
The best way to know if you would 
enjoy a career doing research, is to 
try it out while in college. As a science 

major at a large research-based institution, 
you are surrounded by faculty and students 
who are pushing the boundaries of their 
fields. Getting “hired” to a faculty lab or 
research project on campus is a terrific way 
to gain real-world experience in your field. 
Here are some tips on how to find and 
apply for your first research experience.

Start with the website for your department 
or major. Look for a link to “Research.” 
Also, look for the list of department faculty, 
which often contains summaries of their 
past and current research interests. Click on 
a faculty member to learn more about their 
research. Some faculty have full websites 
dedicated to their research labs, and you 
can get a lot of information from these, 
potentially including published articles 
produced by the research. Repeat this 
process for adjacent majors or majors of 
interest (e.g Biochemistry students should 
also check Biology). The CNS Career Center 
can provide a centralized list of links to 
science research across campus.

Read deeply. It’s ok if you don’t understand 
it 100%, but you should have some 
understanding of the research project to 
which you apply. Research positions with 
faculty rarely have job descriptions, but 
you can probably assess some of the key 
skills, concepts, and completed courses that 
would make you a notable candidate for 
the position. Use your assessment to create 
a customized resume and brief cover letter 
showing your interest in joining the project.

Reach out to the faculty member(s) by 
email to express interest and to ask if you 
may send them your resume in a second 
email. Remember that sometimes, a lack of 
receptivity has nothing to do with you. If 
faculty do not respond, it may be because 
they have no open positions on their 
project. But it is a good idea to reach out 
again if you haven’t received any response 
after 2 weeks. To see a sample email you 
might send to a professor, see this page 
from Biochemistry that applies equally 
well across all science majors. http://www.
umass.edu/biochem/undergraduate/
lab-research

FIELD EXPERIENCE AND EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

DOING RESEARCH WITH FACULTY

What Makes a Good Research Assistant 
According to Faculty?
• You have taken some foundational courses in your major—

enough to clearly understand basic concepts of the field, 
and be familiar with some basic lab skills

• You show the ability to learn quickly

• You demonstrate some understanding of their specific 
research, not simply a generic interest in “getting a lab”

• You can state why you find the professor’s work interesting, 
and perhaps something about how their work connects 
with your own research interests within your field

• You show the initiative and motivation to professionally 
pursue a research position as a part of your education even 
though it is not required

• The professor knows your name and face, because you have 
made an effort to be noticeable and memorable

Secret Tips From CNS Professors  
Who Hire Research Assistants

“I run a popular lab that gets lots of applications 
every year. The first thing I do is ignore every last 
one of them. Then I wait to see which students 
come back and inquire about their application or 
otherwise show initiative and interest in having 
the position. These are the students who really 
want the job. So then I’ll go back and read just the 
resumes of those students. Sometimes students 
don’t understand that the minimal effort needed 
to follow-up can have maximal effects.”

“It’s frustrating that I can’t remember the names of 
all my students, especially in large lecture classes. I 
have to admit—when I get two students applying 
for a position, I tend to feel more comfort-
able hiring the student whose name and face I 
recognize. A student I don’t know might be very 
talented and deserving, but if they haven’t made 
an effort to get me to learn who they are, I can’t 
help but see them as a potential risk compared 
with someone I already know.”

FIELD EXPERIENCE AND EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING—continued

“Students who send me emails that read like texts, 
with abbreviated words and lack of grammar, are 
not serious about wanting to become a profes-
sional in their field. Approaching a professor with 
respect means using their title, getting right to the 
point, and spending more than 5 minutes figuring 
out what to write.”

“I don’t look for A students. High GPA is nice. But 
high GPA doesn’t always mean that someone 
understand your particular research. I look for 
students that show the capacity to learn and 
demonstrate a real interest in doing so.”

“Students should read my faculty bio and the entire 
website for my lab before contacting me. I can 
really tell whether someone has taken the time to 
do that or not. And if you won’t take the time to 
read about my research, why should I take the time 
to read about you?”

“The graduate student who works for me often 
recommends bright and talented undergraduates 
that she knows because they have asked her about 
working in my lab.”

“Your retail jobs don’t necessarily interest me. 
The thing I want to see most on your resume is an 
up-to-date list of your lab skills. I can get an idea 
of these if you list a few completed or current 
courses related to the work of my lab, but it really 
comes down to specific lab skills that a student has 
learned to do at least once, or simply hasn’t been 
exposed to yet. Tell me what you can do in a lab 
and you’ve got my attention.”

“I’ll admit that I sometimes don’t respond to 
student inquiries, especially if I’m busy and I know 
that my lab is full for the foreseeable future. In this 
case, my lack of response has absolutely nothing 
to do with a student’s qualifications, and I hope 
students remember that. I just don’t have room, 
not even for Einstein. I still encourage students to 
reach out to me with interest though. When one 
of my lab assistants does graduate, I’ll definitely be 
calling someone to replace them.”

“A student’s well-formulated and informed ques-
tion about my current research gets me every  
time. In a single shot you demonstrate your 
self-motivation, your interest in my work, your 
scientific aptitude and, as a bonus, you flatter me. 
Informed flattery will get you everywhere!”

“The hardest times to reach me are during 
Summers, during Spring and Winter Breaks, just 
before final exams, and just after the exam period 
when I have to do my grading. Requests sent to me 
at these times will probably get lost before they 
get acted upon. It’s worth considering the work 
rhythm of college professors as part of the process 
of reaching out to them.”

“If I hire a senior, I train them and they graduate. 
Gone. But if I hire a sophomore or junior, they’ll 
likely stick with my lab project for a few semesters. 
Occasionally, I’ve hired a very bright and moti-
vated first year student. This is rare, but it does 
happen. Taking initiative is key.”

Biology Undergraduate Research Apprenticeships (BURA)
For Biology majors and for those interested in 
biological research, it is crucial to know about BURA, a 
centralized online application system for participation 
in Biology-based research projects found here: https://
www.bio.umass.edu/bura/  Sign into BURA with 
your netID and password. At any time of year, you can 
read short summaries of the many faculty research 
projects hosted by the Biology department. You can 
also see which projects have the most applicants. 
The BURA system opens and closes in the first week 
of each semester. You must be aware of these dates 

and prepare for them in advance. BURA allows you to 
upload a single resume and cover letter, and allows 
you to apply for (only) three different projects. While 
application through the BURA system is required, most 
successful applicants will have already discussed their 
interests with the principal investigator (P.I.) well in 
advance of applying through BURA. In fact, students 
who only apply through BURA without contacting 
faculty directly, tend to strike out. You do not have to 
be a Biology major to apply for a BURA apprenticeship.
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