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Welcome!

The Boston University Astronomy department offers a rich and thriving program with 
about 20 faculty and 35 PhD students. Our students, professors, and researchers are at 
the forefront of a variety of research areas including theoretical and observational space 
physics, planetary science, stellar, galactic, and extragalactic astronomy, and cosmology. 
Several groups design, build, and operate new ground-based and space-based instruments. 
The graduate program consists of both courses in astronomy and original research conducted 
under the guidance of a faculty advisor. During the first academic year, students generally 
concentrate on foundation coursework; a research area is usually chosen during the 
second year. Original research, the most important part of the graduate program, occupies 
much of the student’s time after the first year. Graduate students are supported through 
University Fellowships or Department of Astronomy teaching fellowships and research 
assistantships. Generally, students receive a teaching fellowship in the first year or two and 
are then supported with research assistantships while working closely with individual faculty 
members on their research. Keep reading to learn more about why you should choose the 
BU Astronomy Department!
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“The professors here are world-class scholars 
who are renowned for their wealth of research 
accomplishments, passion, and intellect.“

–Dan Feldman, graduate student

6



FACULTY

7



Phil Muirhead

Research interests 

I study low-mass stars, called M dwarfs, and ex-

trasolar planets. M dwarfs are small stars; they 

are less than half the mass of the Sun and less 

than half the diameter. They are the most com-

mon stars in the Universe, but you can’t see any 

of them with the naked eye because they are 

faint. Despite being so common, they are poor-

ly understood in many ways. We have trouble 

determining their true sizes and hence the siz-

es of exoplanets found to orbit them. Nor do 

we know if they can host habitable, Earth-like 

planets. I research novel methods to accurately 

determine the masses, sizes and luminosities of 

these interesting stars.

Most important discovery

Discovering a miniature extrasolar planetary 

system that orbits the M dwarf star KOI-961. All 

three of these planets are smaller than Earth, 

and the smallest is no larger than Mars. This 

discovery suggests that rocky planets are com-

mon in our galaxy and that extrasolar plane-

tary systems similar to our own Solar System 

are also common.
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Current projects 

In addition to using data from NASA’s Kepler 

spacecraft to study M dwarf stars and extra-

solar planets, I also like to build instruments 

for telescopes that measure light from stars in 

new, unique ways. I plan to build a new spec-

trograph for the Discovery Channel Telescope, 

which is heavily used by Boston University as-

tronomers.

Education
B.S., University of Michigan
M.S., Ph.D., Cornell University

Honors
Hubble Fellow
Anacapa Scholar



FACULTY

Catherine
Espaillat

Research interests 

I focus on understanding how planets form, par-

ticularly by characterizing the “footprints” that 

nascent planets leave behind in protoplanetary 

disks surrounding young stars. We know that 

most, if not all, stars were once surrounded by 

protoplanetary disks. The details of how these 

disks evolve from initially well-mixed distribu-

tions of gas and dust to systems composed 

mostly of rocky planets and gas giants like our 

own solar system is a fundamental question 

in astronomy. It is widely accepted that dust 

grain growth and settling to the disk midplane 

are the first steps in creating the planetesimals 

that amalgamate into planets. Forming plan-

ets will then interact with the disk, clearing the 

material around themselves and leaving behind 

observable signatures in the disk in the form of 

gaps. I am pursuing a multi-wavelength analy-

sis of full disks, pre-transitional disks, and tran-

sitional disks with the goal of expanding our 

knowledge of planet-forming disks.

Most important discovery

Discovering a gap, potentially carved out by 

planets, in the dust disk surrounding a very 

young sun-like star using observations by NA-

SA’s Spitzer Space Telescope. In almost all oth-

er star systems of this age, we typically see a 

thick disk of dust without any clearings or gaps. 

This star, UX Tau A, is only one million years old. 

We hope the finding will provide insight into 

when planets began to form in our own solar 

system.
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Education
B.A., Colombia University
M.S., Ph.D., University of Michigan

Honors
Sloan Fellow
NSF CAREER Award

Current projects 

I am using simultaneous observations by the 

NASA Swift, Hubble, and Spitzer space tele-

scopes to study how dust around a young star 

accretes onto the star from the dust disk. These 

observations of X-ray, far-ultraviolet, near-ul-

traviolet, optical, and near-infrared emission 

will provide a picture of the interaction be-

tween dust and gas in the inner ~0.5 AU of the 

disk down to the stellar surface.



