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By 2009, I had spent 4.5 years as a postdoc and 3 years as a graduate student at Big 
National Laboratory. Around this time I was encouraged by professors and scientists to 
apply for scientist positions at the laboratory. I got full interviews for all of the positions, 
but a different candidate was chosen for each. In 2010, I again went through the process 
of applying for and interviewing for positions, yet other candidates were selected for 
those positions as well. This time, each chosen candidate was well overqualified for the 
level of the positions. This signaled to me that the market for scientists at the laboratory 
had grown extremely tight. 
 
As much as I wanted to keep trying for a position at the laboratory and to remain in 
denial, positions were becoming even scarcer and less stable than they were in previous 
years. Funding was drying up, and the large experiments were closing down. The few 
experiments that were still running were not in my immediate area of expertise. When I 
was honest with myself, I knew I had lost most of my passion for physics, but I did not 
feel ready to let go of my dream. At the same time, I felt like I had put so much emotional 
energy into the process of applying, waiting, interviewing, waiting, and getting rejected. I 
was burned out, depressed, and felt like a failure.   
 
I had to move on and find a job. What could I do if not be a physicist? What was out 
there in the “real world”? For what was I qualified? How do people find jobs in the real 
world? How would I find a job? Why, at this point in my life, were these questions so 
perplexing to me? 
 
In late 2010, I converted my CV to a resume and passed it by many professors and 
scientists from the laboratory. They assured me that it was great and companies would be 
clamoring to hire me. In retrospect, I should have realized that they were as oblivious to 
life outside academia as I, but they were all supportive and confident, so I went with that. 
I started searching for jobs online and sent cover letters and resumes. I did not hear back 
about any of these positions. I was randomly flailing around in a foreign territory.  
 
Eventually it occurred to me to contact a former favorite professor of mine from my 
graduate student institution, a person who had specialized in my subfield, been denied 
tenure, and bitterly left academia to work in the real world. When I spoke with him, he 
was happy with his non-academic adventures and was on his second post academic 
position. He tried to convince me that my experience in physics translated to data mining 
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and data science. This work did not sound particularly interesting to me, but it was 
something! He told me that my resume was “crap”, and encouraged me to think about 
how to rewrite it keeping in mind that between my graduate and postdoctoral work I had 
been actually performing data mining and statistics for the last 9 years. I took his advice, 
made my best attempt at a new resume and tailored cover letters, and kept applying for 
positions. Again, nothing turned up. 
 
In the spring of 2011, my postdoctoral advisor suggested I contact the engineering career 
services at my university. Since I had spent a total of 6 days at the university campus, this 
had never occurred to me, and I was terribly ignorant of the wide range of services the 
university had to offer. The engineering career services allowed me a 15-30 minute 
resume phone meeting. They pointed out typos, told me to reduce the length to 1 page, 
and asked me if I had any relevant coursework I could include in the resume. This advice 
was particularly unhelpful. I believe that they primarily work with undergraduate 
students. In addition to resume advice, they had a program where I could submit my 
resume and companies would contact me if they were interested. I changed my resume by 
reducing it greatly in size and submitting it to this program. While this didn’t yield any 
hits, it was worth a try. Additionally, at the same time, I learned about the career fairs 
held at the university, and since it was only a three hour drive, I could attend. Although I 
had missed the career fairs for that academic year, I could attend the next one in 
September. 
 
During the summer of 2011, I continued attempting to improve my resume, applying for 
jobs and working with the career services program through which I had submitted my 
resume. I also reached out to a couple of former physicists for informational interviews. 
Through the informational interviews I learned more about myself: I really wanted to do 
something that either advocated for something that I felt strongly about, was non-profit, 
government, or somehow made an impact on people’s lives. I was turned off from the 
idea of working for a for-profit company. 
 
As a result of the informational interviews, I did get one phone interview. Since I hadn’t 
learned how to speak in terms of the business language, the interview went very poorly. 
While, I did not want to work for the company because it was on my list of  “companies 
specializing in industries that I did not want involved with,” it was demoralizing and I felt 
disappointed and further discouraged.  
 
