
Physics & Astronomy Career Workshop #3

Finding a job: 

Résumés and cover letters

24 February 2022



Homework

Do (at least) one informational interview

Whom did you interview, and what did you learn?

Attend career fair and practice networking

What company’s representative did you talk to, and what did you learn?



Skills-based résumé
What it is not

• An academic CV
• A list of positions you have held
• Generic, used for all the jobs you apply to
• Intended to get you the job
• Longer than one page

What it is   
• A selection from your skills inventory containing key words from the job ad
• Specific to the job you are applying for
• A list of accomplishments showing what you could do for the company
• Intended to get you an interview
• One page (with the important stuff at the top)



Instrument Design Engineer/Scientist

Location:  California
Salary:  $60,000 - $125,000 depending on 
qualifications

Job Description:
The successful applicant will lead a new instrument 
team, and will have experience in microcontrollers, data 
acquisition, analog and digital signal processing, and 
algorithm design.

Ability to read schematics is also desirable.  Candidates 
should also have strong written and oral communication 
skills, and should be comfortable in a leadership position 
and working with a team.

Maryellen Z. Physiker
1222 Science Drive

Columbia, MO  63802

Objective
Engage in research in atmospheric phenomena relevant to climate 
science.

Education
• BS, Physics, Univ. of Wyoming, 2014
• MS, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2017
• PhD, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2020

Work Experience
• Postdoctoral Fellow, Dept. of Physics & Astronomy, Univ. of 

Missouri 2020-present
• Research Assistant, Dept. of Physics, Univ. of Idaho 2014-2020

Publications
• M.Z. Physiker and P.K. Martin, “Remote sensing in turbulent 

atmospheres,” Geophys. Rev. 39, 1793 (2020).
• M.Z. Physiker, R.S. Jones and L.W. Fowler, “High spectral resolution 

studies of cirrus clouds and of the greenhouse effect,” JGR 
Atmospheres 126, 27 (2021).

Presentations
• “Cirrus clouds,” AGU Annual meeting 2021 Does it look like Maryellen is a good fit for 

this job?



Maryellen Z. Physiker
1222 Science Drive

Columbia, MO  63802

Objective
Engage in research in atmospheric phenomena relevant to climate 
science.

Education
• BS, Physics, Univ. of Wyoming, 2014 
• MS, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2017
• PhD, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2020

Work Experience
• Postdoctoral Fellow, Dept. of Physics & Astronomy, Univ. of 

Missouri 2020-present
• Research Assistant, Dept. of Physics, Univ. of Idaho 2014-2020

Publications
• M.Z. Physiker and P.K. Martin, “Remote sensing in turbulent 

atmospheres,” Geophys. Rev. 39, 1793 (2020).
• M.Z. Physiker, R.S. Jones and L.W. Fowler, “High spectral resolution 

studies of cirrus clouds and of the greenhouse effect,” JGR 
Atmospheres 126, 27 (2021).

Presentations
• “Cirrus clouds,” AGU Annual meeting 2021 

Maryellen designed and 
built the entire electronic 
data acquisition system for 
her experiment.  

She wrote the data analysis 
code that is essential to the 
work of her postdoc group; 
they will be using it long after 
she leaves.

In her spare time, she 
developed and led a highly 
successful outreach 
program for local middle 
school students.



Instrument Design Engineer/Scientist

Location:  California
Salary:  $60,000 - $125,000 depending on 
qualifications

Job Description:
The successful applicant will lead a new instrument 
team, and will have experience in microcontrollers, data 
acquisition, analog and digital signal processing, and 
algorithm design.

Ability to read schematics is also desirable.  Candidates 
should also have strong written and oral communication 
skills, and should be comfortable in a leadership position 
and working with a team.

Maryellen Z. Physiker
1222 Science Drive

Columbia, MO  63802

Data Acquisition Experience
• Designed and built optical sensors and electronic data acquisition 

system for remote sensing in turbulent atmospheres (Research 
Asst., Univ. of Idaho, 2014-2020)

• Designed novel noise-reduction digital signal processing algorithms 
for background isolation and removal (Research Asst., Univ. of 
Idaho, 2014-2020)

Software Design Experience
• Wrote data analysis software using C++ and IDL to process analog 

signals from remote sensors; software used in all projects of 
research group (Postdoctoral Fellow, Univ. of Missouri, 2020-
present)

Leadership Experience
• Developed and led 25-member team in science outreach to local 

middle schools  (Research Asst., Univ. of Idaho, 2014-2020)

Education
• PhD, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2020
• MS, Physics, Univ. of Idaho, 2017
• BS, Physics, Univ. of Wyoming, 2014 Does it look like Maryellen is a good fit for 

this job?



Active verb past participles



Active verb past participles



Write a résumé that responds to the job ad you have found.

Remember:
• The person who does the first screening of your résumé will not be the 

person who wrote the job description
• The first screening may be done by an algorithm (bot) rather than a person
• The keywords in the résumé must align with those in the job description
• The most important information must be at the top of the (single) page

Exchange your resume and job description with a neighbor.

What to look for:
• Do the keywords in the job description appear in the résumé, in order?
• Do the accomplishments listed relate to the job requirements in a way a 

non-expert could understand?
• Would the HR person be likely to schedule an interview?

Résumé exercise



• Did you list specific accomplishments (results), showing rather than telling? (“Developed 
searchable database of department graduates using Python coding” rather than 
“proficient in Python”)

• Did you include equipment and software you have experience with, and what you have 
done with them?

• Do the accomplishments you list align with the skills in the job description, in order?
• Do your descriptions focus on major tasks and results, omitting irrelevant detail?
• Did you use past participles of active verbs?
• Did you include skills developed outside of your academic work, including in non-school 

training (e.g. Outward Bound)?
• Did you include non-technical accomplishments involving teamwork, leadership, project 

management, written and oral communication, etc.?
• Could you back up your statements about your skills?   If you said you are “proficient” in 

something, could you demonstrate that in an interview?

Résumé analysis



• Restate résumé information in full sentences
• Include reasons to hire you even if you don’t have amount of experience listed
• Explain what you hope to learn and skills you hope to develop in the job
• Focus on what you can do for the company
• No longer than one page!
• Include with application whether requested or not

The cover letter

• Address as specifically as possible (and don’t say “Dear Sir;” HR person may be female)
• Opening paragraph: identify position (company may have several!) and how you found 

out about it; explain why you want this job
• Middle paragraph (or two): explicitly connect your background and experiences with job 

requirements.  Show, don’t tell.
• Last paragraph: thank employer for consideration, say you are flexible and eager to meet 

in person, give contact info, reiterate excitement


