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KOALA '08 — Conference Report

What's it all about?

KOALA (Conference on Optics And Laser Applicatioasns to facilitate
discussion and networking between students inreiffieresearch fields in optics who
otherwise would be unlikely to meet. This givesdstnts a fresh perspective, as well
as the opportunity to learn about research beyoeid dwn field in optics.
Participants also learn how to communicate to pewio arenot experts in their
field — an essential skill.

These meetings were conceived as a conferenceufsiraian PhD students in
optics, to be modelled on the successful YAO (YoAtgmn Opticians) and IONS
(International OSA Network of Students) meetings iruEurope. These conferences
allowed PhD students to meet with equals and dssthedr research in a broad
context and in a relaxed environment.

KOALA aims to bring the benefits of this type of etimgs to Australian and
New Zealand optics PhD students. The first KOALAfewence was run in 2008 in
Brisbane by the University of Queensland OSA studbapter and was a great
success — 5 days, 40 students across 7 institudimhsvidely varied research topics.
We aim to make this an annual event, with diffeteydts each year allowing
exposure to various institutions throughout theaeg

Last year’s conference consisted of 17 studens tallplenary talks and a
poster session (sponsored by AFW). The studerd tadice invariably successful in
providing basic understanding on the topic, whalsb communicating the context
and aim of the research. The talks also serveeélfgromote the work of various
research groups within the region. Two plenaryisasswvere given by Prof. Andrew
White (program manager for the ARC centre for QuanComputer Technology)
and Prof. Brian Anderson (head of the Bose Einsteindensate (BEC) group at
U.Arizona).

KOALA 2009 is due to be held in Sydney in late NaNer and we hope to
follow the success of last year's meeting. We hogeelp forge the way through to
making this conference an annual event, allowingestts in our region to benefit
from this experience for years to come.

We hope this report allows you to get an idea ofiesof the excitement we
feel about this project, and hope for your suppormaking KOALA a permanent part
of the regions optics community.
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Vital Statistics

Location:
St Leo’s College, University of Queensland, Brisban

Delegates:
40 PhD students, 2 Professors

Institutions:

Australian National University (Canberra)
Macquarie University (Sydney)
Swinburne University (Melbourne)

The University of Melbourne

The University of Otago (Dunedin)

The University of Queensland (Brisbane)
The University of Sydney

Research Areas:

Bose Einstein Condensate/Atom Optics (U.Melbouth@ueensland, U.Otago)
Coherent X-rays (Melbourne)

Nonlinear Optics (ANU)

Photonics (ANU, Maquarie, Swinburne, Sydney)

Quantum Computing (Otago)

Sponsors and Funding:

Centre for Quantum Computing Technology (CQCT) k $8
Australian Centre for Quantum Atom Optics (ACQAO) $3k
Australian Optical Society (AOS) $3k
Centre for Coherent X-ray Science (CXS) $3k
Centre for Ultrahigh-bandwidth Devices for Opti€istems (CUDOS)  $3k
University of Queensland $3k
Australian Fibre Works (AFW) $1.5k
Optical Society of America (OSA) $1k
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Conference Program 2008

Tuesday Wednesday Thursday
Hedges

Jovanovic
10:30 break Break
11:00 Bell Eilenberger Chen Corcoran
11:30 Lee M. Sykes Hoffman | Whitehead
12:00
12:30 lunch break lunch break
13:00 Schnelle Humbert Garrett
13:30 Mahmoodian Kinski
14:00 break
14:30 Kabakova Rakonjac
15:00 Midgley Dekker Devine
15:30 Nicoletti

OSA Welcome AFW poster Conference
evening Reception session Dinner

The programming of the conference was designe@¢p khe participants in a
relaxed frame of mind in order to allow the vastga of topics to be digested. The
talks themselves were in half-hour blocks. Thiswa#d the speaker to take the
audience through the basics of the science behgidresearch, the driving vision
behind them and the research outcomes. The timeefedso allowed the audience to
interact and engage actively with the speakersiduhe talks. This interaction often
clarified to the audience — at any given time lblivhom were unacquainted with the
subjects presented — the basics of techniquesnmepts that the speakers may
otherwise have taken as assumed knowledge. Ithisaformat that in part allowed
for talks from such disparate fields as quantunmabptics and fibre
telecommunications to meld into a cohesive meeting.
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An open letter from Prof. Brian Anderson, Univeysif Arizona:

Embracing your KOALA:
A letter to the optics, photonics, and optical ppy€ommunities of Australia and
New Zealand.

It is probably safe to say that today’'s science Rilents are on track to
become the research and technology leaders ottheef Although this may sound
trite at first, | do believe that it is worth stagi and remembering, and it underlies my
motivation in writing following letter.

