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Outline
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 Grad school apps vs Job hunt

 Interviewing skills

 Building a personal statement

 Practice!



What do I actually want?

 In-the-field experience building

 Today’s applications guided by 
company profit

 Typically lower $$ starting, but you 
start earlier

 Maximize your summers! 

 Maximize your network!

 Do informational interviews with a 
many people to learn how to stand 
out in applications
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Undergrad

Graduate school Private sector

 Deep exploration & expertise building

 Foundations of tomorrow’s applications

 (STEM) Typically grant-funded

 No cost, lower pay in school, higher later

 Admissions sculpted by which groups have 
funding for more students this year

 Find faculty doing research you like in 
multiple concentrations

 Talk to current students, do an REU to 
learn and find a good advisor!



Materials to prepare

 Resume

 Read each posting and tailor the keywords

 Highlight the skills you have that make you a 
good candidate

 References

J. Hogan, PHY/ENR 260 4

Undergrad

Graduate school Private sector

 Personal statement

 Interview skills (sometimes)

 Cover letter (sometimes)

 Interview skills



Types of interview
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 Early stages:

 Screening

 Phone interviews

 You passed! What’s next:

 Zoom interviews

 In-person interviews

 Structures:

 Rounds of interviews

 “Whiteboard” interviews

 Campus visits



What to do
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When does your interview begin?



Interviews
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When does your interview begin?

Application
“Formal” 

interviews

Emails

Social 
Media

Talking to 
their students 
or employees

Parking 
lot

Coffee 
breaks

Interviews



Prepare
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 Study a company (university, research group’s…) mission, 
vision, and/or values

 Websites!

 Links/text in job descriptions

 In HEP: search for their funding award online and read the 
summary!

 Study the job posting

 Prepare questions for them

 P.R.A.C.T.I.C.E!



Behavior-based interviewing
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 History is the best predictor of future success

 Employers write jobs based on their mission & values

 How do your experiences help you fit their needs?



Behavior-based interviewing
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Situation

Task

Action

Response

Describe an episode or situation that 
relates to the area they want to explore

Your responsibilities and assignments for 
that situation

How did you react to or handle that 
situation? What did you say and what did 
you do?

What was the consequence? How did the 
situation resolve?

Situation

Task

Action

Response



Behavior-based interviewing
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 Think about their mission/values

 Shine your qualifications and 
experience in practical ways

 Share knowledge/education 
background

 Focus on professional or 
educational experience

 Try to see why they are asking…

Situation

Task

Action

Response



Behavior-based interviewing
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Need: Someone who can develop 
relationships with clients

Q: Tell me about a specific time 
you’ve built and nurtured a 
professional relationship?

Need: Ability to handle stressful people

Q: Tell me about your worst 
customer / client / coworker / boss

Need: Team player

Q: Tell me about how you get along 
with fellow students?

Situation

Task

Action

Response



Sample
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Sample
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 What did he do well?

 What was weaker?



Sample
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Sample
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Practice
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Sample questions on Indico!

Prep stories to these types of prompts



Graduate school

 Master’s degree

 Non-thesis

 Thesis

 Ph.D
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Why a statement?

 In the research world, your statement is how they get to 
know you and decide if you fit their team

 Example: Physics postdoc position
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https://academicjobsonline.org/ajo?joblist---4-19040


Why a statement?

 In the job world, higher level applications often call for a 
“cover letter”:

 Ex: biomed-E postdoc job
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Professional letter salutation:

Career interest statement info!

https://academicjobsonline.org/ajo?joblist---137-18789


Who are you?

 Use the Situation → Task → Action → Result template to motivate your 
interest in physics or engineering

 Make “this is my personality” say “and therefore I’m a strong scientist”
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STRONGER

Experience of disease → interest in 
biomed/biophysics

Toy/electronic dissection as child →
interest in electronics, engineering

Interest in <art, humanity> →
informed worldview related to 

physics or engineering.

