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student Blake Segler started the 

activities off with a lot of 

excitement, piquing students’ 

curiosity.  There were five 

stations, each one exploring a 

different part of physics, from 

magnetic levitation to crushing 

liquid nitrogen frozen flowers. 

Students were even able to see a 

portable, mini Tesla Coil, specially 

made for outreach programs.  

“I think it’s important for students 

to see physics as more than just a 

bunch of hard equations that 

they’re made to struggle through, 

but rather to see the relevance and 

importance of physics and to be 

engaged in the subject,” said 

Blake. “Many people see physics 

as something completely beyond 

them and far-removed from their 

own lives, but physics is all 

around us.” 

When Kirsten Gottschalk, from 

the International Centre for Radio 

Astronomy Research (ICRAR), 

took over, things got even more 

interesting, as water rockets started 

flying in the air. Students filled 

water bottles to different levels and 

then, using a pump, launched them 

as high up into the air as they 

would go.  

“I think these rockets are so 

engaging because they show off 

some of the physics they learn in 

school. Seeing Newton’s laws in 

action is so much more engaging 

than numbers on a page, plus it’s 

always fun to launch something 

(safely) into the air,” Kirsten said 

of the activity. 

After a tour of the Quantum 

Systems Lab, home of the Sapphire 

Clocks, the most accurate time 

measurement devices on earth, 

with PhD student Jeremy Bourhill, 

the students heard from Duncan 

Beckham, the University Physics 

Society Vice President. He came to 

share his experiences and show the 

students that being in physics 

doesn’t mean all work and no play. 

Duncan  said that although the 

degree is “incredibly challenging at 

times,” he still thinks it’s not too 

difficult to keep a good social 

study balance – being able to study 

enough and get good marks but 

also to enjoy your time and make 

connections. What’s his number 

one piece of advice, you might 

ask? 

Do you ever wonder what goes on in 

the life of a physics student? Maybe 

you think that they are studying all day 

or that their gears are always turning, 

thinking about the universe. On 

Tuesday, 14th July 2015, this question 

was answered for 28 high school 

students in years 11 and 12. These 

future rocket builders, astrophysicists, 

quantum physicists, and maybe even 

mad scientists got a sneak peak at the 

world of physics. 

Students from Perth Modern School, 

Churchlands Senior High School, 

Trinity College, Hale School, St. 

Mary’s Anglican Girl’s School, and 

Shenton College among others attended 

a programme called “A Day in the Life 

of a Physics Student” hosted by The 

University of Western Australia’s 

School of Physics. Students were lucky 

enough to play with water rockets, work 

with liquid nitrogen, and so much more.   

An interactive session led by PhD Continued on page 2 
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“To be on campus as much as 

possible, even treat being on 

campus as a full time job,” Duncan 

told the students. “You'll end up 

attending all your classes, be far 

ahead on your work, and have the 

most time for socializing in the 

end.” 

One thing these students all have in 

common is a desire to impact the 

world in whatever way they can.   

“I want to help prove string theory 

and allow mankind to reap the 

benefits from doing so,” said Fraser 

Paterson, a year 11 student from Mt 

Lawley Senior High School. “By 

understanding our reality as 

intimately as knowing how values 

like distance and mass can be 

instantly manipulated using nothing 

more than information, will allow 

us to usher in a new age of 

technological development that will 

ultimately improve the existence of 

every individual member of 

mankind.”  Spoken like a true 

Professor! 

 Changing the world is Professor 

Vince Wallace’s specialty. He 

exposed the students to his cutting 
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edge research in medical physics with a 

presentation entitled “What You Can 

Do with Terahertz Light.” 

Vince thinks the most exciting part of 

his work is being able to make an  

difference in people’s lives. With his 

new imaging technology, he is sure to 

have done just that. Using terahertz 

light, Vince developed a way to detect 

the location of cancer more accurately. 

Knowing exactly where a tumor is 

means less invasive procedures. 

Technology like this has great potential 

in patient care. 

The students then made their way to the 

highest part of campus – and of course 

the place with the best views of the 

Swan River and the city – the roof of 

the physics building. Once they reached 

the top they discovered The Spirit 

Telescope which they were able to look 

at with Paul Luckas. He told them of all 

the amazing images the telescope is 

able to capture and what that means for 

modern astronomy, his area of interest. 

Paul says that the most exciting part 

about introducing students to astronomy 

is “that there are discoveries yet to be 

made, and that these discoveries can be 

made by students.” 

“I think it is important for High 

School students to experience days 

like this because otherwise it is 

very difficult for them to 

understand what a University 

environment is like, such as the 

relative freedom they will have in 

that nobody will check whether 

they attend classes, the 

responsibility they will have to take 

for their own learning as a 

consequence of this, and the fact 

that for a School like Physics, 

research is as important as 

teaching,” Head of School, 

Professor Ian McArthur, explained.  

This whole day was just a small 

part of the larger outreach program 

that the School of Physics has. The 

philosophy behind all the outreach 

activities  is to create enthusiasm 

and a love for science among 

young people, utilizing interactive 

and accessible programs and 

events. 

These events include school visits, 

excursions for local and regional 

schools who wish to bring their 

students to campus, week-long 

science journalism work 

experience activities for students, 

and international research outreach 

programs with universities in 

China and high schools in 

Singapore.  

Outreach is an integral part of the 

School. Kirsten Gottschalk, who 

hosted the rocket activity expressed 

this feeling best when she said, 

“Inspiring the next generation of 

scientists and engineers is so 

important, especially in the modern 

world where things like physics are 

often not considered as a career. 

