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Our program continues to grow. 
We have over two dozen first-year 
students who are intending to major 
in physics or study engineering, 
most of whom are in Physics 167, our 
introductory-level physics course. 
The rest intend to enroll in that 
course next fall. We had almost 100 
percent retention in our majors from 
our first-year courses to our second-
year courses, which we attribute to 
increased faculty-student interaction 
and better math preparedness. In the 
past year, we graduated eight majors 
and minors, all of whom are either 
working or pursuing graduate studies. 
Congratulations to all of them!

As a department, we are 
acknowledging the 130th anniversary 
of the Alvan Clark telescope in 
the historic Observatory on the 
Quadrangle. Please see www.albion.
edu/academics/departments/physics/
observatory for its history and a list of 
celebratory events this year.

We look forward to another exciting 
year at Albion College! If any of you 
alumni have news to share, we’d love 
hear from you!

—Nicolle Zellner

In 2013-14, Albion is marking the 130th anniversary of the 
Observatory, a State of Michigan historic site.
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This past year has been a productive one all around. 
Aaron Miller has returned from a very successful 
sabbatical at the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology in Boulder, Colorado, and Dave Seely is 
currently on sabbatical at Oak Ridge National Lab in 
Tennessee. Charles Moreau is on a leave of absence, 
while he pursues study in medical physics, and I 
am busy writing up results from both of my impact 
research projects. Rachel Maitra, who taught for us 
for two years, now has a tenure-track-equivalent 
position at Wentworth Institute of Technology in 
Boston. We have two visiting instructors, David 
Anderson and Mallory Traxler, who are teaching  
both non-major and major courses.



Nicolle Zellner, Chair  
nzellner@albion.edu 
This past year has been filled with 
research, classes, and student 
projects. With Vanessa McCaffrey 
(Chemistry) and her undergraduate 
students, I have been very busy 
conducting experiments and writing 
up results related to our shock 
chemistry work on sugars. Our work 
at the NASA Johnson Space Center 
has been very exciting! We have 
been finding that more complex 
molecules are formed after very 
simple sugars are subjected to 
high-pressure impacts, such as that 
experienced by asteroids or comets 
hitting a planet. The lunar sample 
studies continue to progress, too. 
I spent three weeks in fall 2012 at 
Curtin University in Perth, Australia 
obtaining 40Ar/39Ar ages on Apollo 15 
lunar glasses, which I’ll add to the 
growing data set. Stefan Blachutt 
(X15) worked with me this summer 
to characterize over 600 lunar 
impact glasses. He applied statistical 
analyses to determine which glasses 
were formed in the same impact 
and which were formed in different 
impacts on the Moon so that we can 
better understand the impact rate 
over time in the Earth-Moon system. 

Astronomy classes continue to be 
popular, and I’m having a lot of fun 
teaching them, both at the advanced 
level and at the introductory 
level. Students continue to use 
the telescopes on the Palenske 
roof to explore the heavens above 
Albion, and we are getting closer to 
having some kind of an astronomy 
emphasis in our physics program. 
Stay tuned!

Aaron Miller, ’95    
ajmiller@albion.edu 
I am grateful to be coming back 
from a terrific full-year sabbatical 
(over the 2012-13 fiscal year) that was 
aimed at increasing my in-depth 

understanding of superconducting 
thin film detectors by working with 
experts in the field. I traveled for 
the year to Boulder, Colorado to join 
colleagues at the National Institute 
of Standards and Technology (NIST) 
in their research on advanced 
superconducting devices and 
electronic systems with particular 
emphasis on novel applications 
of these technologies to high-
precision optical measurements 
and experiments in quantum optics. 
This yearlong collaboration has 
been extremely fruitful, resulting, 
so far, in the building of strong 
research relationships and the 
submission of two co-authored 
publications. Additionally, this past 
year two Albion alumni and I co-
founded a small business, Quantum 
Opus, LLC (www.QuantumOpus.
com) to commercialize advanced 
superconducting photon detectors. 
Although one of my co-founders 
has subsequently decided to 
take a better job (www.nasa.gov/
astronauts/2013_cassada.html) he 
promises to call me from the space 
station to make up for it.

Charles Moreau  
cmoreau@albion.edu 
Charles Moreau is on a leave of 
absence while he pursues studies 
in medical physics at Wayne State 
University.

