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Contributions from Shepherd University

With Dr. Jason Best leading the charge, the Shepherd University Observatory is 

helping students reach new heights in their scientific ambitions. Construction of 

the observatory began in 2005 – the World Year of Physics – with funding from 

the state’s Innovation Grants Program. 

Perched atop the Robert C. Byrd Center for Legislative Studies, the observatory 

has provided many far-reaching opportunities for students, with projects and 

demonstrations in astronomy, physics and physical science courses. 

“The observatory enhances classroom learning by providing field activities in a 

real-world scientific setting,” says Dr. Best, professor of astronomy and astrophysics

and observatory director. “The hands-on nature of observational work reinforces 

material learned in the courses and helps students to develop a fuller appreciation 

of the challenges and joys in scientific endeavors.” 

These students, like Ben Bisher, agree that the facility has enhanced their learning 

experiences. “Astronomy I and II were two of the best classes I have taken here at

Shepherd. Using the observatory, I learned many things about space and had a lot 

of fun while doing it,” Bisher said. 

The observatory is home to a computerized Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope with a 

14-inch diameter mirror, several research cameras used to acquire digitized images, 

a spectrograph for analysis of starlight, a pier to mount the telescope, and a 15-foot 

diameter dome that permanently houses all of this equipment. A number of 

smaller telescopes also are housed in the observatory.

This scientific equipment leads to promising research opportunities for the 

university and its students. 

“The new instrumentation in the observatory creates on-site observational 

research opportunities for our students that were not possible before,” says Dr. Best.

“Numerous projects have been presented and published by a number of our 

undergraduate students, which is very satisfying to see.” 

Senior Adam McBride adds, “We have an opportunity to make real scientific 

contributions right here from campus.”

In addition to the boosts in undergraduate coursework and research, the observatory

also serves as a remarkable community outreach and K-12 educational tool – hosting

activities such as the annual Washington Gateway Junior High Academy. 

“Science is a public enterprise in the United States, now more than ever,” says Dr. Best.

“By extending access to K-12 students and others, we hope to maintain the public’s

appreciation for science, while reinforcing the importance of scientific endeavors to

the general public.”

For additional information on the observatory, visit: www.shepherd.edu/astronomy/
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