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Welcome to Postdoc Messenger! This newsletter 
intends to create connections between IUSM postdocs. 
Minal and I started Postdoc Messenger to provide a 
platform for sharing our experiences, perspectives, and 
thoughts with fellow postdocs. We hope this fosters a 
richer postdoc environment and becomes a source of 
useful information. Because time does not allow us to be 
everywhere or know about everything, Postdoc 
Messenger will highlight some of the exciting events 
attended by fellow postdocs. We encourage any postdoc 
to contribute an article about an exciting seminar, 
professional development session or conversation with a 
current or former IUSM postdoc. Another goal of the 
newsletter is to provide an opportunity for writing and 
conveying ideas in different ways than we normally do. 

The foundational categories for the newsletter 
include Postdoc Rendezvous, Spotlight Seminar, 
Alumni Beats, and Professional Development. As you 
will see in our first issue, Postdoc Rendezvous has ties 
to Postdoc Live!, IUSM’s seminar series for postdoctoral 
trainees, but may also feature other seminars given by 
postdocs. Around the time of the seminar, the contributor 
will interview the seminar speaker and summarize his or 
her career path and research interests. Spotlight Seminar 
will highlight key takeaway messages from an interesting 
seminar presented in one of many diverse departments on 
campus. For Alumni Beats, we want to connect with 
former IUSM postdocs to learn about the career journeys 
and scientific interests. Professional Development will 
highlight lessons learned and tips from a relevant 
workshop or conference that happened on or off campus.  

A main motivator for introducing this newsletter was 
my experience at the National Association for Science 
Writers/Council for the Advancement of Science Writing 
Conference held last September in Columbus, OH. 
Conference sessions given by science writers covered 
career development, and seminars given by world-
renowned scientists covered their recent major research 
breakthroughs. I was inspired by the inquisitive nature of 
the science writers and the impact they have with their 
writing. I saw an opportunity here to share information in 
concise articles to support each other’s career 
development process, to broaden our networks, and to 
possibly establish collaborations. 
For more information or if you’re interested in contributing, please 
contact me at williams.julia@gmail.com or stop by my lab, MS 409C. 

Postdoc Rendezvous with Victoria Jeffers, PhD 
By Minal Mulye, Co-Editor 
 

“Being a post-doc is very hard work so you have to 
love what you do. That will help you gain satisfaction 
from your work,” was the advice 
offered by Dr. Vicki Jeffers, who 
presented at Postdoc Live! on 
January 28, 2015. She has 
certainly exemplified these 
words; Dr. Jeffers followed her 
passion of studying parasitic 
disease from Ireland across the pond to the US. Four 
years ago, she embarked on her postdoctoral research in 
Bill Sullivan’s lab in the Department of Pharmacology 
and Toxicology.  

Her interest in parasitic disease was borne out of 
studying Microbiology at Trinity College in Dublin, 
Ireland. She was also curious about using computers to 
analyze biological datasets, so went on to earn a Masters 
in Bioinformatics at Dublin City University. Realizing 
that bench research interested her more than 
bioinformatics, she pursued a PhD at the University of 
Heidelberg. There she studied the effect of drug 
resistance in Plasmodium falciparum parasites and 
investigated the malaria food vacuole, an organelle 
commonly targeted for drug development. As she 
completed her PhD, she wanted to cultivate expertise in 
Apicomplexan parasites, the phylum to which P. 
falciparum belongs. 

Whereas her PhD work focused primarily on the 
malaria food vacuole, she desired to expand her research 
horizons and study something more universal to all 
organisms. She found an opportunity to work with Dr. 
Sullivan studying universally applicable epigenetics 
techniques in another important Apicomplexan parasite 
model, Toxoplasma gondii. “Based on recent estimates, a 
third of the world’s population has been affected by this 
parasite,” Dr. Jeffers explained. The majority of the 
infections are chronic and asymptomatic; however, T. 
gondii infection in immunocompromised individuals can 
cause organ failure and death. The existing treatments 
lack efficacy, driving the need to develop novel drugs. 
The Sullivan lab investigates lysine acetyltransferases 
(KATs) as potential drug targets. KATs add acetyl 
groups on the lysine residues of proteins, which change 
the protein function in the cell.  

Dr. Jeffers is specifically interested in understanding 
how these molecular modifications regulate the protein 
function in the host, with the hope that targeting KATs 
will inhibit multiple cellular pathways in the parasite and 
serve as an effective drug target. As a Postdoctoral 
Fellow supported by the American Heart Association, 
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Dr. Jeffers’ time at IUSM has been productive, 
publishing four research articles, two expert reviews, and 
a book chapter. She said she really enjoys the research 
environment here. Her former research institute was 
small with scientists working in similar fields, so she 
appreciates “the larger campus and interacting with 
people that work on such diverse fields.” She 
emphasized that her experience at IU has been “really 
stimulating in that perspective.” To continue studying 
global health impact of parasitic infections, Dr. Jeffers 
hopes to gain a professorship either in the US or Europe.  
To learn more about Dr. Jeffers’ research, visit the Sullivan lab 
website wjsulliv.wix.com/sullivanlab. 
 
