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Message from the Committee 
 

In July, the Student Special Interest Group organised a special 

careers event for our members at the annual ASM conference in 

Hobart. Planning started months ago and we managed to secure 

four excellent speakers for this event, including Liz Hartland, 

Steve Djordjevic, Mark van Asten and Helen Smith. They each 

brought a unique perspective into the workshop. They talked about life in academia, industry 

and public health and the ‘highs’ and ‘lows’ associated with working in each of these sectors. 

Responses from the students were overwhelmingly positive, which shows how much the 

students appreciated the speakers for coming and giving us a glimpse of what it is like 

working in a variety of industry. You can find out a bit more about this event and the 

reactions from students in this newsletter. I thank the speakers once again for their 

willingness to share their experiences with budding microbiologists. I am also grateful to 

Hazel Mitchell (University of New South Wales) for hosting the event on my behalf. I must 

thank my co-organiser Jose Burgos (University of New South Wales), and members of the 

workshop advisory committee – Mitchell Groves (University of Queensland), Jennifer Mak 

(Abbott Molecular) and Sylvia Baltzer (Flinders University) for their fantastic input and for 

bringing this event together! I’d like to thank Tom Ross (University of Tasmania) for 

organizing the venue. Thank you to all of you who came to the workshop. 

 

To go with the theme of the workshop, we will look at post-PhD career options for those who 

want to stay in research and those who want to try something different. I interviewed 

Nadeem Kaakoush to ask him how having your own postdoctoral fellowship could help kick 

start your research career. I also spoke with Anna Brockhurst to learn about a career in 

consultancy. Many PhD graduates with a science background have gone into management or 

strategic consulting firms and are very successful at it because they have the problem solving 

capabilities required for the job. 

Si Ming Man | Student SIG Convenor | Department of Veterinary Medicine, University 

of Cambridge, UK 
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ASM Student Careers Workshop Report  
 

On the closing day of the 2011 Australian Society for Microbiology 

conference, the ASM Student Special Interest Group held a 

‘Careers in Microbiology’ workshop for postgraduate students. 

Chaired by Professor Hazel Mitchell, the workshop saw a panel of 

specially invited speakers discussing their respective fields of 

expertise and participating in a Q&A session with the student 

audience. The panel included Professor Liz Hartland (University of Melbourne), Associate 

Professor Steve Djordjevic (University of Technology Sydney), Mark van Asten 

(Diagnostic Technology) and Helen Smith (Queensland Health Forensic and Scientific 

Services).  

 

The invited speakers offered first-hand advice of the career options and pathways relevant to 

today’s microbiology students. The presenters touched on pathways to academia, government 

research, diagnostics and the commercial sector. Through personal accounts, students were 

also given a glimpse into the worlds of human clinical, veterinary and public health 

microbiology. During the Q&A session, the panel imparted a wealth of knowledge and 

advice on the back of interaction with the keen audience. Discussion topics arising from 

student queries included the value of networking, the pros and cons of multi-institutional 

research projects, and the importance of early-career affiliations and publications when 

applying for postdoctoral positions, fellowships and research grants. Advice from Liz 

Hartland and Steve Djordjevic also emphasised the importance of scientific mentors when 

looking to expedite the transition from a doctoral student to an early career scientist. The 

success of the workshop was reflected by the number of students that stayed on to network 

with one another at the completion of formal proceedings. The panel members happily 

continued to field questions and talk science with these enthusiastic students.  

 

Mitchell Groves | School of Agriculture and Food Sciences, University of Queensland | 
The photo above of Mitchell was taken by Larry Pitt Photography during the ASM 2011 public 
forum  
 



YOUR FEEDBACK  

 

“Thank you to the speakers – it was very helpful” 
 

 “The workshop ran perfectly. The presentations were excellent and they stimulated plenty 
of questions. I personally enjoyed the advice that was imparted. I hope the feedback 

suggest that the other students were equally as pleased. I’m certainly looking forward to 
ASM 2012” 

 
“Continue to secure presenters with a diverse background such as those today” 

 
“This session was an excellent session, very pleased to have attended” 

 
“It was really good” 

 
“It would be great to see more pre-conference promotion of this session in Brisbane 2012” 
 



Feedback from one of our speakers 

“It was an excellent workshop and congratulations to yourself and the other 
organisers. There was a good range of scientists showing a range of possible careers. 
The students were participative and there were quite a few questions in session and 

afterwards from the shyer ones. It was good to see some early career students. It was a 
surprise and a bit of a concern to me that a number of students hadn't realised the 

value of networking for their future careers. All in all an excellent workshop and I was 
very happy to be a part of it” 

 
Helen Smith | Reference Microbiology and Molecular Epidemiology Laboratories 
Public Health Microbiology Forensic and Scientific Services 
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Careers’ Corner 
 

PROFILE: Nadeem Kaakoush – NHMRC postdoctoral fellow 

Nadeem did his doctoral studies in the School of Medical Sciences at the 
University of New South Wales (UNSW), Sydney, Australia, where he 
investigated pathogenic Helicobacter and Campylobacter species. In 2008, he 
took up a Research Associate position in the School of Biotechnology and 
Biomolecular Sciences at UNSW, examining the role of mucosa-associated 
bacteria in IBD. Dr. Kaakoush has recently been awarded an NHMRC 
postdoctoral fellowship to further his research in this field. 
 
