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The Newsletter of the Cellulose and Renewable Materials 
Division

Letter from the Chair
It’s The Spring ACS Meeting 2025 is approaching, much like the first flowers 
of spring—bringing renewal, inspiration, and the excitement of scientific 
exchange. It will be a time for us to gather, listen, and discuss the latest 
advances in cellulose and renewable materials. Our field continues to grow, 
and this meeting in San Diego, whether attended in person or online, will be 
another opportunity to strengthen our community and push the boundaries of 
innovation.

To foster new ideas and engagement, we held a retreat meeting in August 
2024, where we explored ways and made decisions to make the CELL Division 
even more attractive and dynamic for its members. One key initiative is the 
introduction of new Executive Committee positions, including the “Member 
at Large” role, which is dedicated to representing PhD students, post-doctoral 

researchers, and students. We encourage you to apply for this and other leadership positions to help shape the 
future of our Division and contribute to its success. 

As Chair of the Cellulose and Renewable Materials Division, I am looking forward to seeing you in San 
Diego, whether in person or virtually. Despite the geopolitical challenges, our commitment to scientific 
collaboration remains steadfast. We will continue to build connections, exchange knowledge, and advance 
together in the exciting field of renewable materials. Let us keep exchanging ideas and strengthening our 
network. I invite you to follow our updates on https://acscell.org/ and to join the conversation on https://
www.linkedin.com/groups/13188244/

https://acscell.org/
http://www.linkedin.com/groups/13188244/
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We all know that academia is highly competitive and securing a faculty position is 
not easy. In this Spring 2025 newsletter, we speak to Dr. Megan Roberts, Assistant 
Professor at Western University about her journey into academia. In January of this 
year, she joined Western as a faculty member after finishing her PhD at University 
of Toronto in 2021 and her postdoctoral research position at University of British 
Columbia in 2024.
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Hello Dr Megan Roberts, our new Ex-comm member
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What inspired you to pursue a career in academia, and what made you decide to become an academic / What inspired you to pursue a career in academia, and what made you decide to become an academic / 
faculty member rather than follow other career paths? faculty member rather than follow other career paths? 

Between my PhD and postdoctoral fellowship, I was hired to cover the organic chemistry professor’s 
sabbatical at Mount Allison University in New Brunswick, Canada. While there, I had the opportunity to 
train undergraduate researchers through an independent study course. For the first time, I lead research 
projects that were completely of my own design and got to witness my students’ excitement as they solved 
synthetic problems and had success in the laboratory. This was an incredibly inspiring experience for me and 
reignited my passion for independent research and scientific training. It was the push I needed to seek out a 
career as group leader in academia.

Tell me more about what your current research focus is and where you see your research going in the next 10 Tell me more about what your current research focus is and where you see your research going in the next 10 
years.years.

Across natural regimes, self-assembly represents a ubiquitous approach to structures with controlled shape, 
dimension, functionality, and structural hierarchy. Even with all this promise, self-assembly of biopolymers 
like proteins and carbohydrates is still poorly understood. This is what inspires the research taking place 
in The Roberts Bio(-)Polymer Assembly Lab at Western! First, we are working to understand the assembly 
of biopolymers with each other as well as with synthetic surfaces so that eventually, we can exploit these 
interactions and develop new classes of macromolecular medicines as well as biomaterials that not only 
coexist but fully integrate with living systems!

As a young academic, what are the key challenges you have faced, or currently facing, and how have you As a young academic, what are the key challenges you have faced, or currently facing, and how have you 
overcome them?overcome them?

It is really important to be confident in yourself, your inspirations and abilities as well as what you want in 
your career. Particularly often in scientific training, we are faced with criticism that is not always constructive 
or even delivered with care. I have had to consciously focus on cultivating a clear and confident vision for 
my goals in order to discern what criticism I need to take lessons from and what should otherwise be left 
behind as not serving towards my future success and research. A mentor once told me to “remember to 
have fun” when I was facing a big challenge. In doing so, she reminded me that sometimes, fun is actually a 
choice. Finding the fun in the challenge has been a gamechanger for me ever since. Consciously choosing to 
enjoy challenges for what they are has helped me to approach new experiences with the confidence I need to 
succeed.

What motivates you to keep pushing forward in your research, especially during challenging or uncertain What motivates you to keep pushing forward in your research, especially during challenging or uncertain 
moments?moments?

Oof…this is a tough one to answer –failure reconciliation is so important in my career! 

