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Okay, so the cover is a little misleading. Instead of “Speak for
yourself” it should probably read “How to work in harmony with
journalists to achieve a less misleading interpretation of your
scientific views”. But that’s not as snappy. Besides, I bet the one we
chose grabbed your attention!

Joking aside, being unable to express your ideas and views to
someone without being misinterpreted is frustrating – whether it’s
your friends, your family or even journalists. The Science Media
Centre, in conjunction with the charitable trust Sense About Science,
offers valuable advice on how to work effectively with the press from
those on both sides of the fence. Check out Frances Downey’s report
on p8 about a recent Voice of Young Science media day, and pick up
some invaluable tips.

Elsewhere, the Imperial College Astronomy Society presents a
fascinating interview with NASA astronaut Scott Kelly (p5) who has
some inspirational advice for young scientists. Curiously, Kelly’s
identical twin brother is also a NASA astronaut, who appeared in a
recent issue of Nexus News! It sounds like a bad excuse for me to
recycle material but I promise it’s true!

There is a lot to investigate in this issue, so I think it’s time you
started. I hope you enjoy it.

Samir Dawoud, editor/student liaison officer
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Societies win
Nexus awards
Congratulations were in order at the Nexus
annual general meeting, which took place
at the Institute of Physics in London on 5
November, when four student physics
societies took the prizes in the 2005 Nexus
Society Awards. The winner in each
category received a substantial cash prize
to put towards their future activities. The
winners were:
� Best Society: Astro 2, NUI Maynooth
Physics Society – £200;
� Most Improved Society: Surrey
University Physics Society – £100;
� Best Website: PsiStar, Queen Mary’s,
University of London Physics Society –
£100;
� Best Newsletter: Imperial College
London Physics Society – £100.

Representatives of NUI Maynooth’s
Astro 2, Emily Duffy and Eoin Butler,
attended the Institute of Physics awards
dinner, held at the prestigious Savoy Hotel
in London in January 2006. They were
presented with their prize and
congratulated by the Institute’s president
Sir John Enderby.

The Nexus committee awarded the Best
Society prize to Astro 2 for its commitment
to public outreach while offering a wide
range of social and academic activities to
its members. Meanwhile, Surrey
University Physics Society won the Most
Improved Society award for its efforts in
recovering from a three-year lull to
become a vibrant and active group, while
PsiStar scooped the Best Website award
for its easily accessible, informative and
dynamic website. Finally, Imperial College
Physics Society secured the Best
Newsletter Award for its friendly and
welcoming membership newsletter
GUTed, which gives a great insight into the
sense of community the society creates
among its members.

Want to know more about what these
great societies are doing? Check out the
following websites:
� Astro 2: www.minds.nuim.ie/~astro2
� Surrey University Physics Society:
www.ph.surrey.ac.uk/ugrad/physoc
� PsiStar: www.psistar.co.uk
� Imperial College London Physics
Society: www.union.ic.ac.uk/physoc

If you would like more information about
registering your society with Nexus, please
e-mail the student liaison officer at
samir.dawoud@iop.org.

Dublin YPC is
a big success
The Institute’s seventh Young Physicists’
Conference (YPC) took place on 25–27
November 2005 at Trinity College, Dublin.
The conference is an opportunity for both
undergraduate and postgraduate students
as well as young professional physics
graduates to meet and exchange ideas in
an informal environment, and was well
attended by nearly 100 delegates. Guest
lecture highlights included Channel 4’s
FameLab 2005 winner Dr Mark Lewney,
lecturing on topics from the physics of
music to superstring theory with the
assistance of his custom-made Ibanez
electric guitar and his shredding talent!

The undergraduate and postgraduate
lecture competitions – two of the most
popular events – were held once again and
drew a large participation. The
undergraduate winner was Tom Whyntie of
Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, with
his lecture “Life, the Universe and… the
Neutron?” while the postgraduate
competition was won by Keith Lambkin of
University College Dublin for his lecture
“Gulliver’s Travels and Kepler’s Mistaken
Ingenuity”. Both win expenses-paid trips
to attend the 2006 International
Conference of Physics Students (ICPS) in
Romania this August. Meanwhile, the
student poster competition was won by
Richard Branch of St Cross College, Oxford,
for his poster on his work with the ESA
student parabolic flight campaign.

Get money off
a solar eclipse
The International Association of Physics
Students (IAPS) is organizing a student
conference in Ankara, Turkey, to coincide
with the 2006 solar eclipse due on 29
March. To support student members
hoping to attend this event Nexus is
offering a number of bursaries for £60 to
partly cover travel and registration costs.

The conference promises to be an exciting
opportunity for students to witness this
rare event while strengthening links with
the international student community.

Nexus is coordinating with the regional
Institute branches to offer branch
subsidies to its members, so that students
have more options to choose from when
selecting their financial support.

Visit www.solareclipse2006.org for more
information about the conference and
www.iaps.info to find out about IAPS. To
find out more about the availability of
Nexus and branch bursaries, or to apply,
please contact the student liaison officer
by e-mailing samir.dawoud@iop.org.

Meet the new
committee
The Nexus AGM also saw some significant
changes to the Nexus committee. Chair
Antony Carver of Bath University stood
down after a busy year. His replacement is
Laura Pickard, a final-year student at
Bristol University and already an active
member of the Nexus community. Laura
becomes chair after a year of service on the
committee as a regional representative
and we wish her the best of luck.

