Albion College

Chemistry Department

Chemistry Careers Checklist

For Juniors and Seniors

As chemistry students move into their last two years at Albion, they usually fall into three groups.  About a third of our majors go directly into the chemical industry, another third enter graduate programs in chemistry and biochemistry, and the remaining third enter medical, dental or other health professional programs.  Pre-med students have clear-cut guidelines from their target programs and the Pre-Health Institute.  This checklist is meant to help those headed for graduate school and industry know how to prepare for the transition from Albion College to the next stage of their careers.

 Juniors

1.  You should take as many chemistry courses as you can.  Industrial chemists often need to complete many different types of tasks – especially in small companies.  A similar argument applies to graduate school:  you don’t know what you’ll end up doing, so the more you know the better off you will be.  More experience with chemistry will also help you figure out which sub-field you like best.  The seminar program can be useful in broadening your concept of what chemists do.  This will simplify your application decisions whether you are industry or grad. school bound.  

2.  You should take as many writing courses as you can.  Your documents will represent you next year as you apply for jobs and/or graduate school.  You might be a genius, but if you write like an 8th grader, you’re out of luck.

3.  You should arrange a research internship for the summer.  Whether at Albion or elsewhere, this is a key experience and sets you apart from the competition.  If successful, off-campus and at a company, it often leads to the first job offer.  If successful, off-campus and at a research school, it often leads to an offer of acceptance into a Ph.D. program.  The NSF sponsors a number of REU programs (Research Experiences for Undergraduates) at schools across the nation.  You can find a link to the NSF-REU website on the chemistry department homepage.  The Chemistry department has connections at many local companies, see your friendly chemistry faculty member for help.
4.  Start thinking about what you want to do.  Your choices include: 

The immediate good money, varied experiences (not all industrial chemists work in the lab), mostly sane working hours, but limited potential of a B.A. in industry; or –

The intense immersion in science, laboratory research experience, teaching experience, long working hours, expanded potential, and eventual significant salary improvement associated with a Ph.D.  (Note:  we hear no financial complaints from our friends in industry; all bets are off if you go into teaching like us.)

These are just the most common options.  They are not necessarily the best for you!  We have many graduates working in sales, marketing and management positions.  Some are happily doing web-design, some are teaching high school, some are running their own companies.

5.  Become an ACS student member.  This will introduce you to the incredible support network of the American Chemical Society.  For about $25 a year you’ll get C&E News and free access to the best chemistry job web-site on the planet.  C&E News is full of position announcements which you can read to familiarize yourself with the possibilities.  It also includes some good science, science policy, chemical business news and even a few funny stories at the end.  You can’t afford not to take advantage of ACS student membership.

6.  Decide when/if to take the GRE.  The general test is offered on-line only, and only at specific sites.  The chemistry or biochemistry subject tests are offered in November, December and April.  Get details at GRE.com., and make sure you sign up well in advance.  It’s not as bad as they make it sound.

Seniors

The Fall of your senior year should be used to make some sort of decision about what you do and don’t want to do.  This is not as scary as it sounds.  Usually people can eliminate several sub-fields immediately.  If you know that you want to go to graduate school – great.  If you know that you want to get a job right away – outstanding.  If you aren’t sure – no problem; apply for both!  This will probably get you some nice tours, maybe a free trip, and almost definitely a free lunch or two.  Ahhh… the Glory!  Some specifics for each track are outlined below.

Industrial Track

The hiring season begins in the Spring, so prepare in the Fall.  You’ll need a resume, an idea of what you want to do and where you want to do it, and at least one suit that makes you look as conservative as Richard Nixon at a Drag Ball.


The requirements for many industrial positions are extremely specific, but entry-level positions for B.A./B.S. level chemists usually hinge on two factors:  excitement about the science and ability to communicate with others about the field.  You are not expected to know the material as well as your professors.  You are expected to have a grasp of basic principles and important facts.  If you are looking for an analytical/physical position:  know how the instruments work and what their limitations are.  If you are looking for a synthetic position, know your sophomore reaction chemistry very well.  Which facts, which principles, and the depth required varies from company to company and also between sub-fields, of course.  You won’t know exactly how much they expect until you get to the interview, so relax and do your best.  One blown interview does not end a career – it just makes you better prepared for the next interview.  Relax, our students have done very well, and you are in good shape because you’ve been exposed to more research and more modern instrumentation than most who came before you.  Here’s what you need to prepare:

1. The Resume.  This is a very condensed, ONE PAGE MAXIMUM LENGTH document.  The average employer looks at it for about 30 seconds.  It only needs to be perfect, because the human resource people screen these things and are sometimes given blanket statements like, “leave out any resume’s with typos”, or “throw out the applications with hand-written envelopes”.  Don’t obsess on this stuff – therein lies madness.  Just do your best and all will work out.  The career development office can start you here, but DO NOT DEPEND on them.  Get a draft together early, and then see one of your professors for content evaluation.  The department knows some good professional resume designers and proofreaders if you are interested.  The ACS meeting is a great place to distribute these, and ACS student members have access to the incredible chemistry job sites on-line.  (http://www.acs.org/portal)  This is very helpful and used by thousands of companies.

