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Welcome back, everyone! For all of  you who are new, the Graduate 
School welcomes you into this next transformative phase within 
your life. We hope that your summer was extra productive and 
restful. Within this issue, you’ll find several student interviews 
from Graduate Summer Award Winners, and notices for 
upcoming events and opportunities. Enjoy it, and let us know 
your thoughts!         -Xavier-Lewis Palmer
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What encouraged you to pursue a graduate education?
I had a fantastic research experience during the last year of my undergraduate studies here 
at Old Dominion.  It started with the capstone project for my bachelor’s degree in physics, 
which was in fact the earliest prototype of the computational model I developed during 
the tenure of my funding from the Graduate Summer Award Program.  Dr. Terzić and Dr. 
Krafft started working with me during the summer of 2015, and I presented this research 
as my undergraduate thesis in November of that year.  My thesis was the highlight of my 
academic career up to that point—I was so proud of that work!  I found physics research 
to be incredibly rewarding, and fortunately for me, my advisors continued to work with 
me beyond that capstone project.  Later that spring, I received funding for this ongoing 
research, and ultimately, this work contributed to a peer reviewed publication for which 
I received a coauthor credit.  During this time, Dr. Terzić and Dr. Krafft encouraged 
me to continue with my physics education, and I was more than happy to strive for an 
opportunity to continue with this research.

What encouraged you to choose your current field?
Before starting my physics studies, I served in the Virginia Air National Guard.  We deployed often, so it took me about 
twelve years to complete my general education requirements.  During that time, my intention was to eventually pursue a 
career in medicine, but in the fall of 2010 before my last deployment to Afghanistan, I took a humanities course called “The 
History of Modern Science” with Dr. Isenhour.  The course was fantastic, and everyday after class I would come home to 
my then girlfriend (now wife) and go on and on about all the fascinating physics principles that we had discussed in class.  
One such evening, we were walking down by the Lafayette River, and I was in the middle of a particularly enthusiastic rant 
about special relativity.  She stopped me—mid rant— to point out that I get really excited about physics, but I only ever 
complain about anatomy and physiology.  Her insight inspired me to check out career opportunities in physics.  After that 
last deployment, I switched majors.  It was one of the best decisions of my life.

What do you like most about ODU?
The faculty and staff of the physics department are superb: they facilitate an incredibly supportive, nurturing workplace.  
The administrators are genuinely invested in the success of the students, and in my experience, they have always gone the 
distance to meet our needs.  The faculty is made up of world-class physicists—most of whom have working relationships 
with Jefferson Lab.  These professors provide high-quality, rewarding research opportunities.  Without a doubt, studying 
physics at a graduate level has been the most challenging endeavor of my life; my education has been built upon the efforts 
and grace of my professors.
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What do you like most about your research or feel will be its largest implication(s).
High-quality, laser-like X-rays are necessary for many fields of research, such as medical imaging.  The best sources of 
these X-rays are synchrotrons, but synchrotrons require massive, very expensive accelerator infrastructures: it takes a nation 
with a robust economy to maintain a synchrotron.  My research in Compton scattering is driven by the goal of producing 
synchrotron-like radiation with much smaller and more affordable devices.  Imagine a world in which CT scans can be 
administered with little-to-no risk to the patient’s health and every clinic can afford the scanner; imagine a world where 
every shipping port can affordably and accurately scan every single shipping container for weapons of mass destruction.  My 
research strives to make this a reality.

How do you give back to the community?
I have volunteered at the Pretlow Planetarium for the past three years: I set up telescopes for public viewings, and I occasionally 
give public planetarium shows.  I enjoy performing physics demonstrations.  Most recently I conducted a demonstration 
during Old Dominion’s celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Apollo moon landing, but I have also given demonstrations 
at local public schools.  I regularly volunteer for the Physics Department’s outreach events, like the Children’s Festival and the 
Physics Open House. For the past four summers, I have been an assistant instructor for ODU BLAST, a week-long workshop 
for high school students hosted by the Virginia Space Grant Consortium.  I love the enthusiasm and sense of awe that the 
public brings to the events.  It’s always a pleasure to share the physics I love with an appreciative audience.

`

Get your team together for the 3rd Annual ODU CyberOPS CTF! on campus at Old Dominion University!

Capture the Flag (CTF) challenges are a great way to learn hacking techniques, strengthen your problem-solving skills, 
and gain critical hands-on practice. ODU’s CyberOPS CTF competition deals just the right level of pressure to keep 

things interesting, while helping you to sharpen your skills. 

