
Greetings from 
the Physics 
Department! 
Hello and welcome to the Elon 
Physics Newsletter. This semi-annual 
publication contains information on 
what’s going on in the department, 
student and faculty news, and 
features on alumni and friends. 

QUICK UPDATE
This was an eventful year. Society of 
Physics Students met weekly during 
Physics Tea and organized several 
events. We welcomed new professors 
to the department. It was great to see 
alumni back on campus, especially 
during the alumni-student mixer. New 
members were inducted into the 
Sigma Pi Sigma Physics Honor 
Society and departmental awards 
were presented during the end of year 
banquet. Dr. Agnew and Dr. D’Amato 
announced their transitions to 
retirement over the next 2 years.

This year we celebrated four 
outstanding students with 
department awards during the end 
of the year banquet. From the right 
to the left: Chris Shill received the 
Outstanding Freshman Physics 
Award, Ali Deatsch received the 
Undergraduate Physics Research 
Award, Alexandra Solender was 
recognized with the Physics 

Department Service Award, and 
the inaugural Outstanding 
Teaching Assistant Award went to 
Lucas Walters. Congratulations to 
all the winners and to all students 
who have done well in their 
freshman class, as researchers, in 
service to the department, and as 
TA’s.

Department Awards 2011

WELCOME DR. EVANS   
Dan Evans joined the department this year 
after an extensive national search. We are 
thrilled to have him at Elon.  And we like his 
British English.

GOOD WISHES DR. WEATHERFORD 
Shawn Weatherford had joined his alma mater 
for one year and has now accepted a tenure-
track position in Florida. 

CONGRATS ALI DEATSCH  
Ali is the first Physics recipient of the 
prestigious Lumen Prize. She will work with 
Ben Evans over the next two years on a 
nanotechnology project.
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SIGMA PI SIGMA INDUCTEES

The Bridge Building contest took place 
on November 12 2010. In 2009 we 
had set a new record for mass held at 
17.5 kg. This year, however, the top 
was 31.4 kg! (That’s 307.5 N of 
weight!) There were 5 bridges that  
improved on last year's record (31.4, 
22.1, 20.9, 19.6 and 18.7 kg). Above 
are the photos of the winning bridge 
named “Who Names Things?”, 
designed by Sarah Whiteside, Michael 
Berg, and Michael Maybin. Congrats!

Elizabeth Pratson's PHY 110: Energy 
and the Environment class visited TS 
Designs to see the sustainable 
practices they use in making T-shirts. 

“From Here to the Universe” was an 
exhibition of fascinating NASA 
photographs brought to campus by 
Dan Evans. The exhibition was set up 
in the Academic Village across from 
McMichael Science building. 

Shawn Weatherford defended his 
Ph.D. thesis at NC State University in 
Raleigh during the spring semester. 
The celebration in the department 
included an awesome cake from the 
new bakery in Burlington, decorated 
with a reproduction of one of the 
diagrams from the thesis.  

The end of semester banquet took 
place on reading day in the Isabella 
Cannon Room, Center for the Arts. 
Three students were recognized for 
their achievement in physics with 
their induction into the Sigma Pi 
Sigma physics honor society. 
Congratulations to Rob Argue, James 
Carroll, and Drew McVicker! 

Events and Activities
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Graduation 2011

Brenton Davis (’11) with advisor 
Professor Das. All smiles. 

Photo credit: University Relations 
and Dr. Crider
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Ahren Hoy ('11) chats with Professors 
D'Amato, Hargrove-Leak, and Altmann after 
receiving his diploma.



Faculty Profiles
• • •

Dan Evans joined the Physics 
Department in August 2010, after 
spending the previous 7 years as an 
astrophysicist at Harvard 
University and MIT. Since moving to 
Elon, Dr. Evans has published 10 
research papers on the astrophysics 
of supermassive black holes, as well 
as received $250,000 in external 
funding from NASA. He also 
organized the "From Earth to the 
Universe" exhibit at Elon, a 
collection of NASA's greatest 
astronomical images, which has 
previously been showcased at The 
Mall in Washington, D.C.; the World 
Science Festival in New York City; 
and the Moscow Expo. He currently 
mentors two undergraduate 
students, Aaron Summers and Todd 
Calnan, who will present their 
research at professional conferences 
in Berlin and Boston this summer.

