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Jed Riebling, graduated 2014. I started at the Mont Alto campus. 
 
I started my undergraduate career with the intent to enter academia in physics, but I also knew that 
math is (obviously) a large part of physics. As such, I entered as a physics major, but quickly wound up 
attempting to dual major in both physics and mathematics. Though the two fields are definitely related, 
I found that they had different ways of approaching problems, both of which have proven useful when 
looking at physics problems. 
 
While at Penn State, I engaged in research in Prof. Gemelke's lab during the summer after my junior 
year. He runs an AMO lab which, at the time, was doing some interesting research on super cold atoms. 
This ended up being a horrible fit for me, which makes it a very useful experience. Thanks to the time in 
his lab, being exposed to nearly all of the little projects he had going on, I learned that experimental 
physics simply didn't excite me. As such, I think the research in his lab was one of the most important 
things I did as an undergraduate. 
 
There were also a couple clubs which I remember fondly as part of my PSU experience. First, a shout-out 
to the board games club (GAPS), which provided some nerdy fun every Friday night at the HUB (and a 
secondary shout-out to Sbarro's and their cheap Friday night food). Definitely a nice way to end the 
week and meet some nerdy people from many different colleges. 
 
Second, but equally important, I was part of the Penn State Debate Society during my sophomore and 
junior years. (Sadly, my senior year became too hectic to regularly participate.) As you might imagine, 
this also attracted a wide variety of people, though most of them not from STEM fields. This is a shame, 
as I think it has a great potential to help us with something that most of us hate: Speaking in front of 
large crowds. The public debates that the club ran once or twice a semester provided me with a great 
way to become comfortable speaking in front of groups while doing something very close to my heart: 
Arguing (constructively).  It's an invaluable skill, and I had a lot of fun while learning it. 
 
After Penn State, I entered graduate school at Purdue University under their physics PhD program 
starting the summer of 2014. I applied to quite a few schools, with the criteria that I liked at least three 
of the projects that were being worked on by different professors at each school. Since I was still unsure 
of what exactly I wanted to study, I figured that this would give me a lot of room to pick and choose 
once I arrived. Unfortunately, I did not have the money to go visiting potential campuses, so when I got 
back my admission letters, I based my choice largely on that criteria alone. On paper, Purdue had the 
largest variety of projects which looked interesting to me, and it has certainly lived up to that. 
 



Obviously, taking classes as part of a physics graduate program is going to draw heavily upon 
undergraduate concepts, so in that manner, my work as a physics undergrad is integral to my studies 
now. As discussed before, I've also found my work as a mathematics undergrad to be useful, not only for 
how we use various concepts in physics (e.g. differential equations) but also in terms of a slightly 
different perspective to problem solving. 
 
My plans for the future are fairly clear for the next few years. Within the next year, I need to settle 
down on a topic to study for my phd, which means working with a couple different professors to find 
what I enjoy most. I started that process (as a graduate student) over the summer by working with an 
astrophysics professor doing some computational work with magnetic fields from black holes. This has 
put me much closer to that goal, as I definitely enjoyed working with computational processes, I still 
need to define which area of physics/which professor's research I can really get behind. 
 
Once I find my topics of study, the next few years are pretty straightforward until getting my PhD. 
Afterwards, I'm not so sure. I've enjoyed working as a TA/LA, both as an undergraduate and a graduate, 
so I might continue in academia as a professor at some university. However, depending on what topic I 
end up studying, there may be some interesting opportunities in government/industry, so I don't want 
to set my path in stone yet. 
 
Getting research experience is the most important thing you can do as an undergraduate to help your 
career. If you love the experience, then you're set and know what you want to study/research. Even if 
you end up really disliking it, as I did, it still provides great guidance in terms of what to study. Besides 
that, you can meet some nice people, it gives you something to put on your resume, and, especially if 
you intend to go to graduate school, it gives you one of those precious Recommendation Letters which 
are needed to even have a chance at most schools. 
 
Otherwise, remember to have some fun, as classes can be stressful. Penn State is known as a party 
school, so if you like parties... someone else can give you some advice on that. However, if you're like 
me, going to a party would just be additional stress and not at all fun. Fortunately, Penn State has such a 
wide variety of clubs that anyone can find a purely recreational one. As I said before, I really enjoyed 
board games club and DnD with some friends. So if there's something you enjoy doing or you want to try 
out, just ask around, because there's probably a club for it. Even if it's something as simple as niche as 
watching and occasionally reenacting Monty Python skits (yes, I knew people who were in that, and it 
sounded fun.) 
 

 
 