Meanwhile, three new members were
welcomed as Nexus expanded its
representation from across the UK and
Ireland: Chris Wheatland, a final-year
student from Lancaster University, Eoin
Kerrane, a third-year student from Trinity
College Dublin, and Elizabeth Chambers, a
PhD student from Sussex University.

Advice comes
to your door
Looking for professional advice about your
job applications or future career? Vishanti
Lall, the Institute’s careers adviser, will be
visiting all the branches this year offering
careers guidance to all members, including
students. Services on offer include one-to-
one careers guidance, CV tips and advice
on interview techniques. To find out when
she will be in your area and to book a
session, visit http://careers.iop.org/
mobile_careers or send an e-mail to
members.careers@iop.org.

News&Events
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A
s an undergraduate at Univer-
sity College London studying
physics with space science,
I’ve attended several lecture
courses taught by researchers

from UCL’s Mullard Space Science Laboratory
(MSSL). So I jumped at the chance to spend a
couple of months there in the summer of 2005
on a research studentship, funded by the
Nuffield Undergraduate Research Bursary.

Despite being part of UCL, MSSL is about
20 minutes’ drive from the nearest city, Guildford. Nestled on a
hillside with an expansive view of the Surrey valley below, Holm-
bury House is an elegant 19th century mansion, and its neigh-
bours are a pastoral array of farms and small country homes.

However, the moment I stepped into the building, I quickly
realized that this was no normal house, for standing regally in
the foyer was an actual Skylark sounding rocket, albeit in two
pieces to fit under the roof. The Skylark programme was one of
the UK’s most successful contributions to space exploration,
with more than 400 rockets launched since it began in 1957 until
the final launch in 2004. There were also several other space-
craft artefacts on display, which testify to MSSL’s successful par-
ticipation in 35 space missions. 

My own research project was on the X-ray spectra of active
galactic nuclei (AGN) – extremely energetic sources of emissions
lying in the centres of galaxies and thought to be powered by
super-massive black holes. I was helping to study how X-ray
spectra from such objects are affected by the general relativis-
tic environment near the AGN black hole. This involved a lot of
computational modelling of the relativistic effects that the strong
gravity of the black hole has on emitted radiation. My work would
help astrophysicists working with observational data from orbit-
ing X-ray observatories to better determine the parameters of
these AGN systems.

Apart from high-energy astrophysics, MSSL has research
groups working in a wide range of areas including solar physics,
climate research, planetary science and space plasmas. Being
at MSSL was a rare opportunity for me to see this research being
carried out in these diverse fields and their connections.

There were also many engineers working at MSSL building sci-

entific instruments and detectors to be car-
ried into space. I quickly learned that the
unforgiving environment of space presents
many engineering challenges, with difficulties
such as zero gravity, extreme temperatures,
vibrations from lift-off and fluctuating elec-
trical supplies. Each instrument has to be
designed and built to cope with all these fac-
tors while carrying out its intended role suc-
cessfully and (critically) within budget.

I took part in original scientific research at
MSSL and realized how different it is from lecture courses. When-
ever I encountered a problem I couldn’t just reach for a textbook.
Often, even my supervisors couldn’t solve the problem and could
only suggest avenues to explore.

I learned that half of being a good scientist is actually learn-
ing how to ask questions rather than answer them, for this is the
only way to probe the frontiers of knowledge. I found this to be
an exciting environment to work in, as I could suggest my own
ideas and carry them out, rather than merely following instruc-
tions from my teachers or pursuing a set syllabus.

MSSL is a surprisingly conducive environment to work in. The
45minute commute to work involved walking past several farms,
with curious sheep eyeing me as I tried to avoid horse droppings
dotted in the road. But it was an invigorating change from lock-
ing myself up in the library to cram for exams. At work, whenever
I felt as if my brain had been completely wrung dry, a stroll in the
greenery of the MSSL garden literally provided a breath of fresh
air. Lunch was usually eaten under a large oak tree in front of the
manor, in the company of some of the resident postgraduates.

At university, most undergraduates mix only with other stu-
dents, but at MSSL I had the opportunity to chat with researchers
at all levels, including postdocs. This was a valuable glimpse into
the life that awaited me if I decided to continue into research.

Conducting research might be an unusual way to spend the
summer break and the work can be frustrating. However, the
excitement of frontline science was never far away and the thrill
of discovery more than offset the difficulties. This experience has
convinced me to go on to study for a PhD and pursue a research
career. While this will not necessarily be at MSSL, I doubt I will
ever encounter another institution quite like it. �

MSSL
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The lab of luxury
Mullard Space Science Laboratory (MSSL) may be the

world’s grandest space-research facility. Khee Gan
Lee reports on his placement there last summer.



U
nder clear and starry
skies on 19 December
1999, the space shut-
tle Discovery lifted off
at 1850 h US Central

Time from the Kennedy Space Centre.
The shuttle, lighting up the Central
Florida coastline as it departed Earth,
was carrying Commander Curt Brown,
pilot Scott Kelly and five mission spe-
cialists on a two-day chase to retrieve
the Hubble Space Telescope. 

At the time of the launch Hubble was
sailing over Eastern Africa and had
been in hibernation since the loss of a
gyroscope in November that year. Two
days later Discovery reached a point
about half a mile away from directly
underneath the telescope, and Kelly
and Brown began the delicate and nail-
biting process to manually manoeuvre
the 110 t shuttle to within a few feet of
Hubble, before capturing it with the
robotic arm. After three servicing
spacewalks the telescope’s re-deploy-
ment took place at an altitude of
370 miles and, as the two spacecraft
flew over the South Pacific’s Coral Sea,
its aperture door opened to the heavens once more.

