
    

Michael Drelich (2014) – Radiation protection technician 

Graduated in Spring 2014, Started and finished at University Park 

I started out planning to enter into Aerospace Engineering. Like everyone else in that field, I had planned 
to, hopefully, one day, work for one of the big defense contracting companies like Lockheed Martin, 
Boeing, Bell, etc. Ultimately, my grades weren’t up to snuff and went with Physics as a backup that I 
could still potentially take into engineering. I ended up graduating with a B.Sc. in Physics taking the 
General Physics option since it’s flexibility allowed my engineering courses that I had taken to count 
towards my electives. My plans didn’t really change until my final semester where I took only one course 
which was the Health Physics course where I found an interest in that field in regards to radiation and 
biological effects, etc. 

I had the opportunity to TA and LA for PHYS211 in my last year at Penn State. I thought it was a pretty 
rewarding experience which made me realize that I enjoyed teaching to an extent and would 
recommend to anyone just for the experience at least. 

I also spent time working for the Lunar Lion project, which is ultimately where I figured out that I didn’t 
enjoy engineering or, specifically, Aerospace Engineering as much as I thought I would. Anything on 
campus or anywhere else that can provide some kind of practical working experience is recommended 
as it’s the last real chance you have to decide whether you enjoy your chosen field before it’s way too 
late to change your mind. 

About a year after I graduated I started working for FENOC (FirstEnergy Nuclear Operating Company) at 
Beaver Valley Power Station in Shippingport, PA (outside of Pittsburgh) in April 2015. My current job 
title is Radiation Protection Technician. It’s pretty directly related to Health Physics. My specific job 
involves doing radiological surveys, airborne radioactivity surveys, and a lot of dosimetry and radioactive 
contamination control. My department is more or less the police force for the radioactive parts of the 
plant to insure that everyone working does so in a manner as safely as possible to minimize radiation 
exposure. 

The health physics class that I took in my final semester (PHYS 472) is what made me interested in the 
field overall. 



On a day to day basis I don’t use a lot of the high level knowledge that you’d receive in your physics 
program, but we are trained for 6 months to a year before we are fully qualified and are required to 
take training courses teaching the theory behind everything regarding ionizing radiation. We are 
expected to be subject matter experts despite potentially never fully utilizing the knowledge we possess 
because in the case of a nuclear emergency, we may need to draw on all of our knowledge and personal 
experience to prevent a disaster and to insure the health and safety of the general public. 

My undergrad education at PSU in the Physics department helped give me the solid foundation to the 
transition to my field very easy and ultimately made my resume stand out in a field where the 
requirements are only a high school education. It also gave me a leg up among my peers where I 
received credited hours of experience towards a promotion due to having a relevant degree to the field. 
My short term plans are to fully complete the rest of my training and work my way towards becoming a 
Senior Radiation Protection Technician. 

Medium term plans are to pass the NRRPT (National Registry of Radiation Protection Technologists) 
certification test, which takes about 5 years of experience to be allowed to take. 

In the long term, I’d like to get my CHP (Certified Health Physicist) certification which would give me a 
cushy office job across the street from the plant where I would make more money (obviously the end 
goal), not sweat, and be responsible for the radiation exposure of everyone at the plant. CHPs provide 
ALARA (As Low As Reasonably Achievable) dose planning for all high radiation work and work out all of 
the possibilities for various plant configurations to minimize exposure to works performing the work. 

My main advice would be to try to take on as many research projects, internships, co-ops, whatever you 
can get your hands on. Experience is the biggest factor for employment after graduation these days and 
ultimately it may help you find what it is that you truly enjoy doing. Anything, big or small, helps. 
Sometimes it may even save you some time and money and allow you to learn that the field you want to 
work in doesn’t require the education standards that you were planning to pursue. 

 


