
       

Nick Bevins (2007) – Graduate student in Medical Physics at UW Madison 

My name is Nick Bevins and I graduated from Penn State in May 2007. I both graduated and started at 
the University Park campus. 
 
I entered Penn State as an intended Physics major, with no real career plans. I left Penn State with a BS 
in Physics (Medical Physics Option), and a minor in Math. As I went through Penn State, my education 
plans changed a bit, starting out on the general track, then briefly dabbling in a double Physics/Math 
major, all before really finding out about Medical Physics, where I eventually ended up. 
 
I participated in a good deal of undergraduate research, in a number of different PSU Physics labs. Each 
was very different, but all rewarding in some way. I started out in Dr. Heppelman’s lab, where I worked 
for a summer and fall semester. I then switched to Dr. Liu’s lab for the spring of my sophomore year, 
before an REU summer with Dr. Eklund, whose lab group I would stay with until I completed my 
undergraduate career. In Dr. Eklund’s lab I worked with graduate students on several projects, like CVD 
growth of carbon nanotubes. My larger project was with the design, construction and analysis of a 
molecular-dot dye laser, which would become the topic of my senior thesis. I also had my own project, 
which dealt with educational outreach and the continued development of a macro-scale MFM, which 
could be used to teach kids how AFMs work. 
 
In addition to undergraduate research, I also had several jobs, each in some way related to my Physics 
major. The biggest and most influential was my involvement with the Eberly College of Science’s 
summer science camp, Action Potential Science Experience. I worked for the camp after my freshman, 
sophomore, and senior years as a mentor to kids from 4th-8th grade. In the last two years I was also 
asked to be an instructor for the camp, which was a very rewarding experience. I worked closely with 
the camp’s director, Dr. Rebecca Peterson, who has since left the University. She was one of my most 
valuable references in applying to grad school, and I am very glad to have worked so closely with the 
camp. I would say that being able to teach in some fashion is very important in the sciences, and getting 
kids excited about Physics can be both very challenging and fun. I also worked to develop some 
curriculum with the camp (using the macro-scale MFMs that I help build), and so it was an excellent tie 
to my other research.  
 
I also worked as a math tutor for PSU’s ROTC. This was a pretty good job, and interacting with students 
who are far removed from most Physics students was interesting. 
 
For fun, I was a member of several clubs from time to time. I was in the PSU Snowboarding Club (I ski, 
but the ski club is lame) for several years, mainly to participate in the yearly Mount Tremblant trip to 
Quebec. This is a very fun group of people, and the trip was awesome every year. I played intramural 
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softball every summer, which is very fun if you can get a team together, and intramural flag football one 
fall. My largest involvement with a club was the PSU Nittany Divers SCUBA Club. This is also a very fun 
group of people, and a good outdoor activity where you can still get your “nerd” on without worrying 
about it. I was the club treasurer for one year, which provided a nice taste of business experience (The 
club had at the time the 2nd or 3rd most money of a club sport, I think). There are lots of experiences to 
grow within the club, and I would highly recommend it if you ever have thought about SCUBA (you can 
also get gym credit).  
 
The most fun thing about Penn State? Football. Go to the games, enjoy them, there is nothing else like 
it. (Emphasis on the period) 
 
After graduating from Penn State, I worked for APSE for the summer and then began graduate school at 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where I currently reside. I am studying Medical Physics, and doing 
research in the area of Computed Tomography. At the time of applying, there were several important 
changes happening in the field with respect to education. The accrediting body, CAMPEP, and the board 
certification body, ABR, were in the initial stages of putting up new requirements which said that one 
must graduate from an accredited program in order to become board certified after some TBD year. I 
did not want to close this door (getting board certified), but there were not many accredited programs 
in the country (maybe 8?). That number has since grown to more like 20, and the cutoff year is 2012, so I 
would’ve made it regardless of where I went. I applied to UW-Madison, Duke, and Vanderbilt, with UW 
as my first choice. I was accepted and decided to come here because it is the oldest established Medical 
Physics program in existence, and has both current and past faculty with big names in the field, several 
of which have invented some key medical devices while at UW. I chose Medical Physics as an area of 
study because I really enjoy the field of Physics, but the job market as a physicist can be dicey, and 
Medical Physics had a pretty good track record. I also like applied physics more than theoretical stuff, 
and this is a much applied form of the field.  
 
I am not too far removed from my undergraduate career, so much of it is still very influential. Many of 
the classes have come in useful for background knowledge in the courses that I have taken thus far. Dr. 
Strikman’s course in Medical Physics was useful in my first semester as a graduate student, because the 
field is sufficiently different from regular Physics that I suppose it could be a bit of a shock to some 
people. It also helped in knowing what sort of research I may be interested in. While the Physics 
education was very helpful, I think that some of my other education at Penn State really gave me an 
edge over other potential candidates when applying and again now that I am completing graduate work. 
I took several biology classes at PSU, including the freshman bio (as a senior), anatomy, and physiology. 
These have come in very useful on several occasions and have allowed me to bypass some graduate 
requirements and focus more on research and other electives. I also completed a second year of 
chemistry at PSU (o-chem), which again has been useful in research. Aside from formal education, 
experience in the machine shop has been invaluable, especially if you plan on doing experimental 
research where you have to custom-make a lot of the components. If the PSU REU still offers the short 
introduction to the machine shop in the basement of Osmond, I would highly recommend it.  
 
My short-, medium-, and long-term career plans mostly focus around getting my Ph.D. in Medical 
Physics and then completing a residency and get board certified. From there, I hope to end up in a 
clinical/academic position where I can both apply my knowledge to help people as well as teach the next 
generation. 
 



The PSU Physics program is great, and there is a lot of flexibility within the major to do different tracks 
and take plenty of electives. Make sure that you really get a taste of what else is out there from just the 
general track. In addition, I would say to take more science classes in other departments (maybe even 
beyond science) to really get a feel for other things that are available. The idea of Physics can be applied 
to many things, and with a strong Physics background, I am confident that one could succeed in most 
other sciences (or any field, for that matter).  
 
Find one or two extra-curricular activities and get really involved. Mine were APSE and Nittany Divers, 
and both provided another outlet where I could grow and learn about things from another perspective. 
If you can find something that you can continue throughout your life, it will be an excellent (and 
rewarding) experience. 
 
Finally listen to Dr. Robinett and have meetings with him frequently to talk about what you are doing, he 
is an invaluable source of information and guidance.  
 
Since coming to Wisconsin, I have joined the UW Sailing Club, which is the second largest volunteer 
sailing club in the country (by fleet size, second only to the Naval Academy, or something to that effect). 
Far more than driving or flying, if you like to visualize force vectors in action, then sailing is your sport. 
 
I will be getting married this New Year’s Eve to my girlfriend/fiancé of 8 years. We are currently living 
together in Wisconsin with our black and white “tuxedo” cat, Charlie.  
 
Penn State was/is an extraordinarily important part of my life. I grew up in State College, and didn’t even 
apply anywhere else. It wasn’t until my sophomore or junior year that I really realized how lucky I was to 
be in that situation, and I still return a good bit to visit family and friends. Dr. Robinett was hugely 
influential on my time spent at PSU, and was definitely my most important asset while enrolled there.  
 
 
 
 