If you don’t have a team, no problem! We will match participants into teams at the competition.

Sponsorships and speaking opportunities are available for business and industry partners! 

Get your brand in front of 100 tech-saavy, problem-solving students from area universities and high schools! 

Please share with your students and colleagues, and respond to Elizabeth Smith (exsmith@odu.edu) if you need more 
information and would like to discuss sponsorship opportunities. 
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What encouraged you to choose your current field?
I study the LGBTQ+ experience in the criminal justice system, specifically the trans experience and those who fall under 
the trans umbrella (transgender, non-binary, genderqueer, etc). I am overall more interested in what happens to people 
when they interact with the system and/or when they enter it, than what brought them there.  Discovering the inequities 
that trans people face in my first semester informed me of where I should spend my time, as I had already been vying to 
dedicate my career on a social justice issue. 

Describe your awards and research.
I was granted the 2019 Graduate Summer Award Program for my current research on the lived experiences of trans 
people that interact with the criminal justice system for my dissertation research. This work centers around the trans 
experience with police, courts, and corrections and seeks to fill in the gaps left behind by traditional academia. This 
research is important because community voices such as Cece McDonald and Miss Major, who have been speaking out 
about injustices in accordance to trans populations and the criminal justice system for years, have been ignored, which 
leaves deeply personal (and accurate accounts) without institutional legitimacy. Over the course of the summer, I was able 
to more than double my participants with the help from the award. I started with 17 interviews and now have 36. 

I expect to submit four papers to academic journals from the research conducted during the six-week period of the grant. 
The first three will examine and discuss the range of experiences of the participants with police, courts, and corrections 
separately, while the fourth article will center around policy recommendations stemming from the participants. Ultimately, 
the end goal for this data is to write a book about the spectrum of experiences with the justice system faced by my 
participants. It is my firm belief that this work is important and thus, the book will be written in a way to appeal to a larger 
audience beyond scholars and academic insiders.

What encouraged you to pursue a graduate education? 
I did not want to grow up. Just kidding. I wanted to pursue graduate school because 
I fell in love with being an educator at my previous institution, as well as the ability 
to actively pursue my goals of serving the community through social justice. My 
research on LGBTQ+ people and the criminal justice system is a direct reflection of 
the community work that I am committed to alongside my scholarship.  

What made Old Dominion University stand out?
My department is Sociology and Criminal Justice and from the very beginning 
has been warm, welcoming, and helped aid in my goals of attaining my Ph.D. This 
department provides many opportunities for their graduate students, and I have 
found more compassion here than I ever imagined.  
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Describe your awards and research. 
The goal of my research is to investigate 
if the manner or technique individuals 
use to walk is useful when a task 
requires a gait adaptation. As we age, 
our walking pattern tends to look 
more rigid, each step looks similar 
to the last. Younger adults walk with 
a more variable gait pattern. Also, 
older adults have an increased risk 
of falling and use different coping 
techniques when knocked of balance. 
This then lends the question, does 
the variability observed in younger

adults allow them to make quick gait adaptations when an unpredictable 
event occurs while walking, such as stepping off a curb or stepping onto a 
slippery surface. The purpose of my current study is to identify if individual 
walking characteristics are predictive of gait adaptability performance.  

What recommendations do you have for people seeking a mentor? 
Find a mentor that you find approachable. It is important to have a 
scientific connection with a mentor, but also a personal connection. You 
need a mentor that has similar research interest and skillsets, sure, but 
you need to be able to converse about something other than research 
together. Often times it’s the gatherings over coffee or beer when the 
great research questions are organically devised. Then you need each 
other’s skills and academic background to devise a way to answer such a 
question. Without the ability to casually chat and discuss, you may miss 
out on the creativity and excitement that comes when both parties are 
truly invested in a project. 

What do you like most about your research or feel will be its largest 
implication?
I enjoy that our research is applicable, interesting, and understandable 
to people who are outside the field and outside of research. Almost 
everyone has an interest in the human body on a large scale: how we 
move, how injuries work and what we can do to recover from them or 
prevent injuries. Bringing up theoretical physics at a wedding party will 
most likely result in the fade away shuffle, but everyone is down to talk 
about the implications of that concussion they suffered in college or that 
their darn chronic ankle instability is what is really keeping them off the 
dance floor.

What are the most important rewards you expect in your career? 
I think most researchers want to have their work respected and useful 
to others. I hope to have a body of work that answerers questions others 
have had and works that can be built upon by others. 

