EXTENSIONS CONNECTIONS SESSION (25 MINUTE SESSIONS)

Promoting Career Development of Students

Jenni Evans, The Pennsylvania State University
On the first day of his freshman year, Mike came to me concerned about his future. He had already planned out the class schedule for his entire undergraduate degree and researched his graduate school options in preparation for his doctorate. Mike’s concern was to consider what his first two (post-doctorate) positions should be! While this is an extreme case (and a true story), faculty members are often the first real career consultants for our students. As with teaching, we receive little, if any, training in this aspect of our work – yet it can have a profound impact on our students. In this session we will explore some approaches to mentoring students at all levels as they plan their futures.

Undergraduates and Masters Candidates
Choices are much broader for undergraduate students compared to graduate students and their familiarity with the field is generally much less, so faculty advisors can do a lot to help these budding professionals to a worthwhile start along their career paths. Many of these strategies can be effective in helping a Masters student decide on their next step in their career path as well.
Graduate school or not?

Often the first step is to help them decide whether graduate school is right for them – now or in the near future. Since motivated graduate students who understand why they are in graduate school are ideal, exploring these concepts with a concerned undergraduate is a good place to start:

· Why do you want to go to graduate school?
good answers include:

· What are your career goals past graduate school?
good answers include:

· What are your research interests?
good answers include:

· Which schools are you considering?
good answers include:

If you are talking to a younger undergraduate (not a senior), you might suggest a summer internship to help them pin down some of their ideas about their career. In some cases, an internship is vital for optimizing their chances at a later job possibility. For example, students who intern with the National Weather Service (or another branch of NOAA) have a much higher chance of later success applying to these organizations than students who don’t have this experience since one of the “scoring” questions on their job applications has to do with previous experience at the organization.
Job options

For undergraduates seeking to enter the workforce, the range of job options can be overwhelming. Rather than trying to suggest a particular job title or organization, I’ve found it helpful to explore the typical work day the person would like to have. In this way, they can identify the job possibilities that would be a good or poor match to their personalities and family responsibilities, as well as their professional interests. Some questions to get this started could include:
1. Would you prefer to work alone/have sole responsibility for projects, or are you more of a team player?

2. Would you prefer to work at a computer or with people?

3. Does shift work signify freedom or drudgery?

4. Would you prefer more technical work or administrative support?

5. How much direction/guidance do you need to work effectively? 

Most people’s answers will fall between “all alone” and “all team” for example, but these questions guide them to think about the amount of personal interaction and freedom or supervision they prefer. This will often crystallize the choice between possibilities that were equally exciting professionally.

Doctoral Candidates

Whether or not you are supporting many doctoral students of your own, when you are early in your own career you are more accessible to the current crop of doctoral and masters students, since you’ve only recently traveled the path they’re on. Thus, you may find yourself in a default mentoring role for many of your colleagues’ students. This could involve advising them on anything from “advisor problems” to what to wear for their first conference talk!
When thinking about careers, the basic questions above on job type can also be used with some success for doctoral candidates, however the biggest question these folks face is university versus lab versus private industry? Mentoring for potential young faculty could (should?) include teaching and class management experience, as well as insights into grant writing. Doctoral students considering a faculty career should be self-starters and have a mature approach to their research. These considerations are desirable in all doctoral recipients, but folks going into a lab setting (public or private) may find that technical talent can be enough if they’re in a tightly defined group work setting.
Before reading ahead, consider what advice you would give to a doctoral candidate. What would have been the most important advice you could have received at this stage of your own career?
Other Resources

An excerpt from Appendix A of an online article by Philip Greenspun available at http://philip.greenspun.com/careers/women-in-science

There are many aspects to a job other than what exactly you occupy your mind with. Here's a partial list: 

· work mostly collaboratively? 

· meet a lot of new people? 

· work mostly with competent people? 

· work mostly with interesting people? 

· able to see the direct impact of one's work? 

· able to teach others? 

· get to travel to interesting places on a regular basis? 

· able to leave work behind when you go home at the end of the day? (or do you have to prepare, read email, answer phone calls, etc. when at home?) 

· able to take long blocks of time off for exotic travel? 

· cog in a large bureaucracy? 

· satisfaction of being the boss? 

· value to employers increases with age and experience? 

· able to move to any part of the country and find a similar job? (or effectively stuck in one or two cities where an industry is concentrated) 

Ideas for mentoring doctoral candidates are extended in Rick Reis’ discussion “The ‘next stage’ approach to preparing for an academic career” available from http://ctl.stanford.edu/Tomprof/postings/59.html (reproduced below).

THE "NEXT-STAGE" APPROACH TO PREPARING FOR AN ACADEMIC CAREER

Rick Reis (ref: http://ctl.stanford.edu/Tomprof/postings/59.html)
In the Next Stage approach, you think ahead, look ahead, and to some degree act ahead of the stage you (and your future competition) are currently occupying. By doing so, you not only demonstrate your WILLINGNESS to assume the role of the position you are seeking, but also your READINESS to do so. Just as most of the best graduate students began taking graduate courses and/or conducting research as college seniors, you need to begin doing some of the things professors do while you are still a graduate student and postdoc. Today it is not enough to be outstanding in your current job, you must also demonstrate that you can be successful in the NEXT JOB for which you want to apply by actually PERFORMING in advance some of the activities and responsibilities that are part of that job.

Here are some areas in which demonstrating this "next-stage" competence would be important. No one expects you to demonstrate all of them. However, doing at least some of them will distinguish you from most of your competition, and within limits, the more you can do the better.

RESEARCH: In addition to having identified a dissertation or a postdoc research project that is compelling as opposed to just interesting, look for ways to engage in cross-disciplinary and multidisciplinary activities with faculty and students from other areas or departments – with the permission of your advisor or supervisor of course.

TECHNICAL REVIEWING: Find opportunities, both formal and informal, often for you to review papers, grants, and proposals written by others.

PROPOSAL WRITING: In addition to reviewing the proposals of others and contributing sections to your advisor's proposals, write your own proposals and grant applications for research that you want to do as a professor.

SUPERVISION OF OTHER STUDENTS: As you advance in your development as a graduate student or postdoc, find ways to play a more formal role in the supervision of other students, both undergraduate and graduate.

PUBLISHING: Co-authorship is fine, but make sure you publish at least one article in which you are the first author.

PRESENTATIONS AT CONFERENCES: Establish a record of giving technical presentations at conferences in which faculty and industrial researchers are present.

RELATIONS WITH INDUSTRY- Visit various research sites and give technical presentations, use equipment, samples, and other industry resources in your research, conduct joint investigations, publish with industrial collaborators, and consider internships and other forms of employment with industry or government laboratories.

TEACHING: Plan to acquire at least some experiences beyond those of a typical TA, such as giving lectures, covering sections of a class or even taking full responsibility for a course.

The key steps in the Next-Stage approach are to ask questions (think ahead), make observations (look ahead), and acquire experiences (act ahead) by putting yourself in the right places at the right times and tuning your antenna to the gathering of the right information. You can do this in a variety of settings, such as classrooms, laboratories, faculty offices, staff meetings, seminars (particularly with guest speakers from other schools), professional conferences, private discussions with students and faculty, and during visits to industrial and government R&D facilities. In all cases, the key question is: AM I LIKELY TO ENCOUNTER THIS SITUATION AS A PROFESSOR, OR FUTURE INDUSTRIAL SCIENTIST OR ENGINEER, AND IF SO, WHAT CAN I LEARN FROM IT THAT WILL HELP ME TO DO BETTER PREPARE ME FOR SUCH A ROLE?