WELCOME DR. EVANS

Dan Evans in front of 
one of the posters in 
the Academic Village 
exhibition he 
organized in the fall of 
2010.  Astronomy 
students answered 
questions about the 
posters from 
interested passers by.

Tony Crider just completed his second 
year of a three-year $200,000 
grant from the National Science 
Foundation to develop and assess 
Reacting to the Past role-playing 
games. He has run workshops both for 
his own game, The Pluto Debate, and 
for The Trial of Galileo at 
several conferences across the 
country. In June, the Astronomical 
Society of the Pacific published an 
article he wrote about his work 
with these games. This year he was 
also selected to a three-year term 
on the national Reacting Advisory 
Board that oversees the development 
and publishing of these games. Dr. 
Crider continues to serve as the Chair 
of the Physics Department.

During the past year, Shawn 
Weatherford ran a test of a new 
curriculum for the introductory 
physics with calculus course called 
Matter & Interactions. The 
curriculum emphasizes the 
application of fundamental physics 
principles to models of matter. 
Students also used Python to create 
incredibly simple programs. Some of 
the classroom activities included 
modeling the time-evolution of three 
body orbits and the motion of the 
mass-spring system in three 
dimensions. One of the activities from 
E&M asked students to write a 
program to calculate and explore the 
electric field of a dipole in 3D. 

One of the highlights of the course is 
making connections between 
microscopic phenomena to the bulk 
behavior of matter (think Young's 
Modulus). With the power of a few 
fundamental principles, students 
predicted the speed of sound through 
materials made of aluminum and 
lead, that specific heat of a material 
varies with temperature, and 
evaluated two competing models for 
sparking to determine the electric 
field required to generate a spark 
through our atmosphere. These 
problems involved long chains 
of reasoning but all began in the same 
place: from fundamentals. 

Dr. Altman will teach this course 
during the next academic year since 
our students performed extremely 
well, exceeding all expectations. 
Check out matterandinteractions.org 
for more information about the 
curriculum. 

Dr. Weatherford moves to a tenure-
track faculty position in Florida. 
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Martin Kamela spent the fall 
semester as faculty-in-residence with 
the Elon in London Program (can you 
spot Big Ben?) In WT he was in India 
with the traveling science center 
course, sharing interactive science 
exhibits with schoolchildren and 
enjoying a break from NC winter. In 
the spring semester he was back on 
campus and teaching physics -- 
Classical Dynamics. This was also the 
second year that he served as the 
mentor for the Periclean Scholars 
Class of 2012, and in that capacity he 
traveled to India in May and June 
2011 to work on projects with a 
partner NGO. Dr. Kamela was re-
elected to a 3-year term as the Zone 
Councilor for the Society of Physics 
Students, representing NC and SC to 
the national council, and served as 
the vice-president of the NC section 
of the American Association of 
Physics Teachers. 

Pranab Das has been named to the 
International Board of Advisors of the 
John Templeton Foundation. The 
foundation makes grants of 
approximately $65 million per year 
and looks to this board to provide 
guidance and counsel regarding 
research and academic discussions. 
He will serve for three years 
beginning in January 2011 and 
attend his first board meeting in 
Edinburgh, Scotland, in July 2011. Dr. 
Das has also been the Executive 
Editor and Program Manager for the 
Library Project of the  International 
Society for Science and Religion. 250 
books, central to the field of science 
and religion, form the library. The 
Society sponsors a competition 
whereby 150 complete sets of the 
library are awarded to colleges and 
universities. Elon University has 
received such an award. With all that 
he was still able to teach Quantum 
Mechanics and Energy and 
Environment. 

