
Hallo! 

My name is Wilken-Jon von Appen. I am a German who grew up in between the 

cities of Bremen and Hamburg. After finishing high school in Germany, I studied 

Geosciences and Astrophysics (a.k.a. “GeoAstro”) at the International University 

Bremen for three years. Now this university might be more familiar to you as Jacobs 

University Bremen and my subject has been renamed Earth and Space Sciences. A 

year ago I have started graduate school in the United States. Currently I am 

engaged in a five-year course of study at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

and the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution that will hopefully lead me to a PhD in 

physical Oceanography. 

I’d like to tell you a bit about my time in Bremen and why I would highly recommend 

Earth and Space Sciences at Jacobs University for anybody who is thinking about 

studying the planet we live on in any of many dimensions from which one can look at 

it. 

My background lies in physics and coming out of high school I knew that I wanted to 

work with physics, but I did not have a clear idea what that would mean and what 

possibilities would be out there. Therefore I initially enrolled as a physics student, 

but also took all the classes that were offered by the department of Geosciences and 

Astrophysics. This was really interesting as from the first week on, the physics 

department put us into a teaching laboratory where we got the chance to build and 

conduct instructive experiments in a lab environment. At the same time, the 

geosciences offered me the chance to take part in a field course. We went to the 

Wadden Sea Research Station of the Alfred Wegener Institute on the German North 

Sea island of Sylt. I had a great time with my fellow students there being occupied 

with digging in the mud of one of the most interesting and special of marine habitats, 

the Wadden Sea. This meant that already in my first year besides very good 

lectures, I got introduced to the two main working environments in my field: the lab 

and the field. 

 

Digging in the Wadden Sea mud  

during our first year excursion. 

 

However, that was only the class side of my first-year experience. Still being a 

student of physics, I got a job in the group of a professor working on solid-state 

physics. Among other things, I helped to assemble an ultra-high vacuum chamber 

and I did some chemical processing in the group’s clean room. During our class-trip 

to the Wadden Sea Research Station, I talked to people there and secured myself an 



internship for the summer between my first and second year at IUB. While being 

able to enjoy a month of my summer in one of Germany’s prime holiday places, I 

was doing paid work and learnt an awful lot about coastal geology and oceanography 

while cruising around on a small boat. This experience probably was when I got sold 

to the field-going hands-on sciences. 

Jacobs University has a student body from all over the world and most of the people 

that I got the chance to interact with were highly motivated and enjoyed being 

challenged. All of the undergraduates also live in residential colleges. In this special 

setting, I have made many good friends as we had ample time to talk during meal 

times and in other common areas. However, this setting is also a great working 

environment. I have spent many late evenings doing homework with my classmates 

in the colleges with everybody being in a maximum radius of 5 walking minutes. 

This environment became especially vital when during one lecture at the beginning of 

my second year of study our space physics professor challenged his class to propose 

an experiment to the Student Parabolic Flight Campaign of the European Space 

Agency (ESA). It took me a while to digest what he meant by that, but then during 

dinner and on the way to our common classes, three of my friends and I quickly 

decided that we would not let that chance pass by us. We formed a group which we 

called “Neptunas” and went through the entire process of proper project work 

together. We started by coming up with an idea for an interesting experiment that 

would require the absence of gravity. In close collaboration with several professors, 

we refined the idea and submitted it to ESA. After we got selected, we had to find 

our own funding for the experiment, but our department was highly supportive both 

by offering their own money and by helping us to establish industry contacts with the 

Bremen local space engineering company OHB. During many evening and late night 

meetings in the college setting, we refined our plans and also prepared ourselves for 

talks to professors, industry managers, and media affiliates. We physically build the 

experiment and then got the chance to drive to Bordeaux (France) in a van provided 

to us by our department. The preparation phase in Bordeaux was completely 

exhausting, but then we got rewarded by getting into weightlessness – at least for a 

couple of times of 20 seconds each. Afterwards we analyzed our scientific results and 

attempted to publish them. I have learnt huge amounts from the project and it really 

gave me the opportunity to be responsible for an entire project and to coordinate 

with fellow scientists. Among others, this was something that counted highly during 

my graduate school application as it is something that very few students, particularly 

at bigger universities, get to do during undergraduate time. A web page about our 

project can still be found at www.jacobs-university.de/neptunas 

 

 

Performing last minute checks on our experimental set-up  

before launching into micro-gravity. 



 

During my second year of study, I could take classes in theoretical physics while at 

the same time getting a deeper view at various branches of the Earth and Space 

Sciences such as Geology, Oceanography, Space Physics, and Astrophysics. Every 

student at Jacobs University is also required to do an internship of at least eight 

weeks which typically takes place during the summer between the second and third 

year of study. I took the opportunity to apply to the Woods Hole Oceanographic 

Institution (where I am also studying right now) for an organized summer internship 

program. In Woods Hole organized seminars as well as direct interaction with my co-

workers and fellow students gave me an in-depth introduction to the entire field of 

Oceanography from a current research perspective. With my advisor I worked on a 

project analyzing data from the North Atlantic Current. We managed to publish a 

paper in the respected Journal of Physical Oceanography. This is something that 

many students do not accomplish before several years in graduate school. In 

addition I was sent onto a two-week research cruise in the Gulf Stream off the U.S. 

coastline. 

 

Showing off with the CTD (instrument to measure temperature and  

salinity through the water column) on the R/V Knorr. 

 

 

 
 

Presenting a poster at the  

European Geosciences Union conference in Vienna. 

 

Back in Bremen I specialized in the Geosciences and took among others courses in 

Oceanography and Fluid Dynamics. My department allowed me to do work for my 

Bachelor Thesis at the Alfred-Wegner Institute for Polar and Marine Research in 

nearby Bremerhaven. Together with many of my fellow students, I decided to apply 



for graduate school and simply the fact that I was not the only one going through 

that process simplified it greatly and helped me to stay on track. Not only could I 

present solid course work and in-depth project experience, but also my professors 

could write recommendation letters in which it became obvious that they really knew 

me and could make individual comments. From what I know, my fellow Earth and 

Space Sciences students and myself can only be happy with our choice as we were 

quite successful with getting into a number of good graduate schools. 

Having spent a year at graduate school in the U.S., I have to say that I am very 

happy with my preparation that I have gotten in Bremen. In terms of in-class 

material covered during my three years in Bremen in the areas of physics, 

mathematics, and geosciences, I feel that I have learnt exactly what I need. 

Classmates of mine have done a four-year U.S. Bachelor or a three- plus one-year 

U.K. Bachelor and Master. There classes have prepared them no better than mine in 

Bremen. In retrospect, the projects were the greatest part about my time at Jacobs 

University Bremen and I am grateful for having been able to study in an environment 

that really facilitated project work. While being a lot of fun, I have learnt a lot from 

the projects in many different dimensions. However, most of all they have made me 

excited about the geosciences. 

 

 

 

Proud group of GeoAstro students graduating 2007. 

 


