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Aside from breaking resolutions and fun overindulgence, a new year
is traditionally a time to start afresh with enthusiasm and optimism.
However, physics students might be forgiven for finding it hard to be
optimistic as 2007 started.

This year began with a cloud hanging over our community – that
cast by the recently announced closure of Reading University’s
Physics Department (p3). This term’s issue of Nexus News talks to
Reading Student Physics Society president Simon Stacey about the
dramatic events that led to the university’s decision and the struggle
that he and his course-mates endured to try to prevent it (p4). 

Meanwhile, we are very happy to welcome back regular
contributors Sheila Kanani and Leila Sattary. In this issue, Sheila
throws her punches at the stereotypical physicist image (p12), while
Leila asks if science and art are really so incompatible (p8). With the
Institute’s career’s advisor Vishanti Lall taking a look at non-profit
organisations and charities as alternative opportunities for physics
graduates (p10), there’s plenty for you to get started with.

Samir Dawoud, editor/student liaison officer
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Reading University to drop physics by 2010
The University of Reading announced

“with regret” that it would be closing

its physics department by 2010. The

decision, confirmed on 20 November,

was met with dismay from staff and

students, who had been fighting the

proposal since it was publicly

suggested in late September. 

Originally the university said that it

was forced to consider the closure

because maintaining the department

would require investment in a way that

it claims is not feasible in the current

funding context. On 20 November it

cited the limited student demand for

basic science nationally and

underfunding as key reasons for closing

the department. It added: “The university

remains committed to the sciences in

general and will continue to make a

substantial contribution to the science

base of the UK.” It also highlighted the new

School of Pharmacy as an example of its

enhanced investment.

The decision marks the end of a short

and fierce campaign by staff, students and

supporters who had hoped to persuade the

university to rethink their plan. Simon

Stacey, president of the student physics

society, has criticised both the outcome

and the process. He explained: “It felt like

a very quick decision that had been put in

place before we had a chance to argue.”

The Institute of Physics also described the

action as “precipitous” and “ill-judged”. 

The University and College Union (UCU)

received more than 2400 signatures to an

online petition during the campaign,

including support from many senior

academics in science departments around

the UK. UCU joint general secretary Sally

Hunt joined physics department head John

Blackman and Reading student union

president Dave Lewis to meet the Minister

for Further and Higher Education, Bill

Rammell, to discuss the issue. The student

physics society coordinated protests on

campus and donned masks of university

vice-chancellor Gordon Marshall outside a

meeting of the university senate. Hunt

talked of the “idiocy” of the decision and

added that it was “barefaced hypocrisy [for

the government] to do nothing about

Reading while at the same time issuing

guidance to universities across a range of

matters, such as academic freedom,

extremism on campus and even

making unsolicited comments on our

salaries”.

Meanwhile, students expressed

frustration at the way that they had

been treated by the university over the

matter. Stacey said: “All of the

announcements have reached us

through the media – not via the

university – which left many students

here confused. It feels like the

university doesn’t value us as

students.” Students also accused the

university of underhand tactics in

removing physics at Reading from

UCAS listings in 2006 and blocking

prospective students from visiting the

department. “Visitors were encouraged to

visit the mathematics department

instead,” Stacey revealed.

The university declined to comment

specifically on the UCAS omissions and the

redirection of visitors, but Lucy Ferguson,

the university’s senior press officer, said:

“The statement regarding the closure was

placed on the news section of the

university website immediately after the

decision. This is accessible to everyone

and is one of the tools we use to

communicate with staff and students.”

As the department prepares to close its

doors within the next four years, the

university assured: “The interests of staff,

and the welfare and teaching of existing

physics students at Reading, will be a

priority until the department closes.”

The closure of Reading University’s

physics department heralds a turbulent

future for the subject at higher-education

level. Since 1997 some 22 departments

have been forced to close or merge. Last

September, Peter Main, director of

education and science at the Institute of

Physics, described universities as

“operating in an environment controlled by

the choices of 17-year-old students”. He

added that Britain’s science base rests on

the choices of sixth-formers, thus

highlighting a cause of the problem that

starts long before they reach campus. 

“The decisions to close departments are

frustrating,” said Philip Diamond,

assistant director of education and science

at the Institute. “While academic

departments are critical to the success of

government policy, universities are

autonomous bodies that govern

themselves. The government must

increase its support for institutions feeling

the pressure that underfunded teaching

brings, in order to avoid such decisions in

the future.” 

Reading University’s announcement

coincided with signs that the government

agrees: it revealed plans for an extra

£75 million to support science at higher-

education level over the next three years,

shortly after Reading’s decision was made.

Meanwhile, universities like Reading

that plan to close science departments will

be required to write to the Minister of

Higher Education to explain themselves.

The physics department at Reading

employs 33 physicists and took on 52

undergraduate in 2006, while attracting

more than £5 million in investment over

the last few years.