(continue next page)

When I was small, the first thing I remember wanting to do when I grew up was solve mysteries like Nancy 
Drew. Now, I’m no detective, but chemistry research does let me solve puzzles and find patterns every day. 
Accepting failure as part of this process was not easy; especially since I think our instinct as human beings 
is to get frustrated and give up! While that persistent “wannabe detective” voice inside my head pushes me 
to overcome rejection or challenges in my research work, recovering from failure is still not easy and it has 
taken time to get good at. So, my advice is to do whatever you need to in order to recover from a “failure” 
(read a book that’s off-topic, have a drink with a friend, vent to a loved-one) then give it another try! Maybe 
inspiration will hit, and your new approach will have a better outcome. The more you practice this, the easier 
it gets. 

How do you balance your personal life with the expectations and demands of academia, particularly in terms How do you balance your personal life with the expectations and demands of academia, particularly in terms 
of research productivity and teaching responsibilities?of research productivity and teaching responsibilities?

I have maintained balance between my work and personal life by setting deserved boundaries and developing 
my project management skills. These were not easy skills to learn, and implementing the system that works 
for me now took a lot of trial and error. As a PhD student, I started to experiment with time-tracking and 
to-do apps and learned that what worked for an internet “productivity guru” was going to be different from 
what worked for me! Today, I use combinations of my email, calendar, time tracking software and to-do 
lists to keep on top of things and, in practicing this for so long, I have actually trained my brain to stay on 
task during the hours I set intentionally as “working time.” Beyond this, I set boundaries on my work for the 
benefit of myself and my family. This allows me to enjoy my downtime and recharge in a way that ultimately 
enhances my work. It’s not a perfect system, sometimes I get distracted, procrastinate and I definitely have 
periods of burnout, but I am lucky to be surrounded by people who support me through it and respect my 
boundaries so I can come back even stronger and ready to tackle new challenges.

Do you have advice for any post-doctoral researchers who want to be an academic?Do you have advice for any post-doctoral researchers who want to be an academic?

Despite how ready we are, so much of the process to finding the right faculty position is not within a post-
doctoral researcher’s control! Hiring committees are looking for a lot of different things including whether 
your scientific expertise / proposed program / training experience “fits” the call that you are applying to. So, 
my recommendation is to try and not let the rejections affect you. I know that’s hard to put into practice, and 
believe me, every rejection I got hurt, but just keep looking for the fit that’s right. I was lucky and found it 
at Western. You will be too! Beyond this, my number one piece of advice is to be intentional in the mentors 
you choose to guide you. My path has been influenced in every way by the many mentors I have worked with 
over my career so far. For example, I had a mentor who helped me with my application package, multiple 
who helped me with my interview preparation, and yet another who helped me develop my approach to 
training and mentorship. Our communities make us who we are, scientifically and in all aspects of life. Being 
intentional about the mentors you cultivate is crucial – my own journey has been shaped by the guidance of 
those who have mentored me, and I’m truly grateful for their influence in helping me get to where I am today.

How did you get involved in the ACS Cellulose and Renewable Materials division? How did you get involved in the ACS Cellulose and Renewable Materials division? 

I only went to my first ACS meeting as a postdoctoral fellow! As a Canadian, we more commonly are sent 
to the Canadian Society for Chemistry conferences as PhD students. At the Indianapolis meeting in 2022, I 
gave an invited talk in CELL and the response received was very thoughtful – I felt so welcomed. The CELL 
community has supported me unconditionally since and I am happy to now be able to serve on the CELL 
committee!
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2024 Anselme Payen Award
The 2024 Anselme Payen award goes to Professor Lars Wågberg, 
Professor of Fibre Technology at the Department of Fibre and Polymer 
Technology, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden. 
Lars has dedicated his professional life to understanding the kinetics and 
thermodynamics of cellulose fibre’s interaction with water, as well as the 
fundamental surface and colloidal chemistry of water-based cellulosic 
systems relevant for industrial applications in the pulp and paper industry.

In terms of nanocellulose, Lars is also a pioneer in this field. He had worked on the carboxymethylation of 
pulp fibres as a route to ease their passage through a homogenizer to make microifribrillated cellulose (work 
inspired by the work of Turbak and co-authors). However, it was more than a decade later this technology 
was further refined and the fundamental work to understand the colloidal properties of CNFs really 
begun; a foundation that the entire nanocellulose community today can benefit from. This research and its 
applications to make films, aerogel-like materials and, more recently, spun filaments has been a solid core 
of Lars research the last 20 years and resulted in numerous, highly cited scientific publications. Overall, his 
research had a major impact on the field, with >17 000 citations from more than 330 peer-reviewed research 
articles.

