Getting into a Research Laboratory		26 October 2017
Information:
· About 60% of Biology (or Neuroscience) undergraduates do research on campus with W&M faculty members.  That ranges from a single semester in a laboratory, perhaps even as a volunteer, to a full four years.  
· [bookmark: _GoBack]In biology, the average duration of student lab experiences is about two school years plus a summer, with most students beginning as sophomores.  
· Some research students don't get started until junior or senior year.  While it can be a little harder to get into a laboratory as a junior or senior, don’t give up.
· When we surveyed students in 2016, most freshmen and sophomores in biology thought it would be difficult to get into a research laboratory.  But most juniors and seniors said that it just took a little effort, patience, and persistence to get into a laboratory.  A typical comment was “It’s not as hard as it might seem, as long as you keep trying.” 
· How many students are successful?  In our survey in Fall 2016, about 75% of students who had tried to get into a research laboratory reported that they had been successful.

Timing:
• Most research labs are at capacity so don’t expect a spot right away. Spaces can open up quickly, but they can also take a while.  You may need to do background reading or writing in order to develop some skills and show your interest.
• Professors often train new students at the beginning of the semester so planning ahead is a good idea. If you want to start doing research in the Fall you might talk to a Professor during the previous Spring semester. Suggesting to a professor that you are available over the next summer makes you a more attractive candidate, as much research is done during summer sessions.

Do your homework:
• To gauge your own interest before contacting a professor, do your homework by perusing their research website and reading at least the abstracts of some of their publications.
• If you know another student who does research in a biology lab - you could ask them about the research they do and for an introduction to the professor.
• Ask yourself if you can afford to spend numerous hours per week in lab — research is bound to eat up much of your extra time and you need to make sure you can manage your time effectively.

Contacting the professor:
• Email is the best way to contact a professor. Don’t call or text to inquire. It may be fine to drop by office hours or talk after class, but professors are often too busy at these times to focus on you.
• If the lab is full, ask if an opportunity may become available next semester and how else you could become involved in the meantime.
• If you are interested but a spot is not available, you may ask to attend the lab’s group meetings to learn more about other students’ research. If this is an option, attend all group meetings and seek out opportunities to learn more.

Participating in undergraduate research.
• To register for undergraduate research for credit you will need an override from a professor after he or she agreed to work with you.
• Ask your professor to send you an override for the course that applies:  Biol303 (first time experience, pass/fail), Biol403 (undergraduate research for a grade), or Biol201 (freshman research), which requires an application that you learn about in freshman biology class.
• Other opportunities may be worked out between you and the professor. .For example, some students volunteer to help with lab procedures and others shadow more experienced students.

FAQ 1:  
Does the topic of the research need to match my career interests closely?
No.
· It is more important that the research questions are at least somewhat interesting to you.
· When you start, as an undergraduate, you need to learn the culture of a research laboratory, so any lab will do.
· You also need to learn how to think logically in pursuit of a hypothesis or exploratory question, and how to use published research to help you develop an experiment.
· Very few undergraduates, even if they continue in research, end up continuing in the research they did as undergraduates once they are career researchers.  Nearly all change questions and even research disciplines as they develop.  Future employers or admissions committees will care that you have good research experience but they won’t be concerned about what specific questions you studied.
· As long as you have motivation, energy, and interest, you can succeed in any area of research.

FAQ 2:
I wasn’t offered an undergraduate research opportunity - what now?
• There are many reasons why a professor may not offer research opportunities to students.  Maybe they are in-between grants, have a very busy semester and can’t train students, or have an upcoming sabbatical.
• Don’t be disheartened if you weren’t offered an opportunity right away - with 23 research active faculty in the Biology Department there is a good chance you will be able to get involved in research in a different lab.
• Talk to your academic advisor for advice on research opportunities that may be fitting.  

FAQ 3:
What if I have been told there’s no room in a particular lab, but I really want to get into that laboratory because I’m interested in that topic?
· Ask whether the professor could suggest some papers for you to start reading (from their lab and on related topics). Or find them yourself, read them, and later let the professor know that you have been reading and are still interested. Persistence and motivation often pay off.  Timing is important. Don’t give up.

FAQ 4:
How can I show that I am motivated to do research with a professor?
· You need to show the professor that you have not just an interest in their topic, but also the time, motivation, and energy to work on your own, independently, toward a goal in research.  
· If a time comes when the professor has a project in the lab that needs some extra help, they are likely to turn to you if you’re already informed about the general topic in the lab, and have shown a longer-term interest and energy. 

FAQ 5:  
Is there a web listing of laboratories in biology that are accepting new undergraduate student researchers? 
· No, because that information becomes out of date so quickly.  When professors do happen to advertise, often the space is taken within days.  Plus, many faculty members feel that their labs are already too full most of the time, and that having more students reduces the quality of each student’s experience.  Many professors aren't actively seeking new students, but they're still willing to consider a student who'll put time and effort into knowledge and skills that might be useful weeks or even months in the future. It is incumbent upon you to identify labs you would be interested in joining and to take that first step of emailing professors.
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