
VOLUME 2 • ISSUE 18 • NOVEMBER 2011

The NICHD Connection

November 2011
INSIDE THIS ISSUE

A New Website for the NIH 

Intramural Research Program

1

Letter from the Editor 2

Former Fellow Follow-up with 

Dr. Xiangyun Qiu

2

Interesting Opportunity: The Sim 

Man’s Woes, a Postbac Gem

5

Committee Corner Column: 

October Meeting Recap

6

A Letter from Jason Riley 

Discussing NICHD Intramural 

Sports

7

The Top Ten Questions During 

Job Interviews

8

November Announcements 9

November Events 10

PhD Comics 10

EDITOR IN CHIEF

Shana R. Spindler, PhD

Shana.Spindler@gmail.com

LAYOUT & DESIGN

Nichole Jonas

CONTRIBUTORS

Heather Dolan

Fiona Mitchell, PhD

Jason Riley, PhD

Megan Sampley, PhD

Shana R. Spindler, PhD

PHOTOGRAPHY

Stock.XCHNG

A New Website for the NIH IRP
By Shana Spindler, PhD

If you’d like to learn about a particular 
person, place, or thing, what’s the 
first thing you do? Naturally, you 
Google it. You then scan through 
hundreds—if not thousands—of 
links to find the most relevant hit. 
Given the importance of this search 
method, most organizations, from 
large universities down to small 
businesses, have an online website to 
showcase their talents. Would you 
believe, then, that since the inception 
of online search engines, the NIH 
Intramural Research Program (IRP) has not had a unified online presence? 

Now, we do.

“The need to better promote the IRP has been kicked around for years,” 
said Director of Communications for the NIH Office of Intramural Research, 
Christopher Wanjek, who played a major role during the development of 
the new site. “Various ICs [Institutes and Centers] had nice websites for their 
intramural program, but there was no central source for information about the 
NIH IRP.”
 
NIH leadership spawned the vision for a unified IRP website during the 2008 
Scientific Directors’ Retreat. The Scientific Directors (SDs) charged two deputy 
SDs, Dr. Andy Baxevanis and Dr. Michelle Bennett, with the task to direct the 
endeavor. For over two years, a trans-NIH committee, multiple subcommittees, 
and participants during the 2009 “I Am Intramural” information-gathering 
campaign collectively designed the new IRP site.

For scientists at the NIH, the new site offers a centralized location to highlight 
the innovative research that is conducted every day. The site also stands to 
enhance multidisciplinary collaborations amongst institutes, one of the unique 
and exciting aspects of working at the NIH. 

(continued on page 3)
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Letter from the Editor

This month’s issue has a bit of everything, from 
a “Former Fellow Follow-up” to an “Interesting 
Opportunity.” The NICHD Fellows Committee 
reports the latest information from the October 
committee meeting, and Dr. Jason Riley offers 
an appeal for a new NICHD sports team. This 
packed issue is rounded out with information 
about the new NIH Intramural Research 
Program (IRP) website, the top ten interview 
topics straight from the latest Interviewing Skills 
Workshop, and the November announcements
and events.

If you haven’t seen the new NIH IRP website yet, 
I highly recommend that you check it out at irp.
nih.gov. A lot of thoughtful planning clearly went 
into the site’s content and layout. For no other 
reason, browsing through some of the research 
highlighted on the new site is a wonderful 
morale booster. 

Your Editor in Chief,
Shana R. Spindler, PhD

Questions, comments, or ideas? Contact us at 
Shana.Spindler@gmail.com.

Former Fellow Follow-up with Dr. Xiangyun Qiu

The NICHD Connection caught up with former 
NICHD fellow Dr. Xiangyun Qiu, assistant professor 
of physics at The George Washington University, 
to ask him a few questions about his career track in 
academics:     

Q: What’s your typical day like as an assistant professor 
at an academic institution?