Six years later, Kelly touched down at Imperial College Lon-
don to inspire a new generation of scientists to aim for the stars.
His message for the audience at a guest lecture organized by the
Imperial College Astronomy Society was simple. “There are no
limitations to human ambitions and passion for exploration,” he
explained, adding that young people needed to see that there is
a strong future in science and technology. 

During the lecture the astronaut, a former test pilot with the
US Navy and an electrical-engineering graduate, entertained
his audience with his experiences and stories of day-to-day

life on a space mission. 
The lecture, held in November, was

organized with the help of the Inter-
national Space School Educational
Trust. As well as opening up the world
of NASA to students at Imperial College,
it had a more subtle message for the
audience to consider – that when
viewed from space, political borders
disappear. Also, most of the current
space projects are international, involv-
ing a wide community of nations and
branches of science and technology.

Space missions are a feat of scien-
tific ingenuity, and images show
astronauts walking on the Moon, fix-
ing the satellites during spacewalks,
playing with moving balls of liquid
freely drifting in microgravity, and per-
forming scientific experiments. But
Kelly explained how even life’s most
mundane activities, such as exercis-
ing or going to the toilet, become
extremely challenging in space.

Despite the rigours of manned mis-
sions, he stressed that the role of
astronauts in the space programme is
important, adding: “They are a great

deal more efficient and adaptable than machines in conducting
scientific experiments and observations.”

NASA is currently running several programmes that involve a
permanent human presence in space, including the International
Space Station and future plans to return to the Moon. But this,
Kelly revealed, will be a task for the next generation of scientists,
engineers and astronauts. “I am too young to have been on any
Moon missions and too old to go in the future, but someone in
this lecture theatre may do so.”

In the meantime, he is preparing for a return to space as com-
mander of STS-118, an assembly mission to the International

Interview
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Scott Kelly has been both a US Navy commander and
a space-shuttle pilot. Now he talks to Ivan Minev and
Katerina Strakova about his experiences at NASA.

Kelly watch the stars: having visited the Hubble
Space Telescope, Scott Kelly’s next mission is to
the International Space Station in March 2006.



Space Station, scheduled to launch this month.
Katerina Strakova from the Imperial College Astronomy Soci-

ety interviewed Kelly on behalf of Nexus News.
KS: When did you first decide to become an astronaut?
SK: Hmm…decide to be an astronaut? That’s a good question.
As a kid I think that was something I was interested in. You know,
kids are interested in a lot of things like being an astronaut or a
major baseball player in America, and certainly other things as
well. When I was getting ready to go to college I decided I wanted
to fly aeroplanes in the US Navy, and later I became a test pilot.
As a test pilot in the navy I recognized that perhaps I could be
competitive in the astronaut selection process.
KS: Was it hard to study to become a pilot and later an astronaut?
SK: I think what’s important is always trying to do your best at
whatever you are doing at the time, because you never know
later in life what opportunities might present themselves. And
if you have done well in your academics and your career then you
have a lot more options. For instance, I had really good grades
in college, without which I could still have flown in the navy but
perhaps not got into test-pilot school. And had I not done well in
the test-pilot school, I would still have been a test pilot, but
maybe not an astronaut today. So I think it’s important to always
try to do your best.
KS: How many times have you flown into space?
SK: Just once. That was on the Hubble Space Telescope mission.
I have been an astronaut for about 10 years, but only flew five
years ago. I was supposed to fly again about three years ago,
and then the [Columbia] accident [happened]. But I am sched-

uled to as commander of the shuttle mission STS-118. 
KS: Were you scared when you first flew into space?
SK: No, I wasn’t scared. I am a little nervous when I’m watching
a shuttle launch when I’m not in it. But when I flew I wasn’t
scared. I was more nervous that maybe I would make a mistake.
You are kinda busy thinking about what you need to do, and then
on a shuttle launch they scrub enough times so when you do
launch it comes as a surprise.
KS: What has been your most challenging task?
SK: Landing an aeroplane on an aircraft carrier at night. That’s the
hardest piloting task, I think. Although I have been the pilot of a
space shuttle, it is the commander who lands, so I will land next
time. I’m not sure how hard that’s going to be, we will have to see.
KS: What message would you give to students and young peo-
ple who want to become astronauts in the future?
SK: Well, you know, a couple of messages I think. One is that, as
I said earlier, you never know what opportunities are going to
present themselves. So it’s good to have a solid background,
whether it’s academic or otherwise. The other thing is that the
ESA , US and Russian space programmes want people with aca-
demic backgrounds in certain fields. It’s technical mostly, like
engineering, science, maths, physics, biology…[simply] some-
thing technical. What I would suggest, not that you necessarily
become an aeronautical engineer, but that you choose some-
thing that you like within those fields, because if you like it you
tend to do better and be more competitive. �
Ivan Minev is president of the Imperial College London

Astronomy Society and Katerina Strakova is the events officer.

Interview
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Astronomy Society president
Ivan Minev gives Kelly a token
of the students’ appreciation.

Kelly with the Imperial College
Astronomy Society committee. 



W
hen I was 14 I was exceptionally cheeky for
my age. At school whitening fluid was
banned because a) it left stubborn stains on
our “beautiful” uniform and b) it wasn’t lady-
like. One day we were making a poster in

Physics and we needed to paint stars on the sky. My hand shot
up. “Miss! Miss! Can we use the Tippex to draw stars?” The
teacher saw the funny side and our poster became the best in
the class. This led to my growing awareness of the power of
teachers to influence lives.

