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Overseas Study Experience
In America, Sweden and Japan

Junfeng Chen™
FHEERE NS RITA N7+ THdn DT (WPI-ITbM)

It has been almost 12 years since my first flight to
America on August 9, 2011. As I am currently
preparing to move to the next chapter of my career,
I feel now is the perfect time to summarize this life-
changing period of overseas study, through which
my life has been transformed both professionally

and personally.

Why is the path of China — America — Sweden — Japan?
I did my undergraduate study in the College of
Animal Sciences and Technology at Huazhong
Agricultural University in China, where I became
interested in animal genetics and decided to
continue graduate school. At the end of my
that

universities provide scholarships to Ph.D. students

sophomore year, I learned American
to cover tuition and living costs. Although these
scholarships are very competitive, especially for
international students, I didn’t want to give up
without trying my best. To achieve my goal, I spent
the whole junior year preparing for the application.

The general documents required for the application

-

PEER———

With my undergraduate supervisor Prof. Zhao

& junfeng.chen@itbm.nagoya-u.ac.jp
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for graduate schools in America include the
Graduate Record Examinations test (GRE), the
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), a
curriculum vitae, and a personal statement. For
students who apply for Ph.D. programs, contacting
potential supervisors for availabilities of open
positions before an application is advised. The
application deadline for admission in the fall
semester is usually around early that same year
and a decision is made before mid of April. I applied
to a total of nine universities before the Christmas
of 2010 and received four offers with full
scholarships in early 2011. I decided to join Prof.
A&M

University to pursue my Ph.D. degree in genetics.

James Womack’s laboratory at Texas

Prof. Womack encouraged me to think about what I

would like to achieve during graduate school and

With Ph.D. supervisor Prof. Womack
on my graduation day




Graduation ceremony

form my Ph.D. committee accordingly. I believe
recelving interdisciplinary training as a fresh Ph.D.
student will expand my knowledge and also help me
find my future research direction. Therefore, I
designed my Ph.D. project with supervision by
professors from molecular genetics, microbiology,
and biochemistry. As a result of my Ph.D. project, I
was not only able to characterize the complex
genomic organization of the bovine NK-Iysin gene
family, but also demonstrate the functional
significance of each gene copy. More importantly, I

found my interest in studying adaptive evolution.

During the period of my graduate school, omics

technologies were developing rapidly and
advancing research in almost all scientific fields. I

these high-
facilitate the

identification of candidate genetic variants that

believe equipping myself with

throughput technologies will
contribute to the ecological adaptation of organisms
to specific niches. Prof. Leif Andersson is one of the
pioneers who has applied whole-genome sequencing
technology to uncover the genetic basis for various
Thus,

laboratory as a postdoc at Uppsala University in

adaptive traits in animals. I joined his
Sweden to investigate the molecular mechanisms
that determine the spawning season in Atlantic
herring. Through this project, I found my interest
specifically in an evolutionarily conserved adaptive
strategy used by various species, that is the

biological rhythm.

Prof. Takashi Yoshimura is an influential scientist
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in the field of seasonal biology, and his easygoing
personality also makes our interactions very
enjoyable. Therefore, I joined his laboratory at
Nagoya University in Japan as a JSPS postdoctoral
fellow in Oct 2019 and later as an assistant
professor. My research projects in his laboratory
the of

synchronized spawning behavior in grass puffers

focus on mechanistic basis lunar-

and annual rhythms in rhesus macaques.

Benefits of studying abroad

Personal development

As a fresh foreign Ph.D. student with little research
experience and poor English skills, graduate life in
America, which encourages independence, critical
thinking, collaboration, and networking, was
overwhelming, but I also considered it as a unique
opportunity for self-growth and kept telling myself
to be more patient. Now I am very grateful for all
the challenges I have overcome, because they not
only helped me develop valuable life skills, such as
independence and adaptability, but also boosted my
confidence to thrive in new circumstances in the

future.

Future working style

Studying in different countries offered me the

On Prof. Womack’s farm



privilege to experience different styles of education,
which helped me find the type of supervision that I
to My
undergraduate supervisor Prof. Zhao is a strict but

want guide my future students.
very kind scientist who always encourages me to
aim high and push my limits. As a young foreign
student in  America, encouragement and
hospitability from Prof. Womack and his wife were
so crucial for me to overcome the homesickness and
frustrations during graduate school. Trust and
support from Prof. Andersson and Prof. Yoshimura
advanced the development of my professional
independence. Moreover, they showed me how to
create a comfortable atmosphere for fruitful

discussions with my future students.

See the world

Studying on different continents allows me to see
the world which would otherwise be very difficult
due to long distances, the high cost of traveling, and
limited vacation time. While studying abroad, I
could see the natural wonders of my host nations
and the incredible outlooks of neighboring countries
as well. For example, besides many cities in Sweden,
I also traveled through various parts of Europe,
including Iceland, Norway, Finland, Germany,
Switzerland, Czech, England, Italy, Spain, and
Greece.

Take in new cultures
In addition to enjoying beautiful landscapes, I also
experienced various customs, traditions, and social

atmospheres. I have celebrated Easter, Halloween,

My family had dinner with Prof. Andersson and his wife
in Xi'an, China
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Business trip with Prof. Yoshimura

Thanksgiving, and Christmas with Americans,
Midsummer and Fettisdagen with Swedes, and
More

importantly, I was fascinated by distinct cultural

Cherry Blossom season with Japanese.

perspectives and learned that what is considered
appropriate in one culture could be inappropriate in
another. Thanks to these cross-cultural experiences,
I have

appreciation of people from different backgrounds,

gained a Dbetter understanding and

which, I believe, is especially important in an

increasingly interconnected and multicultural
world.

Summary

Studying abroad is the most life-changing period for
me. All the challenges, frustrations, failures,
persistence, achievements, and cultural
experiences are precious treasures that

transformed me into a more independent, positive,
and confident researcher, as well as a more
understanding person. If I could choose again, I
would certainly take the same path of China-
America — Sweden - Japan.
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