
 

David Vidmar (2012) – Graduate student in Physics at UC San Diego 

My name is Dave Vidmar and I graduated from Penn State (University Park) in 2012. 
 
I started off completely undecided, with no set career plans beyond getting a degree.  I ended up 
graduating with a physics degree and a minor in mathematics. 
 
During my undergraduate career I was involved with two separate research groups, both partially 
funded by the PSU REU program.  To start, the REU program was a great way of getting funding for the 
summer and I’d encourage anyone to apply – not only to Penn State’s, but even more so to other 
programs with different types of research that you may not have access to at Penn State.  In general, I 
think that getting involved in research during your undergraduate career cannot be overemphasized if 
you have any thoughts of going to graduate school.  Not only is it essentially a requirement for many 
programs’ admission, but there is really no good way to understand what kind of work a given field of 
research will consist of without actually joining a group in that field.  I started out doing work in 
experimental particle physics, which I came to find was not, in fact, the area of research that I wanted to 
be involved in.  This was, to me, the real usefulness of undergraduate research - to test out fields so that 
you ensure that you won’t get pigeon-holed into a field that you end up finding a poor fit for you after 
it’s too late to make an easy change. 
 
After deciding HEP-ex (experimental high energy physics) wasn’t for me, I changed to do 
theoretical/computational biophysics work in the realm of neurophysics.  I found I had much more 
enthusiasm for both the broad, fundamental questions of the field, but more importantly for the day-to-
day work I found myself doing.  The latter is crucial, and is something that I think often gets 
overshadowed by the former when people decide the field they want to enter.  In my opinion, they both 
need to be part of the decision process. 
 
Upon Graduating Penn State, I began a PhD program in physics at the University of California, San Diego 
focusing in Biological Physics.  I chose this school because it had one of the only extensive groups in 
theoretical biological physics, which is what I had decided as the field I wanted to enter.  As this is a 
relatively new field, I was happy to see that UCSD had a good number of faculty focusing in it, thereby 
giving me options for an advisor.  Going into graduate school set on a single advisor can be dangerous, 
and I would recommend against it if possible – options are always good.  As a quick note for anyone 
interested in Biological physics, be careful about the programs you are applying to if you are looking to 
continue on from a physics perspective (which very much exists, but is perhaps a minority in programs 
labeled Biophysics).  Many programs tend to be much closer to biochemistry work, from my experience.  
If it is housed in a physics department, or perhaps to a lesser extent if some faculty have physics 



background, then you likely know what you are getting will be a physics perspective.  If it is its own 
program in Biophysics, often times it is much harder to say what the main focus of the work will be, for 
better or worse.  Because this is such a new field, it can be hard to define the exact type of work you 
would be doing at a given program. 
 
Apart from my suggestions above, I would also recommend taking a physics graduate class or two if you 
can fit it in your schedule during your senior year (if you are planning on going to grad school).  I didn’t 
end up doing this, and I wish that I had as it is a good way of getting a feel for the type of work expected 
from you in graduate school.  It is also useful to see a topic a few times, from different perspectives, and 
this is a great way to achieve this.   
 
Finally, in terms of research work I would say that no matter which field you want to go in you should 
make an effort to learn computer programming in some language (Matlab has a pretty low learning 
curve, Python seems to be useful moving forward and is entirely open source).  This is not only because 
it will likely come up as at least a useful skill in graduate school (or job), but because it is often the 
easiest and best way to make a valuable contribution in research work during your time as an 
undergraduate.  This is especially true in some theory fields, where it can be difficult to learn the 
required background information, while taking a full load of undergrad classes, to do much “pen and 
paper” work yourself.  While this certainly happens, I find that having some programming knowledge 
makes you immediately useful to many groups.  As timing can be an issue in terms of undergraduate 
research work (many people don’t start work until sophomore year or later), this is often the best way 
of impressing your advisor and getting ahead.  If you really hate it, then you’re not by any means out of 
luck, but it can be a great stepping stone that should at least be considered. 
 


