
INSPIRATIONAL PHYSICS  
7th December 2017 

 

 An afternoon of inspiring physics lectures for year 9 to 13 students at the 
University of Surrey. Featuring lectures from Professor Jim Al-Khalili, Dr 
Elizabeth Cunningham, Professor Ben Murdin and Professor Justin Read. Ideal 
for any students considering studying physics at A level or university or those 
with a keen interest in the subject.  
 

Register your interest now at email Dr Heather Campbell 
h.campbell@surrey.ac.uk 

 
SCHEDULE 

 
1.00pm - 1.05pm Welcome and Introduction 

1.05pm - 1.45pm ‘Aliens: the search for extra-terrestrial life’ Professor 
Jim  Al-Khalili 
1.45pm - 2.20pm Dr Michelle Collins 
2.20pm - 2.40pm Refreshment Break 
2.40pm - 3.10pm ‘Careers in Physics’ Dr Elizabeth Cunningham 
3.10pm - 3.45pm ‘The History, Nuclear Physics and Radiobiology of Poisonous 
Polonium-210’ Professor Paddy Regan 

 

Aliens: the search for extra-terrestrial life 

– Prof Jim Al-Khalili 

 

For too long, science fiction writers, 

Hollywood and alien abduction/UFO 

conspiracy theorists have had a monopoly 

on the question of life beyond earth. But 

with recent advances in astronomy and 

exciting space missions, the answer to that 

most profound of questions, “Are we alone 

in the Universe?”, is finally within our grasp. 

This talk will explore some of the ways 

scientists are hunting for ET and the chances 

of life emerging elsewhere. 
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Galaxy Wars: The past, present and future 
of the Local Group - Dr Michelle Collins 
Galaxy evolution is a messy business, where 
more massive systems are built up by 
collisions between smaller galaxies. We can 
study this growth in great detail within our 
own Galaxy, as we can see smaller galaxies 
falling in towards us, and getting completely 
torn apart. But, in a few billion years, the 
Milky Way won’t be the one doing the shredding anymore, as it will collide 
with our more massive neighbour, Andromeda. In this talk, I’ll show you how 
both these galaxies have been growing for the past 14 billion years, and what 

will happen when they finally merge together. 
 
 
 

Careers in Physics – Dr Elizabeth Cunningham 
This talk will highlight some of the opportunities and 

benefits of choosing to study physics and describe 

Elizabeth’s path to making a life out of physics!  

 

The History, Nuclear Physics and Radiobiology of 

Poisonous Polonium-210 – Prof Paddy Regan The 

radioactive material Polonium-210 was the source of 

a major new story back in 2006 following the poisoning of Mr. Alexander 

Litvinenko in London. This lecture will discuss the initial discovery of this 

radioactive isotope by Marie & Pierre Curie at the turn of the twentieth 

century and touch on how it can be created both in nature and synthetically. 

Then, the role of polonium-210  in fundamental nuclear physics research and 

how its signature decay properties are 

responsible  for putting an upper limit on the 

atomic number of the stable elements found on 

earth. Finally, the characteristic signature alpha 

particle and gamma-ray emissions following the 

radioactive decay of polonium-210 and use this 

information to try to answer the question, just 

how dangerous is polonium-210?  