● For press releases from Reading

University, see http://www.extra.rdg.ac.

uk/news/; the Institute, see http://www.

iop.org/Media/Press%20Releases/

index.html; Reading’s Department of

Physics and Astronomy, see

http://www.reading.ac.uk/physics/.

£75million funding comes too late for some 

Staff and students protest against the closure.
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W
hen the closure of Reading University’s

physics department was confirmed on

20 November 2006, few people will have

been more disappointed than Simon Stacey,

president of the physics society. The decision

marked the end of a determined struggle by staff, students and

many external supporters against the proposal. When staff had

found little room to manoeuvre for political and professional rea-

sons, Reading’s physics students took up the cause with Stacey

and his eight-person committee at their fore. Despite these pres-

sures, the society managed to bag two Nexus awards at the

Nexus AGM in November 2006. Nexus News caught up with

Stacey to discuss an eventful year and find out what it’s like to

study in the shadow of closure.

How did you feel when you first
heard that the department might
be closing?
I was stunned and confused. Why was our university propos-

ing to close a good department (rated 24/24 by the higher edu-

cation authority HEFCE) without any warning to the staff and

students? “Have you heard about the department?” were the

first words I heard about the closure – and this was from Nicky,

my friend and a fellow member of the society, who had read

about the proposal on the Guardian website just two weeks

before the 2006 autumn term started. I was extremely baffled,

considering that the university had claimed that physics was an

integral part of Reading’s curriculum just a few months before.

What was the reaction from the
department and on campus?
All of the physics students were absolutely outraged. We all

spend much of our time in the department. There is a great sense

of community between the staff and the students. I’m in no way

surprised that the students took personal offence to the pro-

posal. They’re all very proud to be physics students here.

Outside the department, countless numbers of students sym-

Reading’s students
fight physics closure
Reading University’s
physics society president,
Simon Stacey, answers
questions about his
struggle to keep his
department open in the
face of huge odds.
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Stacey standing by the society’s A1 protest poster, which
features the names of some of its supporters in 8pt lettering.
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pathised with us. I don’t think that any student wants to see their

department close. Many of the students from other departments

turned up to the events that we ran for our campaign, such as a

debate and protests. It was excellent to see that non-physicists

could understand the repercussions associated with terminat-

ing a traditional, core subject at the university.

The debate. which was between staff, students and university

management, took place soon after the proposal was made

known. The society and the students union spoke about their

concerns, highlighting the importance of physics in the UK and

making clear how outraged they were. The management said

that it would be unable to explain its case for closure until the

official university senate meeting, which would take place three

weeks later. We left more baffled and annoyed than before, and

we decided to start looking for support from all available sources.

What actions did the society take
to oppose the decision?
J J ’s Physics Society’s (named after J J Thompson) executive com-

mittee comprises nine dedicated members. We immediately held

a meeting to brainstorm strategies to save the department. The

task was too big to tackle alone, so we contacted as many groups

of people as possible from all areas of society to raise aware-

ness. We made banners and hung them around the campus. At

a meeting on 18 October 2006, we joined members of staff to

hold a protest outside the senate meeting. We asked our mem-

bers to help us by contacting their local MPs. Sophia, our social

rep, set up an online petition that received a massive response.

We received media coverage from the local and from the online

national press, and the BBC’s The Politics Show ran a major fea-

ture about the closure.
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Stacey’s committee (left to right): Tom Wolverson, Nicola Freebody, Simon Stacey, Richard Squibb, Robert Scott, Phill Bradley.
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How successful were you and how
did you interact with your
supporters?
Ultimately, the university decided to close the department, but

I think that the majority of that decision had been made even

before the proposal had been aired. During the meeting of the

senate, many academics defended our department. Through our

campaigning, I believe that the society highlighted the impor-

tance of physics, and indeed of all of the sciences, in the UK. This

coincided with the HEFCE funding change, which occurred prior

to the final decision was made. Sadly, the university did not take

the view that this could be used to help to save our department. 

It was an incredibly busy time for the society, and the com-

mittee members found themselves continually interacting with

our members, staff and the Institute and its associates (usu-

ally in the form of other physics societies). The committee mem-

bers sought advice and had discussions about what would be

the wisest course of action at each stage of the campaign.

What support did you receive for
your campaign?
The Universities and Colleges Union (UCU) offered us great sup-

port, setting up a petition that received more than 2500 signa-

tures from academics all over the world. With the UCU we held a

final rally with more than 200 people outside the venue for the

university council meeting, where the final decision was made.

Throughout the campaign the society committee continually

received e-mails from contacts at scientific organisations, includ-

ing the National Physical Laboratory and JET, and from the local

MPs of physics students. The department also received e-mails

from academic institutions all over the world. 

What was the most unlikely source
of support?
I don’t think that any of the sources were particularly unlikely,

but support came rapidly from all of them. If anything, I was sur-

prised by the passion of the student body and by its eagerness

to get involved. At the penultimate meeting of the senate, back

in October, representatives voted 32 for and 11 against the pro-

posal to close the department. All of the student representatives

were among those 11.

