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The postdoc menu
Some people take one look at a menu and know exactly what they want. But at
every table there’s one person who looks at the menu and freezes. They make
lists of possibilities, including back-ups in case a dish has run out. They come up
with formulas that take into account their affinity for each ingredient and when
they last ate a similar dish. Invariably they have a few food allergies too. 

When you’re a grad student, picking a postdoc is like choosing dinner at a
particularly huge restaurant. The menu is daunting, and factoring in each
ingredient just makes it worse. Should you try the new field you keep reading
about (read: Chilean sea bass) or one you’ve tried before (read: salmon)?
Should you choose the lab that addresses interesting questions with novel
techniques (read: sous vide) or familiar favourites (read: roast)? Is now the time
to see whether that allergy to cnidarians was just a phase?

Choosing a postdoc has one notable advantage over restaurant dilemmas:
you can apply to more than one place — like taking a taste of all the dishes 
that intrigue you. Graduate school has made me better at making informed
decisions, but deciding on a postdoc isn’t going to come down to a magic
formula. Still, having sent out application letters for positions this week, I will
interact with each lab before committing to my future scientific sustenance. ■

Milan de Vries is a molecular-biology graduate student at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology.

Good mentors are hard to find. As
graduate students in Clint MacDonald’s
laboratory, we recognize the positive
effect that expert mentoring can have
on a student’s career. In the past Clint
has won the graduate school’s Teacher 
of the Year award here at Texas Tech
University Health Sciences Center,
showing that others also know he is a
great teacher. He has been described 
as humble, patient and approachable.
However, it is his sincerity that makes
him a great mentor.

Professor MacDonald constantly
works with us when he is busy. He
spent weekends helping Ebtesam
Attaya perfect her dissertation defence
presentation. He spent an hour
introducing Ganesh Shankarling to the
lab despite a looming grant-application
deadline. He literally has an open-door
policy and despite being one of the
most productive scientists in our
department (he was awarded an
Independent Scientist Award from the
National Institutes of Health in addition
to his ample laboratory funding), he
takes time for all students here. 

MacDonald is not just available to
talk science. All of us have benefited
from his countless notes on how to
make a better presentation, poster 
or paper. Andrew Hockert said that
MacDonald’s long hours and helpful
advice allowed him to give his best

seminar ever. MacDonald gives
abundant notes on every abstract that
leaves the lab, always teaching us how
to produce stimulating documents and
presentations. His expertise in this area
is exemplified in his students: we have
won our institution’s research-poster
competition for the past three years. 

However, MacDonald’s mentoring is
best illustrated in how he develops our
careers. He encourages most of us to
take extra classes to give us the skills
we want to take to our next job, even
when such classes require time away
from the lab. He also brings us to
meetings, introduces us to important
researchers and speaks exceedingly
highly of each of us during his talks.
Even after we leave the lab, he
continually writes letters of
recommendation, offers career advice
and supports us however he can. 

MacDonald is a great mentor
because he sincerely wants the best for
each of us. We are honoured to be able
to congratulate and thank Clint for his
years of mentoring. We also hope that
others too will consider mentoring a key
part of their duties as a scientist. ■

Wyatt McMahon, Ebtesam Attaya,
Toni Denison, Andrew Hockert and
Ganesh Shankarling are graduate
students in Clint MacDonald’s
laboratory at Texas Tech University
Health Sciences Center, Lubbock.

Zachary Fisk has followed the footsteps of some
formidable physicists — and then blazed his own trail. Not
only was his father president of Bell Labs in New Jersey,
Fisk worked at Los Alamos National Laboratory alongside
some of the Manhattan Project crowd while taking a break
from his undergraduate study at Harvard University. At Los
Alamos his interest in synthesizing chemicals created a
bond with his mentor, Bernd Matthias. Fisk helped set up
Matthias’s lab at the University of California, San Diego,
and later, as Matthias’s graduate student, Fisk made huge
numbers of intermetallic compounds to explore their
superconducting and magnetic properties. 

After Matthias died, Fisk was offered a job at Los
Alamos. He worked out a ‘poor man’s’ technique for
growing crystals from molten metals as they cool. The
soon-to-become Los Alamos director Siegfried Hecker
wanted to study radioactive metals for bomb research, 
so Fisk grew crystals to help him. His work took on an
exploratory nature: “I’m more of a hunter-gatherer,” he
says of his interest in finding systems where physics plays
out simply. Fisk sought to legitimize the military work to
the community by promoting its societal applications — 
in the process establishing Los Alamos as a powerhouse in
condensed matter physics. 

Later, Fisk followed the National High Magnetic Field
lab’s move to Florida State University at Tallahassee to 
take advantage of its magnetic probes. These are useful 
for experiments with heavy-fermion materials whose
properties lie at the boundary of magnetism — his forte. 

Indeed, Fisk has met with success working at the
boundaries of science. “Bridging the gap between what
solid-state chemists and condensed matter physicists are
interested in was not easy,” he says. “But it was where the
interesting science was happening.” 

Family considerations brought him to the University 
of California, Davis, two years ago. Eager to get back to 
the San Diego region, Fisk recently joined the faculty at
University of California, Irvine, where he plans to continue
his lifelong work on heavy-fermion intermetallics and their
superconductive roots. Fisk has never forgotten Matthias’s
advice to comb the literature for data, not conclusions.
Matthias contended that people are much better at
measuring things than understanding their significance.
Fisk agrees. “Developing a nose for when something
doesn’t add up allows you to go to new places,” he says. 
Virginia Gewin ■

MOVERS 
Zachary Fisk, distinguished professor of physics,
University of California, Irvine

2003–2006: Professor of
physics, University of
California, Davis
2002–2003: Bernd T. Matthias
visiting scholar, Los Alamos
National Laboratory, New
Mexico
1994–2003: Professor of
physics, Florida State
University, Tallahassee, Florida

Thank you, Professor MacDonald

Nature  Publishing Group ©2006


	The postdoc menu


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice


