturday, my friends come to my house and 
we play, even during the pandemic when we 
needed to sit outside in the freezing cold.” 
It’s a game of politics, he details, and the way 
to win is by “exploiting the interests of other 
players and convincing them that it’s in their 
favor to do things in your favor. It creates 
very funny situations with lots of arguing, 
which I actually enjoy.”

Each year, Ilan also participates in sports, 
though he hasn’t committed more than one 
season to each team. He’s participated in 
swimming, soccer, track, and cross country; 
and also has taken some breakdancing and 
gymnastics classes.

He notes that everyone in his family, 
including his five siblings, plays an instrument, 
except for his dad. It’s his mom who wants 
the children to learn from the arts, he says. 
His dad works as an anesthesiologist at UH 
Ahuja Medical Center and functions as such in 
temperament as much as profession, according 
to Ilan. “He’s a very calming person.”

Ilan plans to defer his enrollment in college 
so that he can spend one to two years in Israel 

where he will pursue Jewish studies, hiking 
and volunteering. 

Looking ahead to his eventual career 
is definitely a fraught consideration. “It’s 
a difficult question.” To answer, he initially 
borrows a notion from the mid 18th-century 
French composer, Georges Bizet, famous 
for the opera Carmen. “Ah, music! What a 
beautiful art! But what a wretched profession!”

But seriously, he says he’s really not sure. “I’m 
interested in computer science and math, but I 
like far too many things to be able to decide.”

While he admits that he’s not always disci-
plined with studying, he says he still works hard 
because he enjoys learning. And even though 
he says he hated studying for the ACT, he still 
did it. Ultimately, when it comes to academics, 
Ilan draws inspiration from his physics teacher, 
Mr. Lerner, who doesn’t expect students to 
understand the material immediately. 

He wants you to know what it feels like to 
think of the wrong thing and then figure out 
the right thing. “To be wrong is not something 
to be avoided, it’s to be acknowledged and 
worked with.” Spoken like a true scholar.

Ilan’s guiding thought concerning his chess hobby: “The only true teacher is your 
enemy,” an idea he gathered from reading Ender’s Game, a science fiction book 
by Orson Scott Card. “You learn from being beaten.”

Ilan Haas

Ilan Haas
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David Huang
David’s perfect score is a product of some preternatural intelligence combined with perfect 

preparation and frankly, some solid parental pressure. His work toward mastering the exam 
began three years ago when his mom enrolled him in an ACT prep camp in Solon, and more 
recently, she urged him to practice daily for the test. 

One of the foremost lessons he gleaned 
from his experience involved carefully 
studying his mistakes.

“You need to be relentless with your 
errors,” he states. “Take a lot of practice 
tests and write down in a notebook every 
wrong answer and why you made it. Keep 
those mistakes in mind so you don’t make 
them again.” 

In the two weeks leading up to the test, he 
says he completed two entire practice tests 
each week. In total, he reports he took five or 
six tests, start to finish. And when the scores 
were released, he made haste. “I hopped on 
my computer faster than you can say A-C-T.”

David is certainly no stranger to being 
organized and disciplined. His workload 
included six AP classes, and his extra-
curricular activities involved Science 
Olympiad, Model United Nations, editor 
for the high school literary journal, The 
Introspect, and Debate Team, for which 
he’s one of the captains.

“I study a lot and I’m trying to find out 
where my limit is and how much is too 
much. I haven’t hit it yet, but it’s risky 
territory.” He mentions that the load can 
sometimes impact his sleep habits.

Outside of his academic pursuits, David 
has been heavily involved with ice skating 
since he attended  elementary school. “It’s 
a very strenuous and expensive sport,” he 
notes. He’s currently working on a double 
jump. “People on TV make it look very 
easy,” he says, contrasting that to his own 
challenging experience. He visits the rink 
at Thorton Park in Shaker Heights four or 
five days per week for hour-long sessions 
early in the morning, and on weekend 
afternoons. He reports having taken a 
few back falls, but never endured a 
serious injury.