Did anyone whom you
encountered support the proposal
to shut down your department?
Not one person I spoke to, and that makes the department’s clo-

sure even more shocking.

How did the university react to
your concerns?
We all felt that they were completely dismissive of them, and

that they used their position of authority to avoid answering our

questions. There was total disregard for the opinions of anyone

not on the senate and council chairs. 

What do you think about the
reasons that the university has
given for closing the department?
I think that they are, again, dismissive, leaving the students and

staff in the dark about the details relating to the finances. It has

emerged very clearly from this that the university keeps its loy-

alties to its investors, not to its students and staff.

Some students have been critical
of the university’s handling of the
affair. What’s your view?
I think that the university’s handling of the closure was, to some
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Stacey plans a future in renewable energy after graduation.
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degree, unprofessional. I would hope that other universities

would consider their strategies alongside their staff and stu-

dents, in order to keep excellent teaching and learning facilities

– such as the department here at Reading – open.

I certainly think that the university’s communication about the

affair was sloppy to say the least, and I was shocked by how lit-

tle responsibility they were willing to take for the concerns of

students at the university. 

Since the decision was made, how
has your relationship with the
university changed and what is life
like in the department now?
I have very little contact with the senior staff of the university. I

think that it is a sad affair that the individuals who run the uni-

versity cannot grasp how short-sighted it is to close a physics

department to satisfy short-term financial goals.

The best thing that came out of the decision was the strong

bonds that formed between the academic staff and the students

as a consequence. Although some of the staff have now begun

to look elsewhere, they are good, kind people and they are com-

mitted to seeing that all of the students who remain at Reading

will enjoy the same high level of education as students here have

received previously. 

Since November 2006 the society has held a Christmas party,

which was attended by staff, students and postgraduates too.

Everyone continues to work hard in our very proactive depart-

ment – just as they worked hard previously.

I think the biggest culprit is our government, which continues

to stress the importance of science in the UK without providing

the funding through which it can be conducted. I hope that the

new HEFCE funding will help to alleviate this pressure.

At the Nexus AGM the society won
two awards: “Best Newsletter”
and “Most Improved Society”. How
did you react to this and what are
your plans with the society?
We were overwhelmed to receive two society awards from Nexus.

It means a lot to us given the circumstances in which we have

achieved such a result. The first thing that we did with the money

was to organise a Christmas party for the staff and students,

which was fantastic. We are currently investigating the possi-

bility of a foreign excursion for our members (maybe to CERN or

to the observatories in La Palma).

At the AGM I met several representatives from different soci-

eties who said that they had reacted with surprise to the

announcement about the department’s closure. I think it made

them realise just how little control they have over events at their

university. I met representatives from one university who were

concerned that the same thing might happen to them. 

What advice would you give to any
students facing a similar
situation?
First, I think that prevention is the key to averting what happened

at Reading. If students are passionate about physics and their

department, they should talk to the staff and find out if there are

outreach projects that they can get involved with to try to

increase the number of people applying for their subject. 

If such a travesty is proposed, first I suggest trying to arrange

a meeting with the management to see if the students can help.

If those in power are unresponsive, act fast: contact the peo-

ple who make the decisions; then get in touch with the media,

government officials (both local and national) and any other bod-

ies that hold an interest in physics, such as the Institute of

Physics and its business partners. Keep fighting to the end. I

think that social pressure from all angles is the best strategy.

What are your plans now? Has this
episode eroded your enthusiasm
for physics?
I think that physics in the UK is in a grey area, but this seems to

be a trend across the globe. I think that physics is still an excel-

lent career path. Without doubt, it is the most fascinating sub-

ject in the universe; it literally touches everything. 

I’m going to be handing the society over to a new committee

in the next few months because I will be graduating this year. I’m

aiming for a career in the renewable-energy industry, which is

set to grow massively over the next few decades. This industry

holds massive opportunities for physicists. So although this

episode has been a rather bleak affair, I have faith that the study

of physics will bounce back in years to come – hopefully before

any more departments close. �
● For further information, see http://www.myspace.com/

jjsphysicssoc.

What next? Stacey still has faith in the future of physics.
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A
t first glance, science and

art seem to exist at oppo-

site ends of a spectrum.

Yet it is well known that

physicists can, and do,

make good musicians and artists. The

stereotypical physicist – someone who is

methodical and fastidious to the point of

tedium – may not seem to have creative

attributes, but Albert Einstein was a vio-

linist, Werner Heisenberg was a pianist

and Richard Feynman played the bongos.

Leonardo da Vinci’s life work is a perfect

example of crossing the divide between

science, engineering, art and music. So

how can the complex relationship between

art and science best be described?

Physics and the arts have overlapped

since Pythagoras pointed out the numer-

ical relations between pitches, such as

octaves and fifths. It’s easy to see how

music is governed by physics, from the

structure of melodies to the technologies

of sound recording, music is defined by

wave mechanics and acoustics. So per-

haps, as physicists, our ear is attuned to

picking up these mathematical links, and

our understanding of concepts such as

resonant frequencies allows us to be more

musically inclined. This seems unlikely: do

musicians really think about the physical

concepts of sound, even subconsciously,

as they play Tchaikovsky? I think not.