What motivates you to put forth your greatest effort? 
I am the only one who knows exactly how the research was conducted. If an error during collection or data processing is 
made, most likely no one will know except me or my research team. Therefore, I must check, recheck, and check my work 
again to be sure I am putting out the most accurate work I can. Small mistakes can greatly influence a research project, 
which can then have ripple effects. This is what motivates me to put forth my greatest effort. 
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What encouraged you to choose your current field?
In general, I am interested in studying environmental phenomena, 
especially climate change. I want to understand how human activities 
affect climate change and how changing ecological aspects affect each 
other. I ended up studying water resource management in eastern coastal 
Virginia, which is crucial for people living in that region. This area has 
been affected crucially by storms and hurricanes, which indicates how 
critical it is to assess the association between precipitation, runoff, and 
flooding on the east coast.  
What major problem have you encountered, and how did you deal with it?
One issue in environmental studies is accessing the reliable dataset, 
estimating missing data, and then finding an adequate model for 
interpreting and forecasting runoff-rainfall association. GIS and Arcswat 
are two dominant software in water resource modeling that I am using 
so far. There have been many other obstacles in my research; however, I 
was lucky to have my supervisor, Dr. Xixi Wang, and my co-supervisor, 
Dr. Mojde Unal, helping and guiding me to find proper solutions.  In my 
personal life, I have a 20-month sweet baby girl. I can tell you that being a 
mom and doing a Ph.D. has been a big challenge for me.
What do you like most about your research or feel will be its largest implication(s).
The fact that many researchers in this field and also local authorities can use the results of my research makes me feel 
happy and proud at the same time. The east coast has been suffering from flooding over time and flooding is becoming a 
global issue, which needs both local and international attention. I hope my research can be of a little help!

What is your philosophy of teaching and learning?
I believe that learning is a life-long process, and teaching is one part of this process. A teacher not only teaches new 
materials to students, but also should evaluate its teaching methods to understand whether it meets the learning needs. By 
assessing the learning outcome, both learners and teachers can indicate the opportunities for improvement. Also, I believe 
that self-learning is a culture that should be promoted in both industry and academia sectors. 

How do you plan to achieve your career goals?
I want to work in academia as a faculty member or researcher. I believe there are still more opportunities for women in 
STEM fields. Working as a female teacher or researcher can emphasize the role of women in STEM. Moreover, studying 
and assessing environmental science is my dream job. 

What have you gained so far in your work? What have you learned about yourself professionally/academically?
Over the past four years, I have been a teaching assistant, a research assistant, and working on my research as well. The 
multi-task academic-life helped me to improve my skills in managing time and doing research efficiently. Alongside with 
taking care of my baby, I had to expand my capabilities and be active. It proved to me that I could set a goal, plan it, pursue, 
and achieve it. It makes me ready for the next step. Whatever it is, I am so ready for it.   

My summer research topic is about “partitioning precipitation of a coastal watershed in east Virginia.”
We investigated the association between climate change and flooding using the relationship between rainfall and runoff 
in eastern coastal Virginia hydraulically connected with the mid-Atlantic Ocean. The analysis was based on the amount 
of precipitation and runoff with the simulation of the relationships between rainfall and runoff. Such an analysis is very 
important for conventional water resource management and dealing with hydrologic extremes, such as floods. On the 
other hand, we assessed the contributions of baseflow and direct runoff to streamflow. Moreover, our results revealed that 
the contribution of groundwater storage, wetlands, and ponds have a vital effect on discharging streamflow. Furthermore, 
it showed that climate change has a crucial impact on groundwater by changing the rates of precipitation and recharging 
runoff. The project will  provide localities with solutions to mitigating climate change impacts and flooding as well as meet 
their sustainability needs ... [as they relate to] human activities.



6

odu.edu/graduateschool



7

odu.edu/graduateschool



8

odu.edu/graduateschool



odu.edu/graduateschool

9



Find Graduate School News Online at: www.odu.edu/graduateschool, 
as well as updates on our Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter pages.

ODU doctoral student, Xavier-Lewis Palmer, compiled and edited this newsletter with help from Dr. Robert Wojtowicz, 
Dr. Bryan Porter, Missy Barber, Genenieve  Conwell, and Courtney Nishnick in the Graduate School.  

If you have an idea, event, news, or anything otherwise notable that you would like to share, 
contact Xavier-Lewis at xpalmer@odu.edu.
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