
 

 

 

Liang Zhao, a College of William and Mary doctoral candidate, is conducting research in the Test Lab's R&D 
Chem Room. Behind her is some of the equipment she uses while carrying out experiments related to 
electropolishing (EP) or buffered chemical polishing (BCP) of niobium. 

Born in Shenyang, the capital of Liaoning Province in Northeast China, Liang Zhao 
was surrounded by science from the day she was born. Her father, uncles and 
grandfather were metallurgists, and her mother worked in environmental 
management at a large park near their home. An only child with innate 
concentration skills, Zhao had a nearly idyllic upbringing, spending long hours in the 
park with her mother and hearing the excitement of science from the men in her life. 

Their influence on her to study science, however, was subtle. 

"What they wanted for me was that I would have a skill that would never expire," 
she said with a shy smile. 

By 2007, she completed a bachelor's degree in Engineering in Corrosion and 
Protection of Materials and a master's in Materials Science and Engineering at the 
Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics. She did so well as an 
undergraduate that the qualifying test to go on to the graduate program was waived. 

By the fall of 2007, she was at the College of William and Mary as a doctoral 
candidate in the Department of Applied Science, where she expects to complete her 
Ph.D. in another year or two. 
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Her William & Mary advisor, Michael Kelley, encouraged her to come to JLab as a 
research assistant. She now works part time for Kelley and Charlie Reece, the SRF 
Institute's deputy director, in the Superconducting Radiofrequency Institute at the 
Test Lab. Zhao is studying the effects of electro-polishing niobium, under a range of 
conditions. 

"It's so deep," she remarked. "I knew nothing about accelerators before coming 
here." 

Arriving at William & Mary, her first time in the U.S., she sought out friends by 
joining the college's Chinese Students and Scholars Association. She was also 
interested in making American friends and enhancing her English-language skills, 
so much so, that she took training to become a disc jockey at the college's radio 
station. 

"I heard a lot of good, non-mainstream music while I was doing that," she noted of 
the opportunity. 

Music plays a large part in her life outside of academics and work at the lab; she is 
interested in music ranging from pop to jazz, and she excels at playing piano. 
Listening to American radio while she commutes from her home in Williamsburg 
helps her English skills, too, especially National Public Radio, which she credits with 
making her a better listener of the language. She also shares her own language 
skills as a Chinese tutor with middle- and high-school students in Williamsburg. 

"I'm not a person of a lot of travel. I'm quiet, but I like hanging out. I like to try 
different things and to meet different people," Zhao said. The inveterate bicycle rider 
took part in a "ride to work day" with the science librarian at William & Mary, and 
she has forged new friendships at the college's gym, where she can be found 
working out nearly every day. 

"Exercising regularly is a necessary part of my life," she said passionately, "whether 
it's jogging, walking or swimming, either at the gym or near my neighborhood. I also 
like going to the farmer's market and art market in Williamsburg to experience 
American culture. Doing research can make you mentally exhausted, so I need 
these hobbies to keep myself recharged from time to time." 

Being part of the university community and the Jefferson Lab community at the 
same time has afforded her the opportunity to experience two diverse cultures. "The 
undergrads are so energetic and fun, and at the lab the people are more 
established, older, and have a more traditional culture. I enjoy and benefit from 
both." 

Like most newcomers, Zhao has found a welcoming environment at the laboratory. 
"Everyone is very patient about my broken English. The Americans who are here 
are used to talking to people from other cultures, and that helps a lot." 
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