Science and the arts have differences

that seem to imply a polarity. For example,

the arts are completely subjective (it is dif-

ficult to define “good music”, say),

whereas scientific research is fundamen-

tally evidence based. This means that work in science can be

wrong or become outdated as we build on theories. We can look

back and pick out the mistakes of great scientific figures of the

past, but in the arts it is difficult to claim that Picasso or Mozart

made “mistakes” in this sense. 

To be a great physicist, logic, knowledge and the ability to fol-

low a rigid set of analytical rules are simply not enough. Those

leaps of understanding that have led to the most important

developments in physics have been arrived at through creativ-

ity and a willingness to experiment. A similar trend runs through

the arts. It is easy to describe a painting in terms of frequen-

cies of lights and patterns or a melody as simple frequencies of

Are science and art
Leila Sattary explores the similarities between two field

Artists can derive their inspiration from many fields, from astronomy...
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sound in patterns, but what makes them both art and music is

the creativity within them. That cannot be reduced to the mere

physical properties.

Both science and the arts need to use a non-conventional lan-

guage. Describing physics with ordinary words is difficult, so it

has its own vocabulary to explain the universe in great detail. To

a certain extent, music and art share this

feature; they can be entirely non-verbal,

yet they can say something profound

about the world around us – “A picture

paints a thousand words”, as they say.

Also, the way in which an artist or musician

and a physics researcher work is similar.

They must be devoted to the cause and

have the conviction that they are making

meaningful statements about the uni-

verse. Often both pursuits find themselves

struggling to achieve perfection. They say

that an artist should never be happy with

his work. I’m sure that physics researchers

can relate to that.

M
odern art often uses

physics to express con-

cepts, while the provi-

sion of music for the

masses depends com-

pletely on technology that is often devel-

oped by physicists.

Many physicists are romantics, in a

sense, because they try to describe the

beauty of the universe, as do both artists

and musicians. The main difference is

accessibility: physics is impenetrable to

many outside the field, while art and music

are, ideally, open to all. However, many

would argue that the higher arts are as

incomprehensible to the layman as quan-

tum mechanics. 

It seems apparent that there is a strong

connection between physics and the arts,

and that many of those attributes that

define a good physicist are shared by

artists and musicians. There is no clear line

separating the two fields. Our link with the arts is certainly some-

thing that we should embrace. It will show that we are neither

boring nor closed-minded, but full of creativity, however well

hidden. �
Leila Sattary is a final-year undergraduate physicist at the
University of St Andrews.

...to the movement of smoke dictated by the laws of fluid dynamics.

really so different?
s of endeavour that are traditionally viewed as opposites.
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I
t’s fair to say that the physicist

stereotype is one of the most recog-

nisable around and that the social

perception of us as introvert, socially

challenged boffins is the reaction

that we usually encounter. How many of

us have had people back away slowly

when we tell them that we’re physicists?

How many astronomers are mistaken for

astrologers? Often people don’t know

what to expect when meeting a physicist

and therefore don’t know how to react. It’s

an effect that strengthens the social divide

between “us” (the scientists) and “them”

(just about everybody else), yet its also

given us some good things. It’s hard not to

love Christopher Lloyd playing Dr Emmett

Brown (in the Back to the Future trilogy), an eccentric and ener-

getic character who acts as a hero and mentor to Micheal J Fox’s

“Marty”. Not bad for a physicist, huh? But how have we earned

these stereotypes and where are the stereotypes going?

We’ve all thought it: sitting in a lecture theatre staring at the

man in the front spewing out giant formulae. He’s usually over

50 years old, with thinning hair and a grey beard. Sometimes

he’s Russian, too. It’s all part of the underlying question; why

do all physicists seem to look and act the same? Now, it’s quite

clear that the social stereotypical appearance is the direct result

of the public exposure to physicists such as Einstein and Von

Braun (it ain’t rocket science, as we now say). But how did it come

to pass that physicists now seem to turn into the stereotypes set

down? For some insight, we can start close to home by looking

at what we find in universities.

The mad professor
I remember a particular lecture I had on radio astronomy during

my undergraduate days that demonstrated the above effect. Dur-

ing the lecture, our professor sounded a bit different, but I fig-

ured that he simply had a cold. Yet at the end of the lecture he

introduced himself as someone else entirely. “Your professor is

away at a conference, that’s why I took

your lecture today” he said. This impostor

looked so much like our regular lecturer

that I didn’t even realise that it wasn’t him.

When gazing across our perplexed faces

he promptly told us that all radio

astronomers turn out with thinning hair

and a grey beard (which scares me a lot,

seeing as I am female and about to start

a PhD in radio astronomy). Why is it that

all astrophysicists have big beards? The

most obvious answer is one of lifestyle.

