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From the Director of the Office of Education
 I hope that you all have enjoyed the snow!  By the time you read
this, our area will have set a new record for annual snowfall.  
 As you can see from the announcement below, registration is
open for the renamed NHLBI DIR Scientific Retreat.  We have invited the
NHLBI investigators this year, which should increase the opportunity for
interactions between the different laboratories.  We will also have prizes
based on poster and oral presentations.  So send in your abstract, and
I hope to see you there.
 The Industry Rotation committee, chaired by Cory Lago, is in full
swing, and is in the process of initiating rotations with several major
companies.  In addition, if you are interested in Science Policy, we are
about to begin a new program with the Federation of American Societies
in Experimental Biology (FASEB) that will allow NHLBI fellows, both IRTA
and Visiting Fellows, to work on science policy projects at FASEB in
Rockville. Watch for the official announcement soon! 
 Finally, Dr. Anne Deschamps is working with us to enhance the
NHLBI experience for postbaccalaureate students.  As a first step, we will
be conducting a survey of the NHLBI postbacs to determine your needs
and experiences for career enhancement activities.  Watch for an e-mail
asking postbacs to participate.

8th Annual NHLBI DIR Scientific Retreat 
Featuring:

-Bob Kocher, M.D., Keynote Speaker
-Gerald Shulman, Ph.D., M.D., Scientific Speaker

-Peter Walter, Ph.D., Scientific Speaker

April 14-16, 2010
The Baltimore Tremonts 

Baltimore, MD
 

Registration and abstract submission
 deadline is MARCH 12.

http://dir-intranet.nhlbi.nih.gov/oe/retreat/
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Catching Up with Former
Fellows: Edward Mills, 

University of Texas at Austin

To continue with our former fellow 
interviews, this month we are fo-

cusing on Edward Mills, Ph.D., a 
former fellow in Dr. Finkel’s lab from 
1999- 2004.  Ted currently works as 
Assistant Professor in the Division of 
Pharmacology and Toxicology in the 
College of Pharmacy at the University 
of Texas at Austin.

1) What was the hardest thing about 
transitioning from being a fellow to 
being a tenure track scientist in 
academia?   
     For this question, the difficulty will 
be to answer briefly.   By far the great-
est challenge I faced was the competi-
tion for grant funding.  I knew that at 
any major university in the nation, my 
ability to compete for federal funding 
would be critical for my tenure applica-
tion 5 – 7 years after taking the job.  
This reality for new assistant professors 
in the biomedical sciences presents 
unique challenges for the NIH fellow as 
they make the transition.  Intramural 
fellows and their mentors conduct sci-
ence in an environment where high 
risk, high impact research is the goal, if 
not the standard.  The research infra-
structure and the promotion of scien-
tists at NIH are geared to drive this 
model.  On the “inside”, fellows and 
senior scientists don’t need reams of 
preliminary data for testing a poten-
tially paradigm shifting idea.  In stark 
contrast, the vast majority of NIH grant 
applications funded by the extramural 
program, namely the flagship NIH R01 
five year grant, must be considered by 
reviewers as scientifically strong, for 
sure, but also low risk.  Construction 
of the NIH grant requires planning and 
fantasizing five years worth of experi-
ments whose outcomes are highly pre-

dictable based upon extensive 
preliminary data. The new assistant 
professor that proposes in an NIH R01 
grant application the generation of a 
new genetic mouse model, for exam-
ple, to test a provocative hypothesis 
will almost always be rejected because 
of the inherent risks involved.  In the 
intramural program, fellows are en-
couraged and provided resources to 
take the risk, make the mouse, and 
uncover a potentially groundbreaking 
phenotype.  I endured a considerable 
amount of failure and slowly began to 
appreciate that the research model in 
which I trained at NIH was not wholly 
appropriate for obtaining tenure-secur-
ing NIH funding once at a university.  
This by far presented my greatest chal-
lenge.  
2) What advice do you have for fellows 
wanting to transition into an academic 
career?  
     Take early steps to be competitive 
and understand what competitive 
means.  Also, make clear all career 
intentions with the NIH mentor early 
and often.  I have served on a faculty 
recruitment committee for four of my 
five years here at UT-Austin.  To com-
pete at most top universities for a ten-
ure track faculty position the applicant 
must have several first author publica-
tions in strong journals, a good pedi-
gree, great recommendations, some 
evidence of grant funding success, and 
teaching ability.   To my knowledge, K 
awards are the only grants that NIH 
fellows can apply for while at NIH.  I 
know of two individuals that were hired 
here at UT-Austin that were NIH fel-
lows that came with K-transition grants 
– and because of that were highly 
competitive for Assistant Professor 
tenure track faculty positions.  NIH 
mentors need not write large grants to 
maintain lab funding, and many may 
lack the practical experience and 
knowledge neces-

Non-Lab Careers for
Scientists: 

A Web Resource

You all know that the NHLBI DIR
Office of Education maintains a

web site with a wealth of information 
about NHLBI, NIH and career devel-
opment at 

http://dir-intranet.nhlbi.nih.gov/oe/ . 

 While you all get a snapshop of 
the web site when you arrive, please 
be aware that the web site is regu-
larly updated with new information 
and new features.  

 Most recently, with the help of 
the Fellows Advisory Committee, we 
have launched a new web page that 
provides links an information on 
“Non-Lab Careers for Scientists”. 
This page lists a large number of 
careers in which scientific and re-
search training is important.  If you 
are thinking about leaving the lab, 
check out this page.  And if there is 
some career that is not included, we 
welcome your input and feedback. 
The link is:
http://dir intranet.nhlbi.nih.gov
/oe/document.aspx?SciCareers.htm     

Happy Valentine’s Day from 
the OE! 

