
My work experience aims: 

✓ Gain a practical experience of physics outside of the classroom 

✓ Develop personal skills in an environment other than college/school and be able to demonstrate them to 

others 

✓ Consider particular career routes by working alongside and talking to other workers etc. 

✓ To decide how to act in new situations particularly when a problem arises 

✓ Provide discipline of employment, time keeping, reliability and responsibility 

✓ Achieve new skills and have them recorded  

Did I achieve my work experience aims? 

✓ Gain experience in the world of work 

I learnt that most physics research based tasks can be really hard at times and sometimes monotonous 

and dull however these aspects of the job enable you to see that there are also really interesting parts to 

the work as well. For example, I found it so amazing to think that I was looking at the stars and the 

amount of things that could be out there, including intelligent life, was mind blowing. So even though I 

was looking over these again and again I still appreciated the awe of it all.  

 

✓ Develop personal skills in an environment other than college/school and be able to demonstrate them to 

others 

I found it hard to communicate at first especially with my supervisor because I thought that she would be 

disappointed in me if I couldn’t do the work without needing help but I learned that it was okay to ask for 

help, obviously not all the time but when I really needed it. Also in times that I thought maybe I 

persevered with problem a little bit longer I found that I surprised myself when I fixed it myself by using 

logic and remembering what Joanne had told me. I also conversed more by the end of the week a lot 

with the people I was working alongside in the computer room and they gave me some tips and advice 

which was really useful.  

 

✓ Consider particular career routes by working alongside and talking to other workers etc. 

By completing the work experience I realised what the job of a physicist researcher entails and 

experienced things that I might be required to do in a university course such as basic coding, data 

analysis etc. I also found the job really interesting and it has further inspired me to pursue my 

aspirations of becoming an astrophysicist or an astronomer despite the workload I would have to take 

on.  

 

✓ To decide how to act in new situations particularly when a problem arises 

Sometimes I came across which was hard to analyse but once I studied it for longer (and sometimes 

used Gaia) I found that it was easier to spot previous mistakes I had made when analysing them. As the 

days went on I could apply my previous knowledge to similar sources and it made my work easier and 

more efficient, thus I could complete the groups a lot faster.  

 

✓ Provide discipline of employment, time keeping, reliability and responsibility 

I found that to make notes on everything Joanne said was very important because she didn’t just speak 

for the sake of conversation, what she was saying was vital to my task and if I didn’t remember it then I 

could easily make a mistake when t came to working independently. Joanne also remarked that she 

thought this was clever of me and often students in the past would think they didn’t need to do the same 

and forget later on. Time keeping was really important for me because I was required to undergo all the 

tasks independently therefore I had to limit myself to what I thought was a feasible amount of time to 

complete each task so that I could get through a sufficient amount work by the end of the week. 

 

✓ Achieve new skills 

I feel that I have gained so many transferable skills such as; communication skills, time management 

and pressure working, independent learning and some programming skills/language learning and data 

analysis skills.  

Key Notes:  

Computer programming: IDL (never used before). Learnt part of the coding language, check diary of notes.  

Star location program: Gaia and Blink Grade 

Talked to students about their university courses at UCLan: small number of students in a year for astrophysics 

(~10). Everyone I talked to really enjoyed their course even though the majority found it quite challenging.  



Where I was looking for it? 

Used programming to load Gaia (Graphical Astronomy and Image Analysis Tool) which enabled me to locate star 

sources using a coordinate list and then analysis them in Blue, Red, Green, Helium and a subtracted image (blue 

image taken away from helium image). I was using optical photometry data from which was taken by the Hubble 

Space Telescope. Because my researcher had been away in New York the files that loaded the images 

simultaneously had been corrupted as she’d used a different coding language abroad so I had to analyse all the 

sources individually by navigating the images separately and then blinking them. Blinking the different filtered 

images meant that I could lock down the coordinates on all of the images and switch between them like a flip 

book. This allowed me to contrast brightness, movement etc. to check for real sources. 

What I was looking for? 

I was looking for helium stars. These stars would be very hot (up to 25,0000K) and about 50 times the mass of 

the sun. Helium stars are emitted mainly blue light, therefore I was trying to see if they appeared brightly in the 

blue filter but also in the green and helium but not in the red filter.  

Why I was looking for it? 