I’m now in my final year at university, almost with the letters
MPhys after my name, and the time has come to think about what
I want to do for the next 50 years. Many of my peers are applying
for jobs in the financial sector, and some want to become
lawyers, but I can see only one path – telling the world about the
wonders of physics.

At parties, when people ask me what I do I proudly reply “Astro-
physics.” You might be surprised to learn that more often than
not, people are genuinely interested. With popular TV pro-
grammes like Space Cadets it’s more and more evident that while
many people don’t have a clue about physics, they do have a
desire to learn more. So it’s only fair that we, the learned ones,
give them what they want. But how do we do that?

While we could give away copies of Stephen Hawking’s The

Universe in a Nutshell or picket Number 10 shouting “We want
more physics!”, there is an easier way. Get ’em while they’re
young, and make physics fun in four words: “Lab in a Lorry”.

So I went to Salford one rainy morning, with high hopes and
a black umbrella. As I watched the world go by on the train, I won-
dered how many people realized that physics was responsible
for the train itself; the iPods, radios and mobile phones people
were using; in fact, everything!

I got to the lorry early to be primed on what I had to teach. I was
asked to pick an experiment, so naturally I went for the one with
the green gunge (actually glycerine). The experiment involved
teaching about oil – where it comes from, how to pump it and so
on. While this may not be fascinating, the experiment was inter-
esting enough to ensure that children would remember it.

On the stroke of ten we heard screeching and giggling. One of

the volunteers bravely looked out of the door only to face 30 chil-
dren between the ages of 10 and 14. Six of the tallest boys ended
up in my group, and since I am only 4 ft 11 inches the nerves
began to set in. They were, however, very sweet and I eventually
realized that when they were calling “Miss! Miss!” they meant
me. I felt ancient at the ripe old age of 23.

I started to talk to them about how oil is made and they had a
go themselves, pumping the gunge from a tank in the fastest
time possible. The highlights of my day included one small, quiet
boy impressing the others with his knowledge of oil rigs, and a
girls vs. boys gunge-pumping race which the girls won! More
haste less speed is obviously the secret to pumping oil.

There are three experiments in total aboard the lorry and the
kids had a chance to carry out two. The less messy experiments
taught them about light scattering and sunsets, and resonance
and sound waves. One of the youngest children was amazed
when she was able to produce crisp notes from crystal glasses.

The children and their teachers had to fill in questionnaires
about their day, and the gunge experiment ranked high on their
favourite activities, which I was particularly chuffed about. It just
goes to show – if physics is taught by the book, people think it’s
stuffy and boring. But if you get out there and get messy, kids
will grow up wanting to do physics almost as much as they want
to become professional footballers. I’m sure Richard Branson
would also appreciate us spreading the good word – if he wants
space tourism to be profitable he needs people like us to pro-
mote physics for him.

So let’s tell the world about the wonders of physics. All those
who love physics as much as I do say “Ay-nstein!”

Oh, before I go, I want to emphasize that while I think there
is no shame in loving physics, I do not conform to the normal
stereotype. Gone are the days of lecture theatres packed with
nerdy, wiry boys. Anyway, 2006 is the year of geek chic. Nano-
technology, forensic physics and space science are everywhere
you look! �
� For more information on volunteering for Lab in a Lorry, 
e-mail labinalorry@iop.org or visit www.labinalorry.org.uk.
Sheila Kanani is an undergraduate studying physics with astro-

physics at the University of Manchester.

Lab in a Lorry
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Racingahead
An inspirational physics teacher changed her life. Here
Sheila Kanani recalls her own attempt to spread the
joy of physics as a volunteer with Lab in a Lorry.

mailto:labinalorry@iop.org
http://www.labinalorry.org.uk


Physicists and the media
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P
icture the scene: you’re on your coffee break on
Monday morning and sitting reading your favourite
newspaper. As you are involved in the world of sci-
ence, you head straight to the science stories to see
what has made headline news in the mainstream

press. Sipping your coffee you suddenly spot it: the dark cloud
over your sunny day – the Dodgy Science Story. 

“How utterly ridiculous! That can’t be true! Where’s the con-
trol group? Where did they pull those statistics from? Has this
even been peer-reviewed?” you rant. Then you fold up your news-
paper, tuck it under your arm and serenely return to your com-
puter, where you continue with your research.

An alternative response is that after you spot the horrible news
howler, you do something about it, such as write to the editor,
to the journalist or to the quoted scientist. Or perhaps you go
one step further and write a response, if not for the actual news-
paper in which it was published, then for your learned society or
for a free periodical.

Unfortunately most young scientists avoid the second path.
Even if a story breaks in their field and a journalist comes a-
knocking, many don’t want to get involved. This could be due to
a fear of being misquoted or being seen by other members of the
science community as someone who courts the media. Perhaps
the belief that other, more senior members of the research com-
munity are better qualified to talk on the topic holds young sci-
entists back from engaging with the media.

To tackle these fears, Sense About Science has for several
years been running Voice of Young Science media days. It aims
to help young scientists doing PhDs or postdocs, or who are in
their first jobs in industry, become more involved with how sci-
ence is presented to the public. 

In September last year, 35 young scientists from physics,
chemistry and astronomy backgrounds made a bee-line to the
Science Media Centre, based at the Royal Institution in London,
for the latest Sense About Science media day. 