David’s family moved here from the 
Hunan province in China in 2003. He 
and his sister Rebecca, class of 2014, 

both attended Beachwood Schools 
since kindergarten. His mother, a nurse 
practitioner, and his father, a researcher 
at Cleveland Clinic, both raised David 
with an emphasis on his education. They 
also speak Mandarin at home and have 
traveled to China three times since David 
was young.

Despite the language immersion at 
home, David has taken Chinese classes 
at BHS to improve his skills. During 
his visits to China, he says he felt a 
profound cultural disconnect and became 
sensitized to the differences. 

“Americans are very individualistic, and 
they stress finding your own passions, but 
in China, it’s about finding jobs and being 
able to support your family first.”

Looking toward the future, David’s 
college preferences include UCLA, 
University of Michigan, The Ohio State 
University, and – “if I’m shooting for the 
stars” – Columbia University. As for a 
major, he’s undecided, but is considering 
international relations, linguistics, or 
maybe the humanities. This summer, he 
is working as an intern at the Greater 
Cleveland Food Bank, a position he 
secured through the Bank of America’s 
Student Leaders Program.

“You need to be relentless with your errors. Take a 
lot of practice tests and write down in a notebook 
every wrong answer and why you made it.”

David Huang
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Michael Karpov
Perfection on the ACT came as a surprise to Michael because 

he never achieved anything higher than 34.5 on his practice 
tests. When he discovered his score, he was super excited, 
he says in his super calm manner. He also casually mentions 
that he didn’t study much for the test. 

Despite his seeming ambivalence 
about the test, he is highly academically 
inclined. He took six AP classes this year 
and maintains a 4.56 GPA. He admits 
to being very curious by nature and he 
loves to learn. This is clearly reflected 
by his approach to his summer plan. He 
contacted numerous professors at Case 
Western Reserve University in search of a 
biomedical engineering project for which 
he could offer his assistance.  

“I still don’t know if that’s what I’d like 
to pursue for a career, but right now, it’s 
interesting to me,” he reports. However, he 
says that a month ago, he probably would 
have emailed a ton of physicists, and two 
months ago, it would have been something 
else. Last summer, he had intended to 
attend a materials science summer camp, an 
option that was canceled because of COVID. 
The camp would have exposed him to 
engineering materials that tap into a range of 
disciplines, including chemistry and physics, 
which are used to determine which materials 
are best suited for certain applications, he 
explains. “I didn’t have a lot of experience in 
that area, which is why I applied.”

Michael’s school activities include 
the computer science club, math club, 
and running the Twitter account for The 

Beachcomber. During his freshman and 
sophomore years, he was also on the 
swim team. His present passion lies with 
music, something that seems to consume 
what remains of his leisure time. He talks 
with his friends about music all the 
time, and he plays both acoustic and 
electric guitar, with a preference for the 
latter. He has a private instructor who 
helps him learn whatever songs he’s 
interested in. 

The music that tugs hardest on his 
heart strings is hard rock and heavy 
metal, a curious contrast to his zen-
like demeanor. He reports that one of 
his favorite bands is Emperor, which 
hails from Norway and fits into a sub-
genre called black metal, a reference to 
darkness. “I like super strange musical 
genres. This group sprouted out of a very 
religious society, and their music is a 
protest against that environment. They’ve 
moved on from that subject matter, but 
that’s what lay at its core.”

The topic of Michael’s future induces a bit 
of anxiety, as manifested by his concerns 
about filling out college applications soon. 
“It’s hard to focus on one discipline, so my 
intended major changes every month. I 
figure I’ll get a STEM major and whether 

that’s where I end up working, I don’t know, 
but I think this major will open up the most 
doors for me.”

Sometimes focusing on school 
assignments can be trying, too. “If I 
have a computer in front of me and I’m 
doing work, I can easily get distracted by 
something that pops in my head, then 
I search the topic.” He also admits that 
he’s “very good at procrastinating,” but 
then he becomes very focused and works 
extra hard. It appears to be a formula that 
delivers just the right chemistry for 
his success. 

“It’s hard to focus on one discipline, so my intended 
major (for college) changes every month. I figure I’ll 
get a STEM major.”

Michael Karpov




