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In Pursuit of a Postdoc

By Amber Wattson 
Late at night in the biochemistry laboratory, I spend hours cooking food for hungry cells, formulating recipes for enzymatic reactions, and preparing the exquisite gels through which nucleic acids run. The morning brings a tangle of data, which, after calculations and brainstorms (and perhaps a few days of technical fine-tuning), inspire research questions for a new day. That is the life I love; that is why I want to become a scientist.

Science, like cooking, is a practical art that is best learned through hands-on experience. As I finish my Ph.D. at a well-regarded university, I am looking for an exceptional lab in which to do my postdoctoral training.

My mentors have told me that as a postdoc candidate, I will be a "slam-dunk." However, my early experiences searching for an appointment have suggested otherwise.

One particularly disappointing morning, I headed to the local library in search of guidance and came home with Becoming a Chef (Von Nostrand Reinhold, 1995). I finished the book that afternoon, devouring the surprisingly relevant advice and realizing that becoming a chef is a lot like becoming a scientist.

One of the greatest similarities between the two is the importance that "apprenticing with the best" has on your career trajectory. The aspiring young professional seeks to train with a master of his or her art, who, almost by definition, does not need to solicit apprentices. 

The apprenticeship -- whether it's with a master chef or a senior scientist -- is not really a one-on-one tutorial, but rather a 10- to 12-hour-a-day staff position in a kitchen/lab. In many cases, the young apprentice must boldly inquire about an unadvertised job before fully understanding the specifics of the position and the working environment.

As an aspiring scientist, I am encouraged to attend national meetings that provide a forum for networking, or, for those of us who are less bold, for merely observing the master scientists in a given field. Although finesse in both laboratory and kitchen finesse is best demonstrated in person, a graduate student at least can improve her chances of landing a position by that great, nonsubjective currency of science: the number of manuscripts on which she is listed as first author on her CV. 

I am hoping to broaden my scientific expertise by doing my postdoctoral training in a field that is related to, but distinct from, my doctoral work. Sort of like continuing to study French cooking, but in a different region.

Judging from my first two attempts at finding a postdoc, the greatest challenge may be catching, and keeping, the attention of a busy master scientist.

With the first scientist that I approached, I made the mistake of being too eager. Scientist X is an innovative academic with lots of flair -- think Nigella Lawson. 

I have been a fan of Scientist X's work for several years, and I contacted her by e-mail before a small research conference that I knew we would both be attending. She was very responsive, and after a few e-mail exchanges, I was added to her busy schedule. Our initial lunch meeting at the conference was energetic; I expressed my interest in her past work, and she divulged tantalizing details of upcoming projects in her lab.

The follow-up to that initial meeting was an invitation to interview at her lab. As is customary, I prepared a 30-minute talk that concisely covered my thesis project. That was followed by interviews with various postdocs and students in the lab, and then by a gourmet dinner with the scientist. 

Afterward, I was swooning. It seemed like the perfect situation for me. Once home, I e-mailed Scientist X to express my willingness to commit -- especially for the practical reason of starting to apply for my own grants. Her message back to me was equally enthusiastic, promising an offer in the coming weeks. 

After several weeks of coming home to an offer-less mailbox, my hopes started to sink. I debated day after day whether to call or write, and what to say. I finally opted for a letter that expressed my continued interest, but did not mention the offer. Her equally indirect response suggested that I was a contender and was welcome to stay in touch.

Upon reflection, I suspect that my post-interview eagerness had been a turnoff. No one rushes to hire someone who is already in her back pocket. For now, I have put my pursuit of her lab on the back burner until my search matures and I can better determine if it is the right situation for me.

Deep down, I am optimistic that the brilliant Scientist X wants the best for me and knows that a search for a good postdoctoral position will take more time.

My discovery of the more-reserved Scientist Y -- think Oliveto's Paul Bertolli -- started off with the telltale symptoms of my first mistake. I told my family and colleagues that I had fallen in love with another lab. 

Then I caught myself. Instead of diving head first into a new "relationship," I contacted people who knew Scientist Y, including colleagues and a current postdoc in his lab, to feel out the right approach.

Taking the consensus of their advice, I crafted a short e-mail that expressed my interest in postdoctoral training in his lab, asked how to be considered for such an apprenticeship, and included, as an attachment, my CV. I got no response, so I followed it up with a telephone message the following week. Still no response.

I cannot help feeling that I made another mistake in approaching Scientist Y. This time perhaps I had been too casual. Two sound bites from my conversation with the researcher from Scientist Y's lab reverberated in my head: He had mentioned his own "FedEx blitzkrieg" in applying to the lab and how one of his committee members "was a friend of Y's." 

The overnight-mail approach would surely include a more formal cover letter, a statement of my research philosophy, and copies of the three first-author manuscripts that I have published. But would it have been sufficient? Or was the "friend of Y" the critical link, and did I need to enlist a heavier hitter than either myself or my up-and-coming thesis adviser?

So at this point I wonder whether capturing a master scientist's attention is a matter of first impressions or of persistence. Is it more about expressing passion or professionalism? Should I conduct a search on my own power or enlist a network of big names to persuade other master scientists to give me a chance?

Although there are probably no general recipes for getting your foot in the door, I have already learned that a sustainable search will require balance, and that neither the overly eager nor the overly brief approach is appropriate.

In Becoming a Chef there is an anecdote about a culinary-school graduate whose "dogged cross-country pursuit to track down" a master chef who had been reluctant to take him on, ended when he pulled up at her restaurant with a car full of local ingredients and "she saw that I was very serious about cooking [and] took me under her arm."

In that, I take heart in what I hope to be true -- that persistence in my serious pursuit of high-quality science will reveal my passion. In the coming months, I will continue to seek out master scientists and fine-tune my approach, knowing that I am capable of the hard work that is required to become one myself.

Amber Wattson is the pseudonym of a Ph.D. candidate in biochemistry. She will be chronicling her search for her first postdoctoral position.