The media day was organized in partnership with the Institute
of Physics, the Royal Society of Chemistry and the Royal Astro-
nomical Society. On hand to offer advice and practical tips were
scientists with previous experience in talking to the media, science
journalists and press officers from the Science Media Centre.

The first session featured the scientists, including Dr Lisa Jardine-

Wright, researcher and science communication officer at the Insti-
tute of Astronomy at Cambridge University. She was joined by
Dr Milo Shaffer, lecturer in nanomaterials at Imperial College Lon-
don and Prof. Jim Al-Khalili, joint professor of physics and pro-
fessor of public engagement in science at the University of Surrey. 

All three revealed their media experiences to the audience.
Jardine-Wright described how she was once invited to appear on
a well-known digital radio station for young people, for what she
believed would be a talk on basic astronomy. But on arrival, she
joined a panel of palm readers and numerologists before being
introduced to listeners as an astrologer. Similar tales from Shaf-

Don’t be afraid
You can’t complain about the media failing to report science
reports on the Voice of Young Science media days, which pr
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fer revealed how he was asked by a national paper to pose in a
white coat holding a test tube and comment on whether “grey
goo” – a hypothetical end-of-the-world event involving molec-
ular nanotechnology – would lead to our destruction.

As Al-Khalili concluded, journalists on the whole aren’t look-
ing for experts, but for stories. The onus is on scientists to be
careful about what they say. Scientists should be clever enough
to give them an angle they will use. He added, “What has
changed over the past few years is the number of young PhD stu-
dents and postdocs willing and prepared to talk to the public and
the media about their research. But it is also clear that many still

regard the press with suspicion, for a variety of reasons.” 
The fear of being misquoted or misinterpreted, and the detri-

mental effect this might have on future research and funding,
was the predominant concern for the young scientists at the
media day. One audience member explained how her husband
had refused to say time travel was not possible, which was then
interpreted by a journalist as proof that he believed it was. 

The whole debate proved extremely stimulating, and covered
a wide range of issues such as the Official Secrets Act, as well as
the public’s view and fear of science and how this gives the com-
munity, as scientists, power. The audience was very vocal about
what they saw as obstructions to greater communication from
within the science community, and our panel of scientists offered
their top tips to help clear the murky waters.

Then it was time to bring out the journalists: Anna Fazackerly of
the Times Higher Education Supplement, Alok Jha of the Guardian,
Tom Fielding of Radio 4 and Mark Henderson of The Times.

During the spirited exchange that took place, the journalists
outlined their real-world needs versus our “science fiction”. In
the media’s defence, they stated that media-bashing was bor-
ing and not all newspapers or correspondents were the same. 

When pitching a story to an editor, who may not have a back-
ground in science, things have to be sexed up. Therefore articles
have to be short and snappy to grab the reader’s attention, the
journalists explained.

The journalist’s habit of balancing stories by always giving a
counter-opinion – which can lead the public to believe that the
scientific community is split down the middle – led to a heated
discussion. But as the journalists reminded the room, selling
newspapers is a business; it is not a public-information service
and if an article is not interesting it will not make it into the paper.

All of the journalists insisted that accuracy was absolutely
paramount when writing and they tried to check their facts, but
due to the media’s fast turnover, this is difficult. “We’re not
out to misrepresent, misquote or get anything wilfully wrong,”
said Jha. “Seeing how the press works gives scientists more
empathy with the kind of work journalists have to do and, I hope,
a better understanding of why we do it. And for journalists, mak-
ing lots of friendly contacts who know the kinds of pressures you
work under is invaluable.”

The journalists added that building relationships with scien-

d to speak out
e accurately if you refuse to get involved. Frances Downey
repare young scientists for encounters with the press.



tists is absolutely essential to being a good science
reporter, and this would be almost impossible if
they continually misquoted people. Finally, they
stressed that it is their responsibility to question
science, just as they question politics or any other
area in the public domain.

After the fireworks of the morning, it was left for
the press officers from the Science Media Centre
to calm everyone down. Becky Morrelle and Claire
Bithell gave us a brief history of the centre and an
overview of how they work, both proactively (getting stories
out to science journalists) and responsively (holding press brief-
ings on breaking stories so that journalists can question the
scientists involved). 

“The scientists that I work with often say that the first time

they thought about media work was when they
actually had to do it. For example, when a research
paper they had written attracted unexpected media
coverage, and they ended up having to do back-to-
back TV interviews with no experience or support,”
said Bithell. Daunting though this may be, scien-
tists who speak up at an early stage in a story’s
development can help to change the kind of cov-
erage it receives. 
� For more information about Sense About

Science see www.senseaboutscience.org. Along with the help
of panellists, young scientists and sponsors, Sense About
Science is also developing a media guide for young scientists.
For information e-mail enquiries@senseaboutscience.org or
visit the website above. 

Physicists and the media
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Journalists say…

� Talk to all media outlets; don’t be snobbish.

� Avoid jargon.

� At the end of a conversation ask: what did you find interesting?
What are you going to write about? Are you going to quote me?

� Stop being precious. Everyone from politicians to popstars
has exactly the same complaints about journalists.

Scientists say…

� Know your audience. Some national newspapers assume a
reading age of 10 years old, so getting too technical is a problem.

� Be clear and precise about what you are saying. A sentence
beginning “One of the first…” can be easily transformed into “The
first…”. If in doubt check that the journalist has understood.