At the first KOALA (Conference on Optics and Laggrplications) student-
only conference held in November of 2008, | hadpleasure of withessing a unique
view of this future of science, particularly asatates to optics, photonics, and optical
physics in Australia and New Zealand. The KOALAatiieg was held on the St.
Lucia campus of the University of Queensland insBaine. This conference was
similar in many respects to other interdisciplinapnferences and workshops that |
have attended: a series of talks focusing on resedavelopments in optics (broadly
defined) was held over a few days, which along veitposter session formed the
backbone of the conference. The talks were appaiely 30 minutes each — the
perfect length for an audience with diverse scientbackgrounds — and the
atmosphere was informal and intimate, a setting #recouraged questions and
discussions.

In so many other respects, however, KOALA surpassiee typical
conferences and workshops that | usually attertte miost immediate and observable
difference was that this conference was initiatgdanized, and run by PhD students,
and was specifically created for the sole bendfiPloD students. (In fact, Professor
Andrew White of the University of Queensland amdelre the only non-student guest
speakers to give research talks during the coursleeowveek-long conference.) The
Australia and New Zealand student chapters of thiec@l Society of America formed
the main groupings of the attendees. From th&lndea, to securing space, rooms,
and financial support, to establishing a scheddlgatks, activities, and meals,
students did it all. Moreover, the structure anglaization of the meeting appeared
virtually flawless. Of course, there probably waréew tricky spots here and there,
as there always are when a conference is put teigdibt these were not obvious — a
mark of a great leadership team and organizatiandl communication skills. The
range of topics covered at the meeting was wonligsaried, covering experimental
and theoretical work in areas that included quantoimrmation, photonic crystals,
Bose-Einstein condensation, nonlinear optics, apti@sers, atom lasers, and much
more.

But what really set this conference apart was ¢vellof enthusiasm, energy,
and motivation by all of the students attendingrtieeting. At KOALA, it was clear
that every attendee poured substantial time amuttefito assembling an excellent
talk or poster. Post-talk questions were diredliyjed at enticing the speakers to
reveal further details, and were asked by studeutside the speaker’s subject area
just as frequently as by students who knew theestiwell — from basic questions
like “What is chalcogenide glass?” to more detaiéoted questions such as “How
did you attach the copper tubing to your Zeemawesi®”

Of course, students will always need to spend thik of their time learning
from mentors and advisors in the usual ways, bateths an obvious benefit to
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student-centered and student-run scientific aaitthe personal interactions are
among peers, bringing a dramatic and easily ndileedecrease to the inhibition that
is often otherwise present among many of us —qaatily at conferences. Such peer-
level interactions provide fantastic opportunities students to start building the

scientific relationships that may grow for decadé&sterdisciplinary gatherings, such

as the KOALA meeting, are also especially importantstudents that are trying to

discover a career path and the topics that capiteie interest, and to figure out how
to develop and pursue creativity in science.

The KOALA conference therefore showcased the bgsé@s of a scientific
meeting: great organization and planning, cuttidgee research discussed by the
people that are in the lab or at the computer ddieghands-on work, presentations
given and questions asked with a noticeable lackinbibitions, professional
relationship building between people within speciiields as well as in a broader
community, and a level of enthusiasm that is ranefyjched in the gatherings of more
established scientists.

| left this conference energized and excited abin@ developments in
numerous topics in optics and in my own researeh @8ose-Einstein condensation).
| can barely believe that | am about to say thievahg, but this conference was one
of the very few times in my life that | wished te b PhD student again (well, almost
anyway). Much more importantly however, | beli¢kat students, advisors, mentors,
educators, and industry leaders must work togeétheapitalize on such activities and
outcomes in order for our future science leadelsetthe best that they can be, and for
science and technology to carry us in the direstittrat we now envision — and in
directions that we now simply can not.

As experiments grow ever more complex, as the regher order is
calculated and attached to our favorite approxiomsti and as once-separate research
topics merge into new and exciting interdisciplinéelds, it is especially important
for today’s science leaders to promote the intali@odevelopment and experiences of
our students to the fullest extent possible. Whils tn mind, | strongly encourage the
following: to the research advisors and educatdréustralia and New Zealand, |
urge you to give your students the opportunitytterad the next KOALA conference.
To commerce, industry, and agency leaders, | eageuto you help support the next
KOALA conference and solidify an incredible retwn investments: the intellectual
development of the future leaders of optics. Tudshts of optics, photonics, and
optical physics, opportunities such as this are.rarhe next KOALA conference will
give you unique chances to steer not only your ocaneers, but also the direction of
these meetings in ways that are most beneficigloto and to the PhD students in
years to come. To the sponsors and donors ofitsie KOALA conference, your
generosity has enabled the birth of something twiythwhile. And finally, to the
students from the first KOALA conference, thank you giving me something that
we have all desired at one point or another: aginof the future — I'm convinced
that it's a great one!

Embrace your KOALA!
Brian P. Anderson
Associate Professor of Optical Sciences and Physics

College of Optical Sciences
University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona
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Student Testimonials

| am one of the people who attended KOALA from Nésaland. | thought the
conference was great for a number of reasons. Beaawas exclusively a student
conference, people were actually asking questiansgl the talks without worrying
that they were asking a "stupid" question. Unfoatiety, at most conferences it is the
lecturers who do the talking while students stégnsiin fear of asking something
really obvious. Another great thing about the coerlee was that talks were pitched
at the PhD level and nothing was way over my heea & it was from another field.
The other students from Otago University and myselfe so impressed that we felt
inspired to start our own OSA student chapter aagiba host our own KOALA
conference one year!