 

(cont’d on p.3)
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Recent Publications by NHLBI Fellows 

sary to train the fellow how to develop 
a competitive and fundable scientific 
program.  The fellow must be aware of 
this possibility, and seek out guidance 
about grants from those equipped to 
provide it usefully – and should do this 
early in their postdoctoral training.  I 
strongly advise NIH fellows serious 
about academic careers to apply for 
K-awards.  
     Develop a research program with 
the mentor that can be taken from NIH 
worthy of student training and grant 
funding.   The recruitment seminar or 
job talk is the “make or break” event 
on an interview.  The audience will be 
focusing on how simply the applicant 
conveys the material (teaching and 
communication abilities), how strong 
the science is, and the clarity of the 
applicant’s ideas about how to move 
the work forward and get it funded.  

When I interviewed at USUSH across 
the street from NIH they informed me 
at dinner the night before my official 
interview that the next morning for 
breakfast they wanted to hear my 
“shop talk” separate from the recruit-
ment seminar that outlines my specific 
aims for a large NIH grant.  I had no 
idea that was a common applicant as-
sessment tool and spent half the night 
trying to get something together.  
Needless to say I went to my next in-
terview better prepared.  The quickest 
way to bomb an interview for a re-
search faculty position is for the appli-
cant to be ill prepared to present his / 
her plans for moving postdoctoral dis-
coveries forward scientifically and get-
ting the work funded. 
     Understand what “tenure track” 
Assistant Professor means and what 
the tenure process will entail.  Talk 

with an NIH fellow that has succeeded 
in getting a faculty job and better yet, 
has passed through the tenure process. 
What are the tenure requirements at 
typical universities?  A sharp individual 
will have at least some idea of this go-
ing into an interview.  At an average 
starting salary between 75 to 100K, 
and a startup package between 300 
and 700K, the university will be invest-
ing a million or more dollars in the 
applicant by the time the tenure dos-
sier is submitted.  The recruitment 
committee will be making note of 
whether or not the applicant is aware 
of, prepared for and capable of making 
it through the tenure process.  In most 
cases, the tenure application will re-
quire several quality publications cor-
responded by the faculty member that 
do not include previous mentors, 
strong evidence of (cont’d on p.4)
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the ability to obtain federal funding, 
strong teaching evaluations, and serv-
ice to the university and community.  
     Be likeable.  We had an NIH fellow 
apply for one of our open slots that 
had a first author Nature paper and 
some other very strong accomplish-
ments and attributes.  During the indi-
vidual interviews with faculty members, 
the applicant appeared disinterested in 
the conversations, looked around and 
paid little attention.  This person went 
from the top of the list to the reject 
pile for that reason.  Another individ-
ual on our short list constantly inter-
rupted faculty interviewers while they 
were speaking.  That person also went 
from a likely hire to a reject position.  

3) What was the best thing about your 
fellowship at NIH?  
      Let’s face it; NIH is a luxurious 
place to do biomedical research - cer-
tainly one of the best in the world.  
The huge physical and intellectual re-
sources provided an environment 
where I felt confident most any ques-
tion could be answered efficiently.   My 

mentor in NHLBI taught me more than 
anyone to think of the big scientific 
picture, to pursue important and novel 
questions and to be unafraid to ven-
ture into unknown areas.  My training 
in such an intellectually rich laboratory 
and institution has had a very positive 
impact on my current approach to re-
search and student mentoring.    
 4) What skills do you need to success-
fully perform at your present job that 
you wish you had acquired during your 
training years? This is a great question.                         
 I had NO IDEA how difficult it 
would be to run a laboratory, motivate 
students to work hard, give lectures in 
didactic courses, manage my budgets, 
sit on 10 committees, and save some 
time for my family in the pursuit of 
tenure.   Skills I wish I had acquired at 
NIH I realize now are essential compo-
nents of running a lab and managing 
students from diverse backgrounds and 
with diverse motivations?  Babysitting, 
counseling, psychotherapy, account-
ing, business management, time man-
agement, teaching effectiveness, and of 
course, grant writing.

 5) What is your scientific credo? “
     It costs the same amount of money 
and time to address silly questions as it 
does important ones.”  

 6 ) Any other advice you would like to 
impart to the fellows at NHLBI?   

     Go for it.  The academic lifestyle is 
one of great freedom and personal 
reward.  Running a lab in academia is 
like running a small business – but the 
researcher need not buy the building, 
pay for the electricity, etc.  He / she 
must bring in money from the govern-
ment to pay the rent and buy lab sup-
plies, pay graduate students, show up 
to committee meetings and effectively 
teach the classes.  Outside of that, the 
investigator’s schedule and time is his 
own.  As I see it, the most important 
predictor of success in a scientific ca-
reer anywhere is quite simple: ask 
good questions, do good science, and 
the rest will work itself out.

E dward Mills, Ph.D. Can be con-
tacted by email at: 

ted_mills@mail.utexas.edu

Especially for Post-Bacs

Confused about your career plans?  Making the most out of your time here at NIH?  Concerned 
about where you are going for Happy Hour on Thursday?

Let us know! The NHLBI Office of Education is conducting a survey to help us help you.  We are 
gathering information to make your experience here at NHLBI more rewarding, more satisfying and 

maybe even more fun.   

An e-mail with the link for the survey will be sent to all NHLBI post-bacs in the coming days.  In the 
time it will take you to vote for your favorite American Idol singer, take a quiz on Facebook telling 

you who you were in a past life, plant a few crops in Farmville, see who Jake gives a rose to on The 
Bachelor, you could have filled out the survey and given us important information to improve your 

time here. 

Please take a moment of your day to let us know how you feel!  Thank you!