Most astronomers are up all night observ-

ing, so when the morning shave is due they

are too tired to bother and just let the hair

grow. This trend continues on the other

side of the world – having just spent three

months in Australia, I can safely say that about 80% of the radio

astronomers there also have substantial facial hair, even though

the summer temperatures often top 40 °C.

The angry female scientist
There are a few other stereotypes in the science world. Take

women, for example. How many female professors do you have

at your university? I can name just one that I had and she was a

scary beast of a woman. The stereotype is of the woman scien-

tist angry at the whole world (or at least at the entire male pop-

ulation). Being a female scientist, I can empathise with her

because it is tough being a “woman in a man’s world”, no mat-

ter what century we are living in. I wasn’t taken seriously by my

peers and sometimes my lecturers. I’d feel that I was not being

listened to and a few times some of my so-called male friends

would put me down for being female (even when I got better

exam results than them). They felt vulnerable that a girl was beat-

ing them at something that was traditionally “their subject”. I’m

sure I’m not the only woman to have experienced this. It can hurt

your feelings. One occasion that still haunts me today is when I

was partnered with a particularly egotistical boy for a comput-

ing lab. I admit that he was more proficient than me to begin with,

The stigma of
being a physicist

The ‘physicist’ stereotype is given to all who enter the
subject. Sheila Kanani explores its origin and future.

Mad scientist: the stereotypical image
afflicts all sciences, not just physics.
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but I’m a fast learner and knew what I was doing. He amused him-

self by making comments like “let the man sit in the driving seat”.

Given such experiences, it’s easy to see how the angry female

physicist stereotype arises. What’s my strategy for avoiding such

a destiny? Continue to smile sweetly at any man who crosses my

path. Hey, if I know that I can beat the pants off them in a gen-

eral relativity exam, why should I care if they feel insecure?

Bear in mind that women have only been allowed to partici-

pate in physics in the last 100 years, and have only gained recog-

nition in the last 50 years or so, with notable female scientists

such as Marie Curie and Jocelyn Bell-Burnell (only making a con-

tribution to physics in the 1960s, but not being given the Nobel

Prize that was awarded to Anthony Hewish for discovering pul-

sars because she was his PhD student).

The angry, scary women in science is an unfair image. I reckon

that, in my undergraduate classes and labs, a vast majority were

(relatively) calm, and they experienced little trouble with their

male colleagues. Most would even be decribed as “attractive”

by anyone you care to ask.You really can have beauty and brains!

Now, I wouldn’t want to make too much of a comment here for

fear of sounding narcissistic and arrogant, but let me indulge:

beauty can work very well with brains. I think good-looking girls

can actually have an easier time doing physics if they know their

stuff. Men are quick to dismiss pretty faces as airheads with no

real grasp of their subject, so, by defying these chauvinist expec-

tations, girls can gain the advantage. Maybe its only a matter of

time before the clichéd lady scientist is a brainy and confident

supervixen who knows more about field theory than her male

counterparts give her credit for.

The geeky male student
Physics students have generated their own stereotype that can

generally be described as nerdy boys with no social skills who

play D&D. I’m sure this stereotype will get the blood of all of

those boys out there who are physicists who love going to par-

ties and captaining the football team boiling, but I can honestly

say that during my time at university I was surrounded by this

model. Even the boys who looked cool played Magic: The Gath-
ering during the lunch hour.

Lacking social skills is a big problem that we students must be

aware of for the sake of our future careers if nothing else. Uni-

versity is more than an academic challenge; it’s a social and per-

sonal one as well. The communication skills learned at university

should give a huge helping hand to shy people but, even so,

these skills are only learned by joining societies, attending

physics Christmas parties and organising events. And so con-

tinues the vicious circle of survival of the fittest. At least here the

stereotype isn’t to blame.

To me, the physics student stereotype is the most important

one we that have because it’s the one that is changing the most.

The 21st century has brought on a new wave of physicists – just

look round your department and you can see that there are more

girls doing physics, trendier boys in the lecture theatres who

actually sit next to the girls, and, from my experience in Australia,

it is easy to see that scientists are emerging from all over the

world, not just Russia. It will take some time for these “new sci-

entists” to evolve and develop, but I imagine in 100 years the

stereotype will have changed completely. In 2107 maybe an arti-

cle will complain about how there are too many female physi-

cists in the world or that not enough Russians do science .

T
hese stereotypes work for and against us. As

physics students it’s always funny to think of lec-

turers as the “typical” mad scientist or crazy genius,

but from outside the physics world the stereotype

can be pretty harmful. I imagine that some people

who enjoyed the subject matter at school didn’t go on to do

physics at a later date due to the fact it was uncool or because it

wasn’t an area that girls are supposed to enter.

Furthermore, geeks are always perceived as people who are

not able to communicate well. But did this arise because that’s

just how we are, or because physics attracts these sorts of peo-

ple? I don’t think that these deficiencies are a result of the stereo-

type; I’ve always had the gift of the gab and being a physicist

hasn’t stopped me, but physics does attract these sorts of peo-

ple. It is a subject surrounded by a great deal of perceived exclu-

sivity, demanding a sophisticated understanding of another

language quite unlike anything we use socially.