Ben Evans is fortunate to have a 
remarkably dedicated research group 
consisting of four undergraduate 
students and has been busy 
developing research opportunities for 
this active bunch.  Students in the 
group have delivered eight 
presentations this year at regional, 
national and international 
conferences, and just recently 
submitted their first manuscript with 
student authors to Langmuir, a top 
materials science journal.  The future 
of the group is bright:  two of these 
students were recently honored with 
Lumen prizes. Dr. Evans also took a 
teaching sabbatical in the spring 
semester and completed a book 
chapter on the design of artificial cilia 
systems and published a manuscript 
on the motion of microscale 
swimmers.  He presented the latter at 
the March meeting of the American 
Physical Society.
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Jimmie Agnew and Rich D’Amato 
announced their transitions to 
retirement. Over the next two years 
their teaching load will be reduced but 
they will continue to play an 
important role in the department. Dr. 
D’Amato will focus on leading the 
engineering program and on the 
search for the next director of 
engineering at Elon. Dr. Agnew will 
center her energies teaching classes 
primarily for non-science majors. Elon 
and the Physics Department would 
not be what they are today without 
their long and dedicated service. Two 
years from now, in late spring of 2013, 
we will celebrate their contributions 
and retirement with an appropriately 
festive event. Mark your calendars.



Claudine Moreau was teaching global 
studies and astronomy this year. She 
is also the resident litterateur of the 
physics department having had 
several poems and short stories 
published this year. Prof. Moreau was 
one of three featured poets in the 
Carrboro Parks and Recreation event 
"Poetry On Your Plate." Her short 
story "No Witnesses" appeared in 
February's issue of PANK Magazine. 

Shon Gillam, physics lab manager,  
rearranged the General Physics 
classroom and reorganized 
laboratory equipment to 
accommodate our new approach to 
the general physics experience. The 
transition to a larger lab size and 
access to lab equipment within the 
classroom went very smoothly. In the 
spring he taught lab students how to 
build a simple motor and a simple 
speaker using only a battery, coated 

wire, a magnet, and plastic cups. It 
was very satisfying to see how 
amazed the students were after they 
successfully built a working motor 
and speaker from such basic 
materials. 

Kyle Altmann was teaching several 
classes this year, including Modern 
Physics. Dr. Altmann is spending 
part of the summer preparing to 
teach General Physics through the 
Matter and Interaction approach 
introduced by Shawn Weatherford 
this year. 

Sierna Hargrove-Leak continued to 
teach engineering classes and advise 
engineering students this year. Dr. 
Hargrove-Leak is spending part of her 
summer in Winston-Salem. 

Elon freshman Todd Calnan 
presented his research on the 
energetics of the supermassive black 
hole in one of our nearest galactic 
neighbors, Centaurus A, at the 218th 
meeting of the American 
Astronomical Society in Boston on 
May 25. Todd worked on the project 
with fellow freshman, Matthew 
Barger, and with Dr. Dan Evans.

FROM THE EDITOR
Keeping in touch with alumni is very important to the Physics 
Department. Our students make us proud by going on to interesting work as physicists or as “hidden physicists”, completing engineering or graduate degrees, teaching the next generation of informed citizens, etc. More importantly our students are just neat people whose company we truly enjoy. Please let us know what you are up to and we will be glad to put it in the newsletter. And visit us if you’re in the area.  

Best wishes,  
Martin Kamela

ALUMNI NEWS
That’s the section of the Newsletter being 
planned for next time. Please send updates 
and news to the editor. Interesting photos 
make for a better story. Short of ideas for a 
contribution? How about “my life after Elon,” 
“advice to current students,” “my favorite 
equation,” and “what would I do if I had 
superpowers” (do you)?  

CONTACT INFORMATION
Elon Univeristy  
Physics Department Newsletter 
c/o Martin Kamela 
2625 Campus Box 
Elon, NC 27244

mkamela@elon.edu 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www.elon.edu/mkamela/

NewsletterVol1.pdf  

 Page  6

mailto:mkamela@elon.edu
http://www.elon.edu/mkamela/NewsletterVol1.pdf
mailto:mkamela@elon.edu
http://www.elon.edu/mkamela/NewsletterVol1.pdf

