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What is a professional narrative?1



What is a professional narrative?1

MessageAudience

• Used to summarize who you are (e.g. as a researcher, co-worker, leader, etc.)
• Describes YOU  in a way that people will understand (and want to know more!)
• Tailored for different audiences

WHAT
do you want 

to say?

WHO
do you want 

to reach?



Bio
John Vasquez, PhD Candidate
King-Chávez-Parks Future Faculty Fellow

I study the Arc of the Academic Narra/ve.  My research focuses on the 
explicit and implicit messages that affect the career trajectories of 
URM scienYsts in graduate school and during the postdoc.  I’m 
especially interested in how messages from mentors, advisor, 
colleagues, friends,  family and others influence career decisions.

As a pracYYoner and a scholar, my goal is to help insYtuYons develop 
learner-centered experiences for graduate students & postdocs and 
be]er support their educaYonal, scholarly, and professional goals.



Привет



Why is it important?2
After the Postdoc:
The Expectation Gap

Consistently about 50% - 70% of 
postdocs expect a tenure track 
posiYon.  However, in -
2008:  30% of postdocs ended up 
as professors in 2009
2010:  37% 
2012:  21%

Courtesy of Phil Gardner, CERI & Career Services at MSU 
Powell, K (2012).  The Postdoc Experience:  High Expectations,  Grounded in Reality.  
Science. https://www.sciencemag.org/careers/features/2012/08/postdoc-
experience-high-expectations-grounded-reality



Why is it important?2

Source:  National Science Foundation. (2016).  Science & Engineering Indicators 2015. Washington, DC:  Author.

Self-Employed, 5%

Nonprofit, 7%

Government, 9%

Industry, 36%

Academia, 
43%

Where do PhDs 
end up…



Why is it important?2

12% 44% 28% 16%

Pathway 1:
Internal Move

Pathway 2:
Networking

Pathway 3:
Job-Posting

Pathway 4:
Recruiters

Hidden Job Market
Performance, PotenYal

Public Job Market
Experience, Skills

Source:  Adler, L. (2013) .   Source of Hire  and the importance of networking  (updated 2017).  LindkedIn Pulse . https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20130401172726-15454-the-importance-of-networking-the-hidden-job-market-and-recruiter-
relevancy.  Accessed on 7/27/17

How Do They Find These Jobs?

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20130401172726-15454-the-importance-of-networking-the-hidden-job-market-and-recruiter-relevancy


Developing a “New” Narrative (Identity)



How to start writing3

Being successful in putting together your narrative (and 
transitioning career) will require you to have some…

Knowledge of 
self

Knowledge of 
audience and 

position

Knowledge of 
the process



transitioning career) will requires you to have some…

Knowledge of 
self

Why did you decide to pursue a PhD?

Would you say you are a  passionate person, a good researcher, a 
competent employee, … a leader?

How would you incorporate what you learned in your postdoc into work 
outside the lab?

What are some of your fears about changing careers, in general?



Knowledge of 
audience and 

position

You

• Interests
• Values
• Skills
• Knowledge
• Personality
• Ambitions

Employer
§ Mission
§ Values
§ Functions
§ Expertise
§ Environment
§ Vision



Knowledge of 
the process

(Especially during interviews!)



Some
Examples of 
QuesSons



Tell me about yourself Describe your 
communication style. 

Describe your leadership 
style.

What special skills would 
you bring to this position?

How does this posiYon fit 
into your 

personal/professional 
career goals?

Tell me about your 
approach to solving a 

problem?  Can you give 
an example?

Describe an experience 
you have had in planning, 

developing and 
facilitating a project (or 

lab/program/etc.)

Give us an example of 
something you have done 

to model collaboraYon 
and teamwork.

Tell me about a time 
when you faced a tight 
deadline.  How did you 

respond?

Tell me how you would 
handle a difficult 

situation?

Tell us about a time you 
assessed a project (or 

supervisor's) ’ needs and 
addressed them through 

your work. 

Give us an example of a 
time when your strengths 
were evident and a time 
when your weaknesses 

were apparent. 

How would your students 
describe you?

How would your co-
workers describe you?  

Your supervisor?

What is your 
teaching/student 

development philosophy?

Describe what balance, 
both personally and 

professionally looks like 
for you.

If your life works out in 
the best way you can 

imagine, what will you be 
doing in five years?

Describe your ideal job?
And this is only a small sample 
of questions they could ask!!!!



So I Get I Need To 
Tell My Story…
But where do I Begin?





Who  
are you?

What do 
you do?

Why do 
you do 

it?



Who Are You?



Knowledge of Self:  
Social Cognitive Career Theory

SCCT is a theory aimed at explaining 
three aspects of career 
development:  how academic and 
career interest develops, how 
educational and career choices are 
made, and how academic career 
success is defined (Fouad, 2007)

This is the basis of 
my research! J



“Touring the world mainly talking about cosmology, 
quantum mechanics, black holes and the value of 
our civilization.” (Brian Cox)

“I’m postdoc working in physics”

””I work at FRIB at Michigan State 
University” 

What Do You Do?



What Do You Do?
Develop innovate ideas to increase external funding 
(from foundations, state & national agencies, etc.) to 
support doctoral students & postdoc experiences, esp. 
URMs.

Develop & promote Best Practices to Improve Graduate 
Program reviews and improve outcomes.

Develop programs and incentives for faculty to help 
expand professional development training for doctoral 
students & postdocs.



Why Do You Do It?



Why Do You Do It?



A brief statement of who you are…
A brief sentence about what you do…
And why you do it…



By:  Dr. Kate McDowell

Your Career Story
Hero’s Journey
Enigma Code
Equilibrium



Hero Story



Equilibrium StoryEnigma Code



Examples of questions:

• What is a problem in your field that fascinates you and why?
• What would you say is one of your biggest accomplishments?  (e.g. 

experiences, achievements, skills developed) 
• Can you give an example of a complicated problem you had to solve 

and how you went about trying to solve it?
• Can you talk about a time you had to manage a big change or new 

project at work that you were not prepared for?



But what if I don’t know 
who I am or what I want to 
do anymore?



• What got you interested in your field of research?  What an experience or event 
that helped you realize a PhD (rather than something else) was right for you?
• Who encouraged you to go into your field and why?
• What was an experience you had that encouraged you to want to pursue 

research?
• Who you are at this stage of your transiYon).

• (e.g. I’m transiYoning from doing science in a lab to working more directly with people).

• Can you describe career so far as a path and where you see your career going?
• (e.g. I’ve spent the past __ years learning how to do do ____ so I can now help people do 

________.)

For those of you changing careers:



Practice

Construct

Match

Find

Define

5 Step Process for Preparing a Range of Stories





•AssociaYons 
(NPA)

Working Identity by Herminia Ibarra
So What Are You Going to Do With That? By Susan Basalla & Maggie Debelius
The Professor is In by Karen Kelsky
Career Options for Biomedical Scientists by Janssen Sever

Books:

• Career Services •Networking
(Conferences, 
LinkedIn, etc.)

•Websites 
(Versatile PhD)

https://versatilephd.com/


A Career is about choices…



We plan out of fear…



Questions???

Johnav@msu.edu


