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I first came to PSU as an Astronomy & Astrophysics major, intending to follow a scholarly or research-
focused career path. However, after working with a few professors as an undergraduate researcher, I 
eventually started to doubt my initial intentions. I loved my astronomy classes, especially Astro 291 
&292 with Dr. Schneider, but by the middle of my junior year, I decided I wanted a slight change in 
focus. 

I considered switching to a psychology major, and I considered doing a double major in astrophysics and 
physics, but eventually I decided to switch to strictly physics, as I thought this might be a little more 
employable than astronomy and I still liked the challenge of the classes. By the end of my 4 years, I 
ended up finishing with a major in physics and a complimentary minor in mathematics. Looking back, I 
think I made a good decision for what I want to do now. During my undergraduate studies, I had the 
opportunity to work with a few professors and do a bit of tutoring. Before the end of my freshman year, 
I landed a research position with Dr. Luhman on brown dwarfs. I stayed in state college for my freshman 
summer, working with Dr. Luhman and ended up learning quite a lot about UNIX based computing and 
programming, neither of which I knew a lot about beforehand. 

I stayed with Dr. Luhman for about 2 years, and then as I was going through my mid-ugrad crisis (where I 
switched majors), I decided to switch research positions. For my last two years at Penn State I worked 
with the Dr. Shoemaker and Dr. Finn for the Center for Gravitational Wave Physics (I believe they both 
transferred to Univ of Georgia after I left). I found this experience to be valuable in both teaching me 
problem solving skills and how to deal with a large amount of data.  

When I switched over to CWGP, I also took on a Physics/Math tutoring position, which was probably one 
of the best decisions I made at Penn State. Not only did it reinforce fundamental topics in my own head, 
but also I learned different ways of approaching the same problem and I became more comfortable with 
explaining concepts to groups of people.  

On a side note, during my junior year I was admitted into the Schreyer’s honors college. As I’m sure you 
are aware, part of the requirements of the honors college is to complete a thesis by the end of your 
senior year. I completed all of the required honors credits, but towards the last few months of my 



undergraduate studies, I had not made much progress on my thesis (which was going to be related to 
my work for CGWP). I ended up dropping out of the honors college with only one requirement 
unfulfilled (the thesis) and I thought at the time that I was making a terrible decision. But looking back 
on it now, I realize it had very little impact on my future career. Although I’m sure it would look nice 
having a thesis to point to, it was never a key point of my resume or interviews, which instead focused 
more on your experiences and what skills you were able to pick up. 

What I’m trying to say is that although the Schreyer’s honors college does add a little oomph to your 
resume, don’t worry about trying to do to much. Focus on doing things that you enjoy and things that 
encourage you to learn, but don’t worry if you can’t do everything. 

Admittedly, by the time I finished my 4 years at Penn State, I was burnt out. I didn’t want to go to 
graduate school and I didn’t even want to do anything related to physics or research. I applied to a 
couple jobs, but only got responses from military backed industries, which I wasn’t too inclined to 
accept. I knew what I didn’t want to do, but I didn’t really know what I wanted to do. 

This was my mindset when I came across Peace Corps. Peace Corps seemed exciting and unpredictable. I 
liked the idea of moving somewhere else for a couple of years and taking in a different culture. And I 
had the naively romantic idea of doing something good for the world with a little bit of brain power. 
Equally important for me was that it gave me a chance to open up my resume, which up to that point 
was almost entirely research focused, and it gave me a couple more years to figure myself out. 

Within a year after I graduated, I was sent to Sierra Leone with the first group of Peace Corps volunteers 
to return to the country since the end of their civil war in the mid 2000s. I was nervous and excited and 
woefully unprepared, but there probably wasn’t anything I could have done to be prepared. I spent 2 
years in a small rural town of 30,000 inhabitants, of which I was the only foreigner within a 30 mile 
radius. I was quite out of place, but again I had the opportunity to learn quite a bit while trying to do 
something productive.  

While I was there I taught secondary school math, physics and chemistry, for which my tutoring 
experience at Penn State came in quite handy. It was exhausting work, but well worth it. After the Peace 
Corps, I moved back to the PA for a couple of months, still unsure of what I wanted to do. My long-
standing girlfriend got an opportunity to Minneapolis, MN, and we decided to move there together. 

Again, it seemed like a risky decision at the time, but it ended up working out. I found a job with a small 
manufacturer of solar PV modules, called Silicon Energy, and I’ve been there ever since. I love the work, 
and I find that both my physics and my Peace Corps background come in handy almost every day. Since 
we’re still a small company, I’ve taken on a lot of responsibilities, including field assessments, shading 
analyses, residential solar electric system design, and proposals, as well as marketing, literature 
generation and design. All of this requires critical thinking and a bit of data analysis – two skills that 
physics can teach quite well. 



I believe that physics is one of the best majors you could go with. It’s not important to memorize the 
formulas and equations, but it is incredibly important to learn how to approach and solve problems. 
Physics is all about problem-solving, and I think many employers out there realize the value in that. 

Although it may take a while to find a job that you want, keep looking. It took me almost a year to get 
my current job after I finished my Peace Corps service. But eventually someone will come across your 
resume, see your major in physics, and understand the value this implies. 

I don’t really have any long-term, or even any medium-term plans, and I think that’s fine. You don’t need 
to plan out your entire life today. Just think of a couple things you would like to do and then try them 
and see how it goes. If it doesn’t work out, try something else. 

I think one of the most important things to do at Penn State is to test your interests and skills. Try to find 
something that you like. This doesn’t mean switch around constantly and never have any focus. Rather it 
means to pick something that you are interested in, and give it a chance. If it seems like it’s not quite 
right, don’t be afraid to try something else. 

More importantly, have some fun while you are at Penn State. If you are always preparing for the next 
phase of your life, you will forget to live. Participate in sports, get involved with clubs, have a few 
responsibly consumed drinks – whatever fun is for you, indulge yourself once in a while. 

Editor’s note: Mr. Schmid had indicated that he’d be happy to talk to students who are interested in this 
type of career path, and can be contacted by email at Chris Schmid <chris.w.schmid@gmail.com> 
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