A: As a bike-commuter, I greatly enjoy both going to 
work and going home. I usually start my day with 
reading the most recent papers in the field for an 
hour. I will spend the rest of the morning writing 
grant proposals, papers, emails, and preparing 
for my class. I teach in the afternoons (three days 
a week) and spend the rest of the afternoon in 
my lab doing my own experiments or working 
with my students. This would be an ideal day for 
me. We have many other commitments to the 

university and the 
scientific communities 
that grow with time.

Q: How did you find open 
positions at universities?

A: All of the positions that 
I applied to were found 
from career websites 
such as Science, Nature, 
and Physics Today. I think essentially all such 
positions would be advertised.

Q: Please describe the application/hiring process.  Did it 
take a long time?

A: It took about 9 months from the beginning 
to the end, in my case. Faculty hiring in 

(continued on page 4)
2

VOLUME 2 • ISSUE 18 • NOVEMBER 2011

http://www.irp.nih.gov
http://www.irp.nih.gov
mailto:Shana.Spindler@gmail.com


(continued from page 1)

To the non-NIH scientist, the NIH can too easily 
be viewed as one of Uncle Sam’s pockets, a place 
where grants are reviewed and money is awarded. 
A major goal of designing the site is to show non-
NIH scientists the depth of research performed on 
NIH campuses and to inspire collaborations with 
intramural labs. 

For those scientists who are seeking the next step 
in their careers, the site will hopefully help them 
select the NIH as their new home. “Many postdocs 
don’t know the wealth of training opportunities 
here,” said Wanjek. The site aims to reveal this 
secret.

When I learned that the NIH IRP officially released 
its first comprehensive webpage, I flashed back to 
my own search for a NIH postdoctoral position: 
My husband, an officer in the United States Air 
Force, received word that he would be stationed in 
Washington D.C. I was in my final months of grad 
school in Los Angeles, and my husband’s hop across 
the country drastically limited my postdoctoral 
options. Luckily, NIH was within my narrow 
geographical scope. I Googled “NIH Research.”

After several attempts to find a website that 
offered information about NIH research at the NIH 
campus, my short attention span prevailed and I 
consulted my committee members who gave me 
a few names to contact to learn about the NIH 

intramural program. A few months later, I secured 
a position at a lab within the NICHD. Whether I 
could find information online or not, my sights were 
set on NIH, but what about the curious scientist 
who is unaware of opportunities at the NIH and is 
searching for the best place to start his/her scientific 
career? An NIH IRP online presence may make the 
difference between losing potential candidates and 
attracting the best scientists in the world—who will 
hopefully become your intramural collaborators!

In less than 15 minutes of browsing the new 
IRP site, I learned that the NIH traces back to 
1887 and that there are approximately 1100 
principal investigators on the NIH campuses. I 
also discovered quick access to The NIH Catalyst, 
a newsletter-style publication about intramural 
research, as well as a “Research in Action” page, 
which includes inspirational stories about the people 
who make up the intramural program.

This new IRP site helps put faces to the institutes, 
transforming a colossal organization into the 
collective work of thousands of talented and highly 
motivated people trying to improve the lives around 
them. I assure you that it’s worth a few minutes of 
your time checking out what Wanjek has lovingly 
called the “Hitchhiker’s guide to NIH research.”

Visit the NIH Intramural Research Program website 
at irp.nih.gov.

A New Website for the NIH IRP
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Former Fellow Follow-up with Dr. Xiangyun Qiu
(continued from page 2)

non-medical-school departments like mine 
syncs with the academic calendar, while medical 
schools may hire year-round. New ads for open 
positions appear continuously starting in July, 
or even the next January, with deadlines from 
October to February. Interviews are scheduled 
from December to March or April. Offers are 
made from January (or even earlier) to as late as 
May. In short, one should ideally have his or her 
application package ready by the end of summer 
and keep applying until the next January. It should 
be noted that the whole process can be as short 
as a few months for a truly exceptional candidate.

Q: Do you have any advice for fellows who are thinking 
about entering this career field?

A: I would consider passion in research as the most 
important because you are expected to do well 
in research while given many other responsibilities 
that also take a lot of time. Equally important are 
sincere interests in teaching and mentoring.

Q: On average, how many hours per week do you spend 
teaching, versus writing grants, versus managing the 
lab?