WEAKER

I like playing video games with my 
friends

My favorite thing is family vacation 
time up north

...etc…



Jobs, experience, skills

 “I will work toward a career in an industry related to physics”

 “I am pursuing a Bachelor of Science in applied physics with a biomedical 
emphasis”

 “I want to make a difference in physics”

 “I would like to be a leader in the field of (subfield) engineering”

 “I want to have at least two summer internships in (subfield)”

 “I want to continue on to a possible graduate school and then find a career 
somehow related to physics”

 “All these experiences have guided to me pursue mechanical engineering”

 “(class) gives me skill in writing lab reports using software like LaTeX”

 “I have been studying biological imaging techniques”
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Identify the stronger and weaker 
statements in each pair/set



Jobs, experience, skills

 “I will work toward a career in an industry related to physics”

 “I am pursuing a Bachelor of Science in applied physics with a biomedical 
emphasis”

 “I want to make a difference in physics”

 “I would like to be a leader in the field of (subfield) engineering”

 “I want to have at least two summer internships in (subfield)”

 “I want to continue on to a possible graduate school and then find a career 
somehow related to physics”

 “All these experiences have guided to me pursue mechanical engineering”

 “(class) gives me skill in writing lab reports using software like LaTeX”

 “I have been studying biological imaging techniques”
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STRONGER
WEAKER



Example: Dr. Lemke
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Indico: example statement
Can you identify any STAR stories?

Mark “personal goals” vs “soft skills” vs “technical knowledge”



Example: Dr. Lemke
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I intend to study optics or laser/atomic physics at Colorado. My experiences 
in this field includes research at NIST (Boulder) in the Time and Frequency 
Division, interning with Honeywell Aerospace in the Ring Laser Gyro Design 
Engineering group, and research done at Bethel with Dr. Richard Peterson, 
both in class and over the summer.

My work at NIST during the summer of 2005 was with the Student 
Undergraduate Research Fellowship program. I worked in Dr. Leo Hollberg’s
group, known as the Optical Standards Group, building an optical atomic 
clock based on laser-cooled Ytterbium atoms. My part of this large project 
was to frequency-characterize and -stabilize the laser that will serve as the 
local oscillator in the clock. Through this summer research, I gained much 
experience working with laser-cooling and trapping, laser linewidth 
measurements, feedback stabilization methods, and general optics and 
physics lab skills. Additionally, the summer showed me what physics research 
looks like in a professional research lab, and energized me to pursue research 
in graduate school.

self / goals           experiences / skills           soft skills



Example: Dr. Lemke
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I spent my junior year (including one summer) working at Honeywell in Minneapolis with the ring 
laser gyro design team.  My role was with the life team, working to design a longer-lived laser. 
Some of my duties included basic intern tasks (data acquisition and presentation) but many of 
them allowed me to get into the lab to conduct my own experiments. The most significant project I 
conducted was to monitor the spontaneous emission of the laser as a function of run current and 
gas mix ratio. While at Honeywell, I was able to learn about laser physics, develop skills of data 
interpolation and presentation, learn about working in an applied physics industry, and improve 
my oral communication skills by giving talks to teams of scientists and engineers about my 
projects. I left Honeywell to pursue my fellowship at NIST.

I have taken two courses at Bethel in my chosen field: Optics and Lasers. In the traditional Optics 
course, my semester-long project involved heterodyne interferometry of an expansion tube (or 
“ping-pong cannon”). The interferometer was used to track the rapid pressure change as a 
function of time near the end of the tube. Some of the work done in this course led to a month-long 
summer project that I was involved in, and it included such things as pulsed-Schlieren
photography of the same expansion tube.  In addition to these projects, I also performed a shorter 
project dealing with time-average holography of a resonating organ pipe. In the Lasers course, my 
project involved taking high-speed photographs and shadowgraph images of moving bullets with a 
pulsed-dye laser as the light source. Other lab exercises in this course included aligning the 
mirrors on a homemade Helium-Neon laser and using a scanning Fabry-Perot cavity to diagnose 
the mode spacing and fast linewidth of a laser.



Example: Dr. Lemke
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My plans for grad school are to pursue a Ph.D. in optics or atomic physics. 
Initially, I would welcome a teaching assistantship (I have served as an 
undergraduate teaching assistant at Bethel for 3 years), but ultimately I would 
like to find an interesting research project, and there are plenty such projects at 
CU that I think are very fascinating. My career goals are, like many individuals’, a 
bit uncertain. I do have an interest in working with students as a teacher, but I 
have a greater interest in working in research, especially in an applied physics 
industry. Thus, I have chosen to pursue the industrial researcher track for now, 
and optics is my industry. 

 He has lots more blue than green or orange! Your statements will start off 
heavier on the green/orange and transition over time toward blue.

 Class projects are a significant facet of his experience

 He makes all the discussion of classes and internships point in the same 
direction, toward his goal for graduate school