No one around me, except those who had been through it, seemed to understand how 
depressing it was to lose my dream of working at this laboratory. Additionally, they did 
not understand how downright difficult it was for someone with a Ph.D. to find a job. I 
was beginning to feel like I had acquired no skills that would benefit me outside of 
academia. Around August or September, I stumbled upon the website for the university 
Graduate Career Services and found the article, “A Ph.D. and a Failure” by Megan 
Kajitani and Rebecca Bryant, published in The Chronicle of Higher Education.  I didn’t 
read the article in its entirety because it resonated with me instantaneously. What I was 
reading was precisely how I felt, put into words, in a published article! I thought, “if this 
service posts this article, they should be supportive of what I’m going through.”  Even 
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though I felt scared and like I was living in what seemed like a fog, I summoned my inner 
strength and immediately called Graduate Career Services. 
 
At the same time, I was preparing for one of the aforementioned engineering career fairs 
being held at the university the very next week. Since I seldom traveled to the university, 
one of the career counselors agreed to have an appointment with me the same day as the 
upcoming career fair, and to look over my resume prior to the fair.  
 
I read about a combination resume on the Graduate Career Center website, and felt like 
this would work best for me. The combination resume I have included here, a hybrid of a 
chronological and a functional resume, allowed me to list sets of skills below my 
postdoctoral and graduate work experiences. I was able to translate my work at Big 
National Laboratory to either the government or private sectors, which made up the vast 
majority of employers at the career fair. I tailored this resume to focus on two primary 
areas:  my experience with data mining, statistics, and working with huge datasets, or 
“big data,” and my hardware experience as a result of working on the electronics for one 
of the detector experiments. 
 
The following week I was at the career fair. It was crowded and overwhelming. I first 
went to a couple booths of employers I knew I wasn’t interested in and practiced my 30-
second elevator speech. Then I started hitting the booths of employers that I was more 
interested in. Most said they had nothing that would fit my skillsets and many looked at 
me like I had lost my mind. This was, after all, a career fair primarily for undergraduates, 
but I left my resume with most of them anyway. While many of the employers had no 
positions suited for me, the way in which some of the employees described their jobs and 
experiences resonated with me. This further clarified what I was learning about myself, 
and what I would be interested in doing in my next position.  
 
Directly after the career fair, I ran over to the Graduate School Career Center for my 
meeting with the counselor. She was incredibly helpful and I felt supported and 
understood. I finally had a glimmer of hope that there was light at the end of the tunnel, 
and that I would get some direction that I so badly needed. I was immeasurably grateful. 
She suggested a few books for me to read and told me about Versatile PhD. After I 
returned to the laboratory from my short university visit, I read the suggested books and 
combed the forums on Versatile PhD. The career counselor and I continued to have 
phone meetings to help with my search. She was immensely supportive by helping me 
understand I was grieving a loss, guiding me to different ideas for finding a job, having 
me search for and discover what was truly important to me, and getting those values more 
strengthened in my mind. She was also encouraging with the seemingly small steps I was 
taking toward getting a position and instrumental in helping me move forward in a more 
constructive manner. 
 
Several weeks after my visit to the university, I received an email from one of the 
companies that was at the career fair.  Interestingly enough, I recall that the person 
representing this company had insisted, “We don’t have anything for someone with your 
skills.” I responded with, “That’s ok, here’s my resume anyway. Please put it in that pile 
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of resumes you have sitting there.” The company wanted to set up a 30-minute phone 
interview with one of their software architect managers. Since I had no experience with 
software architecture, I was baffled, but kept an open mind for the interview. During the 
interview, I learned the company was looking for someone to perform data mining and 
predictive modeling. Because of the type of services the company provided, I was 
interested. A couple weeks later, they contacted me for an in person interview.  (This is 
why there is no cover letter or job announcement; submitting my resume at the career fair 
was the only document I ever submitted for this application.) 
 