A: I teach one course per semester. As a beginner, 
I spend about 30 hours per week on teaching. 
Setting up the lab is time consuming in the first 
year, probably averaging 15 hours per week. I 
spent as much remaining time as possible on grant 
writing. It is difficult to count the exact working 
hours. I try to make it reasonably achievable.

Q: What are the main differences between academic 
institutions (like GW) and research institutions (like 
NIH) that you have seen?

A: I think teaching and service are the major 
differences, as they are fundamental in academic 
institutions. Another difference is that graduate 
students are the main working force in academia 
and mentoring is a significant part of research. I 
should clarify that I have never been a principal 
investigator in research institutions.

Q: Any final tips about your career field for other 
NICHD fellows who are interested in academia?

A: I think academia is ideal for those interested in 
research, teaching, and service. 
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Interesting Opportunity: The Sim Man’s Woes, a 
Postbac Gem 
By Heather Dolan

Picture this: You are a young attending 
doctor, having just recently finished your 
fellowship in emergency medicine. You are 
near the end of a grueling 12-hour shift when 
a five-year-old patient is admitted into the 
hospital with a bad cough. As the doctor 
assigned to his case, you perform a chest 
X-ray, which reveals the presence of masses 
in the central thoracic cavity. To gain more 
information about the patient’s condition, a 
CT scan is required.

While laying the patient down to sedate him 
prior to the CT scan, the patient’s cough 
becomes a crisis situation as his heart rate 
plummets and he nearly stops breathing. You 
realize that the relaxation of his chest muscles 
upon lying down has pushed the masses into 
his lungs, cutting off his pulmonary circulation. 
However, you quickly push this thought out 
of your mind as you focus on reviving your 
patient. The question is: how?

This is a situation that was acted out using 
one of the patient simulators during ICU 
Simulator Rounds, a program that provides 
training for doctors who are doing a 
fellowship in Critical Care Medicine at the 
NIH Clinical Center. All postbacs affiliated 
with the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National 
Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (NICHD) are permitted to 
attend the Simulator Rounds as volunteers, 
and others too, space permitting. 

The doctor responding to the simulated 

situation, 
in the first 
year of a 
Critical Care 
fellowship, 
was quick 
on his feet, 
rapidly 
firing out 
instructions 
that 
ultimately 
saved the 
patient’s life. 
While a plastic 
mannequin in 
an emergency 
situation is perhaps not as thrilling as an 
episode of Grey’s Anatomy, it’s definitely more 
informative.

In the two Simulator Rounds sessions that 
I observed, I learned, among other things, 
that Amiodarone is an anti-arrhythmic, Ca2+

channel blocker commonly used to treat 
various types of irregular heartbeats and 
that a “floppy” baby is one with inadequate 
muscle tone causing abnormal limpness. I 
was also surprised to find that defibrillator 
paddles have been replaced with self-adhesive 
electrodes; this runs contrary to paddle 
portrayal in popular TV shows. 

Critical care nurse Nancy Muldoon runs 
the simulation sessions and is happy to take 
questions afterwards. She is very willing to 

(continued on page 6)

Postbac Matt Van Winkle, a regular 
attendee at the ICU Simulator Rounds, 

with the adult patient simulator.
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(continued from page 5)

review the scenario and the specific actions 
taken by the doctor in response. 

If not for the learning experience, come to 
ICU Simulator Rounds to see some of the 
patient simulator’s snazzy features. There are 
three “patient” types: a baby, a child, and an 
adult. The adult can breathe, cough, wheeze, 
and even speak to communicate pain. The 
child has some alternate characteristics, such 
as the ability to sweat and turn blue. 

Whatever your motivation, attending the 
ICU Simulator Rounds is a great volunteering 
opportunity available to NICHD postbacs—so 
don’t miss out! In fact, simulator sessions are 
required as part of the curriculum in many US 
medical schools. If you are planning to apply to 
medical school, this volunteering opportunity 
should put you ahead of the game.

To sign up for ICU Simulator Rounds, contact 
Brenda Hanning at hanningb@mail.nih.gov.

