
 

Michael Peth (2010) – Graduate student in Astrophysics at Johns Hopkins University  

I’m Michael Peth and I graduated in Spring 2010, starting and finishing at University Park 

I was an Astronomy & Astrophysics and Physics double major, with a minor in Math.  I never changed 
what I wanted to study but picked up a few extra Physics and Math classes to complete those degrees. 

I enjoyed my undergraduate research I did on Quasar properties with Donald Schneider of the 
Astronomy department.  This work offered me a chance to write a senior thesis and to get published as 
a first author in a peer reviewed journal. 

My friends and I started a political discussion group that met a few times a month.  We talked about the 
war in Iraq, the upcoming Presidential elections and lots of other things.  Unfortunately we couldn’t get 
many new people to join and had to give it up. 

I’ve been a grad student at Johns Hopkins University in Physics and Astronomy ever since graduating 
from Penn State.  When I was still in undergrad I spoke with my faculty and research advisors to get an 
idea of which schools had good research and which ones I had a realistic chance of getting into based on 
my Physics GRE scores.  I ended up choosing Johns Hopkins University because of the proximity of the 
Space Telescope Science Institute and the wealth of Astronomy research related options that entailed.  
When I began I thought I wanted to do theoretical Cosmology but when I found out the kind of work 
that entailed (detailed computer simulations) I changed my focus and now I use data-mining techniques 
to characterize galaxies. 

I still have a few more years of grad school, so I’m not entirely sure I know what is in store for me.  But 
I’m becoming less interested in the idea of staying in academia for a long time.  The lack of job security 
for Post-docs is concerning to me, as I would like to be a bit more secure in my career.  Instead of 
academia I am thinking of jobs either in business or government that utilize data analysis but instead of 
studying galaxies I’ll be studying more concrete problems e.g. healthcare usage. 

Learn to become a good coder.  Learn a language like python or C++ and really try and become an 
expert.  I use these skills every day and wish we had more classes in undergrad that dealt with this.  Also 
I would recommend talking with people who have graduated and are now in jobs outside academia.  It’s 



easy to stick to the academic track since all the professors advising you have followed that exact path.  
But our skills translate to many fields outside academia and it’s worth keeping those in mind. 

I’m on Linkedin, and a member of the PSU Alumni group, so find me and add me! 

 

 

 