Merav Opher

Research interests 

I study the behavior of plasma in the solar sys-

tem and in astrophysical environments. My 

interests include coronal mass ejections from 

the Sun. These dramatic eruptions of mate-

rial from the surface of the Sun form shocks 

that disturb the magnetospheres of planets 

as they propagate through the solar system. 

They accelerate particles to GeV energies, 

which can be hazardous for human explora-

tion of space. My research group uses state 

of the art computer modeling to probe the ba-

sic physics processes involved, such as particle 

acceleration and magnetohydrodynamic insta-

bilities.

Most important discovery

Discovering that the bubble that is formed 

around the solar system by the solar wind, the 

heliosphere, doesn’t have the long comet-like 

tail that was expected. Rather, it has a “crois-

sant-like” shape in which the Sun drives jets 

that are similar to jets seen in other astrophys-

ical environments. The solar wind is funneled 

and squeezed by the solar magnetic field just 

like toothpaste. Understanding the implications 

of this shape and of these jets will help under-

stand “astrospheres” seen around other stars.
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Current projects 

I am interpreting observations from the NASA 

Voyager spacecraft as they travel out of our 

solar system, through the heliopause, and into 

the interstellar medium. These are the first 

spacecraft ever to leave the solar system, so 

their observations reveal for the first time how 

the Sun interacts with the galactic environment 

that envelopes our solar system. I also work on 

Coronal Mass Ejections and how they propa-

gate near the Sun, and on the space weather of 

sunlike and M dwarf stars.

Education
B.S., Ph.D., University of Sao Paolo

Honors
Presidential Early Career Award for 
Scientists and Engineers
NSF Young Investigator CAREER 
Award
Kavli Fellow



FACULTY

Paul Withers

Education
B.A., M.S., Cambridge University
Ph.D., University of Arizona

Honors
NASA Early Career Fellow
CEDAR Postdoctoral Fellow
Kuiper Memorial Award

Most important discovery

Discovering that the small-scale structure of 

the ionosphere of Mars is affected by the plan-

et’s unique magnetic fields. The strength and 

direction of the magnetic field of Mars change 

over very short distances, unlike the familiar, 

global-scale dipole field of Earth. This creates 

a range of magnetic conditions not seen any-

where else in the solar system, and scientists 

have only just begun to uncover how this af-

fects the planet’s ionosphere.

Research interests 

I explore the atmospheres of planets. I study 

how the uppermost atmospheric regions, neu-

tral thermospheres and ionized ionospheres, 

respond to changes in the Sun’s emissions. Due 

to their high altitude, these atmospheric re-

gions have very strong responses to solar varia-

tions. These regions are scientifically important 

because they essentially act as the boundary 

between the planet and space. Boundaries are 

always characterized by interesting physics. 

Furthermore, these boundary regions play a 

critical role in the evolution of an atmosphere 

with time as gases escape to space. Yet our 

understanding of how incident solar forcings 

interact with a neutral atmosphere to produce 

observed ionospheric composition, motions, 

and temperatures is very limited for planets 

beyond Earth. Since observations of thermo-

spheres and ionospheres distant planets can 

only be provided by spacecraft, my research 

program is focused on involvement with space-

craft missions. I have worked on ten different 

spacecraft missions to study planetary atmo-

spheres and I continue to be involved in many 

missions today.
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Current projects 

Leading the radio occultation science experi-

ment on the Mars-orbiting MAVEN spacecraft, 

which will acquire measurements of the dis-

tribution of plasma in the ionosphere of Mars 

and of temperatures in the lower atmosphere 

of Mars. My research group will use these ob-

servations to help understand how the climate 

of Mars has changed over the planet’s history.



Boston University has a 
long-standing partnership with Lowell Observatory which now includes significant 

access to the new 4.3 m  Discovery Channel Telescope. Our students, researchers, and faculty make use of this 
world-class telescope to study objects ranging from exoplanets to distant galaxies. Our research efforts are decidedly multi-wavelength, 

and members of the department regularly use such facilities as the Chandra X-ray Observatory, the Fermi Gamma-Ray Space Telescope, the Hubble 
Space Telescope, the Spitzer Space Telescope, the Very Large Array, and ALMA.