These stars are very massive stars which therefore have the potential to explode into Supernovae as they are 

nearing the end of their lifetime. Before me researchers had gathered a lot of information about the location of 

these stars using an animated program*. It was my job to analyse the stars they had found to see that they were 

genuinely helium stars. I did so by looking through the filtered images, in the blue and helium filter the star 

should’ve appeared quite brightly and in the same position (coordinates). If the star was in the red filter but it had 

moved slightly then this was a problem as it could be a foreground star. A foreground star is a star in our galaxy 

which has interfered which the telescope lenses by ‘tricking’ it into thinking it was a helium star. Additionally, the 

‘helium star’ could actually be 2 stars which are very far away and so looked to have merged to appear as one 

star. As these stars are also very hot and big they can start to heat up the clusters of dust around or near them 

which can make them appear as another star. I had to eliminate any stars which I thought were ‘fakes’ and 

compile a final list of stars which were potentially helium stars. I did this by using the computer program IDL 

whereby I created new folders and copied the blink images into these and removed the false images. Then, 

Joanne would use these images in a report that she is going to publish soon (about the discovery of helium stars 

and potential supernovae explosions).  

How did my research benefit the university? 

Joanne is a lecturer and researcher at UCLan. She teaches astrophysics and undergraduate maths courses and 

is very busy during term time planning and organising lessons. Hence, she has limited time on her hands to 

conduct her own research and set me a project to work on that was part of her own research. She relied heavily 

on me to make the right judgement and decisions about the stars as the final list of stars will form part of 

Joanne’s second report. I had never used any of the programs before, although Joanne helped me by going 

through a brief tutorial of the programs. I was expected to pick up the language fast and work independently to try 

and use my own critical thinking skills to make good decisions to help me with this I kept brief notes of everything 

Joanne went through with me at the beginning and the different steps I had to go through at each stage. Joanne 

and I went through a couple of stars at first so that she could ensure I was looking for the right things. The first 

few were really difficult and had to be thrown out which made me nervous because I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to 

do that all over again on my own but I was fine and quickly picked it up. I took my time analysing the first file 

because I wanted to do my job correctly and properly to make sure that I didn’t cause any problems. I also came 

across a lot of different situations that I hadn’t anticipated that made it difficult for me to make a decision. In these 

situations I played it safe and asked Joanne to help me to analyse the star correctly whereby on these couple of 

occasions she couldn’t work it out for herself so I had to take down the coordinates and information so that she 

could analyse it even further. 

  

http://star-www.dur.ac.uk/~pdraper/gaia/gaia.html


WEEKLY SUMARY  

1. What did I learn today? 

2. What did I enjoy/dislike? 

3. How well did I do the tasks? 

4. How did I get on with other workers, who helped me and why? 

5. What skills have I learnt that will be useful later? 

DAY ONE.  

Met Joanne in her office and then we went for a cup of tea downstairs in the canteen and had a chat about her 

work and what I was going to do over the next couple of days. I went to my workplace in the computer room and 

then she ran through the computer program with me and we went through couple of examples from the Helium 

group together so that I understood clearly what I was looking for. I then finished off the group myself and 

transferred them to a ‘final group’. Then after lunch, I got back to work and half completed the Sigma group until it 

was time to go. I kept notes of all the stars in a notepad that Joanne gave me.   

1. I learnt how to do simple coding and work with some of the languages used by Joanne (such as IDL, 

Emacs etc.). I also learnt how to use and navigate on Gaia and to blink images.  

2. I enjoyed learning new things and working independently as I felt more confident in myself. Initially, I 

disliked having to make decisions about the sources I was seeing on my own as I thought I might make 

the wrong choices about them. 

3. I think I could’ve performed better today as I spent a lot of time on the first task, but I made sure that I 

checked through them all thoroughly.  

4. I didn’t talk to any of the other workers today as I was completing an independent project to them and 

they were all in groups or seemed to know each other. 

5. I have learnt how to code, although I have only learnt the basics (some simple terms etc.) of this 

language, I feel that a taste of what programming is about has broadened my views and I hope to 

conduct some coding in my own free time so that I can better prepare of an astrophysics course as I 

was told it may be required of me as an undergraduate. Joanne has given me a list of possible important 

languages that she thinks might be useful for me to have a look at. 

DAY TWO. 

I was working in the computer room again today and I was finishing off group A in the morning using Gaia. 

Joanne said she had talked to the technicians and had fixed the Blinkgrade file which meant that I could go 

through a lot of the sources in a shorter space of time (as this program located the sources automatically for you). 