 

Seminar Spotlight on Victor Nizet, MD 
By Julia van Rensburg 
 

We often think of infectious disease as bacterial 
invasion and overgrowth, but Dr. Victor Nizet, the 
Indiana Institute for Personalized Medicine Visiting 
Professor lecturer, proposed that it is actually a disease of 
host-pathogen interaction. “Immune cells are the 
frontline defenders against bacterial infection, but 
sometimes they “drop the ball,” Dr. Nizet explained 
during his talk on January 22. He wondered, “What if 
instead of just focusing on the pathogen, we also boost 
immune function?” Bacteria encode virulence factors 
that often allow evasion or modulation of the immune 
response. “Disarming” the bacteria by inhibiting their 
virulence traits and stimulating immune cells drugs could 
provide a two-pronged approach that would likely be 
more effective and result in less resistance. Furthermore, 
targeting the specific virulence factors instead of using 
broad-spectrum antibiotics would reduce the “collateral 
damage” to the host microbiome. This approach draws 
inspiration from cancer chemotherapy; whereas some 
drugs indiscriminately kill rapidly dividing cells, efforts 
are increasing to discover more drugs that target the 
specific mutated protein responsible for the cancer.  

Another intriguing aspect of Dr. Nizet’s approach is 
instead of discovering novel drugs, he looks to identify 
novel applications of drugs in use; to see if these drugs 
could be repurposed to work in concert with classic 
antibiotic therapy. One notable example is the use of 
statins to prevent and treat infections caused by 
Staphylococcus aureus. Clinical observation suggested 
that patients taking statin drugs to control cholesterol 
levels actually developed fewer bacterial infections such 
as bacteremia. Dr. Nizet’s research showed that the statin 
compounds interfere with production of the yellow 
pigment molecule, staphyloxanthin, which protects S. 
aureus from oxidative killing by immune cells. 
Interestingly, statin-mediated inhibition of cholesterol 
synthesis in neutrophils boosts production of neutrophil 
extracellular traps, which are “DNA containing 
structures that ensnare and kill bacteria.”  

 
Dr. Nizet shared a remarkable story of a patient 

suffering from a methicillin-resistant S. aureus (MRSA) 
heart valve infection that was also in the bloodstream. 
Blood cultures had tested positive for MRSA for 21 days, 
and treatment attempts were failing. However, doctors 
tried with a combination of two other antibiotics, 
daptomycin and nafcillin, and successfully treated the 
patient, as well as 7 others. Nafcillin, like methicillin, is a 
member of the β-lactam antibiotic class, and was 
expected to be ineffective at treating an MRSA infection. 
Researchers in Dr. Nizet’s lab discovered that the 
nafcillin sensitized the bacteria to the killing effects of 
daptomycin, which disrupts cell membrane function. 
This synergistic interaction prompted further 
explorations of combination therapies in Dr. Nizet’s lab. 
Researchers are also testing synergistic effects between 
standard antibiotics and the antimicrobial peptides our 
bodies produce naturally. They may have even found a 
way to boost production of these antimicrobial peptides, 
which would help our bodies fight certain infections. 

Dr. Nizet’s outside the box thinking and interfacing 
between medical practice and biomedical research has 
led to forward approaches to combat the problem of 
drug-resistant bacterial infections. 
For more information, visit Dr. Nizet’s website, nizetlab.ucsd.edu 

 
 

Professional Development: 
F and K Series Grant Writing Workshop 

By Minal Mulye 
 

An essential requirement for a successful scientific 
career is obtaining independent grant funding. Most of us 
think of it while making a transition from postdoctoral 
trainee to faculty member. However, the importance of 
obtaining funding as a graduate student and/or a postdoc 
cannot be stressed enough. During the grant workshop 
held on January 20th, one of the panel members, Dr. Hari 
Nakshatri, mentioned that gaining independent funding 
as a graduate student or a postdoc not only saves grant 
money for the PI but also helps the applicant to hone 
their writing skills and gives their career a much required 
boost. In this era of limited funding for biomedical 
sciences, it is important to be informed about the 
available opportunities and the do’s and don’ts of 
obtaining funding. The grant workshop was an excellent 
conglomeration of great advice given by the experts on 

Statins inhibit synthesis of staphyloxanthin in S. aureus and cholesterol in 
neutrophils, promoting infection clearance by increasing susceptibility of S. 
aureus to oxidative stress and increasing production of NETS, as shown in 
the scanning electron micrograph. Image:  V. Brinkman, Science 2004, 303.	  
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Grant	  writing	  checklist	  
Preparation	  phase	  
✓	  	  	  	  Discuss	  independent	  project	  ideas	  with	  PI	  
✓	  	  	  	  Devise	  a	  training	  plan	  
✓	  	  	  	  Request	  recommendation	  letters	  6-‐8	  months	  early	  
Writing	  phase	  
✓	  	  	  	  Simplify	  research	  description	  
✓	  	  	  	  Emphasize	  and	  restate	  hypothesis	  
✓	  	  	  	  Focus	  on	  the	  training	  and	  career	  plan	  

NIH, K and F series grant applications. It not only 
involved views of people successful in obtaining these 
grants but also gave a reviewer’s perspective, which is 
absolutely essential to write a successful proposal.	  	  