He has been developing model surfaces for not only cellulose, but also hemicellulose and lignin. These model 
surfaces have then been used in combination with techniques such as quartz crystal microbalance, reflec-
tometry, colloidal probe atomic force microscopy, x-ray scattering and custom-made adhesion equipment to 
understand fundamental interactions between the wood components as well as these components and water, 
other polymers, polymer complexes and inorganic particles. The fundamental knowledge gained has then 
been used to better understand and improve existing fibre- and cellulose-based products, as well as develop-
ing novel products and functions, such as antibacterial properties, electronical conductivity, fire resistance, 
etc., of both fibre- and nanocellulose-based materials.

2024 KINGFA Young Investigator Award
The 2024 KINGFA Young Investigator Award goes to Dr Chaoji Chen, 
Professor of the School of Resource and Environmental Sciences, Wuhan 
University (WHU), China. He received his Ph.D. in 2015 from Huazhong 
University of Science and Technology (HUST), under the supervision of 
Prof. Yunhui Huang and Xianluo Hu. Prior to joining Wuhan University 
as a full Professor in 2021, he did his post-doctoral training in HUST from 
2015 to 2017 under the supervision of Prof. Jia Xie and in the University 
of Maryland from 2017 to 2021 under the supervision of Prof. Liangbing 
Hu. Dr Chen is currently the Associate Dean of the Department of 
Environmental Science and Technology at WHU.

Dr. Chen’s research programme is to valorize undervalued forest and agricultural biomass and promote 
bioeconomy by developing biomass-based low-carbon functional materials and products from these 
renewable biomass resources. Specifically, Chen’s research focuses on developing green processing strategies,
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What does CELL Division provide its Members?
•	 An avenue to present your research and network with possible collaborators. CELL organizes and spon-

sors programming at ACS National Meetings and Exposition, including special symposia, award sym-
posia, and poster sessions. On occasion, we participate in joint symposia with other divisions, including 
recent and popular joint symposia with CARB, POLY, PMSE. Please continue to submit abstracts for ACS 
CELL programming!

•	 Organize and sponsor symposia at international meetings dedicated to cellulose and renewable materials, 
such as the International Cellulose Conference (ICC) in Japan, International Carbohydrate Symposia, 
EPNOE (European Polysaccharide Network of Excellence);

•	 Support other ACS symposia relevant to cellulose chemistry and materials glycoscience, including those 
(co-)organized with the ACS Division of Professional Relations and symposia in ACS Regional Meetings;

•	 Provide opportunities for early career researchers, and undergraduate chemists, for example, travel 
awards and poster awards;

•	 Organize and support award programs, including the Anselme Payen Award, the KINGFA award, the 
Division Fellow Award, Graduate Student Award, Poster Awards, Student Travel Award.
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Congratutions to Lars!
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2025 Graduate Student Award

Xun Niu’s doctoral research is on the valorization 
of birch bark, focusing particularly on extractives 
and bark fibers. Her award-winning publication, 
“Betulin Self-Assembly: From High Axial Aspect 
Crystals to Hedgehog Suprastructures” (Adv. 
Func. Mater. 2022, 32, 2206058), demonstrates 
how controlling self-assembly at molecular and 
interfacial levels allows betulin (a pentacyclic 
triterpene from birch bark) to form suprastructures 
with enhanced hydrophobicity and environmental 
resilience. Xun Niu is currently continuing her 
research at the Max Planck Institute, where she 
is continue exploring the valorization of bark 
components within the biorefinery concept to 
develop biobased materials.

Maria-Ximena’s doctoral research explored the 
potential of discarded clothing. In her award-
winning publication “Citrated cellulose nanocrystals 
from post-consumer cotton textiles” (J. Mater. 
Chem. A, 2023, 11, 6854-6868), she developed 
a method to extract cellulose nanocrystals with 
citrated moieties from 100% cotton fabrics. In 
addition to detailed material optimisation, early-
stage life-cycle assessment that showed a positive 
environmental impact of using cotton garments as 
cellulosic feedstock. This approach highlights the 
feasibility and versatility of using postconsumer 
fabrics as a source of nanocellulose, and it opens the 
door for the valorization of discarded cotton textiles 
through nanocellulose extraction.

Congratulations to both of them!

We have an amazing pool of candidates for the 2025 CELL Division Graduate Student Award this year and 
the selection was tough. Our panel of judges have narrowed down two candidates for the Graduate Student 
Award this year. The first place goes to Xun Niu from the University of British Columbia and the first runner-
up goes to Maria-Ximena Ruiz-Caldas from Stockholm University.
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Meeting-at-a-glance: Symposia of CELL Division at 
the 2025 ACS Spring National Meeting & Exposition
This year’s Spring ACS National Meeting will be held between 
March 23rd - 27th 2025 in San Diego and the CELL Division 
is running 15 symposia, with over 250 oral and 75 poster 
presentations. The full schedule of the symposia organised 
by CELL Division can be found on the ACS Spring National 
Meeting & Exposition website.

