**Title: A Journey into the Heart of Nuclear Power: Georgia Tech Students Visit Plant Vogtle**

Brian An, a faculty affiliate at EPIcenter, dedicated researcher, and passionate educator at Georgia Tech, has long been fascinated by the reliability and cleanliness of nuclear energy. Since beginning his research, he has believed that increasing energy demand—driven by the rapid electrification of transportation and data centers for AI—positions nuclear energy, especially advanced reactors like small modular reactors (SMRs), as a crucial part of our future energy market.
Believing in the power of experiential learning and the importance of nuclear energy, An organized a field trip to Plant Vogtle for his students. “I wanted to see nuclear power plants with my eyes and with students,” An said. This initiative was inspired by a successful visit to Cobb EMC in Marietta last year, where students could observe electric grid systems firsthand. The trip to Cobb EMC was a part of An’s vertically integrated project (VIP) known as “GROWER” (Grid Resilience, Weather, and Emergency Response). An aimed to provide a similar hands-on experience focused on nuclear power plants. Through his connection with Amy Marshall, a Georgia Tech alumni (’97) and the longest-tenured female senior reactor operator at Vogtle, and Michael McCracken, the Communications Coordinator at the plant, An was able to arrange this rare opportunity. 
An emphasizes the importance of interdisciplinary learning, particularly in nuclear energy and clean energy transitions. His intuition was reinforced when he was recently invited by the Korea Nuclear Society and Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology to their workshop on SMRs as well as an annual meeting of American Nuclear Society’s Georgia Section. An was struck by the fact that most attendees had a nuclear and radiological engineering background. “I could not see many of those who had social science majors like public policy or international affairs,” An said, “Public understanding and acceptance are key to the success of a transition to a clean energy-oriented society. This is why I wanted to have a mixed group from diverse majors.” The students on the tour represented a broad spectrum of disciplines, including public policy, city and regional planning, economics, international affairs, nuclear and radiological engineering, and computer science.
The School of Public Policy at Georgia Tech, led by Chair Dr. Cassidy Sugimoto, supported the trip by providing transportation and organization. The school values on-the-ground learning, which has a lasting impact and motivates students to pursue careers in relevant fields. “We believe a picture is worth a thousand words, and experiential learning is worth a thousand pictures,” says An. The School of Public Policy educates students and leaders who can ethically address societal problems through policy processes and generates knowledge that contributes to sustainability, creates a more just society, and enhances innovation at the intersection of science and technology.
One of the most surprising aspects of Plant Vogtle for first-time visitors is its scale. With the addition of Units 3 and 4, the four reactors at Vogtle have a combined electricity-generating capacity of about 4,700 MW, enough to power more than 2 million homes and businesses – nearly 50% of all housing settlements in the state. The face plate capacity of 4,700 MW makes Plant Vogtle the largest nuclear power facility in the country. As part of their tour, An and the students viewed the expansive complex from “Mount Vogtle,” the hill formed from the earth moved to prepare the site for the construction of Units 3 and 4. The cooling towers, nearly 600 feet tall each, sent clouds of water vapor high above the rural setting on the clear sunny day of the field trip visit.
The students were eager to explore various aspects of plant operations and technology. They were particularly excited about the control room simulation, where they could interact with the control rod panel and observe what an emergency response entails. Amy Marshall, the senior reactor operator who helped An make the trip possible, guided the group through the control room operations, including mock emergency procedures.
Plant Vogtle is a fascinating case study for students interested in real-world policy implications. They learned that some of the electricity generated at Plant Vogtle is sent to neighboring states like Alabama, South Carolina, and Florida, highlighting the interconnected nature of our energy systems. Seeing the plant firsthand inspired the students to think about the issues that face our world today.  “Visiting Plant Vogtle gave me a firsthand look at large-scale nuclear generation and its role in the clean energy transition. Seeing its advanced reactor technology and carbon impacts reinforced my understanding of energy policy and sustainability, underscoring nuclear's potential to power growth efficiently and carbon-free, “said one student.
The visit to Plant Vogtle was an eye-opening experience for the students, offering them a deeper understanding of nuclear energy and its role in our future energy landscape. Visiting the site alongside peers from diverse fields broadened the students' perspectives on nuclear energy. While some students were concerned about supply chains and the handling of waste materials, others focused on operations, community impacts, and infrastructure. An hopes to organize more trips like this in the future, providing valuable experiential learning opportunities for students.
