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Bringing Science to the Girls Club
Senior Becky Gorla Reaches Out

    Becky Gorla wanted to “break out 
and do something social” after two 
years as an undergraduate research 
assistant for Drs. Adams and Takano.  
Realizing she was not warming up 
to her work in the low temperature 
lab, she decided to leave frigid 
temperatures to pursue a career 
as a high school physics teacher so 
that she could work with physics and 
students at the same time.

    When the Girls Club of Alachua 
County advertised in the Alligator for 
a recreational aide position, Becky 
answered.  She has been involved 
since summer 2003 with the 
organization, which provides after 
school activities for underprivileged 
children, and is enjoying being a 
kid again.  Laughing, she confesses 
her coworkers say she is oftentimes 
more playful than the kids 
themselves.
    The kids know they can expect to 
have fun hanging out with this very 
cool big sister, but they might not 
know that they are also receiving 
valuable exposure to science.  Becky 
encourages their curiosity and easily 
incorporates scientific thinking into 
everyday conversation.  Many of the 
science experiments she does with 
the kids are inspired by ideas from 
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a book by Nancy Blakey, Lotions, 
Potions and Slime: Mudpies and 
more!  Some past projects include 
learning 
about density 
with food
dye, water, 
and rubbing 
alcohol and 
the strength 
of structures 
with eggs.  
She recalls 
the time a precocious five-year-
old drew a circle in the ground, 
then wondered aloud “What’s the 
smallest circle I can
draw?”  That question subsequently 
led to a glimpse of area of spheres 
and different dimensions.  The same 
five-year-old was quick to catch on to 
an MIT cheer Becky shared with the 
girls after visiting the New Physics 
Building atrium last fall:

3.14159
inverse tangent cosine sine

    The visit kindled the girls’ curiosity 
and a lively scientific discussion 
ensued on the bus ride home.  When 
Becky asked her young audience, 
“What is matter made of?” she 
received responses ranging from 
“wood and steel” to “God”.  They 
then learned about atoms and other 
fun topics in physics.
     Becky has noticed that the girls’ 
interest in science has grown over 
time through more exposure.  She 
is now organizing a project with 
the Society of Physics Students to 
build rockets and perform “Physics 
is Phun” shows for the Girls Club 
through the month of February.
    
Note: Students interested in volunteering 
to help build rockets and/or perform 
“Physics is Phun” shows for the Girls 
Club should contact the Society of 
Physics Students at sps@phys.ufl.edu.

By Cathy Yeh who we are
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Getting to know you: Advisor Series
     Every physics major should 
talk to one of our four excellent 
undergraduate advisors in the 
physics department: Darin Acosta, 
Eugene Dunnam, Selman
Hershfield, and Yoonseok Lee.  Their 
advising times and locations are:

Acosta M 1-2PM
W 1-2PM

NPB 2035

Dunnam M 10-11AM
T 10-11AM

NPB 2364

Hershfield R 2-3PM
F 2-3PM

NPB 2138

Lee T 2-4PM NPB 2233

     We are running a series of advisor 
spotlights, beginning with Dr. Darin
Acosta, to give you a feel for their 
backgrounds.  So maybe the next 
time an advisor absolutely blows 
you away with his infinite wisdom, 
you can express your gratitude by 
cooking his favorite dish or taking 
him out to his favorite sport ... or you 
can just thank him nicely.

Dr. Darin Acosta
acosta@phys.ufl.edu

352-846-3144
NPB 2035

Specialization/field
Experimental high-energy physics
Birth place
Southern California 
Favorites:
food - Chips & salsa, also salmon
movie - L.A. Story; more recently: 
Lost in Translation as well as My Big 
Fat Greek Wedding
book/author - Anything by Anne 
Tyler, but currently hooked on 
detective novels by Michael Connelly.  
Robin Cook and Clive Cussler are 
good for a quick read on a plane.
programming language - C++ 
(Finally kicked the Fortran habit...)
hobby - My research, but I also build 
balsa wood airplanes with my kids.
sport - Cycling (big Tour de France 
fan) and in-line skating.  I’ve retired 
from skating after having broken my 
arm last year!
quotation - None comes to mind
color - Blue
operating system - Linux (But you 
can’t escape Microsoft...)
physics hero - Richard Feynman
...Next month’s issue with Dr. Eugene Dunnam

Part One of Four - Dr. Darin Acosta 

Q & A
Q: What programming class should I 
take?

