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When I entered Penn State, I intended on majoring in chemistry and art history. I did not have any 
specific career plans at this time. However, I did know that I wanted to continue in school as long as 
possible. Graduate school was the only path I had set up for myself, except for the fact that I did not 
know which field my PhD would be in!  During my second year, I had a change of heart. Chemistry was 
still fun, but it could not answer basic questions about the internal structure of atoms themselves, and 
this really bothered me. So, I decided to change my major to physics. I also started taking a few 
philosophy classes and quickly switched from art history to philosophy. The combination of graduating 
with a B.S. and a B.A. was challenging, but extremely worth the time and energy. It was really nice to 
sometimes have an escape from the “objective” world of physics and read through the subjective works 
of existential philosophers. 

Extracurricular activities made up much of my Penn State experience. For three years I worked as a 
research assistant in Prof. Jeffrey Brownson’s solar energy conversion systems lab, which is part of the 
department of energy and mineral engineering. My research was related to the development and 
characterization of photovoltaic thin film materials. Along with some of the other members of the 
group, I joined, and later became secretary, of the Penn State Chapter of ASES (American Solar Energy 
Society). I started to become passionate about the environment, so one summer I participated in the 
Hydrogeophysics Field Experience at Penn State, which is an NSF-funded field camp. Here I was exposed 
to geophysical methods for conducting research on water resources. To add to the list of seemingly 
random research positions, the summer before I graduated, I attended the University of Michigan 
physics REU to work on the ATLAS experiment at the LHC.  

When I wasn’t doing research, I was probably waitressing at Cozy Thai Bistro (or Galanga). I held this job 
for three years and although sometimes it was difficult to finish my schoolwork, I learned good time 
management skills and how to save money! I also had a job as a TA for Chemistry 101. 

The best “extracurricular” I was involved in was my semester abroad in Amsterdam, Netherlands at De 
Universiteit van Amsterdam. This experience changed my life in many ways, and I hope to move back 
there some day! 

After I graduated from Penn State, I worked at Whole Foods Market to save up some money before I 
entered back into school. I am now going into my second year of the physics PhD program at Yale 



University, still working on the ATLAS experiment. I had a very difficult time choosing where I wanted to 
spend 5-7 years in graduate school. Of course academics and research were a large part of the decision, 
but I also had to think about being away from my family and friends (who all live in Philadelphia). I really 
wanted to leave for the west coast, but after one of my close family members became sick, I couldn’t 
bring myself to be so far away. Also, my boyfriend works in finance, and it was best for him to stay 
around the New York City area. So, I decided to stay on the east coast, and I accepted Yale’s offer 
because of the (very!) friendly environment and strong research in fundamental science/particle 
physics.  

Although I have really enjoyed spending summers in Switzerland to work on ATLAS at CERN, I am 
considering trying other groups (possibly AMO) at Yale before I decide field to write my thesis in.  
Particle physics is an awesome subject, but the experiment collaborations can range in size, from 
hundreds to thousands. In these cases, it is difficult to get your hands dirty with building your own 
experiment, start to finish. I am very eager to get creative and tinker with equipment around the lab! 

My Penn State physics education helps my career in graduate school for the obvious reasons. In the 
short-term, I would like to find an experiment to work on that I really enjoy… from the theory behind it 
to the actual experimental implementation and data analysis. My long-term plan is to get my PhD in 
2018, and hopefully get a postdoc. I think that I want to stay in academia, but this may change. The first 
year of graduate school is a small glimpse into life as a faculty member, and sometimes it isn’t pretty.  

My first recommendation for physics majors at Penn State would be to study abroad!! Even though it 
may set you back in terms of physics and math, it is really a life-altering experience that you will never 
come across again. Your college years are the only time in your life where you have no (limited) 
responsibilities, so you have to take advantage. If cost is an issue, then get a job. Having a job in college 
is nice in itself, as it teaches you “soft” skills and time management.  

In terms of classwork, I recommend the impossible. Take as many physics electives as you can (e.g. solid 
state, nuclear & particle physics) so that you can have a breadth of knowledge under your belt. Many of 
these classes combine the “core” physics (e.g. quantum, E&M) in interesting ways, and it becomes 
clearer how physics subjects are all connected. On the flip side, if you plan to go to graduate school, it is 
important to have a rock solid foundation in these “core” classes. Take quantum II, E&M II, graduate 
classical mechanics or statistical physics. You will encounter all of these again in grad school, and you 
will struggle if you don’t challenge yourself as an undergraduate. You could even add in some extra 
math classes. You should also try to get as much experience in computing as possible. You really can’t do 
physics anymore without having some programming skills. The learning curve is high, but if you can get 
there, you will be able to start your research much earlier.  

Research is another important feature of your undergraduate resume. You should get involved early, 
and you shouldn’t get too comfortable in one group. If I have one regret from Penn State it’s that I 
stayed in one group and didn’t get to explore all of the amazing labs that are right in Davey and Osmond 
Labs! You may really like what you are doing now, but you will see later that there are several 



interesting subfields doing exciting physics. Test them out now while you still have the chance to jump 
around. 

Of course, you should have a life outside of school, even if you want to stay in academia. I recommend 
learning how to rock climb… it seems everyone in grad school loves to climb! 

 

 