The first step which most of us struggle with even 
before applying for a grant is to seek permission from the 
PI. As Drs. Mark Kaplan and Rebecca Chan emphasized, 
there is never a bad time to talk to your mentor about 
applying for extramural funding. It is beneficial for 
everyone involved. Once you get through this step, you 
can start thinking about writing the actual proposal. Dr. 
Lindsey Mayo, Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Pediatrics and a reviewer for ‘F’ award panels suggested 
writing the proposal such that “your mom and dad 
understand,” keeping it as simple as possible. As we are 
already aware of, the proposed science is an integral part 
of a successful application. To make the science more 
appealing, Dr. Mayo suggested focusing on the overall 
impact of the proposal without overstating your data and 
carefully avoiding any obvious holes. He also thinks 
reiterating the hypothesis word-for-word in a few 
different places goes a long way with a reviewer who has 
already read through 10 applications before yours.  

Even though the scientific proposal gets most of our 
time and efforts, other aspects of the application 
including the applicant’s training potential, their career 
plan, the sponsor and co-sponsor letters, recommendation 
letters etc. carry equal weightage. Dr. Chan, Associate 
Professor in Department of Pediatrics, has successfully 
mentored several students and postdocs in achieving the 
K and F awards. She suggested working on the non-
science aspects of the application well in advance. A 
Medical Scientist trainee, Sara Culleton, who recently 
received a F30 award, also seconded this opinion and 
said that “planning ahead is the key to a successful 
application.” Since the applicant’s training potential is a 
very important piece of the application, it should be 
given special attention in the preparatory phase. The 
reviewers want to see that you have a plan and you stick 
to it. So it is essential to make a feasible training plan 
involving courses relevant to the research, meetings, etc. 
Dr. Chan suggested including research conduct and 
ethics class as mandatory. Also the publications and 
collaborations that you have says a lot about your 
training potential. In addition, Dr. Mayo suggested 
establishing collaborations without your PI to strengthen 
the application. Along with the training plan, your career 
goals are a way to convince the reviewers how important 
this grant is for you. Dr. Chan advised dividing the goals 
into short term, mid-term and long term, thus 
demonstrating your well-thought-out career plan. She 
also mentioned that being honest about your goals and 
tailoring your application accordingly impresses the 
reviewers.  

Another aspect of the application is letters from your 
mentor and recommenders. Since these letters are very 

important in deciding your potential, they should be 
planned well ahead of time. Sara suggests asking for 
these letters 6-8 months in advance.	   According to Dr. 
Mayo, a personalized letter leaves a very strong impact 
on the reviewer. Hence it is essential for the applicant to 
have interacted with the recommender. Thus writing a 
grant proposal not just improves our networking skills, 
but also helps us improve our writing skills and think 
astutely about our career.   

Towards the end of the workshop was a reviewer’s 
perspective on the most coveted postdoc transition grant 
– the K99-R00 – by Dr. Daniela Matei, Associate 
Professor of Medicine. Along with speaking about the 
importance of publications, collaborations, mentoring, 
training plan, etc., Dr. Matei gave insights into aspects 
specific to a K99-R00 award. Since this grant is a 
Pathway to Independence with two phases, mentored 
support (K99) and independent support (R00), it is 
essential to include both the aspects in your training and 
career plan. Dr. Matei mentioned that since this award is 
dependent on the need for additional training (K99 
phase), it is important to very specifically describe new 
techniques or models important for the applicant’s future 
independent research. For the R00 phase, along with 
finding a faculty position, it is essential that the applicant 
describes a future plan and timeline with respect to 
manuscripts and grant submission. Different from the 
other K and F awards, the mentor’s letter for a K99 must 
mention that the research can be taken away by the 
applicant. Recommendations should stress the 
applicant’s potential to develop as an independent 
investigator. The most important thing to keep in mind is 
that since postdocs are eligible to apply for this award 
only until the 4th year of their training, it is essential to 
apply by the 3rd year as a postdoc.  

Thus, ‘plan ahead’ seems to be the mantra for a 
successful grant application. The 2 hours spent at this 
workshop gave a comprehensive idea of the grant 
application and funding process. Based on everyone’s 
expert advice, it is evident that the entire application 
should be a focused, well-thought-out plan, which 
engages the reviewer and convinces them that you are 
capable of achieving what you proposed.  
For	  the	  workshop	  Powerpoint	  presentation,	  please	  contact	  me	  at	  
mmulye@iupui.edu	  

 