 
 

“a fellowship provides you with more research independence, 
more respect within your local academic community, and has 

greater impact when applying for academic positions” 
 
 
1. Tell us a little bit about your research 
 
My research focus can be divided into two areas of study. My first area of research is the 
study of the involvement of microbes in inflammatory bowel diseases (IBD) using high 
throughput sequencing and metabolomics. IBD are chronic inflammatory conditions of the 
gastrointestinal tract, with an unknown aetiology and a rising global incidence. IBD result in 
significant morbidity, with up to 80% of patients requiring surgery, and often rigorous 
antibiotic and immunosuppressant regimens after each episode. The general hypothesis 
regarding the aetiology of IBD is that gastrointestinal microbes or their by-products, in 
association with a disrupted gastrointestinal epithelium and/or environmental trigger, 
propagate a dysregulated immune response leading to chronic inflammation in genetically 
predisposed individuals. My second area of research is the study of the pathogenic 
mechanisms of Campylobacter concisus, an emerging intestinal pathogen. C. concisus has 
garnered increasing attention from the scientific community due to its association with 



periodontal disease, enteritis and more importantly, Crohn’s disease, one of the two major 
types of IBD. 
 
2. What inspired you to go down the academia career path? 
 
Initially, as a pre-Medical student during my undergraduate studies I found that I was always 
more interested in the novel questions posed by scientific research and the possible methods 
one could use to answer such questions rather than what was already known about the topic. 
This led me to pursue a career in research rather than a medical degree. Following from that, 
the opportunity to co-supervise and mentor undergraduate and postgraduate research students 
and see them succeed in their degrees inspired me to continue down this path. 
 
3. What is the difference between applying for a postdoctoral position and applying for a 

postdoctoral fellowship? When is it most appropriate to apply for a fellowship? 
 
The simplest explanation for a student would be that having a postdoctoral position (research 
associate) versus having a postdoctoral fellowship (fellow) is like having a scholarship from 
your supervisor’s grant versus having an Australian Postgraduate Award, or a scholarship 
directly from another funding body. To apply for a postdoctoral position would generally 
require you to work on a predefined project that has already been funded by a grant. In 
contrast, applying for a fellowship requires you to have much more input in the project you 
will work on as the assessment of your fellowship application will be on both your academic 
standing and the project you want to work on. Of course the project you develop will have to 
fit within the scope of the lab you work in. 
 
Even though fellowship applications are very competitive, there is no harm in applying for a 
fellowship straight out of a PhD. There is no limit on the number of times you apply for 
something if unsuccessful. In fact, the feedback provided would likely be beneficial for 
resubmission. The only limit I can think of, and graduates must be very aware of, is that 
many fellowships have a limit on the number of years you can be out of your PhD. For 
example, the limit for NHMRC postdoctoral fellowships was two years during my round of 
applications. 
 
4. What are the advantages of having a postdoctoral fellowship? 
 
The main advantage of having a fellowship as opposed to being a research associate would be 
the greater access to further funding. Funding bodies are more likely to award a postdoctoral 
fellow with research funding than a research associate because fellows would be more secure 
in their position and have already been successful in similar funding applications. Moreover, 
a fellowship provides you with more research independence, more respect within your local 
academic community, and has greater impact when applying for academic positions.  
 
5. What was the biggest obstacle you faced in your scientific career and how did you 

overcome this obstacle? 
 
I have been lucky throughout my career to not have faced big obstacles besides the usual 
problems arising from lack of funding, failed experiments and papers being rejected, all of 
which can be overcome with patience. However, having been in the field for nine years now, 
I would say the biggest obstacle is having a bad relationship with your supervisor. In contrast, 
a good relationship with your supervisor can be the difference between securing a great job in 



the future or not. Therefore, my advice would be to choose your supervisor and lab very 
wisely before you commit to doing a PhD somewhere. 
 
6. Do you think it is important to have overseas research experience? 
 
Definitely. Overseas research experience is one factor that assessors look at in a fellowship 
application. Travelling overseas also helps students understand how different labs function 
and helps you build collaborations with fellow researchers, collaborations which may lead to 
employment opportunities once you have completed your degree. 
 