Something that affects the public perception too much can be

dangerous. We already find that we risk becoming detached from

society. If you love something enough, you do it anyway, but, as

a woman, I have found it difficult to cope sometimes with the tra-

ditionally male stereotype. When I tell people that I have a degree

in astrophysics, they are surprised because I am female but they

do tend to sit up and listen. How many Indian female physicists

do you know? I don’t know that many and I am quite proud of the

difficulties that I ahve overcome.

Reversing the stereotype can prove just as problematic; we

have already tried to go against the stereotype by advertising

the cool side of physics, but this has backfired somewhat as there

are now a lot of people who are sick of the “physics is cool”

approach. It hasn’t worked anyway. Where is the sudden influx

of cool physicists?

Maybe it’s not up to us to change the image of physics; it will

just happen over time. Maybe there is a new stereotype emerg-

ing of its own accord: there are a fair few Manchester physics

graduates that I can think of who have taken a year out to travel

the world, teaching physics to tough-neck kids in outback Aus-

tralia and preaching to the world about the pros and cons of

being a stereotype. Maybe the only solution is to sit back and

enjoy it, because at the end of the day the only reason we are

here is because we love what we do, regardless of what other

people think. The fact that people are so acutely aware of our

stereotypes proves that we do it in style. �
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Y
ou can do anything with

a physics degree, or so

the saying goes. The

wealth of transferable

skills and the technical

know-how that physics students gain

means that graduates find themselves

in all kinds of work spheres – anything

from academia to finance. Yet it is unde-

niable that some of the best opportu-

nities in physics (those that offer the

best challenges and the biggest

rewards, as well as work directly related

to your degree) reside in the defence

sector or with employers directly

involved in the manufacture of weapons

and military systems.

For some this just doesn’t cut it and

each year many gifted graduates, who

could otherwise enjoy a successful

career in industry, deliberately avoid

applying to firms that are involved in the

production of tools of war. Many of them also refuse to be

seduced by the lure of the financial sector, which offers big bucks

and a fast track to power for people who, in the opinion of these

graduates, don’t mind making money for the already-rich. But

with a large slice of the job market off limits, the future can look

bleak. What they want is a career that has principles but is still

a challenging and exciting path to follow. This is where jobs with

not-for-profit organisations and charities come in.

“Charity” and “not-for-profit” may conjure up images of gap

years spent in villages overseas, teaching English to underpriv-

ileged children and building schools, but such adventures aren’t

just to be undertaken voluntarily or only for a few months. In the

UK, charities and not-for-profit organisations are big business,

employing more than 590 000 paid employees and supported

by a staggering 16.2 million volunteers

(source: www.doctorjob.com).

Furthermore, there are many organi-

sations that you may not have thought

of as charities that do in fact have this

status and offer employment for a

worthwhile cause. (The Institute of

Physics is a registered charity, as are the

majority of the professional societies.)

In its broadest definition, “charities”

includes not only those organisations

that are registered with the Charity Com-

mission but also small voluntary groups,

housing associations, NHS Trusts, recre-

ational/ sports/university/trade asso-

ciations/clubs.

Skilled staff
Charities are involved in a variety of

important activities. It is therefore

imperative that they employ highly qual-

ified and skilled staff to deliver the high

standards that are expected of them – just like any other organ-

isation. Just because they’re charities doesn’t mean that they

are able to make do with second best.

At the Institute, people work as fundraisers, policy advisers,

business-development officers and education coordinators, as

well as in public relations. For example, Caitlin Watson is well

qualified to talk about working in the not-for-profit field. “I’ve

always worked for charities,” she said. She graduated from the

University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology in

1995 and is currently the Physics in Society manager at the Insti-

tute, a role that sees her maintain and develop the Institute’s

public outreach programme. “I enjoy being able to try new things

that I think will make a real difference,” she said. “I’ve always

been enthusiastic about science communication but too many

The charity sector: a
road less travelled

Vishanti Lall looks at jobs with charities and in the
not-for-profit sector for graduates who want to avoid
the moral minefield of careers in defence or finance 

Suit free zone: careers with charities and not-
for-profit organisations are an exciting
alternative choice to the more conventional
“suits and boots” world of big business.
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of these kinds of roles involve selling drugs or doing corporate

PR. When you tune out that kind of stuff, you find that the more

appealing roles are usually based in charities like this.” So where

would she be if she wasn’t working for a charity? “I don’t know,”

she said. “I imagine I’d be a teacher. It’s really about making a

difference. I wouldn’t like to be in anything more corporate.”

While larger charities offer a competitive salary and employ

staff for specific duties, smaller organisations employ fewer peo-

ple and require their employees to work in a wider variety of

roles. Graduates who work in smaller organisations have the

opportunity to develop a range of skills as well as specialist

knowledge in the sector, but they will require exceptional com-

munication skills as well as the initiative and the confidence to

switch from one role to another without detailed guidance.

