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Career Pathways and Opportunities:  Career Pathways and Opportunities:  
Graduate & Medical EducationGraduate & Medical Education

Cynthia Nau Cornelissen, Ph.D.Cynthia Nau Cornelissen, Ph.D.
ProfessorProfessor
Department of Microbiology and ImmunologyDepartment of Microbiology and Immunology
Virginia Commonwealth University Medical CenterVirginia Commonwealth University Medical Center
Richmond, VirginiaRichmond, Virginia

Virginia Commonwealth Virginia Commonwealth 
UniversityUniversity

Two downtown campuses:Two downtown campuses:
–– Medical campus Medical campus –– formerly MCVformerly MCV
–– Undergraduate campus Undergraduate campus –– Monroe ParkMonroe Park

MCV MCV –– independent med school independent med school –– 18381838
Richmond Professional Institute Richmond Professional Institute –– 19391939
Merged Merged -- Virginia Commonwealth Univ in 1968Virginia Commonwealth Univ in 1968
Total student population: >30,000Total student population: >30,000
Undergraduate, graduate, professional Undergraduate, graduate, professional 
programsprograms

My Path to the ProfessoriateMy Path to the Professoriate

B.S. in Microbiology B.S. in Microbiology –– University University 
of Illinois at Urbanaof Illinois at Urbana--ChampaignChampaign
M.S. and Ph.D. in Microbiology M.S. and Ph.D. in Microbiology ––
UIUCUIUC
8 years postdoctoral research at 8 years postdoctoral research at 
the UNC at Chapel Hillthe UNC at Chapel Hill
1997 1997 –– Assistant Professor of Assistant Professor of 
Microbiology at VCUMicrobiology at VCU
2002 2002 –– Associate Professor with Associate Professor with 
tenuretenure
2007 2007 -- ProfessorProfessor

Academic dutiesAcademic duties

Research and scholarshipResearch and scholarship

TeachingTeaching

ServiceService

ResearchResearch

Funded research Funded research –– NeisseriaeNeisseriae and iron and iron 
acquisition pathways as vaccine targetsacquisition pathways as vaccine targets
–– National Institutes of Health National Institutes of Health 
–– R01 awardsR01 awards
PublicationsPublications
–– PrimaryPrimary
–– Literature reviewsLiterature reviews
–– Book chaptersBook chapters

ResearchResearch

Other scholarly activitiesOther scholarly activities
–– Presentations (at national, international Presentations (at national, international 

meetings)meetings)
–– Seminars at other universitiesSeminars at other universities
–– Manuscript reviewManuscript review
–– Grant reviewGrant review



2

TeachingTeaching

Professional studentsProfessional students
–– MedicalMedical –– PharmacyPharmacy
–– DentalDental –– Allied HealthAllied Health

Grad students Grad students –– lecture courseslecture courses
–– Principles of Molecular MicrobiologyPrinciples of Molecular Microbiology
–– Bacterial PathogenesisBacterial Pathogenesis
–– Prokaryotic GeneticsProkaryotic Genetics

Grad students Grad students –– outside lecturesoutside lectures
Elementary, middle and high schoolElementary, middle and high school

Developing a course Developing a course ––
graduate studentsgraduate students

Course will fill a need in departmentCourse will fill a need in department
Confer with departmental curric cmteConfer with departmental curric cmte
Who will teach each lecture? Many Who will teach each lecture? Many 
graduate courses are teamgraduate courses are team--taughttaught
Resources? Book, primary literatureResources? Book, primary literature
Means of evaluation? Exams, etc.Means of evaluation? Exams, etc.
–– CriticalCritical--thinking, exercise, cum. Finalthinking, exercise, cum. Final
Decisions left up to the course directorDecisions left up to the course director

Coordinating course for Coordinating course for 
professional schoolsprofessional schools

Much less flexibilityMuch less flexibility
Curriculum very prescribed by schoolCurriculum very prescribed by school
Testing, syllabus format, slides and Testing, syllabus format, slides and 
instructorinstructor--student interaction student interaction 
controlledcontrolled
Many more students (M2 Many more students (M2 ––
Microbiology course: ~200 students)Microbiology course: ~200 students)

Teaching researchTeaching research

Ph.D., M.S. studentsPh.D., M.S. students
M.D.M.D.--Ph.D. studentsPh.D. students
Undergraduate students Undergraduate students -- summersummer
High school studentsHigh school students
Grad student committees Grad student committees –– written written 
and qualifying exams; final thesisand qualifying exams; final thesis

ServiceService

Departmental committeesDepartmental committees
–– Curriculum, admissions, promotion, searchCurriculum, admissions, promotion, search

School of medicine committeesSchool of medicine committees
–– MD/PhD steering, search, reviewMD/PhD steering, search, review

University committeesUniversity committees
–– Faculty senate, safety, promotionFaculty senate, safety, promotion

National/international (scholarship)National/international (scholarship)
–– Editorial boards, grant review, scientific committee Editorial boards, grant review, scientific committee 

for national/international meetings, otherfor national/international meetings, other

Typical weekTypical week

Lots of reading and writingLots of reading and writing
Meet with all students/postdocs individually Meet with all students/postdocs individually 
(open door policy)(open door policy)
Lab meetings 1x per weekLab meetings 1x per week
Ms or grant reviewsMs or grant reviews
Ms or grant writingMs or grant writing
Thesis revision or readingThesis revision or reading
Present lectures ~1Present lectures ~1--2 hrs./wk (varies widely)2 hrs./wk (varies widely)
Compliance issues Compliance issues –– IACUC, biosafety, onIACUC, biosafety, on--lineline--
training, evaluations and reportingtraining, evaluations and reporting
Seminars and meetings (3Seminars and meetings (3--4 per week)4 per week)
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Are you interested in a career in Are you interested in a career in 
an academic medical center?an academic medical center?