It was a fairly easy interview – only 4.5 hours of meeting with 4 individuals. During the 
first interview, the software architect who had interviewed me over the phone informed 
me that the company wanted this to be a contract position. I was exceptionally 
disappointed and tempted to walk out because I thought I was interviewing for a 
permanent position. In spite of my overwhelming desire to leave, I expressed that I was 
unhappy to hear that this was for a contract position and stayed to speak with the three 
other individuals. After the interviews, much to my surprise, the COO came to speak with 
me. Word had gotten back to her that I was not interested in a contract position. We 
discussed the company in more detail, and she asked me why I wouldn’t consider a 
contract position.  I explained that I wanted to be invested in whatever company I worked 
for, and from my point of view, a contract position would not allow that. I wanted to truly 
be a part of the company and understand how the different parts of the company fit 
together to produce a final product. I also told to her that I was attracted to this company 
because they provided services that made an impact on society, which was very important 
to me. She seemed to listen to me. It was very difficult to stand up for myself the way I 
did that day and clearly state what I wanted, particularly during an interview, but I am 
grateful I did. 
 
The following business day, I sent thank you letters to the individuals with whom I had 
interviewed, including the COO. She immediately wrote back that she was happy to hear 
from me and was going to extend an offer for a permanent position. I was relieved that 
they accepted my main requirement that it would be a permanent position. After 
receiving the offer, I tried to negotiate the salary. She agreed instead to a 6 month review 
for a pay raise and included it in my offer letter. It felt great to be offered a permanent 
position and a 6 month salary review!  
 
As it turns out, my position hasn’t been wonderful. Data mining requires data. When I 
started the position, I learned that the company did not have access to the data they 
wanted modeled (!). To my repeated requests to discuss how the company could get 
access to the needed data, instead of providing constructive direction my manager would 
respond that I should be “creative” and find the data. Due to the nature of the business, 
this was not possible for me to do since the data is sensitive and customers could not 
release it without special permissions. In addition to continuously putting roadblocks in 
my path, he told me that if the company failed at an upcoming huge project, it would be 
my fault. This put a lot of undue pressure on me. After about 8 months of working under 
this manager, I still had not accomplished anything, and chose to speak with the COO 
about the situation, providing specific examples of the issues I was experiencing. Much 
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to my surprise and delight, she immediately changed the manager to whom I would 
report even though my original manager was the only person in the company with any 
limited experience in data mining.  
 
Since changing managers, my job has improved drastically. I still do not have access to 
data, but it is on the horizon. I am involved in various aspects of the company, learning 
how the different teams fit together to produce a final product, and being kept informed 
about what is going on with the overall project that I am focused on. I am getting 
direction on how to do things that are completely new to me due to my academic 
background. I am learning! I have gone on business trips to learn more about the 
background of and the focus of what I will be mining data for. I understand more what I 
will need to do when we have data, and I have written code in preparation for that. 
Additionally, should I be short on work, my manager places me in roles for which I was 
not initially hired.  (Interestingly, I still have not been given a written job description, but 
maybe that is not so bad because it does kind of allow me to do new, unexpected things.) 
 
While data mining and predictive modeling may not be something I want to do for the 
rest of my life, I am happy to have found a position that fits within my ideals. I often feel 
like my job kind of fell into my lap because it was the only company who contacted me 
from the career fair and the only place that offered me an in person interview. In addition, 
my job was not and is not perfect, I like that I was eventually able to make the changes 
necessary to for it to be worth going to most mornings, if not every morning. 
 
I no longer feel like leaving laboratory life behind is a huge loss for me. I am grateful for 
the time I had working in physics and doing “fun stuff” fulfilling a passion of mine. 
There are a few things I may have done differently and that I suggest others do:  
 

• Spend less time in a postdoctoral position and look for a job earlier rather than 
putting it off. 

• Be mindful while working about how the analysis and tasks you are performing 
fit into the real world – this will make the transition easier, and would help make 
your more relatable to laypeople.  

• Research what services your home institution offers in the early stages of your 
postdoctoral career, rather than living in the laboratory bubble (if applicable to 
you). This last point put me at a huge disadvantage during my job search, not to 
mention other experiences I missed out on. 

• Go to career fairs early and do not be put off by the fact that they may primarily 
be geared towards the undergraduates. Give your resume to people even if they 
say they do not have a position for you!  