With a variety of roles available, charity and not-for-profit

employment is an exciting prospect, but it’s difficult to get into.

The graduate recruitment schemes and training programmes so

familiar to large corporate employers are almost absent from the

charity sector, so how can you find your way in?

A common mistake is to assume that a simple passion for the

cause will carry you through. It’s important to remember that

charities (especially those that are lucky enough to enjoy a high

profile) will be inundated with people declaring their dedication

to a cause. Such enthusiasm does not demonstrate either com-

mitment or ability, and charities cannot afford to employ indi-

viduals for whom their mission may just be a passing phase. “We

regularly hear from people who profess a dedication to human

rights, but that alone is not enough,” said Charmaine Goddard,

human resources coordinator at Amnesty International UK.

“What they need in addition is general administrative, office and

IT skills, just as with any other organisation. Practicality is just

as important as passion.” 

Voluntary experience
Goddard also looks for people with degrees. “We welcome the

transferable and problem-solving skills that they develop. A suc-

cessful applicant may be required to work in difficult situations

or make sense of complex data. After all, if we have information

that we want to display on our website we need it to make imme-

diate sense to anyone, be they 5 or 50 years of age.” Does God-

dard particularly seek applicants with voluntary experience in

human rights work? “Generally no,” she said. “Voluntary exper-

ience is great to support an application but it doesn’t neces-

sarily need to be in the same field we work in. This is true for all

but a few specific roles here at Amnesty International UK.”

This is probably the most important aspect of applying for

employment with charities – remember that they need the same

skills from you that financial companies or weapons manufac-

turers do, namely communication, problem-solving and team-

working abilities. The opportunity to develop these skills in a

unique and morally satisfying environment exists in a variety of

organisations. With a little bit of research, you may find that

where you were once out of options to satisfy your conscience,

you are now in fact spoilt for choice. �

The graduate recruitment schemes and training
programmes so familiar to large corporate
employers are almost absent from the charity
sector, so how can you find your way in?
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Institute News

PGCE trainees
in science get
a cash boost
Support for graduates pursuing careers as

science teachers, including trainee physics

teachers, received a significant boost in

late 2006 as the Training and Development

Agency for Schools (TDA) increased the

total value of its bursaries and

introductory “golden hellos”.

The move came as the government

announced increased targets for specialist

science teachers in schools. Despite

perceptions to the contrary, the number of

trainee science teachers has witnessed

what  the Institute’s teacher support

manager Chris Shepherd called a “gradual

sustained growth in numbers”. He referred

to the recent announcements as “good

news” for those students hoping to take a

PGCE as physics teachers.

● Visit the TDA website at www.tda.gov.uk.

More student
bursaries are
on the way
Up to 300 students will benefit from

additional Institute funding to help them

with their degrees. The Undergraduate

Bursary Scheme (UBS) aims to increase the

number of physics undergraduates, with

an emphasis on encouraging those

students who don’t traditionally choose

physics or those who might otherwise be

deterred from going to university by

financial constraints. 

The Institute called the scheme, which is

in its first year of operation: “An important

part of the Institute’s support for

students.” Sarah Verth, science support

officer, added: “We hope that the scheme

will give students the opportunity to study

physics who might not be able to

otherwise.”

The bursaries are available to UK and

Irish nationals who are starting on an

Institute-accredited degree programme.

They are intended to follow students

through the duration of their studies. That

means that bachelors students will benefit

from £3000, while those studying

undergraduate Masters’ would receive

£4000. A total of 50 university physics

departments are participating in the UBS

and will allocate the bursaries to their

students using their own selection criteria.

● Visit the UBS pages at www.iop.org/

aboutus/The_Institute_of_Physics/

Support_And_Grants/index.html. 

Weather fails
to stop some
prizewinners

Representatives from Birmingham

University Astronomical Society

celebrated with other award winners at the

Institute’s Annual Awards Dinner as

inclement weather prevented more than

100 guests from attending the event.

Samuel George and Kym Goss enjoyed

the dinner at the Savoy Hotel in London

before being presented with the Nexus

“Best Society” award by the Institute’s

president, Peter Saraga OBE, on 18 January

2007. The award will mean an extra £200

for the society in 2007.

The award judges – members of the

Nexus committee – were impressed by the

number of society activities and the

balance between social and academic

events. “Their outreach activities are

excellent,” added Laura Pickard, Nexus

committee chair and judge. Meanwhile,

severe disruption to the transport system

into and within London meant that

approximately 140 guests – some of whom

were due to receive awards – were forced

to miss the event. Their awards will be

presented later in the year.

The “Best Society” award is one of four

that are allocated by Nexus every year.

This year, JJ’s Physics Society of Reading

University won both “Most Improved

Society” and “Best Newsletter”, each of

which carries a prize of £100. Nexus

committee judges were impressed with the

society’s achievements in light of “difficult

circumstances”. Durham Astronomical

Society was declared the winner of the

“Best Website” award and received a prize

of £100.