� Face controversies head on. Saying nothing suggests you
could be hiding something.

� Be prepared to get no feedback on your comments. Lack of
control over the final article is something you have to accept.

� Don’t be manipulated into creating clichéd images.

� Do a media fellowship. This gives you an idea of the pressures
journalists are under and helps you to interact with them.

� Be prepared.

Press officers say…

� If you are appearing on a panel, ask who else will be there.

� If you are being interviewed, don’t get agitated. Stay cool and
stick to your point.

� Ask for your first question in advance so you can prepare
something to start you off.

� Don’t fidget.

� Take notes of what you have said.

� Ask when someone’s deadline is. If you want to think about
what you want to say, explain that you would like to call them
back in five minutes. 

And most importantly:

� Seek out your press officer.

� Get media training. 

� Register with the Science Media Centre.

Tips from the experts 

What members of the panel thought about the media day.

Alok Jha, science correspondent, the Guardian
“Meeting scientists is incredibly useful for everyone concerned.
It lets scientists know that journalists are just human beings and
all we want is help to understand complex ideas.”

Claire Bithell, senior press officer, Science Media Centre
“Events that prepare scientists for media work as they develop in
their career, by hearing how journalists work, understanding the
role of press officers and networking with scientists who have

been in the media spotlight, are critical to ensure that future
generations of scientists interact with journalists to get their
voices heard.”

Prof. Jim Al-Khalili, the University of Surrey
“Days such as this are vital for them [young scientists] to see what
the pitfalls are and appreciate the ‘other point of view’. We want
to tell the world about our research, the journalists are looking for
a story. The skill is in combining the two so that everyone is happy.
Young scientists should not have to learn this the hard way. More
workshops such as this are therefore extremely useful.”

Praise from the panel

mailto:enquiries@senseaboutscience.org


O
pen University (OU) exams take place in October,
so from early September onwards, once final
assignments have been dispatched to tutors,
everyone gets twitchy. Some students, who are
in the early stages of their degree, may not have

done an exam for years, or even decades. For some it may even
be the first written exam they have ever taken. Since most
courses with the OU nowadays offer only four or five tutorials
throughout the year, there is little opportunity for help from the
university itself, unless it is on the end of a phone or via e-mail.

In the early 1990s the OU Chemistry Society set up a residen-
tial revision weekend so that chemistry students requiring some
last-minute help could get together at an academic venue and
attend classes with experienced tutors who could take them
through the course and give some tips on what sort of things the
examiners would be looking for. After the first year, the event
moved from its original venue to the beautiful York University
campus, and has remained there ever since. In 2004, when sev-
eral physics courses were added to the programme, Fusion (the
OU Physics Society) became joint organizers. With a few biology
and geology courses having been added in the meantime, the
Science Revision Weekend (SRW) was born.

The programme for the weekend is intensive, starting at
8.00 p.m. on Friday and finishing at 3.00 p.m. on Sunday. In
between there are nine 90 minute revision sessions, punctuated
only by the necessary meal and coffee breaks – plus a few hours
of sleep. OU study is a solitary activity and students prize any
opportunity to meet up, compare notes and discuss all manner
of subjects, so these break periods are just as valuable. The bar

is also a very popular place once the day’s study is over; many
of the participants use this time to catch up with old friends, who
they may not have seen since last year’s revision weekend, and
may not see again for some time. Topics for discussion range
from quantum mechanics, relativity and astrophysics to work,
families, summer holidays and, of course, the exams.

I had the pleasure of attending last year’s SRW as a helper (my
days of OU exams having come to an end in 2002). The schedule
was punishing and included registering about 240 people, put-
ting up timetables and room directions, checking badges in the
meal queue and selling T-shirts, not to mention giving a short
talk on the Saturday evening. Yet I really enjoyed the buzz that
always seems to pervade these events. 

Fond memories
York has a special significance for me as the most beautiful cam-
pus I have visited (yes, even nicer than Sussex). And it isn’t just
me. York has been the venue for many OU summer schools since
the OU started up, and while many of these have ceased to run, or
moved elsewhere, the York campus always proved incredibly pop-
ular. So much so that a group of summer-school veterans set up
an annual event called Not Summer School, which consists of book-
ing the accommodation and the food, drinking lots of alcohol and
not bothering with the lessons! Even the SRW has spawned a non-
academic offshoot, with a group of former participants visiting the
town every year for more socializing and drinking. On the Sun-
day morning of this year’s event, before my duties in the breakfast
queue, I set out for an early-morning walk around the lake and
watched a beautiful sunrise. I was also delighted to find a bench

Open University SRW
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Lessons
bythe

Every year at the end of
September there is a very
special gathering of Open
University science
students – the Science
Revision Weekend, which
is traditionally hosted by
the University of York.
Jim Grozier attended last
year’s event and reports
on the end of an era.



dedicated not to an individual, but to 25 years of OU summer
schools. That proves it – it’s not just me that loves York.

Sadly, owing to the escalating costs imposed by the univer-
sity, the SRW has now decided to abandon York and move to a
modern, purpose-built conference centre, so that, barring a
reversal in this trend, it seems it will never return. And even if it
did, York would not be the same – we were told that the much-
loved Langwith dining room, in which generations of OU students
have eaten and chatted, is to be closed to make way for a lecture
theatre, with catering facilities transferred to another college.