 
Everyone’s journey through this transition is different and personal. It was an extremely 
difficult process for me, but it helped to know that I was not alone. Try to keep an open 
mind. Search for and take advantage of all the opportunities presented to you. Gain 
strength yourself and from the resources around you, be gentle with yourself, and do not 
give up hope. 
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Heather Harrison 
1234 Some Rd City, St 54321  •  888-555-0000  •  Heather.Harrison@domain.com 

 
QUALIFICATIONS 

§ Six years post-Ph.D. experience in physic research as a member of the Big Experiment at a Large Laboratory 
(BELL) collaboration that consists of ~500 scientists and engineers from 20 countries 

§ Ten years experience analyzing large data samples (~2.5 petabytes of data) collected by the BELL experiment  
§ Ten years experience using computing skills to develop tools for projects ranging from data analysis to hardware 

and data acquisition upgrades 
§ Six years experience developing, testing, commissioning, and maintaining data acquisition systems 
§ Excellent problem solving skills in both independent and team environments 
§ Strong leadership, teamwork, written communication and presentation skills  
§ Comprehensive technical/computing skills include:  C/C++, Unix shell scripting, VxWorks, Linux/Unix, 

Specialized Data Analysis Framework 

EDUCATION  
 Doctor of Philosophy in Physics • Large University           • City, ST • September 2004 
 Master of Arts in Physics            • Large University           • City, ST • May 2000 
 Bachelor of Science in Physics  • Large State University • City, ST • May 1997 

RESEARCH AND WORK EXPERIENCE 
   Postdoctoral Research Associate • University of State • City, ST • 2005 – 2012  

Data Mining and Analysis Skills  
§ Perform complex analyses using data selected from a sample of 10 billion events collected by BELL 
§ Recognize patterns, select appropriate subsets of data, and apply suitable numerical and statistical methods 
§ Measure physics rates and properties and search for rare physics processes 

Data Acquisition, Hardware, and Technical Skills 
§ Prioritize use of available bandwidth, implement new and improved strategies, and take maximal advantage of 

hardware upgrades to maximize the physics potential of the experiment 
§ Completed several successful high speed real-time data measurement and decision making hardware and data 

acquisition upgrades that provided three-dimensional signal reconstruction, while working in a team environment 
§ Developed, tested, installed, and commissioned 200 time to digital converter boards 
§ Programmed C++ real-time monitoring code for data acquisition systems allowing for performance monitoring 

and quick identification and resolution of failure modes  

Leadership Skills 
§ Lead the Very Important Working Group to prioritize the physics potential of the BELL experiment  
§ Led a parallel data concatenation and processing system hardware upgrade; developed, tested, and commissioned 

the system to successful completion decreasing data throughput time from 20 µs to 4 µs  
§ Launched a well-attended and highly-rated series of programs directed toward the large international user 

community consisting largely of scientists and engineers at Large Laboratory, as an elected member of an 
Executive Committee at the Laboratory and Chairperson of the International Users Subcommittee 

 Communication Skills 
§ Present findings at internal reviews, collaboration meetings, and national and international conferences 
§ Publish results in scientific journals; write technical documentation and analysis notes for internal use 
§ Review and propose improvements on BELL analyses performed by fellow collaborators prior to publication 

Advising/Mentoring Skills 
§ Mentored five undergraduate and graduate students on data analysis and instrumentation projects: introduced 

scientific research methods and techniques, assigned specific projects, and provided guidance and assistance 
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Research Assistant/Associate • Large University • City, ST • 1999-2005 
Data Mining and Analysis Skills 
§ Analyzed large samples of BELL data searching for physics processes beyond the standard model 
§ Designed, maintained, and managed a C++ analysis package that puts raw data into an analyzable format 
§ Validated complex pattern recognition algorithms; developed and implemented algorithm using detector based 

information to differentiate real signals from noise  

Communication Skills 
§ Authored Ph.D. thesis and publications based on data analysis and detector studies 
§ Presented results at internal reviews, collaboration meetings, and large conferences 
§ Taught laboratory and recitation classes for introductory physics and astronomy courses 
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