New Institute
logo heralds
2007 rebrand
A new logo was unveiled by the Institute in

December 2006. The new look will

gradually be introduced throughout 2007

to avoid unnecessary waste of materials

currently displaying the previous version

of the logo. 

“Our logo and brand identity are

important assets in establishing our

professionalism and letting our partners,

stakeholders and target audiences know

who we are and what we do,” said Rachel

Clarke, the Institute’s external

communications officer. 

The new logo uses the initials IOP with

“Institute of Physics” for the Institute and

“Publishing” for the publishing operation.

This differentiation was made because the

two branches of the organisation have

different “top messages”, which are

equally important and crucial for the

Institute to communicate.

So why is the new design an

improvement? “Our activities are spread

across a lot of different groups, such as our

publishing operation and our local

branches,” Clarke explained. “The new

design is more versatile, allowing us to

apply it to our different groups while tying

them together under a single identity.”

● Visit the Institute’s website at

http://www.iop.org.

If you would like more information about anything in this section, contact the student liaison officer (e-mail samir.dawoud@iop.org; tel 020 7470 4800).

Samuel George, Kym Goss and Peter Saraga.
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Suzanne Belshaw, Daniel Friedrich and Gregory Stevens each

win Richard P Feynman’s Don’t You Have Time to Think? for

correctly answering the last issue’s teaser. The name of Jodrell

Bank’s steerable radio telescope is the Lovell Telescope.

To win Peter Woit’s Not Even Wrong: the Failure of String
Theory and the Continuing Challenge to Unify the Laws of
Physics, answer the following question: Which society won the

Nexus “Best Society” award at the Institute of Physics Awards

Dinner in January 2007? E-mail your answer (including your

name, institution and e-mail address) to samir.dawoud@iop.org

or send it to Nexus News Book Competition, Student Liaison

Officer, The Institute of Physics, 76 Portland Place, London, W1B

1NT – no later than 30 April.

Book competition

Send your solutions to the editor and be in with a chance to win.

The lucky first prizewinner will receive £40, while two lucky

runners-up will win £20 each. Send your entries by e-mail to

samir.dawoud@iop.org or put them in the post to Nexus

Crossword Competition, Student Liaison Officer, The Institute of

Physics, 76 Portland Place, London W1B 1NT. Remember to

include your name, institution and e-mail address. The closing

date for entries is 30 April 2007.

Nexus prize crossword Set by Samir

1

7

9

13

19

2

14

17

1

3

1

11

1

1

1

20

10 1

1

15

4

1

8

1

12

15

20

1

18

5

16

6

1 21

22

Across
4. “sin2(θ)+cos2(θ)” promotes

“unity” (3)

7. Cooling agent risks

“drowning” (8)

8. Computer post could read

“2.718…” (5)

9. American progressive metal

band could be “useful device”?

(4)

11. Colliding body “delivers”

momentum (7)

13. “Subatomic particle from

Yorkshire could be my boy-

child!” predicts Yukawa (5)

15. Greek letter is highly

ionising! (5)

17. Whole numbers feel

“untouched” (7)

18. Aeroplane catches cab

between gate and runway (4)

21. Sample (8)

22. Longer wavelengths are

most “communist” parts of EM

spectrum? (3)

Down
1. Signal amplifying process

gives me more camera pictures

than I bargained for? (13)

2. Bathroom implements are

“logical” favourite for Ockham

(6)

3. Multination space object still

unfinished? (3)

5. Time passes (6)

6. Confinements to oscillate in

specific plain? Watch out for

bears and penguins! (13)

10. Robert Hooke “leaps forth”

after winter (7)

11. Unreactive (5)

12. Electromagnetic detection

is the same back to front! (5)

14. Snow White’s wicked

stepmother has 100%

reflective agony aunt (6).

16. Ionised gas makes great TV!

(6)

20. Perhaps “runny quartz”

makes efficient calculators? (3)

The winners were drawn

out of the hat by Andrea

Michael, the Institute’s

project coordinator.

Robert Haddow of the

Open University wins the

first prize of £40.

Runners-up Neil Bennet

and Daniel Machado each

win £20. 

Last issue’s
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Copywrite Randall Munroe. For more comics, visit http://xkcd.com.



Graduation is just around the corner, so now’s the time to
prepare for the next stage of your career.

“Find a job you love and you’ll never work a day in your life” Confucius

Contact Jayne Orsborn   Tel +44 (0)117 930 1228   E-mail jayne.orsborn@iop.org

For the best careers in physics and engineering, don’t miss the careers section in the March issue of
Physics World. It features a special focus on graduate opportunities, including:

• the latest graduate and postgraduate vacancies;

• postgraduate courses.

And don’t forget to visit PhysicsJobs at physicsweb.org/jobs, where you can:

• search for physics and engineering jobs in the UK and worldwide;

• post your CV on PhysicsJobs;

• sign up for the free PhysicsJobs e-mail alert.

If any of your fellow students would like a free PDF version of the March careers section,
they can e-mail angela.gage@iop.org.

WHAT’S YOUR NEXT BIG MOVE?