Outreach is one of the main ways 

to get out there and show 

prospective researchers what’s 

happening in the field and show 

them the opportunities available.”  
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Abdul with the physics gang and Professor Ian McArthur 

(This is a summary from a more in-

depth reflective essay by Abdul Aziz, 

who spent four weeks in Nanjing 

with fellow students from UWA 

gaining a research and cultural 

experience) 

Upon reflection, the greatest 

outcome of my Nanjing trip was the 

opportunity to work with Professor 

Zhan Peng and his graduate student 

Xin Yang. Although Xin ad to 

attend lectures and Professor Zhan 

was busy giving lectures, they both 

kept their doors open to my 

questions about the papers I was 

reading and anything else I needed 

during my entire stay in Nanjing. 

Professor Zhan allocated me to a 

post-doc office on my second day, 

this is where I was to grow as a 

physicist for the next month and be 

humbled by the kindness and 

knowledge of Zhan. 

Although Xin had some challenges 

speaking English, we were able to 

effectively communicate ideas with 

a pen and paper. On the first day I 

met him, I noticed he was working 

out of Classical Electrodynamics by 

Jackson and had Introduction to 

Electrodynamics by Griffiths sitting 

on his desk. 

I’d tried to work out of Jackson 

previously and was aware of the 

difficulty of the text. Xin and I 

immediately bonded over our 

mutual failures with the problems 

from Jackson and our appreciation 

of how easily Griffiths explains 

difficult topics. This sparked the 

great friendship he and I were to 

form over the month. When I began 

working on my samples, Xin 

patiently spent days with me in the 

lab introducing the complicated 

equipment I was to handle. 

When I wasn’t in the lab, Zhan 

would often visit me in my office to 

have lengthy discussions about the 

new concepts I needed to learn for 

the experiment he had outlined for 

me. We would even discuss the 

research his group was doing and 

how my experiments can be 

extended to theirs. I was asked to 

give presentations on the papers I 

was reading to Zhan and Xin so 

they could gauge my 

comprehension level of the theory 

that we were discussing. It was 

interesting albeit difficult lecturing 

Zhan on the topics he was clearly 

an expert in. The presentations 

were actually a great learning tool. 

Zhan lectured third year 

electrodynamics, so he would 

always relate the work I was doing 

to the fundamentals and extend 

upon them (if needed) with a 

pencil and paper, one on one. He 

would often pause and ask me 

questions about what he was 

teaching, similar to actual 

problems you’d find in a text and 

we’d work through the solutions 

simultaneously. 

 

Clearly, rote learning was not on 

the agenda. He once spent 4 hours 

in my office discussing the results 

I had obtained, and the many 

papers he had set out for me to 

read. I’ve gained a lot of valuable 

insight from my many discussions 

with him, and for this I am very 

thankful. 

.One of the most rewarding aspects 

of coming to Nanjing is knowing 

that further along my career, I 

have a place in Nanjing university that I 

can study further; with Zhan’s group. 

Not only was this trip culturally 

rewarding, but it also opened new doors 

for me to further my career. Zhan 

mentioned many times in our 

discussions that even if I choose not to 

pursue nanophotonics, the experimental 

techniques and the thinking processes 

in order to understand the results and 

mindset would help me in any area of 

work I choose. It was obvious that Zhan 

wanted me to learn as much as I could 

during my stay. His hospitality and 

kindness is something I will never 

forget. 

 

I have written a poem in true 

Shakespearean style to reflect my 

affection, however this page is far too 

narrow to contain it. In all seriousness, 

this trip was one of the most rewarding 

things I have ever done. Every day was 

a new learning experience with 

difficulties and triumphs. I was made to 

feel at home in true Chinese hospitality 

by my mentors, and they helped me 

produce the best work I’ve produced in 

my undergraduate degree. This trip was 

truly an invaluable experience. I would 

like to thank Ian for accompanying us 

to Nanjing to ensure everything ran 

smoothly, and for allowing me to 

partake in this excellent program. 
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Welcome to the new School of 

Physics digital newsletter 

“Particles". 

The School receives constant 

requests for work experience 

placements, particularly from High 

School students. It is very difficult 

to accommodate these requests via 

placements in research groups in a 

way that will yield a sense of 

achievement for the students. 

Our School Manager Jay Jay, who 

in one of his many past lives 

worked as a journalist, has 

developed the “Science Journalism 

Work Experience Programme", in 

which students on research 

placements write an article about 

some aspect of the research, 

teaching or outreach activities of the 

School and receive coaching from 

Jay Jay on how bring the article to a 

publishable format. In other words, 

these students are receiving 

valuable experience in Science 

Communication, a vital activity if 

the public are to understand the 

benefits accruing from use of their 

tax dollars in supporting 

fundamental research in fields such 

as Physics. 

The School’s regular hard copy and 

quite extensive newsletter is 

called “Waves”, and is issued on a 

roughly annual basis. The new 

shorter digital newsletter will be 

issued much more regularly, on a 

timescale of months. Jay Jay has 

suggested the title “Particles” for 

the digital newsletter, based on a 

duality with “Waves”,  both in 

length and frequency. Clearly, Jay 

Jay has the making of a quantum 

physicist! 

It is a pleasure to be able to 

welcome work experience students 

into the School on this basis. Whilst 

the final version of their work 

undergoes some editing from both 

me and Jay Jay, we will attempt to 

retain the freshness and the 

enthusiasm of their journalistic 

efforts. 

I hope you enjoy the inaugural issue 

of “Particles”. I would value any 

feedback you might wish to 

provide.  

Professor Ian McArthur 
Head of School 


