
            

Daniel Abercrombie (2014) – Graduate student in Physics at MIT   

I am Daniel Abercrombie, who graduated in the Spring of 2014. I received all of my undergraduate 
education at University Park. 
 
When I first started at Penn State, I wanted to be a nuclear engineer. By the end of my first year, I had 
planned out a schedule to graduate with concurrent degrees in Mechanical and Nuclear Engineering. 
Luckily, I got the desire to free up my schedule in order to take classes for fun. Partway through my 
sophomore year, I dropped Mechanical Engineering and searched the course catalogs for individual 
classes that looked interesting. All the classes I picked happened to be physics classes. I quickly picked 
up enough classes for a minor and while signing up for even more, was encouraged by Professor 
Robinett to pursue a major in physics. (It might have helped that I was watching a lot of Feynman’s 
lectures at the time.) For one of my electives, I took the MATH/PHYS 479 (General Relativity) course, so I 
ended up graduating with majors in Physics and Nuclear Engineering along with a minor in Mathematics. 
 
Even before majoring in physics, I tutored PHYS 212 at PSUKnowHow. This forced me to teach the same 
material using a number of different approaches to see what clicked for my students. This was a fun way 
to see how self-consistent all of physics is. (And to this day, I like E&M much more than most of my 
peers.) 
 
I was also a member of the American Nuclear Society. My favorite activity there was teaching nuclear 
science concepts to high schoolers and Boy Scouts. Again, it was fun breaking down the knowledge I had 
started taking for granted. 
 
For a period of time, I worked in the Intense Laser Laboratory in the Nuclear Engineering department. 
This gave me a lot of insight into the life of a grad student. I also learned a reasonable amount of plasma 
physics, electronics, and data analysis techniques. 
 
The summer after my junior year, I was selected for an REU at CERN (where I have spent every summer 
since). I was fortunate enough to have a great mentor who taught me much about particle physics. He 
was a gateway to the work that I do now as a graduate student, and I still actually work very closely with 
him. 
 
After Penn State, I went straight into grad school. The summer I spent at CERN (and the senior year 
missing it) helped me decide to apply to programs that would send me back. My REU mentor 
recommended a few programs, and I was very excited to visit excellent schools such as MIT, Princeton, 
and UC Berkeley. I chose MIT because they happened to be recruiting for their CMS group heavily that 
year, and I really like the Boston area. I am very happy with my initial decision. I am currently working 



with a fantastic group of researchers and people that are looking for signatures of dark matter 
production at the LHC. 
 
Penn State has helped in that it taught me physics, a variety of programming practices, and initially put 
me in touch with a lot of the people I work with now. My short term goals are to graduate with a Ph.D. 
My medium- and long-term goals will depend on whether or not we find something exciting during the 
upcoming runs of the LHC. If we do, I will try to stay in academia. If not, I have no idea what I’ll do. I’m 
not worried though because I will be learning many useful things such as how to build software 
frameworks, analyze large datasets, and perform multi-variate analysis while working on my Ph.D. 
 
I would say take the time to know what you enjoy doing. Even if you’re hesitating to change your course 
of study or something, you are in a fantastic environment to learn just about anything during your free 
time at Penn State. Of course, if you can add in classes you might enjoy, even if they’re not necessary, 
you will have a large impact on what you get out of Penn State. 
 