David Seely   
dseely@albion.edu 
David Seely is on a semester-long 
sabbatical at the Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory. 

David Anderson   
danderson@albion.edu 
David Anderson is thrilled to be 
back among the wonderful students 
and faculty of Albion College for 
a semester. During his three-year 
hiatus he has learned a great deal 
(in some cases, too much) about 

home construction, working in a 
national tutoring chain, the Titanic, 
and medical care for someone with 
multiple health problems.

David was thrilled by the July 4, 
2012 announcement of the discovery 
of the Higgs boson, and hopes that 
future data runs at the LHC will give 
some definitive answers to questions 
raised in his dissertation. Finally, 
he has continued his studies of the 
energy and information systems in 
early twentieth-century combatant 
watercraft.

Mallory Traxler   
mtraxler@albion.edu 
Mallory Traxler is new to Albion 
College. This fall, she is teaching 243 
(Math Methods) and three sections 
of 115L (Mechanics Lab). Mallory 
recently earned her Ph.D. from 
University of Michigan, where her 
thesis work involved experiments with 
linear atom guides, including building 
an atom laser and guiding Rydberg 
atoms. In early 2013, Mallory received 
a graduate student teaching award!

Emeriti News
Howard Pettersen 
Emeritus physics 
professor Howard 
Pettersen, aged 
91, passed away 
February 17, 
in Madison, 
Wisconsin. He 

is survived by his wife, Ginny, a 
former staff member in the Art and 
Art History Department, their three 
daughters, and four grandchildren. A 
memorial service took place March 2 
in Madison.

Pettersen was just 27 when he 
began his 38-year Albion College 
tenure in 1949. 

Read more: www.albion.edu/academics/ 
departments/physics/department-news/ 
10443-physics-professor-howard-
pettersen-passes-away.

Faculty Research



Nate Ross, ’13 
This summer, I took part in the 
University of Toledo Department 
of Physics and Astronomy’s 
Summer Research Experience for 
Undergraduates. I was placed with 
two advisors, Research Professor 
Rick Irving and Emeritus Professor 
David Ellis. The area of our research 
was atomic physics, and my goal 
was to learn to use an atomic 
structure computer program to make 
calculations that had importance in 
other areas of physics. The program 
was called the GRASP2K relativistic 
atomic structure package and can 
be described as the newest and most 
current general-purpose relativistic 
atomic structure program. 

We looked at transition probabilities 
of a specific configuration state in 
Pb II, for which there is currently no 
accepted value. One astronomy  
group in Washington is looking at  
Pb II in spectroscopic measurements 
of molecular clouds for the purpose 
of understanding star formation. 
Absorption lines in their data show 
that this state of Pb II is there, but 
they need a lab measurement or 
accepted calculation of the transition 

probability of the state. From these 
data, line strength can be found, 
which will give the astronomers a 
fairly accurate result as to how much 
Pb II to expect in that dust cloud. 

I learned more than I could probably 
ever have hoped to learn in a class 
about atomic physics or quantum 
physics, and the professional 
research process in general. I was 
able to present my findings in front 
of the entire department at the 
end of the summer as well. I got to 
know many new people from many 
different backgrounds from all over 
the country, and even the world. I 
also got to know my advisors very 
well, and they continue to serve as 
mentors to me. It was exciting to 
explore a new city with the other REU 
members and do things like eat out 
at popular restaurants, go to baseball 
games, the beach, the zoo, and more. 
Overall, it was a great experience, and 
I encourage anybody who may be 
interested in research and extending 
your education past a four-year degree 
to get involved in a research program 
before you graduate. Best of luck to 
everyone in the 2013-14 school year, 
and GO BRITS!

Current Student 
News
Paul Lewis, ’14 
A physics major and philosophy 
minor, Paul spent the summer 
touring New Mexico and southern 
Colorado as an actor and director 
for a youth theatre organization. He 
is an accomplished athlete and has 
interests in many areas.

To read more, please see www.albion.
edu/academics/departments/theatre/
department-news/11065-paul-lewis-14-
shares-his-love-for-the-arts-on-the-road.

Cara DeLaney, ’14 
Cara is a math major with minors in 
physics and art, and is additionally 
obtaining certification in secondary 
education. She feels like she’s part of 
something at Albion. “We’re all here 
together. It’s small, and it challenges 
you, but it supports you. I really just 
can’t imagine being anywhere else,” 
she says.