At 3.00 p.m. on Sunday the students came out of their final

sessions and headed for the exit. The other organizers were
engaged with administrative tasks in the coffee bar, but I really
wanted to see the students as they left; events like this often
just fizzle out at the end, and I always think it would be more
appropriate to mark the occasion in some way, even if it is only
to stand there and say goodbye and wish everyone luck. So that
is what I did. I am looking forward to next year’s event, but for
me, en-suite Jacuzzis and in-house Internet cafés can never com-
pete with the sense of scholarly tranquillity that an academic
setting like York can provide. �
Jim Grozier, University of Sussex.

Open University SRW
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The large lakes and green surroundings of the
University of York campus make the perfect setting
for OU science students to exchange ideas and
revise before the hectic stress of exams arrives.

En-suite Jacuzzis and in-house Internet cafés
can never compete with the scholarly tranquillity
that an academic setting like York can provide.



Have you considered
studying for a PhD?
Are you nearing graduation and wor-
ried about leaving physics behind?
Are you interested in doing some
proper research, publishing papers
or speaking at conferences? A PhD
may be just the thing.

But are you prepared to spend three
more years at university? Over and
above being able to add “Dr” to the
name on your credit cards and scratch
that scientific itch, becoming a doctor
of physics also lets you develop a wide
variety of transferable skills, broaden
your career options and enhance your
earning potential. For those consid-
ering a career in academia, i.e. as a
researcher or lecturer, a PhD is essen-
tial. But having a PhD isn’t just a route
to academia; holders of PhDs can be
found in all sorts of jobs.

However, it is an unfortunate quirk of academia that when you
need to make a decision about pursuing a PhD you are also slav-
ing over your final exams. Despite this, if you are serious about
moving onto a PhD, now is the time to start contacting depart-
ments and supervisors and sending off your applications.

So, what is a PhD?
A PhD is a research-based postgraduate degree. It typically takes
between three and four years of full-time study, with the major-
ity given over to research, whether conducting experiments in a
lab or working at a computer. 

Over the course of a PhD, students are expected to present
their work in journal papers or at international conferences. A
PhD gives you the chance to explore the far reaches of physics,
to do things that no-one has done or even thought of doing
before and it is your project from beginning to end. 

At its conclusion you will be expected to produce a thesis
detailing the original results of your study. A PhD student will

generally work in a small group with
other PhD students and post-doctoral
researchers under a supervisor within
a larger academic department.

Isn’t a PhD just for
people who want to
become lecturers?
While it is now essential for someone
wishing to build a career as an aca-
demic to have a PhD, having one
doesn’t mean that you are destined
to work at a university. A doctor of
physics is a prestigious qualification
and, along with the kudos, employers
know that PhDs give students train-
ing in various computational tech-
niques and specialist skills. Having
a PhD in physics increases your earn-
ing potential and improves your
employment prospects. A PhD also
equips a student with skills such as

time and project management, problem solving, analytical think-
ing, self-motivation and much more. 

There is no typical field of employment for a PhD physicist;
they can be found working in many areas including large banks
and financial companies, scientific industries and journalism. 

Am I clever enough to do a PhD?
PhDs are difficult. They are meant to be and therefore shouldn’t
be undertaken lightly. But this does not mean that they are out
of reach for most physics graduates. Universities and grant bod-
ies generally require potential PhD students to have a 2:1 degree
or better, which should serve as a useful guide. Some universi-
ties insist on a four-year MSc degree, but most will accept a BSc
with a little negotiation. You should remember that a postgrad-
uate degree is still a degree and you are still going to be learn-
ing. You will be accepted onto the course based on your
potential, rather than what you already know. As a PhD takes at
least three years, there is plenty of time to learn all that you need

Careers
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FAQs on PhDs
A PhD in physics can be an individualistic venture at the
best of times. In this guide Institute of Physics careers

adviser Vishanti Lall helps you to decide on your future.

A PhD can be solitary work, but ultimately you will
have the satisfaction of achieving on your own.



to. However, you shouldn’t start a PhD just because you can’t
think of anything else to do.

What about just doing a Master’s?
A Master’s degree is very different from a PhD and is closer in struc-
ture to an undergraduate degree, with lectures, exams and course-
work in addition to an extended project or dissertation. A Master’s
degree involves less individual study and original research than
a PhD, but can offer both the opportunity to specialize academi-
cally and to improve upon an undergraduate degree. 

A Master’s, whether an MSc, MPhil or MRes, generally involves
one or two years’ full-time study. Some courses will offer fund-
ing to cover both tuition fees and living expenses but most will
not. Scholarships and grants to cover fees are common and
course advisors should have information on these. 

Where should I do my PhD?
Choosing the location of your PhD is extremely important as you
will spend at least three years working at the university, and it
is also likely that you will live and work in the same place for a
few years following graduation.

Universities can prefer current undergraduates to stay with
them for postgraduate studies – this is an easy option: the fund-
ing is certain and often you will be able to continue with a similar
subject to that of your final-year undergraduate project. Before
you sign up you should apply to and visit other universities and
departments, so that you are aware of all of the available options.

Studying for a PhD abroad can also be an attractive option and
a PhD obtained from most other countries is identical to one from
the UK. The most obvious destination for students will be other
European countries. The language used in research labs will often
be English, particularly in northern Europe. However, this isn’t
always the case and the language barrier can be formidable when
attempting to discuss complicated physics problems.

Common destinations outside Europe include Australia,
Canada and the US. Finding the funding to pay the fees and sup-
port yourself is crucial, as it is not really possible to work for a
living and do a full-time PhD.