–Elizabeth Blanton, associate professor
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Thomas Bania

Research Interests: Radio spectroscopy; galactic structure; interstellar medium

Elizabeth Blanton

Research Interests: High-energy astrophysics; optical and near-infrared observational astronomy; 

clusters of galaxies; radio galaxies

Tereasa Brainerd

Research Interests: Theoretical astrophysics; cosmology; computational astrophysics; galaxy 

formation & evolution; astrophysical applications of gravitational lensing

John Clarke

Research Interests: Planetary atmospheres; UV astrophysics; FUV instruments for remote 

observations

Dan Clemens

Research Interests: Galactic structure; interstellar medium; star formation; Infrared and optical 

astronomy

Catherine Espaillat

Research Interests: Structure and evolution of circumstellar disks around T Tauri stars; planet 

formation; dust growth; gas dissipation; radiative transfer modeling

Jeffrey Hughes

Research Interests: Space physics; planetary atmospheres; observations and models

Wen Li

Research Interests: Space plasma waves; magnetospheric physics; solar-wind magnetosphere 

coupling; energetic particle precipitation; Jovian magnetosphere and aurora



FACULTY

We live in the golden 
age of space exploration, and BU has played a major role in these studies.  Two 

of the great strengths of Space Physics at Boston University are (1) the combination of science and engineering, 
which has been praised repeatedly by professional colleagues, graduate and undergraduate students alike, and (2) the combination of 

observational, instrumental, and theoretical work. Together these elements place BU in the top cadre of university space physics research units.

–John Clarke, professor
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Alan Marscher

Research Interests: Quasars and other active galactic nuclei; high-energy astrophysics; black 

holes; jets

Carlos Martinis

Research Interests: Ionospheric physics; space physics; thermosphere/ionosphere plasma 

irregularities

Michael Mendillo

Research Interests: Space physics; planetary atmospheres; observations and models

Philip Muirhead

Research Interests: Experimental astrophysics; infrared astronomy; stars and exoplanets

Merav Opher

Research Interests: Computational and theoretical plasma physics in space and astrophysics; 

interaction of the solar system with the interstellar medium; solar wind; shocks in the lower 

corona; T Tauri and solar-like stars

Meers Oppenheim

Research Interests: Computational and theoretical space plasma physics; dynamics of the 

E-region ionosphere and the electrojet; particle-wave interactions in the auroral ionosphere and 

magnetosphere; physics of meteor trails

Paul Withers

Research Interests: Upper atmospheres and ionospheres of planets; planetary atmospheres; 

accelerometer instruments; radio science instruments
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“The graduate student community is very close-knit, and 
we do a lot of activities both within the department and 
outside (game nights, the Musical Soiree, Astronomy 
Unplugged, and Astro-ph discussions). When I first came 
here and saw how happy the grad students were, I knew 
this was a great department.” 

-Chris Theissen, graduate student
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What she is studying:

I study a region of Venus’ atmosphere called the ionosphere—a layer of 

charged particles generated by incident ultraviolet and X-ray photons 

from the Sun. The ionosphere acts as a barrier between the planet and 

the inflowing solar wind. By studying how the temperature, density, and 

chemical composition of the ionosphere change with altitude and solar 

flux, I hope to learn more about the underlying physical processes that 

create and maintain the ionosphere on Venus. Comparing the character-

istics of the ionospheres of Mars and Venus can provide insight into the 

ionospheres of exoplanets.

Why BU?

I chose BU because from just one short visit, I could see the graduate 

students truly enjoyed working together, and the faculty members cared 

about the success and well-being of the students. As a student, I have 

access to experts in fields from planetary science to cosmology, and be-

cause of this I can find where my research fits into the larger picture. Be-

yond the department, Boston is a great place to live because there are 

so many opportunities to cultivate interests outside of astronomy, like in-

dulging in lobster rolls or cheering on the Red Sox. If you are looking for 

a welcoming community, cutting-edge research, or life in a great city, BU 

is the place to be.

Kerry Hensley, Clare Boothe Luce Fellow
Advisor: Paul Withers
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“With space physics 
and astronomy under one roof 

in the hub of Boston, there’s always 
something fascinating going on at BU 

Astronomy.  The possibilities for research, 
collaboration, and growth are endless.”

-Meredith Danowski, 
alumnus

“The diverse 
research at BU—from solar 

physics to cosmology—has helped 
me understand the overarching themes 
of astronomy and how to ask important 

scientific questions.”

