
Megan Kephart (2014) – Graduate student in materials science 

 My name is Megan Kephart and I graduated from PSU in the Spring of 2014.  I started my 
undergraduate degree at University Park. 
 
My intended major when I started at Penn State was physics.  At that point I was reasonable sure that I 
wanted to go to graduate school for physics as well, and then ultimately end up in a researching industry 
position. 
 
Although I didn’t complete any additional minors, I was very close to completing math and dance 
minors. 
 
As time progressed during my time at Penn State, I started doing undergraduate research and I realized 
that I really enjoyed working with nanomaterials.  As I started becoming more involved in the 
nanomaterials research, I decided that I wanted to keep studying materials.  At the end of my junior 
year, my plans did shift, and I started applying to grad schools in material science instead of physics. 
 
During my undergraduate degree, I worked in three research groups.  I found this extremely rewarding, 
because I got to see what it was like to research in completely different areas of physics.  It helped me 
decide my ultimate career path because I got to experience so many different types of research.  The 
first research group I worked in was Dr. Mauricio Terrones’s group.  There, I focused on graphene 
synthesis.  The next research group I worked in was Dr. Heppelmann’s group.  I focused on building 
photo detectors for Brookhaven National Laboratory during my time in the group.  And the third group I 
joined was Dr. Adu’s research group.  His group is a Nanomaterials Engineering and Physics group, and I 
learned how to synthesize and characterize 2D materials while I was there. 
 
Aside from academics, I was very interested in dancing.  I joined nearly all of the dance clubs on campus: 
swing dance club, salsa dance club, ballroom club, just to name a few.  I also took most of the dance 
classes that Penn State offers:  ballet, modern, African, etc.  These classes and clubs were a great way 
for me to find a balance between academics and other extracurricular activities. 
 
I’m at graduate school for Materials Science at the University of Illinois at Chicago and researching at 
Argonne National Laboratory.  My thesis research topic is lithium air batteries.   I am in my second year 
of the master’s program and getting ready to apply for a PhD soon.  I selected Materials Science because 
of the great experiences I had a Penn State working with graphene and other 2D materials. During the 
completion of the coursework for my Master’s degree, I have taken many physics courses.  A change 
that happened along the way was that I wanted to get an additional Master’s degree in Physics and I will 
hopefully be completing that soon. 
 
The physics undergraduate degree I got from Penn State is useful in many ways, but the most important 
way is being able to problem solve.  Switching into a different area of study has been challenging at 
times, but having the necessary skills to solve new types of problems has been extremely useful.  My 
short term goal is to graduate with a Master’s degree (in Materials Science and Physics).  My medium 
term goal is to apply for and get a PhD in Materials Science, and my long term goal is to get a job in 
industry. 
 
Go for the math minor! It’s easy to get and it looks really good on resumes.  I would also say to get 
involved in research in different areas of physics (or outside of physics).  This really helps when you 



decide whether to go to grad school, what to go to grad school for, or what you want to do for a career. 
Another piece of advice I would give is to get involved in some outside activities.  Penn State has so 
many different clubs and classes available, so be sure to take advantage of that and join a club or two! 
 


