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For my professional interest project, I originally intended to do a variety of tasks, such as talking with professors, going to a couple science museums, and visiting the Astrophysical Institute Potsdam. Although I only completed two of my original three tasks, I feel that my visit to the Astrophysical Institute was a very worthwhile use of my time, and has helped me greatly in realizing the not only the benefits, but also the challenges, in a professional Astronomy career.


At the Institute I first met with Dr. Kristin Riebe, a cosmologist. She provided me with a brief overview of the institute, such as the history and structure. She also showed me specifically what she was working on, basically constructing models of matter distribution within the universe over time. Astronomers now are very interested in the structure of the universe, how galaxies and clumps of matter formed the way they did, and why. I had heard of the topic before, but Dr. Riebe gave me a really simple explanation so that I understood quite clearly the purpose of her research. One of her colleagues was also working at the same time on a 2-dimensional representation of a 3D theoretical model they had constructed, and was very eager to explain her work as well.


I was very interested in the tools with which many astronomers conduct their research, and she was quite willing to show me. For theoretical work such as hers, the primary tool used is the computer. To create 3D models and data requires a lot of time and computing power, and they have quite an impressive server center. All of the stations at the center are also connected, so that colleagues may access each others work at any time, or use their computer power for their own work. I found this to be very interesting, while not totally unexpected, to hear that such massive amounts of computational power were needed for manipulating large amounts of data.


Another point of interest to me personally, was the methods with which they constructed their models. Dr. Riebe explained to me that they use a couple of different languages, mainly C and Fortran, as well as some other specialized programs. I've had some experience with programming in C, so I was very surprised to learn that most of their model programming and scripting was done in a language I was already familiar with. I had never really researched what languages are in popular use by the scientific community as a whole, but its comforting that my previous knowledge of C could possibly be very useful.


Later on, we met with a couple of  astronomers specializing in stellar activity. They gave an overview of their work, as well as a view from a remote telescope. Due to the nature of their work, they require more physical tools such as telescopes, but also work with large amounts of data and presenting it in a readable format, mostly through charts and graphs. 


It was interesting to note that while the institute has a few telescopes, they are hardly in use nowadays, as the light pollution from the city is far too great for a decent view of the night sky. So, like  most other modern observatories, they work in collaboration with other scientists in using remote telescopes. These are usually located far away, and in many cases, remote places like South America. They currently have about 11 such collaborations, located in various parts of the world. 


One of the common themes I seem to be finding with professional astronomy is travel. Many researchers travel, and as Dr. Riebe explained to me, they are not expected to stay in one place for the entirety of their career. She and her colleague explained, through personal experiences, how their work has affected their lives. It had never really occurred to me how being a professional scientist can make it very difficult stay in the same place, have a family, or raise kids. The more I think about it, however, the more it makes sense, and I know I'll have to keep it in mind while pursuing my professional interests. 


While I enjoy travel, it is somewhat sad to hear that it is not the kind of job that stays stable for your entire career. She did mention, however, how certain skill sets useful to astronomy can be incredibly useful in other career fields as well. Skills such as computer programming, knowledge of computer and other hardware, and certain scientific and problem solving skills are very useful in a number of other careers. Unlike some other careers, it is good to know that being a professional astronomer can be beneficial not only to current career, but also to a wide variety of other careers you could pursue.


Another aspect I was particularly interested in was internships. The Astrophysical Institute Potsdam does a few internships, but usually only with Masters students, or the equivalent. The internships are not paid, however, they did say that internship work with the European Space Agency (ESA) is paid. They also agreed that when they started their work, or thesis, that they had little knowledge of what was really going on, and it usually took half a year to really get the full meaning of their work. This somewhat encouraged me in the idea of doing an internship abroad, as I could have time to really get into the research, and then possibly get a job working full time with it.


Overall, I had a wonderful time learning about all the different aspects that professional astronomy offers. While there are some challenges that will have to be dealt with, the general feeling I got from talking with them was that they were very satisfied with their jobs, and actually have fun doing them. This is one of my major goals, my worst nightmare is to be locked into a career that I'm not interested in. In this respect, I hope that my future studies in astronomy will lead me into something not only worthwhile and rewarding, but also a career that I enjoy. I greatly appreciated the time that Dr. Riebe and her colleagues took to speak with me, and the input they have given me has helped me to realize the opportunities that astronomy can offer.