A:  For those with no programming ex-
perience, I recommend CGS 2425: C++.  
I took the two credit class and accompa-
nying one credit lab summer 2002.  Dr. 
Kirli taught the class, which met twice 
a week, and a TA taught the lab, which 
met once a week.  
    The lectures started with the extreme 
basics the first day.  It was great for me 
since I couldn’t have told you anything 
beyond how to double click on an icon 
prior to the class.  We moved quickly 
through basic input/output, variables, 
loops, functions, object oriented pro-
gramming, pointers, file I/O, arrays, 
classes, etc.  There were eight program-
ming projects and three tests.  If you 
understood the programs, the tests were 
pretty easy.  
    The lab provided time to work on 
programs assigned in class, with the 
TA there to help out.  It did have extra 

tests which required you to program on 
paper.  I advise taking the lab despite 
the extra tests; it makes you realize how 
much more work you have to do before 
the due date and gives an opportunity 
for some individual attention.  TAs with 
pretty extensive hours are available to 
help out with the programs.  They ‘live’ in 
the Weil Hall CIRCA lab.  Waiting until the 
day before a program is due could have 
you in line for an hour and a half to get 
help, but any other time it’s pretty easy 
to glean inspiration from them.  I have to 
admit that I found the class challenging; 
I gave a good part of my summer over to 
it - at least 12 hours per week program-
ming.  On the bright side, I did learn how 
to program.  I don’t think I could tell you 
too many C++ specifics now, but lear-
ing one programing languange makes it 
easy to pick up other ones.  If you take 
it during the Fall or Spring semester, you 
will no doubt spend less time per week 
than I did during the summer, but still 

expect to put a significant amount of 
time into the class.  The website for the 
class is pretty useful.  Here it is: 

www.cise.ufl.edu/cgs2425/cpp/    
     CGS 2425 is also offered in Fortran.  
While many people still program in For-
tran, I was told that C++ was the better 
choice and so I’ll just repeat the advice 
here.  
    What should you do if you’ve already 
had a little bit of programming experi-
ence?  I expect you would still learn a 
lot from this class and I’m sure it would 
still be a challenge, but you probably 
wouldn’t have to spend as much time 
on it as I did or live in the CIRCA lab with 
the TAs.  However, I would look into CGS 
3464, Programming in C++, before
making your decision.  
    By the way, when you’re trying to sign 
up for CGS 2425, note that it is offered 
through Industrial and Systems Engi-
neering rather than Computer Science 
and Engineering.  Good luck!

with Linda Watson



Undergraduate Physics Newsletter - February 2004                        Inside 

Solaris: A world beyond our own
    Stanislaw Lem’s book, Solaris, was 
originally published in French during the 
early 1960s. Since then, it has been 
adapted into a movie twice and heralded 
by critics and fans of science fiction as a 
compelling and thought-provoking piece 
of literature. 
     The plot of Solaris revolves around 
the arrival of Kris Kelvin, a psychologist, 
at a space station orbiting the planet 
Solaris in order to study the ocean 
that envelops its entire surface. He is, 
however, haunted by what appear to 
be ghosts and visions from his past, 

namely his deceased wife. Upon further 
investigation, Kelvin realizes the other 
two crewmembers are also having 
similar “visitors.” The chief question is 
whether the ocean may actually be a 
conscious entity capable of reproducing 
seemingly physical beings from patches 
of memory, and, more importantly, what 
its reasons for doing so may be. While 
somewhat of a slow read, it is through 
Kelvin’s narrative tone, which, granted, 
can be described as informative more 
so than anything else, that Lem’s subtle 
depictions of fear and remorse are 

thus further accented.  As Lem wrote, 
“In the study of Solaris, emotion is a 
hindrance to the explorer. Imagination 
and premature theorizing are positive 
disadvantages in approaching a planet 
where - as has become clear - anything 
is possible.”
    Fundamentally, Solaris is an ode to 
the significance of introspection, 
conveying the message that it is no less 
than absolutely essential to
understand oneself before attempting 
to understand the nature and physics of 
one’s surroundings. 

