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Introduction
Ø This presentation is based on my personal experience and

on what I learned while attending the lecture “Jobs and careers
in astronomy” given by prof. Eva Grebel in Heidelberg in 2013

Ø Topics I will cover:
• Types of postdocs
• What should you be doing during your PhD
• When to apply for postdocs
• Where to find the job ads
• How to prepare your application (in detail)

Ø Topics I won't cover:
• Interviews & negotiations
• Applying for tenure-track and tenured positions
• Non-academic careers



Types of postdocs
Ø “Normal” postdoc: someone got money to hire you and you are 

expected to work on a pre-defined project

ØFellowship: the University / research lab / faculty got money for you to 
work on your project (examples: Gliese fellowship in Heidelberg, Zwicky in 
Zurich, Nordita in Stockholm, CITA fellowship in Toronto, Hubble in USA)

ØResearch grant: you get money for yourself (sometimes also for your 
group) to work on your project and typically you decide where you take it 
(examples: DFG research grants, Marie Curie, Emmy Noether, ERC)

ØCommon characteristic: these are time-limited positions



My CV
Ø2006 – 2011 Nicolaus Copernicus University of Toruń, Poland

Bachelor and Master degree in Astronomy 

Ø2011 – 2014 Heidelberg University, Germany
Doctoral degree in the group of Kees Dullemond, member of IMPRS-HD

Ø2015 - 2018 University of Zurich, Switzerland
Postdoc position within the National Center of Competence in Research 
PlanetS

Ø2018 – 2022 Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, Germany
Postdoc position in the ERC Starting Grant-funded group of Til Birnstiel

Ø2021: winning the ERC Starting Grant myself

ØNow: Max Planck Institute for Solar System Research in Göttingen
Research Group Leader



How to increase your chances

Ø Publish

Ø Network
ØGo to conferences and talk to people
ØTalk to the visitors / seminar speakers
ØExist online – set your professional website early to be 

indexed high in search results!

Ø Gain some experience in proposal writing
ØApply for your own funding to go to a conference / school
ØApply for your own computing time
ØApply for money to organize a workshop or a seminar

Ø Gain technical experience
ØLearn different data reduction / analysis techniques
ØAcquire proficiency in different programming languages



When to apply?
Ø The peak of the job season is in the fall (deadlines October to 

December) for jobs starting the next fall.

Ø However, recently more positions are advertised outside of this schedule.

Ø You should start thinking about postdoc applications about one 
year before you plan to graduate or your current postdoc contract 
ends.



Where to find the job ads

Ø The job register of AAS: 
https://jobregister.aas.org/

Ø Specific newsletters (examples from my field: 
Exoplanets News, The Star Formation 
Newsletter)

Ø Website of your dream group / institution

Ø Your email (ask your supervisor to forward all 
the job advertisements he/she gets to you)

https://jobregister.aas.org/
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How to prepare the application
Ø Create all required documents

• Typically: cover letter (even if not mentioned in the ad), CV, 
publications list, statement of previous and future research / statement 
of research interests

Ø Follow the instructions and page limits
• Sometimes you will have to create an account in the university system 

and upload your application documents there, otherwise merge them 
into a single PDF

Ø Personalize the application
• Direct it to the right person (never use “To whom it may concern...”, 

“Dear Sir”, etc.)
• Tailor the CV / research statements: use keywords from the ad
• Learn about the group and make connection to their research in your 

application
Ø Spell-check and proofread!
Ø Ask your supervisor and colleagues for feedback on your application and 

iterate – have the first draft ready early!



Cover letter
Ø This is the first thing the reviewers will read

Ø It should be 1 to 2 pages
Ø It should be personal

Ø It should present your background

Ø If there are any particular requirements mentioned in 
the ad, explicitly mention if you fulfill those

Ø Explain why you are the best person for this position
Ø Mention your current situation (When does your 

contract end? Could you end it earlier if you get this 
job?)
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CV
Ø Unless there is a page limit, it can be as long

as it needs to include all relevant information.

Ø It should be easy to read:
– Font size 11 or 12 (unless specified otherwise)
– Clear structure.
– Enough space between sections.

Ø Differences between Europe and US:
– In Europe you are supposed to include your personal 

information such as date of birth, martial status, number of 
children, in US you never include those (you may be asked to 
include gender and race though).

– Photo: in Europe you may include a photo, in US you should 
not.



CV: Sections

Ø Personal information
– Name
– Work address, contact information (phone, email)
– Nationality
– Date of birth
– Gender
– Marital status, number of children

Ø Present position

Ø Education (reverse chronological order)

– Only Bachelor, Master, PhD

Ø Employment history (reverse chronological order)
– Only academic & research positions!



CV: Sections, cont'd.

Ø Honors and awards (if any)
Ø Training courses / technical skills
Ø Observing experience (if any)
Ø Teaching experience (if any)
Ø Funding (if any)
Ø Supervision experience (if any)
Ø Community service:

• Refereeing experience
• Committees, LOC / SOC
• Seminar organization, etc.

Ø Talks, posters, and conferences attended



Publications list
Ø If not requested as a separate document, just include it in the CV.

Ø Make a clear distinction between refereed and not-refereed 
publications (or: journal papers and conference proceedings).

Ø If you want to include unpublished papers, indicate their status 
(submitted or in prep.)

Ø Reverse chronological order.

Ø Format: Authors, title, year,
journal, volume, pages (or id).

Ø You may highlight your surname,
particularly if you are n-th author.

Ø Is the paper available in open 
access?



Research statement
Ø This part is very different for the “normal” postdoc application 

and fellowship!
• In the first case, you want the research plan to go along the 

outline presented in the job ad.
• In the second case, it should present an independent and 

innovatory ideas based on your previous experience and 
possible to realize within the postdoc lifetime.

Ø In both cases you want the research statement to highlight your 
major achievements and your connection to the research group / 
institute you are applying to (include references!)

Ø Don’t be overly modest, but don’t be dishonest either.

Ø It is a good idea to include some plots but make sure they will 
also look good printed in black and white.



Reference letters
Ø Whom to ask for the reference letter

– Your advisor (if you do not have a reference letter from your advisor, 
explain the situation in the cover letter)

– Your (senior) collaborators
– Your mentors

Ø Don’t just ask for *a* letter – ask if they are comfortable writing you 
a *strong* letter!

Ø Contact the recommendation letters writers well in time and make sure 
they know where to send / upload their letters. They will sometimes ask 
you for your application so start to prepare it early!

Ø People tend to give more weight to letters from their friends, so be 
aware of the politics!

Ø Female applicants: make the reference letter writers aware of the 
unconscious bias (google: “Avoiding gender bias in reference writing”)



Submission

Ø Don't exceed the deadline!

Ø Unless otherwise specified, submit your application in as a single pdf.

Ø Don't send huge files.

Ø Don't send published or unpublished papers (unless explicitly 
requested).

Ø When the addressee is an administrator or when submissions occur 
through a web page, you’ll usually get an acknowledgement.

Ø When the addressee is a professor who receives 100 applications and 
300 letters, he/she may not acknowledge receipt.

Ø Don’t start follow-up messages asking whether your application was 
received! Unless you received an error message it most likely was. 
You don’t want to compromise your chances by being a pain.



After submission

You can also check the Rumor Mill (but this is not 100% reliable) 
http://www.astrobetter.com/wiki/Rumor+Mill



“The earliest postdoctoral appointment was in 1931. 
That postdoc hopes to go on the faculty job market 

sometime in the next couple of years.”

from A. Ruben: “The Postdoc: A Special Kind of Hell”, Science, 2013



Good luck with your 
applications!

🍀