-Zachary Girazian, 
alumnus



STUDENTS

What he is studying:

My research interests are focused on understanding the dynamics of the 

heliosphere, the bubble of ionized plasma that separates solar and inter-

stellar plasma that shields the Solar System from higher-energy particles 

in the interstellar medium. My work aims to study how the Sun’s magnetic 

field affects the global parameters, such as shape and size of the helio-

sphere. I use and develop a 3D MHD simulation, which I run on the Pleiades 

Supercomputer. By accurately modeling the heliosphere, we hope to bet-

ter understand our local environment and be able to better predict how 

it will change when we eventually enter into a different interstellar cloud.

Why BU?

The BU Astronomy Department has a diverse range of research interests, 

producing well-rounded students as they apply what they have learned 

to many different areas within astronomy. Comparative heliophysics is be-

coming increasingly important as more studies are applying well-known 

physical processes within the Solar System to astrophysical phenome-

na, an area where BU offers a unique opportunity. The culture created 

amongst the graduate students and the Department is also one that is 

welcoming, inclusive, and supportive. It is a cohesive group that looks out 

for one another, meeting regularly to make sure that everyone is comfort-

able and receiving the help that they need. 

Adam Michael, NASA ESS Fellow
Advisor: Merav Opher
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“I chose Boston 
University not only for the top-

quality research and education, but 
also for the community of passionate, 
hard-working faculty and students.”

-Dylan Morgan, 
graduate student



What he is studying:

I am interested in giant exoplanets that orbit their host stars in the cold 

outer reaches of their systems. A variety of observational challenges make 

these long-period exoplanets difficult to study in detail, yet the compo-

sitions of their interiors and atmospheres will help us refine our under-

standing of how planetary systems form and evolve. I investigate what we 

can learn by observing transits of cold giant exoplanets. I use the DCT to 

observe these rare transit events, and improve our ability to predict the 

timing of future transits, which can be observed by HST or other powerful 

observatories. My research not only seeks to learn about cold exoplanets, 

it also strives to put the gas giants in our solar system in a galactic context. 

Why BU?

The interdisciplinary structure of the graduate program has been critical 

to my development as a scientist. In our department, the subjects of the 

coursework, the seminars, and the teaching opportunities are all highly 

diverse. Outside of my specific research interests, the department’s in-

sistence that the graduate students take advantage of BU’s guaranteed 

access to the DCT and the computing clusters at the MGHPCC has already 

been incredibly beneficial to my research. Lastly, the tight-knit community 

of graduate students is a unique strength of the BU Astronomy depart-

ment and something I am proud to be a part of. 

Paul Dalba
Advisor: Phil Muirhead
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“One thing that drew 
me to BU was the coursework’s 

grounding in a broad range of astro-
physics, which sped building up a toolchest 

of physics to apply to research. For example, 
we take courses in radiative transfer and gas dy-
namics as broad topics, rather than courses that 

focus just on one type of object or another.”

-Ewan Douglas,
 alumnus



What she is studying:

I am studying the formation of stellar populations through the Initial Mass 

Function (IMF). When gas and dust collapse to create stars, the stellar 

masses can span from 0.1 – 100 times that of the Sun. The IMF is assumed 

to be constant, but recent evidence shows that it changes in different 

environments. This has huge ramifications since the IMF is an essential 

parameter for galaxy evolution, and dark matter halo constraints. To inves-

tigate this problem, I am using data from SDSS’s BOSS spectrograph to 

create model galaxy spectra with a range of different mass distributions, 

and compare these to real galaxy spectra. 

Why BU?

What I love about BU are the opportunities and encouragement of col-

laboration, both within the department and outside. I enjoy working with 

other people and find that I do much better in environments where collab-

oration is encouraged. Many times our group has had joint meetings with 

other groups. Outside of the department, there are many opportunities for 

joint projects and collaboration because of the concentration of astrono-

mers in Boston. Within the last year alone, I have been to group meetings 

at the CfA at Harvard, traveled to UMass Lowell to discuss potential col-

laborative rocket launches, and attended social events with astronomers 

from other institutions around Boston who also study low-mass stars.

Aurora Kesseli
Advisor: Phil Muirhead

STUDENTS
19

“The Boston 
University Astronomy grad 

program has given me a top-
notch education in a wide variety of 

subjects while encouraging me to apply 
them directly to cutting-edge research 

questions.”