Committee Corner Column: October Meeting Recap
By Megan Sampley, PhD

The NICHD Fellows Committee met on 
October 12 to discuss issues and concerns of the 
postdoctoral community, as well as new ways 
to promote greater unity of the postdoctoral 
fellows within NICHD.  In the wake of these 
discussions, we have several new ideas and would 
like your feedback. 

We are excited to announce that our brown bag 
lunch series continues on November 1 at 12 p.m. 
in building 31, room 2A48, with a tutorial from 
Jeremy Swan and Nicki Jonas on how to set up 
our NICHD wiki pages. The NICHD Fellows 
wiki will provide a forum to network and host 
online discussions about matters that affect us as 
postdocs in NICHD. 

The annual NICHD Fellows Retreat will once 
again be held at Airlie Center (pending approval) 
on May 7 and 8.  The steering committee, 
tasked with planning the upcoming retreat, has 
held several meetings and is currently selecting 
keynote speakers.  Please join us for the next 
planning session if you are interested in helping 
with this outstanding event.

The committee also discussed annual progress 
reports between mentors and postdocs.  Part 
of our discussion focused on the apparent lack 
of formal dialogue between many mentors and 
mentees to clearly define the expectations, 
progress, and goals of the postdoc on at least a 
yearly basis.  Tell us what you think!  Do you feel 
that your current relationship with your mentor 
clearly defines your expectations and progress?  
Look for upcoming announcements from the 
committee or Brenda Hanning.

Also, several postdocs have expressed interest 
in setting up an NICHD sports club, including 
basketball, soccer, and running.  Please drop us an 
email if you are interested in joining one of these 
groups!  

Send your questions, thoughts and concerns 
to either the committee chair Kevin Francis 
(franciskr@mail.nih.gov) or Megan Sampley 
(sampleyml@mail.nih.gov).  We would love to 
hear your feedback!

The Sim Man’s Woes, a Postbac Gem
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A Letter from Jason Riley Discussing NICHD 
Intramural Sports

I am back again writing for the newsletter after a 
brief absence spent caring for the latest addition 
to my family. Having handed off the more 
serious responsibilities of the NICHD Fellows 
Committee to the next generation of leadership, 
I am taking a more relaxed role as “Sporting 
Director.” 

“What, Why, Where, and When?” are the 
obvious questions, so here goes: The idea started 
with my plan to run the Marine Core Marathon 
next year (midlife crisis averted). While attending 
a run for infant mortality awareness (in my case 
walk, as I broke my toe) I discovered that our 
Scientific Director, Dr. Constantine Stratakis, is 
not only a runner, but also ascribes to a very old 
Greek philosophical position that I concur with 
– healthy body equals healthy mind. I have been 
looking (as one does) to keep my motivation 
up for running a marathon. Then it struck me: 
“Team NICHD!” Since our new leadership is 
looking for ideas to bring fellows together, I 
suggested an NICHD intramural sports team to 
Dr. Stratakis, and he was keen on the idea. 

I am going to include a pick-up sports forum in 
the “wiki” for NICHD fellows. I know at least 

one Ph.D. student who is interested in forming 
a soccer team, and we have a field on campus, 
so he’ll be running point on soccer (he doesn’t 
know it yet, but...). Basketball was mooted, and 
obviously running will be there too. We could 
also construct some kind of NICHD bowling 
league, where—on an honors system—you 
could post your game scores to a league 
table and compare your points to your fellow 
NICHDers’ scores. We could even do NICHD 
get-togethers across the road at the Walter Reed 
National Military Medical Center Recreation 
Building (you all know about the best value 
bowling in Bethesda that we have access to as 
NIH employees, right?).  

So, here’s a link to the NICHD fellows page 
and sports forum: https://science.nichd.nih.gov/
confluence/display/fellows/NICHD+Sports. The 
bowling league table will follow as soon as we 
can work out a mechanism. 