7. If you would give anyone advice on how to be successful in your career path, what 

would you tell them? 
 
While this would be evident to most and may appear crude, so early in your career funding 
bodies will mostly base their assessment on the number and quality of publications you have. 
When applying for a research associate position, the techniques you master during your PhD 
may prove to be the key factor in employment. This is mainly because funding bodies expect 
fellows to learn and master a specific area of research whereas positions offered by a 
supervisor have a specific job to be done in a limited amount of time. 
 
I would also say that if you want a career path in academia then it is never too early to start 
looking at the types of postdoctoral fellowships available to you and their requirements. The 
easiest way to do this would be to get onto the mailing list of the Grant Management Office 
within your university or institute. Students should not limit their searches to the ARC and 
NHMRC, as many other specialised funding bodies, scientific companies and philanthropy 
organisations provide fellowships. Moreover, getting involved in a grant application with 
your supervisor during your PhD, while it requires an immense amount of extra work, can 
prove vital in both your experience with applications and your future success. 

 

“ it is never too early to start looking at the types of 
postdoctoral fellowships available to you” 

 

 

PROFILE: ANNA BROCKHURST – Management Consultant�

Anna is from Melbourne, and is a professional and experienced 
project and change management consultant. Her consulting 
experience spans 12 years, across global clients and a range of 
industries. She has a business degree and a post graduate 
certificate in entrepreneurship and innovation. She has worked in 
a range of industries, including retail, property, mobile 
telecommunication network development, water, financial, oil and 
gas, aggregates, and environmental carbon reduction. She has 
developed and implemented behavioural change programs across 
a range of locations, such as London, Pembroke, Wales, Kazakhstan and Los Angeles. 
More recently she has focused on cultural change programs, developing energy and 
carbon reduction programs for numerous large companies in the aggregates sector and 
working with Carbon Trust UK. This year she is spending her time on a Sales 



Transformation program to improve the effectiveness of a global sales force and align 
their use of the systems tools and processes available to them. 
�

“I would expect scientific research would give you a very 
clear methodical mindset, this can be important in 

consulting” 
�

1. What is consultancy? 
 
Consultants provide expert or professional advice to others. A medical doctor can often be 
referred to as a consultant, so it’s the same principal and a consultant has varying degrees of 
technical knowledge required depending on what it is you are a consultant in. Business 
consultancy is about coming into companies and helping them achieve a range of needs. For 
example, helping companies develop and implement Energy and Carbon Reduction 
programs. In my experience much of consulting is about being energetic and have the drive to 
help businesses move from where they are today to where they need to be. 

 
2. Tell us a little bit about your company and your role within the company. 

 
I am a freelance Change Management Consultant, I have two main clients I work for; a 
boutique consulting company called the Sysdoc Group in the UK and Changeworks in 
Australia. In both I wait for them to win a contract and if the consulting role within this 
project suits my skill set I am contracted in to do the job. 
The main difference between being a freelancer and a paid staff member of a consulting 
company is that I am responsible for my own professional development. 

 
3. What is the most exciting part of your job? 

 
New clients – for me it is exciting meeting new people and building new relationships. My 
work was once likened to starting a new job with every client; some years I may work with 
three or four different clients, so it is like starting three or four new jobs a year.  
 
4. What is the worst aspect of your job? 
 
Consulting can be very tiring. Going to new places, using new computer systems, meeting 
new expectation requires constant adjustment, which means often not staying long enough to 
build that sense of belonging. 
 
5. What do you look for in a good consultant? 

 
Strong relationship building skills, good listening and strong problem solving capabilities.  
You need to be flexible and handle stressful project environments within short deliverable 
timeframes. You also need to be logical, organised and have good written and oral 
communication skills. 



 
6. Do you think PhD students with a microbiology background are suitable for 

consultancy positions? 
 

I think everyone with the skills outlined above (Q5) can be a consultant regardless of their 
technical skill set. I would expect scientific research would give you a very clear methodical 
mindset, this can be important in consulting but you need to be flexible around that 
methodology at times. I think you need to think about what sort of consultant you want to be, 
maybe one that focuses within the medical or research industry. A working knowledge of an 
industry is valuable but not key. 

 
7. What advice would you give PhD students who are considering a career in consulting?  

 
When looking to who it is you would like to work for be aware of the churn that the big 
consulting companies have on junior consultants. You will learn a lot but you will also work 
very hard. But these graduate programs are a good first step into a sector which sells its 
people as its product, so it is important to build on your CV in whatever manner is possible. 

 
Just keep in mind that if you do not have the above skills (Q5), then consulting can be 
difficult. No matter how technically brilliant you are, if you do not form good client 
relationship and are unable to gain the trust of the client you will find consulting a difficult 
place to be.   

 
Good luck! 
�
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