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Ryan Lynch, Class of 2006, University Park 
 
I was originally considering an engineering degree when I first began looking at colleges, but I settled on 
astronomy by the time I started at Penn State.  I ultimately did a double major in Astronomy & 
Astrophysics and General Physics. 
 
There wasn't much change in my plans, other than adding the double major.  That was an easy choice 
since I already covered most of the necessary classes in the astronomy major.  I briefly considered trying 
for a triple major with math, but reality quickly kicked in. 
 
I did undergraduate research with Prof. Jane Charlton for basically my entire time at Penn State (I 
started in October of my freshman year).  That included all summers, except for the first after my 
freshman year.  I strongly recommend that students consider getting in to research early – don't wait 
until junior or senior year! 
 
In addition, I sang in the University Choir for all four years at Penn State, was a Lion Scout tour guide for 
two years, volunteered with Fresh Start Day of Service for all four years, and wrote a weekly editorial 
column for the Collegian for one semester.  I also volunteered at many astronomy open houses and 
other outreach events. 
 
I attended grad school at the University of Virginia, and ultimately received my PhD in 2011.  I worked 
with Scott Ransom at the National Radio Astronomy Observatory, located on the UVA campus.  My 
prospective student visit to UVA is what really sold me on it for grad school.  I really wanted to be 
someone where my girlfriend (now wife) and I would be happy, and I fell in love with the city of 
Charlottesville and the overall atmosphere of friendliness and collegiality in the astronomy department.  
I also knew that I wanted to be heavily involved in outreach, and UVA has an excellent program in that 
regard.  I was interested in the research opportunities at several grad schools, so it really was the 
personal and outreach considerations that put UVA over the top for me.  I am very happy I made the 
decision that I did. 
 
The program at Penn State definitely gave me a leg up in grad school, especially the astronomy 
curriculum.  I felt extremely well prepared for the graduate level courses that I took, and I felt 
comfortable jumping into research right away. 
 
I'm currently a postdoc at McGill University in Montreal, and I'll soon be starting a second postdoc at 
Naval Research Lab in Washington, DC.  Being more focused on a narrow research area, I find that I use 
my grad school preparation and research experience the most, but my education at Penn State 
definitely laid the foundation. 
 



My long-term career goal is to stay in academia, ideally in a tenure track position.  I enjoy both research 
and outreach and I'd like to find a position where I can devote time to both.  However, I've given 
thought to going into a private sector job, and even teaching at an advanced high school level.  Those 
ideas are on the back burner for now, but I think I could be happy doing a number of different things. 
 
Oh my.  Lots of advice for current and future undergraduate majors.  I'll make a list, which is NOT in 
order of priority or importance. 
 

• Get involved in research.  Even if you don't plan to stay in academia or pursue a research-related 
career, hands-on experience is very valuable.  And if you are considering an academic track, it is 
really important to see first-hand what that entails. 

• Travel!!!!!  I used to think I disliked traveling, but I do it frequently now for meetings, and I love 
it.  I get to go to some really interesting places and meet great people.  No matter what you do 
in life, take any opportunity you can to see the world 

• Network.  It really does matter, and it can open up so many opportunities. You can NOT expect 
to be successful based solely on a publication record. Other people have great publication 
records, and someone out there probably has one better than yours.  If you want to stand out, 
you need to actually interact with people. 

• BUT BE GENUINE!  Don't try to be someone you aren't.  It shows, and it doesn't reflect well.   
• Don't be afraid to look foolish.  People understand.  I used to get really nervous about 

presenting my work at meetings because I was convinced I'd say something dumb.  Of course, I 
did say dumb things sometimes, and I still do.  It's OK.  Everyone does.  Look at it as a learning 
opportunity. 

• Don't be ashamed to have a personal life.  I think too often, the mentors to early career 
academics (tenured professors and scientists) come off as being so dedicated to their work, that 
students almost feel guilty for enjoying things other than research.  But your personal life is 
really, really important.  It WILL conflict with your career at some point.  Don't feel like you are a 
lesser scientist because you value your relationships, hobbies, etc. 

• BUT realize that hard choices may sometimes come, and sacrifices may sometimes be necessary 
to achieve your long term goals.  It sucks, but that's life.  It will be a lot easier if you have 
confidence that your long term goals are the right ones for you.  If you place primary importance 
on following a particular career track, then do that.  But if you place primary importance on 
something else (where you live, what you do in your free time, having free time),  then go after 
those things. 

• BUT don't fall into the trap of trying to plan out every little detail.  You should plan for what you 
can and go into situations with as much preparation as possible, but you need to be open to 
new opportunities when they come up.  

• Don't be afraid to quit.  If you are doing something you don't want to do, and another 
opportunity comes along, it's OK to change tracks. 

• But persevere.  There will always be challenges.  The time to consider a change is when the 
struggle becomes the norm, not in the heat of the moment, and not when you know that you're 
in for a tough slog.  For example, writing a thesis is going to require some long hours and hard 
work.  It won't always be fun.  But that is true for pretty much everyone.  You need to persevere 
through that.  Talk to other people so that you know what to expect. 

• It gets complicated.  “It” can be almost anything.  In reading over the last few points, it may 
seem like I contradict myself sometimes.  I'm not.  It's just that you will sometimes find yourself 



between competing interests.  You need to strike a balance.  I'll let you know if I find a secret for 
how to do that. 

 
Can't say I use Linkedin too much.  But I know others who do and think it is useful. 
 
As for hobbies, I love backpacking, camping, hiking...I love mountains.  Also, running, beer (brewing and 
drinking), blue grass music, traveling. 
 
I got married in 2008. 
 
 
 
 


