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of Chemical Engineering at The University of Texas at Aus-
tin, where she holds the T. Brockett Hudson Professorship in 
Chemical Engineering.
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By Judy Meiksin

  During the 2021 Materials Research Society (MRS) Fall 
Meeting & Exhibit, leaders in the materials fi eld partici-

pated in a panel on Women in Materials Science. They provided 
inspirational stories and advice on achieving a career in mate-
rials research. The moderators of the panel discussion were 
Jennifer Hollingsworth (Los Alamos National Laboratory) and 
Betar Gallant (Massachusetts Institute of Technology). 

The panelists 
Y. Shirley Meng  is currently a 
professor at The University of 
Chicago and the chief scientist 
of the Argonne Collaborative 
Center for Energy Storage Sci-
ence, Argonne National Labo-
ratory. During the Fall Meet-
ing, she was at the University 
of California, San Diego. She 
is editor-in-chief of the  MRS 
Energy & Sustainability  journal . 
Meng is a Fellow of MRS.

(Left to right):   Soss-
ina Haile  is the Wal-
ter P. Murphy Pro-
fessor of Materials 
Science and Engi-
neering and   Profes-
sor of Applied Phys-
ics at Northwestern 
University and a 
Fellow of MRS.  Delia Milliron  is Chair of the Department 

(Left to right):   Kath-
erine Ayers  is Vice 
President of Research 
and Development at 
Nel Hydrogen and has 
served on the Basic 
Energy Sciences 
Advisory Committee 
at the US Department 

of Energy.  Kelsey Hatzell  is an assistant professor at Princeton 
University in the Andlinger Center for Energy and the Environ-
ment and the Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering Depart-
ment. She is a recipient of the Arthur Nowick Graduate Stu-
dent Award, the Silver Graduate Student Award, and the Nelson 
“Buck” Robinson Science and Technology Award for Renew-
able Energy, all from the Materials Research Society.

Julia Greer  is the 
Ruben F. and Donna 
Mettler Professor of 
Mater ia l s  Sc ience , 
Mechanics, and Medi-
cal Engineering and 
director of the Kavli 
Nanoscience Institute at 
the California Institute 
of Technology. She is a recipient of The Kavli Foundation 
Early Career Lectureship in Materials Science, awarded in 
collaboration with MRS.
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On sustaining a career 
in materials research

On preparedness

“It is exciting to be at 

the frontier where  you 

 and your group are discov-

ering things that people have 

 not discovered before.” 

- Sossina Haile, 

Northwestern University

“Every time I visited muse-

ums, I was mesmerized by—

after a few thousand years or 100 

years—things that lasted for human-

ity. There is a possibility you will leave 

something after your passing; genera-

tions will actually use the knowledge 

you have generated.” 

- Y. Shirley Meng, 

University of California, San Diego

“For me it’s been very important 

to go through times where I’m just 

completely 120% on teaching and there’s 

no way I could even provide feedback on a 

paper, then I’m going to have that time where 

I’m just deep in papers. And there’s a time when 

I’m pushing for change in my organization and a 

time when I’m kind of on cruise control and just 

of the job.”

- Delia Milliron, 

University of Texas at Austin

“I think the thing that 

I was not prepared for was 

how much you have to advocate 

for the quality of your science, and 

the importance of your science. I came 

from a culturally reserved background 

from Ethiopia where you do not go out 

and say, ‘Hey, I’m great and I’m doing 

this.’ It’s not as if the work is any better 

if you tell people about it.”

- Sossina Haile, 

Northwestern University

“Faculty job: There’s the 

teaching, there is the research. 

I think that more or less we got the 

training. The part about how to be a good 

mentor does surprise me. As an assistant 

professor I made so many mistakes like re-

veal my stress level to the students. Do not 

show your frustration and stress to the stu-

dents because that really has bad conse-

quences.”

- Y. Shirley Meng,

University of California, San Diego

“When you are the leader, 

sometimes it’s a little bit 

lonely. You have to be strong 

and lead a group. That was a little 

surprising to me because I always 

went into research because I like 

the team-science of it.”

- Kelsey Hatzell, 

Princeton University

you almost have to 

be a social scientist as 

well as a physical scientist 

to succeed in an industrial 

environment.”

-Katherine Ayers,

Nel Hydrogen

doing research and just doing the fun stuff—so, in

different ways, sort of navigating and refreshing

yourself by cycling through different aspects

“Office politics:
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On what surprises 
you most in your 
career

“It’s very important to set bounda-

ries because you’re going to burn out 

quickly if you don’t. So for some people, 

work/life balance may mean that you prac-

tice piano every night for 15 minutes. It might 

mean that you preserve a certain hour in the 

day—9:00 a.m. till 10:00 a.m.—you dedicate 

to writing papers, or proposals.”

-Julia Greer, 

California Institute of Technology

“If you avoid chaos at 

all points, you’re going 

to be avoiding a lot of ex-

periences.”

- Kelsey Hatzell, 

Princeton University

“I actually had to 

me to travel because they 

made the assumption that 

because I had smaller kids I 

didn’t want to.”

-Katherine Ayers, 

Nel Hydrogen

On work/life balance

“When I was a graduate student, 

who are female. So it’s really surpris-

ing to me that by the time now, when I 

myself am a full professor, the percentage 

of leadership for women in science and en-

gineering is still so low. It still puzzles me 

greatly until today.”

- Y. Shirley Meng, 

University of California, San Diego

subjectively assess the 

chaos that is research and 

to really look at people as 

individuals and at their con-

tributions.”

- Delia Milliron, 

University of Texas at Austin

“I’ve seen people get 

put in boxes and be told, 

‘This is as far as you’re go-

ing to go.’ And I don’t subscribe 

to that because I’ve seen people 

that nugget of where they can go 

next.”

-Katherine Ayers,

Nel Hydrogen

“There is no better feeling profes-

sionally than watching your former 

students—I now have seven faculty mem-

bers at Stanford, one at MIT, one at the Uni-

versity of Washington—just everywhere and 

watch them carry your legacy. It’s amazing. 

Just recognizing that what you’re making is so 

much more beyond you, so much longer last-

ing.”

-Julia Greer, 

California Institute of Technology

fight my boss to ask

for the first time I had professors

stretch themselves—if you can find

“It is difficult to

   Get involved 
 MRS recognizes that diversity drives innovation, excel-
lence, and new discoveries and encourages membership to 
help advance the materials fi eld by engaging all demographic 
groups worldwide. To help develop programs and activities, 
join the Society’s Diversifying Materials Special Interest 
Groups by emailing Volunteer@mrs.org.           
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