Cheers,
Jason Riley, PhD

P.S., Would anyone like to organize competitive 
sports against other institutes?
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The Top Ten Questions During Job Interviews
By Fiona Mitchell, PhD

How long do we all spend writing job 
applications? We take care to use perfect 
wording, and then we proofread, review, 
and revise extensively before sending 
the application for consideration. But 
when it comes to job interviews, many 
of us hardly prepare at all! “I’ll just wing 
it,” we say. “A potential employer could 
ask me anything and preparing for every 
eventuality is impossible, right?”

Not so, says Scott Morgan, an expert in 
training people to present themselves 
effectively. He believes that interviewers 
tend to stick to variations of 10 common 
questions and that recognizing these 
questions is the key to being a 
successful candidate. If you are able to 
recognize the type of question you are 
being asked then it is immediately clear 
what type of answer the interviewer 
expects to receive.

At the Interviewing Skills workshop, 
Scott encouraged us give the 
interviewer a “snapshot” rather than a 
long story in our answer. For example, 
if we are asked about our early life, 
a list of places we lived and schools 
we went to, and so-on, would be less 
meaningful than if we chose a single 
memorable experience to talk more 

deeply about. He also encouraged us to 
assign a single image or word trigger to 
enable us to answer each of the question 
types.

Scott’s workshop was very helpful 
and practical. To master interview 
techniques, participants discussed their 
ideas and attempted to answer questions 
real time. The group then offered helpful 
feedback. Grab a friend and practice for 
yourself with these top ten interview 
topics!

THE TOP TEN INTERVIEW TOPICS (AND 
WHAT YOU SHOULD THINK ABOUT):

1. Personal background (This generally refers to ages 
0-18)

2. Academic background (ages 18 through the 
present) 

3. Early scientific motivation (Why you are a scientist)
4. Specific field motivation (Why you are in this 

particular field)
5. Current work (The big picture)
6. The 5-year plan (Realistic future in the new 

position)
7. Your Strong point (How your strengths will be an 

asset)
8. Weak point (What you will do to improve 

weaknesses)
9. Why you?  (Why and how do you do what you do)
10. Hypothetical questions (Describe a stepwise 

process to reach a goal)
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Announcements

NICHOLE JONAS AND JEREMY SWAN RECEIVE THE OFFICE OF THE 
DIRECTOR (OD) HONOR AWARD

The NICHD Connection writers would like to congratulate Nichole Jonas and Jeremy 
Swan on receiving the OD Honor Award for their outstanding accomplishments as part 
of the Animal Welfare and Scientific Research Symposium Team. Nichole and Jeremy 
were recognized at the 2011 OD Honor Awards Ceremony on Wednesday, October 19. 
Congratulations Nichole and Jeremy!

REHEARSE WITH OUR PUBLIC SPEAKING COACH, SCOTT MORGAN
If you have a big interview coming up for a job and want to rehearse with our public 
speaking coach, Scott Morgan, given a little lead-time the Office of Education would be 
happy to organize a private one-hour session for you. Please contact Brenda Hanning at 
hanningb@mail.nih.gov.

WOULD YOU LIKE TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE NICHD CONNECTION?
The NICHD Connection team is always happy to entertain new article ideas. If you would 
like to contribute ideas, writing, or photos to the newsletter, please email Shana.Spindler@
gmail.com. We look forward to hearing from you!
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Events

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 12 PM
NICHD Fellows Brown Bag Lunch and Wiki Workshop
With Nichole Jonas and Jeremy Swan
Building 31, Room 2A48
No registration required!

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 1-2 PM
OITE Workshop/Seminar Series: Career Paths in Industry
Pat Phelps, PhD, Deputy Director, Graduate Partnerships Program
Building 50, Room 1227
Please register here:

https://www.training.nih.gov/events/view/_2/628/Career_Paths_in_Industry

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 22 , 2-4 PM
OITE Workshop/Seminar Series: Interviewing Strategies
Lori Conlan, PhD, Director, Office of Postdoctoral Services
Building 50, Room 1227
Please register here:

https://www.training.nih.gov/events/view/_2/629/Interviewing_Strategies

http://www.phdcomics.com/comics/archive.php?comicid=1447
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