How do I find the right PhD?
PhD positions are advertised in the recruitment sections of
Physics World and most other scientific magazines. There are
also several specialist websites. Your first contact should be with
people in your own department, even if you don’t intend to
remain there. Academics can offer a world of useful advice on
who would be good to work with and which departments are
good for specific subjects. Knowing the subject field in which
you would like to study is a good starting point, even if it is just
a broad theory/modelling/experiment distinction. 

Searching the websites of suitable departments will give you an
idea of the research they do and will provide contact details for
academics and the postgraduate admissions tutor. You should

contact both directly to ask about positions, to find out if your cho-
sen supervisor is planning to take on a PhD student this year and
to ask about funding opportunities. Bear in mind that all depart-
ments are keen to hire PhD students, so don’t feel as though you
are inconveniencing them. If both are willing, try to arrange a visit
to the university, as it is likely that they will want to interview you
to see what kind of person you are. These visits would be useful
for you too. After all, you will have to work with your supervisor for
three years. Are they the kind of person with whom you could work
well? Are they organized? Are they someone you think you could
easily talk to? Ask about any collaborations with which you could
become involved, or if there are travel opportunities – can you
spend time working abroad? If possible during your visit, talk to
current PhD students to see what they think of the place.

How much does a PhD cost? 
Studying for a PhD in the UK can be expensive. The tuition fees,
along with money to support yourself, can be prohibitive. How-
ever, most advertised positions will be accompanied by a
research grant that both covers academic fees and provides
money to survive. The Engineering and Physical Sciences
Research Council will fund domestic students at £12 300 (tax
free) a year for 2006–7 (with London weighting available). The
other major funding councils provide grants at similar rates.

Further income can be generated from tutoring undergradu-
ates, an activity that is actively encouraged by most departments.
However, too much work outside the department is frowned
upon. If you are thinking about studying abroad, the situation
is slightly more complicated. More information can be found at
at http://careers.iop.org/Quals/studyabroad.html.

What is the downside?
There are so many benefits – career progression, increased earn-
ings, intellectual fulfilment – but what is the downside? Well,
three years is a long time and the money you earn during a PhD
will be small compared with that earned by your friends who get
jobs immediately after graduation. The work itself is hard, though
the hours are flexible, and it is possible that as the research
develops you will find yourself studying something completely
different to that for which you signed up (although this is not
necessarily a bad thing). 

PhDs can be lonely, working independently on a subject that
few others will understand, let alone want to talk to you about.
But there will always be people in your department in the same
position, and physics departments are friendly places. �
� If you think you are up to the challenges and ready to reap
the rewards, now is the time to take action. More information
on finding, applying for and funding a PhD can be found on the
careers-service website at http://careers.iop.org.
Vishanti Lall is the Institute’s careers adviser and specializes

in careers advice specifically for physicists. Contact her at

vishanti.lall@iop.org and kick-start your careers search.

Careers
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Congratulations to the two winners of last issue’s book

competition, who correctly identified the cities that bid to hold

the ICPS 2007 as Athens (Greece), London (UK), Krakow

(Poland) and Lagos (Nigeria). The winners are Paul Canning and

Idowu Aina. Both win a copy of Surviving Armageddon:
Solutions for a Threatened Planet by Bill McGuire.

This issue, we have three copies of The Road to Reality: A
Complete Guide to the Laws of the Universe by Roger Penrose to

give away. To enter, just answer the following question:

Which four student physics societies won the Nexus 2005

Society Awards?

You can submit your entry by e-mailing samir.dawoud@iop.org or

by post to Nexus News Book 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 1 May.

Question: What do Australian

mathematical physicists drink?

Answer: Castlemaine d/d× 2×
squared + c', of course!

Question: Why did Pauli’s

chicken cross the road?

Answer: Because there was

already a chicken on this side. 

Rubbish-joke corner

The winners were drawn

out of a hat by Narinder

Ubhi, Anjulie Truong and

Lisa Cornwell here at the

Institute. John Omotani of

Christ’s College,

Cambridge, wins the first

prize of £40. Runners-up

Idowu Aina and Alexis

Smith each win £20. 
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Across
1. The use of neutron-

absorbing material in nuclear

reactors (e.g. boron) (9)

8. Magnetic and gravitational

are examples of this (5)

9. Negatively charged leptons (9)

10. One in six chance of chosen

result with these objects (4)

11. A small amount, or a Greek

letter (4)

16. Possible progenitor for

GRBs? (9)

18. The path that both planets

and particles follow around a

focus (5)

19. Contrary to reason (9)

Down
1. Pioneer of electromagnetism

makes good coffee? (7)

2. Allows current to flow in only

one direction (5)

3. Automated machinery (7)

4. Neptune’s largest moon (6)

5. Acronym for the UK’s air

force (3) 

6. A body’s resistance to

acceleration (7)

7. Lowest electromagnetic

frequencies (5)

10. Measurement of sound

intensity (7)

12. Speaking formally (7)

13. Class of photons that

exchange the electromagnetic

force (7)

14. Pertaining to the entire

planet (6)

15. Negatively charged lepton

may give milk? (5)

16. Erwin Schrödinger’s pet of

choice (3)

17. Pertaining to sound (5)

Last issue’s
solution

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

The lucky first-prize winner will receive £40, while two lucky

runners-up will win £20 each. Send your entries by fax to +44

(0)20 7470 4861, by e-mail to samir.dawoud@iop.org or by post

to Nexus News 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 1 May.
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