Collateral track positionsCollateral track positions
–– Little security; Little security; ““softsoft”” moneymoney

TenureTenure--track positions track positions –– more securemore secure
–– 5 or 6 year contract until apply for tenure5 or 6 year contract until apply for tenure

What do you need?What do you need?
–– Well trainedWell trained
–– Well publishedWell published
–– Funding or a fundable projectFunding or a fundable project
–– Fill a niche in the departmentFill a niche in the department

Application and interviewApplication and interview

CV with coverletter expressing interest in CV with coverletter expressing interest in 
position position –– be specificbe specific
Many CVs will be screened by departmental Many CVs will be screened by departmental 
search committeesearch committee
If you make the first cut, youIf you make the first cut, you’’ll be asked to ll be asked to 
interviewinterview
Be prepared with seminar and Be prepared with seminar and ““chalk talkchalk talk””
My also present miniMy also present mini--lecture lecture –– ex. teachingex. teaching

Benefits on tenureBenefits on tenure--tracktrack

SalarySalary
–– Typical starting (public) ~$80,000Typical starting (public) ~$80,000
–– Full professor (public) ~$120,000Full professor (public) ~$120,000
BenefitsBenefits
–– Retirement, health insurance, etc. Retirement, health insurance, etc. 
Start up package to launch research Start up package to launch research 
programprogram
–– Technician salary, funds for equipment, Technician salary, funds for equipment, 

suppliessupplies

Planning for promotion/tenurePlanning for promotion/tenure

New faculty orientation New faculty orientation 
Plan ahead Plan ahead –– consistent pubs/fundingconsistent pubs/funding
Develop and direct a courseDevelop and direct a course
Teach lectures in professional schoolsTeach lectures in professional schools
Develop a national reputationDevelop a national reputation
Research, teaching, service philosophyResearch, teaching, service philosophy
Set longSet long--term, shortterm, short--term goalsterm goals
Keep CV current Keep CV current -- Save everything! Save everything! 

What to expectWhat to expect

Researcher (benchwork, dishwasher, tech)Researcher (benchwork, dishwasher, tech)
Teacher (oneTeacher (one--onon--one, classroom)one, classroom)
Manager (finances, people)Manager (finances, people)
Writer (grants, reviews, manuscripts)Writer (grants, reviews, manuscripts)
Master of the literatureMaster of the literature
Colleague (committees)Colleague (committees)

What to expectWhat to expect

Mentor (students, junior faculty)Mentor (students, junior faculty)
Archivist (notebooks, strains, digital Archivist (notebooks, strains, digital 
data)data)
Planner (projects, funding, meetings, Planner (projects, funding, meetings, 
courses)courses)
Computer tech and mechanicComputer tech and mechanic
Many othersMany others
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AdviceAdvice

Be organizedBe organized
DonDon’’t procrastinatet procrastinate

Balance teaching with Balance teaching with ResearchResearch
Set goals (weekly, monthly, yearly, 5Set goals (weekly, monthly, yearly, 5--
year plan)year plan)
Go to scientific conferencesGo to scientific conferences
Find a mentorFind a mentor
Be a mentorBe a mentor

Opportunitites (Pros)Opportunitites (Pros)

IndependenceIndependence
Job securityJob security
The excitement of discoveryThe excitement of discovery
Training the next generationTraining the next generation
Impact academiaImpact academia
Great colleagues (local and Great colleagues (local and 
international)international)
TravelTravel

Challenges (Cons)Challenges (Cons)

The struggle for fundingThe struggle for funding
Wearing many hatsWearing many hats
Maintaining optimismMaintaining optimism
Managing personality conflictsManaging personality conflicts

ProspectsProspects

Federal funding is at a low point:Federal funding is at a low point:
–– Payline 2011 (NIAID Payline 2011 (NIAID –– R01): 10R01): 10thth/14/14thth

percentilepercentile
–– 2000 : 202000 : 20thth percentilepercentile
Need for trained physicians increasingNeed for trained physicians increasing
Need for faculty to teach medical and Need for faculty to teach medical and 
graduate student classes is increasinggraduate student classes is increasing
More recruitment of new faculty (?)More recruitment of new faculty (?)

Maintaining BalanceMaintaining Balance

OrganizeOrganize
PrioritizePrioritize
MultiMulti--tasktask
Be efficientBe efficient

Attributes of a good lab Attributes of a good lab 
leaderleader

CharacterCharacter
IntegrityIntegrity
VisionVision
PassionPassion
CredibilityCredibility
EmpowermentEmpowerment

GuideGuide
LeadLead
EmpowerEmpower