-Dustin Hickey, 
graduate student

“As soon as you 
enter the Boston University 

Astronomy Department, it is evident 
that the faculty not only conduct cutting-
edge research, but they truly care about 

their students and go above and beyond to 
help each student succeed.”

-Adam Michael, 
graduate student



“I’ve made friends and met colleagues that I’ll maintain 
for my whole career. The department gave me the 
flexibility to pursue research that interested me, the 
resources to make new discoveries, the foundation for a 
successful job hunt and a handful of fruitful projects that 
I still keep in my back pocket.”  

-Carl Schmidt, alumnus
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ALUMNI



I worked alongside my advisor, Ted Fritz, to study the role 
of the magnetospheric cusps in heating charged particles 
using measurements from the European Space Agency’s 
Cluster mission. During my third year as a graduate student 
I was elected as the student representative and steering 
committee member for the National Science Foundation’s 
Geospace Environment Modeling (GEM) organization. I also 
became involved in the BUSAT program, which is a student-
led effort to build all the necessary parts for a functioning 
scientific spacecraft. As a truly interdisciplinary effort, 
students from a number of departments worked as a group 
to develop all the necessary subsystems for the spacecraft. 

Upon graduating from Boston University in 2011, I received 
the NSF Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences (AGS) 
Postdoctoral Fellowship and traveled to NASA Goddard 
Space Flight Center (GSFC). I am currently an Assistant 
Professor at Boston University.

Ph.D. Thesis: Energetic Particles in the Earth’s Magnetospheric Cusps 
Current Position: Assistant Professor, Department of Mechanical Engineering
                          Boston University

Brian Walsh

Why BU?
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Boston University provided a diverse research 
opportunity that facilitated growth and 
helped develop my approach to science. The 
expertise of the faculty and researchers spans 
a wide range of overlapping topics.  As a 
student learning about the field, this provided 
me with an expert to guide me through the 
topics in a variety of areas in astronomy and 
space physics.  As I developed and conducted 
more research on my own, the diverse skill set 
of the department allowed me to integrate 
techniques and ideas from different fields 
and researchers into my work.  Although 
many of the topics may seem different at 
first glance, learning about things such as the 
formation of planetary atmospheres and fine 
auroral structures on Earth were valuable in 
understanding plasma heating from my work.  
The diverse backgrounds of the researchers at 
Boston University allows for these connections 
to be made, which facilitates new scientific 
discovery.



ALUMNI

I came to BU to pursue a Ph.D. in astronomy, and spent 
a year exploring the many space physics and astronomy 
research programs offered at BU. At the beginning of my 
second year, I received a predoctoral fellowship at the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics (CfA). I found 
the opportunity ideal for collaborating with my Ph.D. advisor, 
Alan Marscher, and my predoctoral fellowship advisor, 
Martin Elvis (CfA), to study optical and X-ray emission from 
quasars. The collaboration took me across the river to the 
CfA, where I took part in high-energy and quasar seminars 
as well as discussions with other CfA scientists, and to Italy 
to work with collaborator Guido Risaliti (CfA and Arcetri 
Observatory, Florence) — all while receiving excellent 
instruction and resources at BU.

After graduating, I took a one-year postdoc at Penn State, 
where I wrote a paper on X-ray variability in quasars with 
advisor Niel Brandt, while also writing astronomy press 
releases for the Media Relations department. My experiences 
in graduate school and afterward helped me land a position 
as Web Editor for Sky & Telescope magazine.

Ph.D. Thesis: Probing Quasar Accretion Physics with Optical and X-ray 
                     Spectroscopy
Current Position: Web Editor at Sky & Telescope magazine

Why BU?

Monica Young
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Boston University’s Astronomy Department 
has a diverse set of research programs for 
incoming graduate students to explore. The 
exciting plethora of opportunities available 
at the university and in the surrounding 
academic community (accessible in large 
part through the department’s seminars) 
enables students to shape their own studies. 
The department facilitated my outside 
collaborations, which was essential to my 
success. My Ph.D. studies were essential to 
receiving my current editorial position at a 
popular science magazine.