Read more about Cara and her 
interests at campus.albion.edu/
students/2013/02/student-spotlight-
cara-delaney/.

Student Research 
We are proud of our students! 
Awards handed out to our majors 
and minors include:

• Norma J. Taber Scholarship: Lauren 
Kettle & Erica Earl

• Howard E. Pettersen Prize: Carl 
Pressprich

• E.T.S. Walton Award: Kelsi Blauvelt
• David and Dorothy Kammer Award: 

Robin Todd, Carl Pressprich, and 
Matt Prosniewski

• Alumni/Faculty Physics Scholarship: 
John Junker and Tim Szocinski

• Ricker Scholarship: Stefan Blachut

2012-13 Award 
Winners
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Nate Ross and other REU students at the University of Toledo. Nate is at far right.



Alumni News
Josh Cassada, ’95 
Josh Cassada has 
been selected to 
be one of eight 
NASA astronaut 
candidates! Albion 
College honored 
Josh in fall 2012 

with a Distinguished Alumni Award. 

More information about Josh’s latest 
achievement can be found at the 
link. Most of our alumni reach for the 
stars; some actually travel there. 

www.albion.edu/academics/ 
departments/physics/department-news/ 
11044-nasa-names-josh-cassada-
95-a-2013-astronaut-candidate.

Congratulations, Josh!

Erich Owens, ’08 
“I’m working for Facebook now as 
a software engineer, principally 
focused on problems of machine 
learning and natural language 
processing. I work within the feed 
ranking and public content teams, 
and help augment the algorithms 
that decide what’s best to show 
users at any given time. There’s also 
some neat work done with building 

classifiers to identify specific 
types of content without human 
intervention. I currently live in 
Oakland, California with my partner 
of three years.”

Eric Kaltz, ’10 
“I joined the Air Force in May 2013 
after completing basic military 
training. My job as an aircraft 
loadmaster will take me across 
the world as my duty is to fly with 
the plane and manage the cargo 
and personnel aboard. I joined to 
develop self-discipline and learn 
skill sets not ordinarily available 
to the public. I also absolutely love 
this country and am proud to fight 
for the rights and freedoms we have 
here. The military experience so far 
has been incredible and filled with 
positivity and teamwork. At times 
it is stressful, but there is strength 
and peace that comes with learning 
how to operate effectively in tough 
situations. I’m looking forward to 
the future and hopefully will be 
stationed abroad. Eventually I will 
study for a master’s degree in urban 
planning and pursue work in the 
civilian side of things.

“(On a different subject) I think I 
learned the meaning of ‘lifelong’ 
friends while at the Goodrich Club.”

Kelsi Blauvelt, ’12 
Test engineer, DCX- CHOL,  
Los Angeles.

Marie Galate, ’12 
Albion College and University of 
Michigan (chemical engineering); 
petrophysicist, Conoco Oil Co.

Olivia Eggenberger, ’13 
Lab technician, Biomembrane Lab, 
University of Michigan.

Department of Physics
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517/629-0361
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In 2013-14, Albion College will celebrate 
the 130th anniversary of its 8-inch 
Alvan Clark refracting telescope and 
Observatory. Dedicated in 1883 and 
completed in 1884, the Observatory is one 
of the few original surviving examples 
of nineteenth-century astronomical 
buildings and instruments, which include 
the Alvan Clark refracting telescope and 
a Fauth and Company sidereal clock and 
transit telescope. Several times each 
year, the telescope is open to the public 
and to the campus community for public 
observing events.

To kick off anniversary celebrations, 
Bart Fried, president of the Antique 
Telescope Society, presented a talk about 
our telescope’s place in astronomical 
observation history in September. The 
talk is the first celebratory event for the 
year, and will be followed in October by 
the College’s Homecoming weekend themed “Albion and Beyond,” in 
homage to our students, our alumni, and our telescope. Also planned are 
public observing nights throughout the year, tours of the Observatory, 
a steampunk ball for students, and another lecture in the spring to 
celebrate the 210th anniversary of the birth of Alvan Clark himself.

To read more about the history of the Alvan Clark telescope and 
observatory, please see www.albion.edu/academics/departments/physics/
observatory/observatory-history.

Celebrate the 130th Birthday 
of the Observatory!

The historic Alvan Clark telescope is 
still used for night sky observing.


