A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ASTRONOMY AT THE

FIVE COLLEGE ASTRONOMY DEPARTMENT

 Astronomy was the first science: an

interest in the universe has characterized the

human race throughout recorded history. Today

astronomy remains one of the most exciting and

active fields of scientific research, and it is

making fundamental contributions to our

understanding of physical laws and our place in the

universe. New techniques such as radio astronomy

and space-based astronomical observatories are

vastly expanding our knowledge.  Within the Five-

College Astronomy Department, opportunities

exist for students to pursue studies of the field at

both the non-technical and technical levels

 The Department is internationally

recognized for its research strengths in

millimeter-wave radio astronomy, star formation,

and extragalactic astronomy. Current plans call

for a significant strengthening of its theoretical

faculty.

 Students interested in majoring in

astronomy should have strong high-school

mathematics and science backgrounds, and should

strengthen these skills further while at Amherst.

 An astronomy major is good preparation

for a wide variety of fields. One recent graduate

is currently completing his PhD

dissertation at Harvard: another has gone on to

become a computer programmer; another a

graduate student in a program of Science,

Technology and Society; and yet another has gone

into business.

 Non-technical classes are designed to be

accessible to every Amherst student: their goal is

to introduce students to the roles of quantitative

reasoning and observational evidence, and to give

some idea of the nature of the astronomical

universe. The Department offers three:

Astronomy 11, 15, and 20.

 Facilities include the historic 18-inch

Clark refractor as well as modern 16-inch and 24-

inch reflectors; a Spitz planetarium; the Five-

College Radio Astronomy Observatory, an

internationally-recognized astronomical

observatory located only 15 miles from Amherst;

an excellent library and a network of Sun

workstations. Research initiatives currently under

way include collaboration with a Mexican research

center in the construction of the LMT, the world’s

largest millimeter-wave radio telescope.

 Students are encouraged to conduce

original research. All 23 faculty members of the

Five-College Department are available to guide

senior theses. The Department provides research

internships, enabling selected students to work

during the summer with faculty members of their

choice. Opportunities also exist for selected

students to travel during the January Interterm to

the national optical observatories outside Tucson,

to pursue hands-on work with a large modern

telescope. Recent senior theses have involved

conducting observations of variations in the

brightness of recently-formed stars, of radio-

frequency spectral lines from giant interstellar

clouds, and on the design and construction of an

observing system for a modern telescope

 The Five-College Astronomy Department

is a collaboration between Amherst, Smith,

Hampshire and Mount Holyoke Colleges and the

University of Massachusetts. This unique

cooperative enterprise allows students the

benefits of a first-rate liberal arts education in a

small college, while at the same time maintaining

association with a research department of

international stature. Because of this association,

the Department is able to offer more courses, and

of a greater range, than those available at other

small liberal arts colleges.

 Modern research in astronomy is quite

interdisciplinary in nature. Connections between

astronomy  and physics, geology, chemistry and

even biology are not only commonplace but even

necessary for further progress. As a result,

courses in astronomy are often highly

interdisciplinary: examples include both First-Year Seminar courses  and advanced colloquia.
