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Curriculum Vitae
Twenty-eight years ago, I was born on the 4th of May, the Youth Day in China,
which was established to commemorate the patriotic May Fourth Movement in 1919.
Although both of my parents were born and bred in the north, they migrated to the
tropical city of Guangzhou in the early 1990s, which is where I grew up.

The first fifteen years of my life had nothing to do with astronomy, and the rea-
son was simple: you have very little chance to pay attention to the night sky in a
metropolis∗ with a rainy climate, towering buildings, and severe light pollution. After
entering secondary school at 12, I became a boarding student and couldn’t hang out
with my playmates after school anymore. I gradually lost contact with them and fo-
cused more on my studies instead. Luckily, I inherited my parents’ talent for taking
exams and was admitted to one of the best high schools in the province—Guangdong
Experimental High School, the place where all the stories began.

I still clearly remember the moment when my attention was captured by a photo
in the admission brochure. It was a photo of the award ceremony of Chinese Na-
tional Astronomy Olympiad (CNAO) in 2012. Everyone in the photo was smiling so
brightly that I couldn’t help imagining myself as one of them. As a result, I joined
the astronomy club (SSAA†) in the first month of school. It turned out that SSAA is
such an amazing student club that it became the best part of my school life. There
were two academic lessons per week taught by second-year students, where I was able
to learn basic astronomy from scratch. When the lessons switched from introducing
the seasonal night sky to learning theories and equations, the class began to thin out.
However, I was one of the few who stayed on, not only because I found astronomy
interesting, but also because I was deeply touched by the enthusiasm and devotion of
those senior students. I had been studying hard to meet the expectations of people
around, but never thought about chasing a dream of my own. For a 15-year-old teen,
nothing could be more exciting than exploring the scenery off the beaten track.

Driven by strong curiosity, I devoted most of my free time to learning astronomy.
After only three months of study, I placed among the top 20 in the high school division
of a provincial astronomy competition. Several months later, I became a finalist of
CNAO and won a silver medal right before my 16th birthday—it took me only eight
months to progress from a beginner to a medalist. Even now, I can hardly imagine
how enthusiastic I was at that time. At the end of my first year in high school, I took
over the astronomy club as the vice president, and attended a nationwide astronomy
summer school in Beijing. From then on, I set my sights on majoring in astronomy.
However, only a handful of universities in China offered astronomy programs at that
time, and admission to most of them was very competitive. In the final semester, I
gradually began to struggle under the prolonged high intensity of studies, and finally
fell ill on the eve of the college entrance examination (also known as Gaokao). However,

∗Guangzhou is the third largest city in China with a population of over 20 million.
†“SS” is the abbreviation for my high school’s name (in Chinese), and “AA” is the abbreviation

for “astronomy association”.
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I never thought about giving up, and somehow my prayers were answered. I delivered
my best performance in Gaokao and gained admission to my dream school—Peking
University, of which the anniversary happens to be on the same day as my birthday.

Heavy is the head that wears the crown. Although it was a great honor to be a
student of PKU, it was not easy to survive there. Since the Department of Astronomy
is part of the School of Physics, astronomy students usually take classes together with
physics students, many of whom are medalists of National and even International
Physics Olympiads. For someone like me with neither a strong aptitude for physics‡

nor any experience in physics competitions, it was a nightmare to keep up with fellow
students. Fortunately, as soon as I started my campus life, I made up my mind to
pursue graduate study abroad to engage with the forefront of astronomical research,
and my determination to achieve this goal kept me from falling into despair. In
my second year, I joined Prof. Gregory Herczeg’s group and received basic research
training. To prepare for my PhD applications, I also pursued a summer internship with
Dr. Lumila Carone at the Max Planck Institute for Astronomy (MPIA) in 2018. In the
subsequent fall, I traveled to the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor to conduct my
bachelor thesis project on chemical modeling of protoplanetary disks with Prof. Edwin
Bergin. These experiences not only equipped me with essential research skills, but also
taught me how to navigate life abroad.

The four years I spent as an undergraduate were demanding yet fulfilling, but the
ending was not as favorable as that of my high school—I was not able to get admitted
to any of the US PhD programs, and instead, I enrolled in a master’s program at
Leiden University in the fall of 2019. This transition turned out to be a better choice
for my career development than what I had planned. At Leiden Observatory, I had the
opportunity to do my first master’s research project in the group of Prof. Ewine van
Dishoeck, who is referred to as the Queen of Astrochemistry in the community. Thanks
to this experience, I rejoined her group as a PhD student in late 2021. According to
the initial Education & Supervision Plan, my PhD research was supposed to study
the formation of complex organic molecules in both the gas and the solid phases using
ALMA and JWST—yes, my PhD progressed exactly as planned (though probably
not as fast as expected). After years of delay, JWST was successfully launched two
months after I started my PhD, and I was therefore able to work on first-hand JWST
data just after finishing my first ALMA project. In the last year of my PhD, I was
very lucky to be granted observing time of both ALMA and JWST as the Principle
Investigator (PI), which, as far as I’m concerned, is one of the highest “honors” an
observer can receive. I would not have reached this point if I had not chosen to come to
Leiden, where I met such a professional and supportive group. Currently, I’m starting
a postdoc position in the Center for Astrochemical Studies (CAS) at Max Planck
Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE). I will keep exploring the icy and gaseous
worlds of interstellar molecules using the most powerful telescopes in human hands.

Time flies. I still remember it was a clear night in late October of 2012 that I
recognized Orion for the first time. Thirteen years later, I’m finally approaching the
completion of my doctoral degree. It’s been a long journey, beginning with dreams and
hopes, but soon filled with challenges, uncertainties, and moments of self-doubt. I con-
sidered quitting more than once, yet somehow I arrived here, where I can contentedly
say to my fifteen-year-old self: I have seen the scenery you once longed for.

‡Both of my parents majored in Chinese language and literature (yes, nothing to do with STEM).
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