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HIGH SCHOOL 
‘89 – ‘93 

“good at theater & 
languages, dropped out of 

calc & chem” 

My career trajectory 

Bachelor’s Degree #1 
Gender Studies & Linguistics 

(UofC) 
‘93 – ‘97 

“feminist loner, late to science, 
dropped out of chemistry, barely  

passed calc” 

The Real World 
‘97 – ‘02 

•  manager at Crate & Barrel 
•  waitressing 
•  freelance lighting design 
•  house painting 
•  itinerary writing 
•  administrative assistant 
•  ARMCHAIR SCIENCE COMMUNICATOR 

Community college  
& Bachelor’s Degree #2 

(Rockhurst) 
‘02 – ‘04 

“returning adult learner” 
Internship in Drosophila lab 

Director 
myCHOICE 

(UofC) 

Postdoc (UofC)  
& biology adjunct 

(Loyola Univ) 
’12 - ’15 

PhD 
(UofC) 

‘04 – ’12 
“why is she here?” 



I can’t do math  
and chemistry. 

Everyone’s right: I 
should stick to the arts. 

My internal narrative 

Everyone’s right: I can’t 
do science. So I’ll do 

something else and be 
unhappy. 

I am at a total loss for 
what to do and I’m not 
trained to do anything 

relevant. 
 

Everyone is watching 
me fail. 

Maybe I know what I want to 
do, but now I have to prove to 
everyone that I’m dedicated, 

motivated, and smart enough. 

Do what you love. 
Love what you do. Be 

good at it. 

I have to do 
something and I’d 

like to be good at it. 

Everyone’s right.  
I shouldn’t be here.  

I’m a poser and  
everyone knows it. 



Reinventing the wheel…over…and 
over…and over 

´  My internal narrative was  
repetitive and unexamined. 

´  Overwhelmingly negative 
assumptions about myself 
based in my subjective 
experience. 

´  I kept looking outwards for 
evidence of what I was doing 
‘right’ or ‘wrong.’ 

Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again,  
but expecting different results. 

~Rita Mae Brown, mystery novelist (not Albert Einstein) “

“ 



What did my choice points have in 
common?  

Do what you love. 
Love what you do. Be 

good at it. 

I’m can’t do math and 
chemistry. Everyone’s 
right: I should stick to 

the arts. 

Everyone’s right: I can’t 
do science. So I’ll do 

something else and be 
unhappy. 

I am at a total loss for 
what to do and I’m not 
trained to do anything 

relevant. 
 

Everyone is watching 
me fail. 

Maybe I know what I want to 
do, but now I have to prove to 
everyone that I’m dedicated, 

motivated, and smart enough. 

Everyone’s right.  
I shouldn’t be here.  

I’m a poser and 
everyone knows it. 

I have to do 
something and I’d 

like to be good at it. 



What did my choice points have in 
common?  

Do what you love. 
Love what you do. Be 

good at it. 

I’m can’t do math and 
chemistry. Everyone’s 
right: I should stick to 

the arts. 

Everyone’s right: I can’t 
do science. So I’ll do 

something else and be 
unhappy. 

I am at a total loss for 
what to do and I’m not 
trained to do anything 

relevant. 
 

Everyone is watching 
me fail. 

I think that maybe I know 
what I want to do, but I need 
to put myself through hell to 
prove to everyone that I can 

do it. 

Everyone was right.  
I shouldn’t be here.  

I’m a poser and 
everyone knows it. 

I have to do 
something and I’d 

like to be good at it. 

Poorly selected mentors. 
Toxic environments. 

Self-fulfilling negative assumptions. 

Selection based on 
objective 

retrospection &  
self-assessment 



Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 

www.myersbriggs.org 



The breaking point…and the 
recovery. 

Do what you love. 
Love what you do.  

Be good at it. 

I have to do something…  
and I’d like to be good at it. 

“Why are you doing this to 
yourself? 

What are you trying to prove?”  
~Shannon Finn 

1973 - 2011 

I can’t do anything. 

Insanity is doing the same 
thing over and over again,  

but expecting different 
results. 

? 



I began collecting data. 
myIDP.sciencecareers.org 

´  Potential to have positive 
effects on people’s lives 

´  Empowering young minds 

´  Build confidence to 
understand science 

TEACHING MANAGEMENT/ADMINISTRATION 

´  Potential to have positive 
effects on people’s lives 

´  Potential to make lasting 
changes to policy 

´  Potential to change 
institutional culture 

´  Build a broadly 
transferrable skillset 

´  Limited local effect 

´  Jobs are few and pay 
poorly 

´  Skillset is highly 
specialized; relied on my 
detailed knowledge of 
subjects. 

´  Exists within academic 
caste system 

´  Exists near academic 
caste system 

Why work within the system? 



Things I can do from within the system. 

´  Funded by a 5 year, non-
renewable NIH grant. 

´  The workforce is changing.  
We all know it, data shows it. 

´  Most of us (>80%) won’t choose 
academic research paths. 

´  While some may be receiving 
explicit training for their chosen 
career, most are not. 

´  Yet academia accepts millions 
and millions of federal dollars. 

´  Grad students and postdocs 
need more professional 
development support, regardless 
of their career trajectory. 

myCHicago Options In Career Empowerment 



Success feels good. 

“myCHOICE is so helpful that I suggest it become a standard part of 
(post)graduate education. It provides training in key areas needed to be a 
successful professional, which are not currently not taught in graduate or 
postdoctoral programs.” 

 

“I can confidently say that getting my job absolutely would not have been 
possible without the opportunities from myCHOICE.” 

 

“The myCHOICE program is great! And badly-needed! Everyone involved is 
great at implementing the program and I hope it can continue for years to 
come.” 

