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When I started my major was astronomy and astrophysics but along the way I switched to math and 
physics. I did some things a bit backwards taking Phys 400 (E&M) and Astro 440 (Intro to Astrophysics ) 
my freshman year. At the beginning I really wanted to get a taste of what each field was like. All three 
areas were of interest to me but when I couldn't sit through a probability class (Math 418) without 
falling asleep I decided to drop the math major. Math 312H and 403H were great classes but some of 
the other areas in the math major were not for me. I finished the requirements for the astronomy and 
math minors in my final 3 semesters and ended with a BS in Physics.  
 
The most useful thing was doing research as an undergrad. This is where I learned most of my 
programming and data analysis skills.  
 
I was a member of the society of physics students starting my freshman year, and probably spent more 
time in the lounge than any other location in state college. In my senior year I was Vice President of the 
Eberly College of Science Student Council.  In my junior and senior years I flew gliders with the Penn 
State soaring club. 
 
I am currently a graduate student in physics at the University of Iowa. I am part of the Fundamental 
Plasma Theory Group where I am studying plasma sheath interactions near positively biased boundaries 
in the presence of neutral atom ionization.  I chose to attend the University of Iowa because of the large 
number of faculty doing research in plasma physics (10 Professors).  
 
My short and medium term plans are to get involved with writing a type of computer simulation called 
Particle-In-Cell, which is commonly used to study plasmas. This is something I am doing in my spare time 
so progress is slow, but I have already learned quite a bit of fortran, openmp, and hope to eventually get 
to using MPI and GPU programming.  
  
In the long term I would like to stay in academia doing plasma theory and computation work, but I'll see 
how things go. 
 
I would say take Astro 291 & 292 and Math 312H even if you are not majoring in astronomy or math. 
These classes will introduce you to some types of problem solving that you might not see in other 
classes. Also if you want to go to graduate school in physics don't skip out on complex analysis. The last 
piece of advice is to start doing research as soon as possible.  
 