2.  The cover letter.  You should customize a cover letter for each application.  Essentially, they want to see that you’ve thought about that position because it’s in their best interest to interview/hire people who have a personal stake in that particular job.  If you are just one of the crowd, your interview chances are reduced.  So, write a letter explaining why THAT job is the one you want, and why you’re qualified.  Don’t lie, don’t brag (O.K., maybe just a bit), be creative, be honest.  (See Take Many Writing Courses above.)  Apply early and make sure your transcripts are ordered in plenty of time if they are requested.

3.  The interview.  Sign up for a mock interview at the Career development office – they’ll ask you some of the standard filter questions.  Get one of your professors to give you a few sample technical questions.  Research the company – find out what areas they compete in, what products they currently rely on for revenue, what areas they are reported/rumored to be moving towards, have a list of questions for them.  Dress well, sleep well the night before, be early, be attentive and excited about the position.  You should ask about salary, but not first thing.  Your first interest is in the science and the atmosphere – will you be intellectually stimulated?  Will you enjoy working there?  Will you be learning and productive?  This is not just for you, this is what they want as well.  If you’re into what you’re doing, you’ll get more done.  After you’ve seen the company and the lab and had the position explained and met a few people, you’ll usually get a last interview with a manager of some sort.  She or he is the person to ask about salary and benefits.

4.  Offers and negotiating. If you get an offer, celebrate!  But don’t accept it right away.  First, you might get others elsewhere that you prefer.  Second, you may want to negotiate.  Our students have done very well recently.  You should not be bashful here.  If you ask for more, they might give it to you.  If you don’t, they won’t.  If they say no, you can still accept the first offer and start to work.  Check with your professors to see what people were offered last year – and remember the department when you need tax write-offs.

Graduate Track

Just in case you were wondering, graduate school is a great bargain if you love chemistry.  They pay you to get your Ph.D., and waive your tuition.  You may still have to pay some fees.  It’s usually not a great idea to try it simply because you can’t think of a better option.  We all remember it fondly, and are very glad we did it, but wouldn’t want to do it again because it is very intense.  Grad school is for the young and energetic – you! 

1.  Register for the tests.  Make sure you register for and take the GRE subject test in November or December.  April is usually too late.  You should take the general test as well.  Most schools will want both scores.  Don’t let the pre-meds freak you out.  Some review is necessary, KAPLAN like obsession is not.

2.  Consider many graduate schools.  The criteria here are as varied as the student.  Some apply at all the best, and some of the next-best schools with reputation and quality of program as their only guide.  Others restrict this search based on geographical, family or significant-other constraints.  Some of us just get in where we can.  Some apply at only a few schools, some take the shotgun approach.  Generally good advice includes the following:

a)  Get out of Michigan – you need to broaden your life experience, and this is a great opportunity to live in a different environment for a while.
b)  Don’t work in the same specific area in which you did your undergraduate research.  It’s OK to do biochemistry if your thesis is in biochemistry.  It’s just not a good idea to do the exact same type of biochemistry for your graduate work.
c)  Choose programs with at least two or three professors actively doing work you are interested in doing.

d)  Use the web to research schools and get application materials – Get a filing system based on deadlines for applications.  Don’t forget you’ll need lead time for transcripts.  

3.  Apply early at a range of schools.   


a)  When applying, don’t send them any money.  They won’t complain, they need you.

b)  You can apply on-line a many schools.  Be careful when you do this.  Email has made us very casual and this is not a time to be casual.  Write your documents in Word, re-write them, let them sit for a while and write them again.  Then, copy and paste into an on-line application – not before!

c)  Have transcripts and letters of recommendation sent early.  Request them even earlier!

4.  Choose a school.


a)  Many schools will pay for your visit, including travel


b)  Ask lots of questions, including, “What questions should I be asking that I’m not?”  

c)  Don’t choose based on differences in your stipend – they are usually so small it doesn’t matter!

