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Two Critical Career
Transitions

TRANSITION 1

PhD to Postdoctoral
Scholar

From student to research specialist

Each transition requires a new professional narrative

%

TRANSITION 2

Postdoc to Senior
Role

From advanced trainee to independent colleague

Success requires intentional repositioning



The Core Shift: Potential to
Trajectory

Promise & Aptitude Momentum & Direction

Early stages Mid-career

"What is this scholar becoming?"

Committees evaluate demonstrated momentum, not just potential

LEADERSHIP

Independent Scholar

Senior roles



What Committees
Evaluate

O O

Scholarly Growth Intellectual
Independence

Evidence of intellectual development and research maturation over
Distinct research agenda separate from mentors and collaborators

time
Professional Leadership
Maturity Readiness

Collegiality, collaboration skills, and professional communication Alignment with departmental mission and institutional fit



Common PhD Applicant
Misalignments

| O Research Statements Read Like Dissertations

Focusing on past work instead of future trajectory and postdoctoral goals
Using phrases like "learning," "training," or "under supervision" instead of demonstrating agency

| O Language Signaling Student Status

Failing to explain why this specific postdoc is strategically essential for career goals

| D Unclear Postdoctoral Value Articulation

Misalignment stems from positioning, not ability—reframe your narrative




Demonstrating Scholarly
Independence

Intellectual Ownership

Distinct research agenda showing clear intellectual leadership

Leadership Publications

First-author papers demonstrating independent contribution

Future Pathways

Clear funding strategies and collaboration plans

THE PROGRESSION

TRAINING
Building skills

TRAJECTORY

Gaining momentum

2

LEADERSHIP

Independent scholar




Reflection Questions

Where do you still present as a trainee?

What signals of independence are visible in your work?

What story would a hiring committee tell about you?

Take a moment to reflect and discuss with a colleague




Key Takeaways

Career
Transitions Are
Identity
Transitions

Moving from PhD to postdoc to

senior roles requires reshaping how
you present yourself professionally

Evaluation
Criteria
Evolve
Across
Stages

What committees seek changes
from potential to trajectory to

leadership at each career level

Intentional
Positioning
Improves
Success

Strategic self-presentation and
narrative alignment significantly

increase competitiveness



Action Steps for
Success

PhD — Postdoc
Transition

Building research independence

Reframe Your Research Statement

Position dissertation as launching point, not endpoint—articulate
2-3 future research questions

Eliminate Student Language

Replace "learning," "training," "assisted with" with "developed,"
"led," "designed"

Build Strategic Narrative

Clearly explain why this specific postdoc advances your research
trajectory

Secure Strong Letters

Request references emphasizing independence, initiative, and
future potential

Postdoc — Senior Role
Transition

Demonstrating leadership readiness

Establish Distinct Identity

Demonstrate clear intellectual separation from doctoral and postdoc
advisors

Develop 5-7 Year Vision

Articulate coherent research program with funding strategy and
collaboration plans

Build Leadership Portfolio

Pursue first-author publications, mentoring roles, and service
opportunities

Align with Institutional Fit

Research department needs and frame contributions to
departmental mission



Reflection: PhD to
Postdoc

Take 10 minutes to reflect and write down your responses

What are 2-3 research questions that extend beyond your dissertation?

Review your CV: Where do you use "learning," "training," or "assisted"? How can you reframe these as
leadership actions?

Why is this specific postdoc essential for your research trajectory? What skills, collaborations, or
resources does it uniquely provide?

Who can speak to your independence and initiative? What specific examples should they highlight in
recommendation letters?




Reflection: Postdoc to Senior
Role

Take 10 minutes to reflect and write down your responses

How is your research agenda intellectually distinct from your doctoral and postdoctoral advisors?
What makes it uniquely yours?

What will your research program look like in 5-7 years? What funding sources will sustain it? Who are
your ideal collaborators?

What evidence of scholarly leadership can you demonstrate? (First-author papers, mentoring, grants,
service, invited talks)

How does your work address this department's specific needs? What unique contributions would you
bring to their mission?




Academic Career Transition Resources

University of South Carolina

Tools to support the shift from trainee to independent colleague

Research Statements & Scholarly Narrative

e National Postdoctoral Association

Career development and research-statement resources

https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/page/Resourcelibrary
¢ University of Chicago — Academic Job Market Guide

Research statements and proposal development

https://grad.uchicago.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Research-Statements-and-Proposals-AJM-2018.pdf
¢ Inside Higher Ed — Career Advice

Search committee expectations and job-market insights

https://www.insidehighered.com/opinion/career-advice

Academic CVs & Positioning

¢ Inside Higher Ed Careers

Faculty job postings, CV guidance, and hiring trends
https://careers.insidehighered.com/



Trajectory, Leadership & Hiring Readiness

Preparing for Postdoctoral and Senior Scholarly Roles

Demonstrating momentum, independence, and institutional fit

Academic Interviews & Job Talks

¢ University of Michigan — Center for Research on Learning and Teaching (CRLT)

Interview preparation and the academic hiring process

https://crlt.umich.edu/interviewing
https://crlt.umich.edu/academic-job-hiring-process

Postdoctoral Career Development

¢ National Postdoctoral Association

A Postdoc's Guide to Career Development

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.nationalpostdoc.org/resource/resmgr/2019_launch/resources/pdcareer/postdoc_s_guide_to_career_de.pdf



How the Career Center Can
Help

Graduate Student Advising
Specialized career guidance for doctoral and postdoctoral scholars

Your Career
CV & Application Materials Journey Starts
Expert review of CVs, research statements, and cover letters Here

Schedule an appointment to discuss your

academic career transition strategy

Mock Interviews & Job Talks
Practice academic interviews and presentations with feedback T Visit Us

Thomas Cooper Library

5th Floor

One-on-One Career Coaching @ online
Personalized support for navigating academic career paths sc.edu/career
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