Ana Rakonjac, University of Otago.

The KOALA conference at the University of Queendlavas a wonderfully inspiring
experience! The conference was organised for stadgnstudents, and the talks were
a refreshing mix of reports from various fieldsjotics. The talks were aimed at a
postgrad student audience, making them easietltmfand general enough for
everybody to walk away with something learned. ifiermal and friendly
atmosphere that characterized the entire confemn@acke asking questions during
talks stress free - even for those students whatnmigt normally do so - and
provided a good environment for practicing givingalk or presenting a poster. The
social events presented an opportunity to intexébt other student with similar
research interests, creating invaluable network#i® future

Catarina Salhberg, University of Otago

The KOALA conference was a great experience assayfear PhD student. It
exposed me to a wide range of research coverimgatspectrum of physics,
however, since it was a student only conferencenttierial was presented at a level
that was accessible to non-experts. This was masiglge as all speakers were given
a thirty minute time slot allowing them to explaireir research starting from general
principles. Exposing my own work to research stisierho were not in my field was
also a very beneficial exercise as it made me ta#eink of various ways to break
down some concepts and details of my work. Theatday and the conference
dinner, were very enjoyable and allowed me to blirilkis with students from other
universities, as well as getting to know them gueesonal level. Overall, the KOALA
conference was very well organised and contribptesitively to my PhD candidacy.

Sahand Mahmoodian, University of Sydney
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Well, a conference organized and attended by stadey, in the sunshine state,
sounds like fun and a very good time. So | applMy first impression did not meet
my expectations; everything was well organizedandked perfectly! The
accommodations and conference itself was in agelé the friendly and green St.
Lucia campus.

Even with this “student only” background it becachear that all attendees put much
effort and good work in their presentations andt#ties had a high quality. Especially
the fact that students talked to students hadehefirial effect to encourage
guestions and lively discussion. The most impuesand motivating about this
conference was the fact that students from alldtfsrent research backgrounds
caught the full attention of the audience. Buthis tonstellation the benefit of talks
presented by PhD students is obvious. The studegitsit the same eye level. This
unstressed atmosphere created a perfect climatpiéstions, explanations, further
discussion and the exchange of new ideas.

All in all the right combination of students, thedaxed but productive atmosphere, the
interesting talks and discussion made this conterém a special and unforgettable
experience. We had an awesome time and realizéd thi#l be tough to beat this
quality of organisation for the next KOALA meetimgSydney 20009.

Christopher Miese, Macquarie University

The KOALA conference in Brisbane was for me a gexgerience. Students from
different parts of Australia and New Zealand hagldbportunity to meet and share
their research projects and their own experiendehdi life. The conference was
really well organised with time dedicated to tadksl posters, but also time to enjoy
social events. The quality of all the talks presdrty the students was really high.
After each talk there was time for questions. A# students participated actively in
the discussion even when the topic was not clolegio own research field. When |
went back to Melbourne | felt enriched both sciigcdily and personally. This is
definitely an experience that | recommend to ewstugent!

Elisa Nicoletti, Swinburne University
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Getting Involved

Students

Come along to this years event! This year's KOAu# be run in Sydney in
the week 2% to 27" November (the week before the ACOFT/ACOLS confeeein
Adelaide). So get in touch with us and we’ll keep yipdated. We'll be happy to hear
from youl!

Sponsorship

There are many ways you can help support KOALAtL asr we had donors
supporting the conference entire from the ARC @ntrf excellence, the Australian
Optics Society and the University of Queensland.alée had donors sponsoring
specific activities; the Optical Society of Ameri@SA) sponsored the welcome
drinks and AFW technologies sponsored the posssi@e and poster prize.

We are again this year looking for support, andrage are happy for
sponsorship of the conference as a whole or afsppart such as:

Poster Session & Prize
Welcome Reception
Talk Sessions

KOALA provides a chance to promote your group togde who will soon be
moving into the industry as professionals. Let esygpur name out to the best and
brightest students in optics in the region. Theneatso provides a forum for you to
advertise to the people who design experimentdafide what equipment they need
— the students.

But as well as encouraging advertising from indysire also encourage
representatives from industry to attend! Whetherngointerested in the new talent
coming to the optics community or in showing ustiegt bit of equipment we want
to have in our labs, students are interested irt \8hgoing on in the real world!
Please let us know if you are interested in conailogg, with stall or without.

Without support, this conference cannot run. Wigehthat you can see the
excitement we share in running this conferencethadenefit to the optics
communities of Australia and New Zealand that theeting brings.

Contacts KOALA ‘09

Bill Corcoran

General Chair

e: billc@physics.usyd.edu.au

t: 9351 5978

m: 0423 693 210

u: CUDOS, University of Sydney
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