
Mean Lifetime of Cosmic ray
Muons

University of Chicago, July 14–16, 2017
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In this experiment, we will detect the arrival of short-lived, cosmic ray muons and measure
the time between their arrival and subsequent decay. From the distribution of these times,
we will deduce the mean lifetime of the muon and use this lifetime to determine the Fermi
coupling constant, the fundamental constant characterizing the weak force.

http://www.nsf.gov/
http://www.aapt.org/
http://www.teachspin.com/
http://www.excelitas.com/


The apparatus: Tank with organic liquid scintillator; 5" photomultiplier tube; digital
oscilloscope; NIM bin with discriminator, time-to-amplitude converter, timer, and
scaler; delay box; high voltage power supply; double pulser function generator; pulse
height analyzer and software; computer. (Click on photo for a higher resolution view.)

Skills that will be acquired include: Pulse observation and measurement; measurements
with a digital scope. Use of a pulse height discriminator to reject noise; calibration and use
of a time-to-amplitude converter and pulse height analyzer to measure the distribution of
time intervals on the order of microseconds; curve fitting and model testing.

This experiment will use one of the three days of the immersion to adjust and calibrate the
system. Data will be collected overnight for adequate statistics.

Participants should bring a lab notebook. A laptop computer would be useful but is not
required.

Safety considerations: none.

The cost to implement the experiment is roughly $5000.

Please note that the Jonathan F. Reichert Foundation has established a grant program
(ALPhA webpage; Foundation website) to help purchase apparatus used in Laboratory
Immersions. Limitations and exlusions apply, but generally speaking the foundation may
support up to 40% of the cost of the required equipment.
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