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Hi! My name is Mike Skocik, and I graduated from the PSU Physics program in the spring of 2012. Previously I had 
attended Harrisburg Area Community College (HACC) and the capitol campus. 

I was pretty straight and narrow in my studies at Penn State. I wanted to be a physicist, and, as such, I always planned on 
going to graduate school. I had a few brief stints with other fields, such as biological physics and bioengineering, but, 
ultimately, I spent my time focusing on a general physics degree and its virtually included math minor. 

All of my collegiate summers were spent doing research with Penn State faculty. My first summer was spent with 
Professor Steven Heppelmann, where I worked at the Relativistic Heavy Ion Collider at Brookhaven National Labs on 
Long Island. My second and third summers were spent with Professor Alexay Kozhevnikov, where I developed systems 
for biophysical research with songbirds. Then, of course, there were the n clubs I got involved with for a semester or so; 
they were an excellent vehicle for making friends with similar hobbies, interests and lifestyles. Finally, I made sure to stay 
in shape at Penn State; it provided an incomparable stress reliever that made all things, school and extracurricular, seem 
so much easier and clearer. 

I moved directly from being a PSU physics undergraduate student to being a PSU physics graduate student. I’m two years 
into my PhD now. After my first year, I obtained a SMART (Science, Mathematics and Research for Transformation) 
Fellowship from the DoD (Department of Defense), which is a very generous scholarship program that funds you through 
graduate school provided you work for the DoD for an equal amount of time afterwards and perform summer 
internships for the duration. I was contracted to the Naval Air Warfare Center—Aircraft Division (NAWCAD or NAWC-
AD), where I develop systems that utilize Electroencephalography (EEG) to better understand the mental state of aircraft 
vehicle operators (AVOs). 

I want to be a scientist. It’s what I’ve always wanted. To be really involved in Research and Development (R&D), it’s 
necessary to have a PhD. That’s not to say, however, that my degree was merely requisite. I am continuously using the 
mathematical techniques I learned; and not just the formula and equations, but also the methods of treating all physical 
phenomena as mathematical abstractions.  

My advice to you: Learn to program (C++/MATLAB). Get involved with research. Spend your freshman year at fraternity 
parties, your sophomore year at apartment parties, your junior year at house parties and your senior year at bars. Do it 
while you’re young, so you don’t have to do it when you’re old. Work hard yes, play hard yes (WHYPHY). 

 