Anselme Payen AwardAnselme Payen Award
The Anselme Payen 
Award, which includes 
a bronze medal and an 
honorarium of $3,000, 
is given by the CELL 
Division of the ACS to 
honor and encourage 

outstanding professional contributions 
to the science and chemical technology 
of cellulose and its allied products.

KINGFA Young Investigator AwardKINGFA Young Investigator Award

Sponsored 
by Kingfa 
Scientific and 
Technology Co., 
the KINGFA Young Investigator Award 
recognizes outstanding contributions by 
young investigators to the science and 
chemical technology of cellulose and 
renewable materials. This is an annual 
award administered by the ACS CELL 
Division Awards Chair. The winner of 
the Award shall receive an invitation to 
give a presentation in recognition of the 
recipient at the ACS Annual meeting, 
$1,500 cash, a plaque, up to $500 in 
travel expenses and a complimentary 
Division Awards Banquet ticket.

value-added utilization technologies, and comprehensive environmental assessment means of biomass 
materials, providing a sustainable solution for biomass utilization and petrochemical product substitution. 
Dr. Chen is advancing the field in the following aspects: 1) Top-down modification and functionalization 
of wood material by engineering its structure at the cell wall scale; and 2) Green and efficient isolation and 
bottom-up assembly of cellulose nanomaterials into bioplastics and soft gels via supramolecular engineering 
toward advanced functional applications.

Dr Chaoji Chen will be presented with the KINGFA Young Investigator Award at the 2025 ACS Spring 
meeting in San Diego. Congratulations to Chaoji!

Our Graduate Student awardee, Xun Niu, will be presenting 
her work on  “Valorization of wood bark towards value-added 
bioproducts”.

•	•	 Graduate student Awardee - New Horizons in Renewable Graduate student Awardee - New Horizons in Renewable 
materials - Wednesday, March 26th, 3:20PM to 3:45PM materials - Wednesday, March 26th, 3:20PM to 3:45PM 
(PST), Room 24B (San Diego Convention Center)(PST), Room 24B (San Diego Convention Center)

Our Graduate Student awardee, Maria-Ximena, will be 
presenting her work on “Discarded cotton fabrics as an 
underexplored source of cellulose nanomaterials”.

•	•	 Graduate student Awardee - Environmental Sustainable Graduate student Awardee - Environmental Sustainable 
Materials & Technologies - Monday, March 24th, 5:20PM Materials & Technologies - Monday, March 24th, 5:20PM 
to 5:45PM (PST), Room 4 (San Diego Convention Center)to 5:45PM (PST), Room 4 (San Diego Convention Center)

•	•	 Anselme Payen Award Lecture - Tuesday, March 25th, Anselme Payen Award Lecture - Tuesday, March 25th, 
10:55AM to 11:45AM (PST), Room 24C (San Diego 10:55AM to 11:45AM (PST), Room 24C (San Diego 
Convention Center)Convention Center)

Lars’ Anselme Payen Award lecture is titled “CPhysical and 
chemical modification of cellulose-rich fibres and fibrils and 
their use in a wide range of materials”.

•	•	 KINGFA Young Investigator Award Lecture  - Wednesday, KINGFA Young Investigator Award Lecture  - Wednesday, 
March 26th, 10:55AM to 11:45PM (PST), Room 4 (San March 26th, 10:55AM to 11:45PM (PST), Room 4 (San 
Diego Convention Center)Diego Convention Center)

Chaoji, our KINGFA Young Investigaor Awardee, will be 
delivering his award lecture titled “Low-carbon functional 
materials derived from lignocellulosic biomass”.

•	•	 CELL Division Open meeting - Tuesday, March 25th CELL Division Open meeting - Tuesday, March 25th 
12:15PM to 1:15PM (PST), Room 24C (San Diego 12:15PM to 1:15PM (PST), Room 24C (San Diego 
Convention Center)Convention Center)

Come along to find out what the CELL Division can do for 
you!

Come over and hear how young undergraduates are chaging 
the world of cellulose and renewable materials!

•	•	 Undergraduate student showcase - Monday, March Undergraduate student showcase - Monday, March 
24th, 2:00PM to 4:30PM (PST), Room 24B (San Diego 24th, 2:00PM to 4:30PM (PST), Room 24B (San Diego 
Convention Center)Convention Center)