Alberto Bolatto

 Ph.D. Thesis: The Interstellar Medium in Low Metallicity Environments
 Current Position: Professor, Department of Astronomy, 
                           University of Maryland, College Park

Why BU? I arrived from Uruguay to pursue a Ph.D. as a Presidential 
Fellow in 1993. Early on I became involved in the Antarctic 
Submillimeter Telescope and Remote Observatory project 
(AST/RO). As a student, I helped build and deploy the radio 
observatory to the remote Antarctic plateau, under the 
guidance of my advisor (Jim Jackson), Tom Bania, and Tony 
Stark, the project leader based at the Harvard-Smithsonian 
Center for Astrophysics (CfA). At the same time I became 
involved in the design and construction of the South Pole 
Imaging Fabry-Perot Interferometer (SPIFI), in collaboration 
with Gordon Stacey at Cornell. Upon graduation I moved 
to UC Berkeley, first as a postdoc at the Radio Astronomy 
Lab, then staying as a researcher. During this time I helped 
build the Combined Array for Research in Millimeter-
wave Astronomy (CARMA), an interferometer located in 
California. 

Since 2007 I have been a professor at the University of 
Maryland at College Park, where I was tenured in 2012. I am 
a Humboldt Fellow, a Cottrell Scholar, and an NSF CAREER 
Award recipient.
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The faculty at Boston University had an 
open-doors policy and a personal level of 
engagement that is rarely seen. As a student 
I had more than my share of opportunities 
to engage in exciting research, and I took on 
projects with their support and advice. The 
open-doors policy fostered my intellectual 
curiosity, allowing my personal development 
as a multidimensional researcher in the field. 
The chance to hear a wide range of speakers 
and attend colloquia throughout the Boston 
area was very important to appreciate the 
landscape of astronomical research.



ALUMNI

Sigrid Close

Why BU? After obtaining an M.S. degree in Physics from UT Austin, I 
came to BU to pursue my Ph.D. in Astronomy as a Lincoln 
Scholar. I worked with Professor Meers Oppenheim on the 
behavior of meteors as they burn up in the atmosphere. 
Upon completing my graduate work, I joined the technical 
staff at Lincoln Labs, eventually moving on to become a 
Project Leader at Los Alamos National Lab, and ultimately 
obtaining a faculty position at Stanford. My current 
research involves space weather detection and modeling 
for improved spacecraft designs, as well as advanced signal 
processing and electromagnetic wave interactions with 
plasma for ground-to-satellite communication systems. 

I am a recipient of the NSF CAREER Award, the Presidential 
Early Career Award, and the Department of Energy (DoE) 
Early Career Award. In addition, I co-hosted “Known 
Universe” on the National Geographic Channel.

 Ph.D. Thesis: Theory and Analysis of Meteoroids Using High-Resolution 
                      Multi-Frequency Radar Data
 Current Position: Associate Professor, Aeronautics and Astronautics, 
                           Stanford University
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I specifically wanted to work with Professor 
Oppenheim. He was and is regarded as the 
world expert in meteor plasma physics and I 
wanted to solidify my theoretical knowledge 
in this area. I also was excited to become 
a part of the Center for Space Physics. BU’s 
multi-disciplinary approach—combining 
engineering and physics—to space research is 
crucial for its ongoing success. 
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“As a graduate student I accumulated over 140 
nights on a telescope because of our exclusive 
access to Lowell Observatory. In the era of large 
telescopes, fewer and fewer people get the 
opportunity to run a telescope by themselves.”

-Mike Pavel, alumnus

27



In 2012, BU signed an agreement to be 
permanent partners with Lowell Obser-
vatory in operating the new Discovery 
Channel Telescope, a reflecting telescope 
with a diameter of 4.3 meters, located at 
Happy Jack, Arizona. The arrangement 
provides Boston University astronomers 

with guaranteed observing time on 
this world-class scientific facility.

Discovery Channel Telescope

Mimir is a facility-class infrared 
instrument built in the department 

and at Lowell Observatory. Mimir 
saw first light on the 1.8 meter Perkins 
telescope outside Flagstaff, Arizona on 
August 19, 2004. Mimir allows observers 
to perform astronomical imaging, 
spectroscopy, and polarimetry with a 
single instrument.

Mimir

28



FACILITIES

Professors Clarke, Mendillo, 
and Withers are members of the 
science team for NASA’s Mars 
Atmosphere and Volatile EvolutioN 
(MAVEN) mission to Mars. 
MAVEN will characterize the 
magnetosphere, ionosphere, 

and upper atmosphere of 
Mars from orbit. 

MAVEN 

Since 1999, BU has partnered 
with Lowell Observatory to operate 

their 72-inch Perkins telescope on 
Anderson Mesa, near Flagstaff, Arizona.  
Today, the Perkins telescope hosts two 
instruments built by BU, MIMIR and an 
optical imager/spectrometer called the 
Perkins Re-Imaging System (PRISM), 
and is used extensively by graduate 

students.