 

“I think that the myCHOICE program is changing the culture of UChicago 
graduate school for the better. It no longer feels like choosing a non-
academic career is a failure. It offers opportuniteis to get the best tools and 
preparation for our next step, whatever that step might be.” 



WARNING 
graphic photo of dead animals 



´  New mirrored building on campus 
killed migratory birds. I collected a 
platter of them. 

´  Filtered photo through my 
institutional network to university 
president. 

´  Facilities was instructed to take 
action. 

´  Bird safety measures are codified 
for future proposals and existing 
buildings are being retrofitted. 

Things I can do from within the system. 



How to prepare for your next step  
(the 2 practical things that I wish someone had 
told me 29 years ago…or even just 10 years ago.) 

1. Practice OBJECTIVE SELF-ASSESSMENT, 
early and often. Collect data. 

2. Apply INTENTIONALITY in SELECTION of 
MENTORS. Collect data. 



Objective self-assessment 

Acknowledge that who you are now is the accumulation of 
choices. Take ownership of future choices. 

´  Examine and question your personal narrative. 

´  Ask why you made the choices that you did. 

´  Identify influencing factors at each choice point. 

´  Do they have anything in common? 

´  How has your scientific training changed you? 

 

What are you good at?  
Does that align with what you enjoy doing? 

´  COLLECT DATA. 

´  Use assessment tools (Meyers Briggs, myIDP, Birkman) to 
help you look at yourself more objectively. 



myIDP.sciencecareers.org 



Birkman Method: what drives and 
motivates behavior 

3 different assessments = data 



Intentional selection of mentors 
Acknowledge that your mentors will greatly 
influence you in many ways, not just professionally. 

´  Examine the people you have admired during your life. 

´  Specifically, what made them admirable? 

´  How do you respond when you are with them? 

´  Examine your potential mentors. 

´  Would you thrive –professionally and personally– under 
their mentorship? 

´  Have they demonstrated interest in your development, 
regardless of career trajectory? 

 
What do you need in 

a mentor? 
 

What should you 
avoid? 



What did my choice points have in 
common?  

Do what you love. 
Love what you do. Be 

good at it. 

I’m can’t do math and 
chemistry. Everyone’s 
right: I should stick to 

the arts. 

Everyone’s right: I can’t 
do science. So I’ll do 

something else and be 
unhappy. 

I am at a total loss for 
what to do and I’m not 
trained to do anything 

relevant. 
 

Everyone is watching 
me fail. 

Maybe I know what I want to 
do, but now I have to prove to 
everyone that I’m dedicated, 

motivated, and smart enough. 

Everyone’s right.  
I shouldn’t be here.  

I’m a poser and 
everyone knows it. 

I have to do 
something and I’d 

like to be good at it. 



How do I engage with authority? 



Birkman: organizational behavior 

´  How to manage her 

´  Don’t force group interaction, avoid imposing structured plans, be sure to 
offer concrete, material rewards, be aware of her tendency to blame herself 
for failures 

´  Her leadership style 

´  Tends to rely on intuition; needs to feel your respect and support; at her best 
as a leader when allowed to improvise and determine her own path 

´  Biggest mistakes you can make with her 

´  Forcing her to participate unnecessarily in group activities, burdening her 
with unnecessary rules or procedures, measuring her performance by 
watching how ‘busy’ she is, making her conform unnecessarily 

´  What kind of team player is she? 

´  Friendly and group-focused, as long as she has some opportunities to be 
alone 

´  Delegative by nature; likely to look to others for quick, direct action 

Select a mentor who is likely to engage with you in 
ways that are compatible with your needs. 



Is it a bunch of navel-gazing baloney? 

A better understanding of your social 
psychological needs and tendencies will help 
you to:  
´  Discover and use your strengths to accomplish work. 

´  Coexist better with labmates, colleagues, & 
collaborators.  

´  Consider how new directions fit with your 
preferences...before taking the step. 

´  Create environments that support productivity. 

´  Select mentors who will best match your personal 
and professional needs. 

You’ll always need a next mentor. 



It’s never too late to identify mentors. 
Embrace informational interviews! 

DO 
´  Send brief, 1 paragraph 

email 

´  Express interest in their 
personal career path 

´  Ask for 30 minutes of their 
time 

´  Prioritize in-person meetings 
when possible 

´  Follow up in 1 week if no 
reply 

DON’T 
´  Write an essay 

´  Seem desperate 

´  Attach resume 

´  Ask questions by email 
that negate the necessity 
to meet 

´  Send 2 emails in <1 week 

´  Ask for a job 

Informed by your self-assessment data, begin to identify 
and reach out to potential mentors. 



Prepare thoroughly for each 
interview. Don’t waste their time. 

´  Research the person (and the company) thoroughly and 
thoughtfully.  

´  Prepare specific (and open-ended) questions beforehand and 
have them written down. 

´  Practice your elevator speech. Why are you reaching out to 
them, specifically? 

´  Dress professionally. 

´  Respect their time by arriving before your meeting is supposed 
to start and making sure to end on schedule. 

´  ALWAYS SAY THANK YOU, in person and in writing. 

´  Maintain connection (if you want to), but don’t force it if it 
didn’t “feel right.” 



What is YOUR next step? 

´  Speak with a career advisor. 

´  Begin objective self-assessment. 

´  Update your LinkedIn profile (and add me). 

´  Set aside dedicated time to grow your personal 

network. 

´  Feel free to contact me: castayart@uchicago.edu 

Let me tell you the secret that has led me to my goal: my 
strength lies solely in my tenacity. 
~Louis Pasteur “

“