I finished the first group and compiled a final checklist that Joanne could use for her final report and then Joanne 

showed me how to use the Blinkgrade program. It was a lot faster and easier to use than Gaia however there 

was a problem with the contrasting on the images which meant I couldn’t see some of the sources on the filters, 

but Joanne said she would fix this and gave me some ‘contrast coordinates’ which I used when changing from 

red filtered images to helium subtracted filtered images. I still felt a little unsure about using the program on my 

own, I knew what to look out for but struggled a bit with the coding as I kept forgetting what the shortcuts to use 

for the language were so I had to write them down in a notebook which I had forgotten to bring today. If there 

were any stars I saw that I thought had problems with them or that I wanted to double check I would make a note 

of their coordinates and then use Gaia to locate them in all the filters and blink through to double check the 

problems and if there were none I would leave it in the final checklist. But if I thought it was a foreground star or a 

cluster of stars etc. then I would delete it from the final list. Hence a lot was relying on me making the right 

decisions. After lunch, Joanne and I started the second and third group and I worked through them using the 

same process, at this point I started to feel more confident and hence found the work more enjoyable. 

1. Today I learnt to how to use Blinkgrade. This made my work a lot easier. 

2. I enjoyed using Blinkgrade as it meant I could work through the tasks more efficiently. I disliked 

forgetting my notepad as it made me feel unorganised and made it harder to compete my tasks without 

it.  

3. I did the tasks better than yesterday as I was more efficient and confident however there is still room for 

improvement. 

4. Joanne was very helpful and understanding if I got stuck or needed some help which made me feel 

more comfortable.  

5. I have learnt better decision making skills, how important being organised and punctual is in the 

workplace and that asking for help if your stuck is encouraged. 

 

 



DAY THREE.  

I arrived earlier than usual today and got to work on my task pretty rapidly. There were 4 other students in the 

room and I was chatting to them for a while. We discussed things like what I was working on; what they were 

working on; where I came from; where they had come from etc, It was nice to know that I could talk to them when 

I wanted and they were really friendly and approachable. Joanne came in after her meeting in the morning and 

went through the coding step by step so that I could repeat it myself for all the different groups, this meant that I 

got through my work a lot faster whilst maintaining the consistency of the results. I was asked to lunch by my new 

friends but Joanne wanted me to discuss some things with her. I was going to go to tea and doughnuts tomorrow 

and she would be in a meeting so I would be on my own, also she wanted me to come to one of her meetings on 

Friday and listen in. I thought it was interesting to have a further insight into the work that Joanne does on a 

weekly basis. After lunch I worked on the next group however there was a problem with the coding in one of the 

files, Jordan who worked in iDL tried to help me but it wouldn’t work so Joanne had to fix it but she said she’d 

copied one the files incorrectly so it was her fault anyway but I didn’t mind. I finished half an hour early today as I 

had completed all my work for the day earlier than usual. This was really rewarding.  

1. it was nice to talk to people and learn about what they were studying at UCLan as this university would 

definitely be a potential option for me to study at.  

2. I enjoyed talking to the people in my workplace as it was refreshing when I needed a break from the 

work or I needed help etc. I disliked it when I made some wrong decisions about a star and when I 

looked it over with Joanne the star was okay, however I learned from this experience because I could 

apply my mistakes to similar situations with other stars in the future. 

3. I completed my tasks well and even finished early.  

4. I got on with the workers really well and made some new friends who were happy to talk to me about 

anything and offer help if necessary.  

5. I have learnt better communication skills and team working skills as I was able to work well with the 

others in the room.  

DAY FOUR. 

This morning was a disaster, I tried to open Blinkgrade but it wouldn’t work. So after about 20 minutes of failing to 

open it, I decided not to waste any more time getting nowhere and so I opened Gaia- but the subtracted image 

wouldn’t open. This meant even if I wanted to look at the stars manually I couldn’t do that because I couldn’t view 

one of the images. But I decided to look at them anyway, without the helium subtracted, because this meant I 

would at least completed some of them. I only got through about 4 before it was time to go to get tea and 

doughnuts. I brought my CERN mug which was useful because it provided a topic of discussion with the other 

workers who had been to CERN as well. They were undergraduate students in their first year at UCLan studying 

physics (astrophysics, maths, physics etc.). They had been employed as interns for a 10 week job at the 

university working on similar projects to me. I talked to them a lot about what they thought about their courses at 

university, what they did during their time at university, did they enjoy university life etc. But I was mostly 

surprised to learn about the small amount of people in their year as only 14 people had taken astrophysics at 

their university! When I said I was quite interested in Quantum Mechanics they said that the highest score in their 

year at the Quantum exam was only 60% proving to me how tough a physics course was going to be (as these 

were very intelligent people who were so enthralled in physics but found it extremely challenging themselves). 