...and the physics building By Rahawa Haile

SPS News and Events
Meeting Minutes     

    At the January 22nd meeting 
of the Society of Physics Students 
(SPS) a new meeting time was voted 
on.  The next meeting in February 
will still begin at 6:30, but following 
meetings will probably begin at 5:30.  
Simcha Korenblit  was then voted 
the new SPS propagandist.  Three 
former Research Experience for 
Undergraduates (REU) participants 
answered questions about the 
program.  Eddie Calleja, Joe Cox, 
and Colin Shepherd participated in 
REUs at the University of Florida, 
the University of Oregon, and 
Cornell University, respectively.  
Next month’s meeting will focus 
on Research Opportunities for 
Undergraduates (ROFU).

     Upcoming SPS Events
-On February 25th at 3pm, SPS will 
put on a Physics is Phun show for the
Girls Club of Alachua County.
-The SPS vs. Chemistry paintball fight 
will be held at noon on February
28th at Rocky Creek Paintball on 
Archer Road.  The estimated cost is
$10-$15.
-The Annual SPS Picnic will be held 
on April 17th at Lake 
Wauburg.  Volunteers are needed.
-SPS will be building and launching 
rockets with the Girls Club in
February, date TBA.  This will take 
place on Tuesdays from 3:30-4:30 or
on Thursdays from 3:00-4:00.

If you would like to sign up for any of 
the above SPS events, please
contact SPS at sps@phys.ufl.edu

Chapter Receives 
National SPS 
Service Award

   UF’s SPS chapter has received 
a Marsh W. White Award from the 
National Society of Physics Students 
for its proposal for physics outreach
activities, submitted November 
2003.  In the proposal, SPS detailed 
a plan for a series of “Physics on 
Fire” shows that will illustrate
heat-related concepts with noisy, 
visually stunning demonstrations for
the public.  SPS will maintain 
relations with students set up 
through the shows by expanding 
the SPS web page to include a 
section for the public, particularly for 
students in local schools, in which 
SPS members will answer questions 
about physics and broadcast 
demonstrations online.

Left: 
New Propagandist Simcha Korenblit 
smiles after his victory at January’s 
SPS meeting.

RIght: 
Eddie Calleja talks about his REU 
experience at UF last summer.
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Scholarship &
Research Information

CLAS Scholarship

A general scholarship for students in 
the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences.  Requires application form 
and 500-600 word essay (no resumé 
or references).
http://web.clas.ufl.edu/scholarships/dept1.html

Award: $1000
Deadline: Friday, 2/13/2004 - 5 PM

University Women’s Club 
Scholarship

Scholarship to honor wives of past 
presidents of UF and distinguished
campus leaders.  Applicants 
must have junior or senior status, 
minimum 3.6 GPA, and participate in 
campus and/or community activities.  
Requires application form, personal 
statement, two letters of reference, 
community service letter, official 
transcript.  Note: women and men 
both eligible.
http://www.dso.ufl.edu/scholarships/uwc

Award: $1500
Deadline: Monday, 2/16/2004 - 4:30 PM

University Scholars Program

Opportunity for students to do 
research with professors at the 
University of Florida.  Scholars will 
publish their work in the Journal of
Undergraduate Research and/or 
present at the USP Symposium.  
Requires student to find a faculty 
member to work with and submit 
summary of proposed research 
project along with letter of support 
from faculty mentor.
http://www.scholars.ufl.edu/

Award: $2500 stipend, possible 
additional $500 for research support
i.e. travel to conferences to present 
research
Deadline: Monday, 3/1/2004

National Science Foundation 
Research Experience for 
Undergraduates

Research opportunities for 
undergraduates funded by the NSF.  
Research areas and deadlines vary 
by site.  Typical applications require 
form, personal statement, letters of
reference, and transcript.  If you are 
interested in summer 2004
research positions, now is the time 
to apply.
http://www.nsf.gov/home/crssprgm/reu

Note: The UF physics department is 
hosting a 10-week REU program for
summer 2004.  Deadline is February 
15, 2004. http://www.phys.ufl.edu/REU 

Every Physics Major’s Dream

The physics building has several quiet niches for solving those infernal blackboard-
intensive problems every physics major must confront several times in a lifetime.  
These include the SPS lounge in room 2229 (where you can also get help from fel-
low majors), the reading room 2175, the courtyard, accessible from the center row of 
the second floor, as well as two large alcoves, complete with couches and work area, 
on the southeast and -west sides of the building on the second floor.
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