Perkins Telescope

 Sounding Rockets
The department builds instruments 

that are launched into space, but not 
into orbit, on sounding rockets. These 
instruments perform imaging and 
spectroscopy at ultraviolet, visible, and 
infrared wavelengths. A laboratory is 
dedicated to the design, construc-
tion, and integration of sounding 

rocket payloads.

29



“Being at Boston University has not only 
given me the chance to pursue the research 
that interests me, but has also exposed 
me to topics and collaborations I never 
considered before.” 

-Matt Young, graduate student

30
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In the BU Astronomy Department, we encourage you to expand your horizons 
when it comes to your research, your studies, and even your friends. That’s 
why we offer many opportunities for graduate students to get involved with 
undergraduate learning and research, and public outreach. 

The Astronomy Department hosts a Research Experience for 

Undergraduates (REU) program that is funded by NSF. This is 

a ten-week summer program in which undergraduate students 

from across the country come to BU to work on research projects.   

Many BU undergraduates also participate in research projects 

throughout the academic year. For undergraduate students, 

working closely with faculty, postdoctoral researchers, and 

graduate students allows them to experience fully the process 

of scientific research. For graduate students, working with 

undergraduates develops their mentoring and leadership skills.

Research Experience for Undergraduates

32



OTHER
OPPORTUNITIES

Judson B. Coit Observatory

The Coit Observatory is a unique resource on the rooftop of Boston 

University. It includes 10-inch and 14-inch telescopes that are used for 

training undergraduate and graduate students in observing at optical 

wavelengths, as well as a radio telescope that is used to train graduate 

students in observing at radio wavelengths.  

The Observatory also hosts a weekly Public Open Night that uses a set 

of 8-inch telescopes. Every year, Department of Astronomy graduate 

students help thousands of people to look through these telescopes 

at planets, stars, galaxies, and other wonders of the night sky. This is 

a great opportunity for graduate students to share their excitement in 

astronomy with the Boston community.

33



Historic, intellectual, full of charm. It’s no wonder that Boston gets about 12 million visitors a year, 

making it one of the ten most popular tourist locations in the country. Boston is one of America’s oldest 

cities and, since being incorporated as a town in 1630, has become the economic and cultural hub of 

New England. This vibrant city is a world center of higher education, medicine, finance, and biotechnol-

ogy. And let’s not forget, Boston is home to some of the nation’s best sport teams (Fenway Park is right 

across the way from BU), leading museums, tastiest restaurants, and swankiest shopping. With dozens of 

universities and other research institutions in the Boston area, there are plenty of opportunities to develop 

collaborations with colleagues outside BU and to socialize with other students.

ABOUT BOSTON

Here are just a few of the many exciting Boston 
landmarks. From left to right: the John Hancock tower, 
the George Washington statue, the Massachusetts 
State House, and the iconic Citgo sign.
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The slice of Boston that is Boston University is a mosaic like no other: a swirl of languages, faces and 

religions, over 500 student clubs, shows and lectures, a state-of-the-art fitness center, a slew of pubs and 

restaurants, and the thrills and spills of Terrier hockey. Oh, and don’t forget the tailgate parties. 

 

When BU students aren’t enjoying the perks and quirks of college life, they are lucky enough to call 

Boston their second campus. The University blends seamlessly with the city. Yes, we have our share of 

grassy lawns and ivy-covered walls, but Commonwealth Avenue, where many of our schools, colleges, and 

University buildings are located, is a lively urban street lined with shops, restaurants, and offices. Some 

of our student residences are city brownstones. Others are high-rises. Our transportation is urban too: we 

routinely hop on the “T,” Boston’s mass transit system, to ride from one end of our 1.3-mile-long campus 

to the other.

When you’re a student here, nothing separates you from Boston’s world-class museums, artistic com-

munity, vibrant cultural life, great sports teams, rich history, or world-renowned scientific and medical 

communities. In fact, the city loves to open its doors to BU students. BU offers hundreds of internships, 

research projects, and community service programs in connection with Boston businesses, organizations, 

and agencies. 

Our world, yours for the taking.

CAMPUS LIFE
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For more information 
about our program, and 
details on applying, 
find BU ASTRONOMY on:

www.bu.edu/astronomy