Then after this session I went back up to my computer in the lab and Joanne said that it was her fault because 

she hadn’t copied Blinkgrade over properly and hadn’t checked the helium subtracted image either. I had lunch a 

little later today with Joanne because she wanted me to come with her to listen in on a meeting she was going to 

have with a fellow colleague so we went over to another building straight after lunch. We met Nicole, who is 

absolutely lovely, in the Starbucks coffee shop because it was the only coffee place open on campus and she 

loves coffee! They were discussing a new job post advertisement for a manager to organise a group of people for 

a ‘Women in Science’ project they were launching. This was going to be used in the general public to show that 

not all female scientists are stereotypical but mainly just normal people with a great passion for what they do. It 

was really interesting to see how much work goes into advertisements like this and how important it is to recruit 

the right type of person, they had this really long specification and were continually editing it and adding things to 

it. They also planned on having a panel to interview the applicants and tried to incorporate all professors from 

different areas of the departments, for example, astrophysics, computer scientists (Nicole was a computer 

scientist), mathematicians etc. I worked really well today and actually really enjoyed myself as I knew exactly 

what I was doing and how I was going to do it. I was pleased with my overall work ethic today and actually found 

that I wanted to stay a little bit longer to finish off my work instead of just carrying it over to the next day.  

1. I learnt a bit about the course structure at UCLan when talking to other students during doughnut 

morning, it was interesting to see people taking different courses were still good friends and that it 



wasn’t unusual to just stick with the people who had taken your course which I thought would be 

common at university.  

2. I enjoyed listening into Joanne’s meeting because I could see what kind of requirements were 

necessary and what type of skills were more important than others when looking to recruit a leader. I 

also enjoyed tea and doughnuts today and thought that it was nice to meet the other people in the 

department and talk to them about what they were doing. 

3. I completed the tasks swiftly and efficiently today and was happy with the work that I completed today  

4. I got the chance to talk to other workers at the doughnuts events which meant I could talk to them in the 

workplace whenever I needed them. Again, Jordan helped me if I was stuck because he was the only 

person who worked in the same coding language as me. 

5. I feel like I’ve especially developed my listening skills today as I was required to do listen in on the 

meeting and understand what questions were the right ones to ask and when. Also, I developed my 

programming skills (I remembered the shortcuts much better which made me faster) and my work ethic 

was a lot better. 

DAY FIVE.  

Today is my last day and I was just getting to enjoy myself! I managed to complete 2 whole groups in the morning 

which I was so proud of because looking back at the first day where I had no idea what I was doing at all and now 

I could do it fast whilst maintaining accuracy. After this it was time for me to leave, I left early because I was going 

to Cambridge University the next day and it was important that we set off early so we could miss all of the rush 

hour traffic and to not be exhausted the next day when we went there. Joanne saw me off and was so lovely, she 

invited me to come back to complete some more work later on in the summer which was so nice of her and she 

was very praising about me to my dad which he was pleased about! 

1. Although today I didn’t learn much because I was basically repeating the work I had learnt from previous 

days and using it to work on more groups, I found that I had gained a lot of transferable skills form my 

work experience at UCLan and would really love to come back and do it again. I found the whole 

learning process from not understanding anything about Gaia or Blinkgrade (or even much about helium 

stars and supernovae) really rewarding and it has given me a greater understanding of these such 

concepts which I will hope to go on to learn more about through my own research.  

2. I enjoyed doing my work today which meant I didn’t enjoy having to leave early. 

3. I did the tasks especially well today as it was my last day so I wanted to complete as much work as I 

could to the highest possible standard 

4. I got on well with the workers today and they even were counting down the hours till I had to leave (in a 

nice way- I hope!) and I’m glad that I got to know them better and talk to them too because it made my 

work less lonely and more enjoyable. 

5. I have learnt to be a hardworking and responsible young adult by taking on tasks that were completely 

new to me which required me to think analytically and pick up the role quickly and work fast and hard.  

 


