
Finding a Research Mentor at UW-Madison 

Amber Smith, Ph.D., Director of Mentor and Mentee Training 
amber.smith@wisc.edu  
Alexius Lampkin, Research Mentor and Mentee Training Graduate Intern 
lampkin@wisc.edu 
Research Peer Leaders:  

● Lauren Lansing llansing@wisc.edu 
● Jonathan Bryan jebryan@wisc.edu  
● Michaela Kihntopf kihntopf@wisc.edu 
● Erika Kay-Tsumagari:kaytsumagari@wisc.edu 
● Azura Mar Jorda: ajorda@wisc.edu 

 
Peer Mentor Drop-In Sessions :  
Drop in Hours at College Library 

● Monday 11am - 12pm Study Room 2215 
● Thursday 2:15-3:45pm Study Room 2217 

Drop In Hours at Steenbock Library 
● Tuesday 4:00-5:30pm BioCommons Study Room 109 (except for 3/14 – spring break) 
● Fridays 11:00am-1:30pm BioCommons Study Room 109 (except 2/24 –study room 101) 
● Help to find a research experience  
● Peer review for research papers  
● Grant/Scholarship options  
● Research experience mentoring  

 
You can also check out https://wiscience.wisc.edu/findamentor for video resources.  
 
Finding a Research Mentor Overview  

1. Narrow interests  
2. Explore researchers  
3. Write professional emails and finalize your Curriculum Vitae (CV)  
4. Contact potential mentors  
5. Prepare for an interview  

 
Step 1: Narrow Interests   
Before searching for potential mentors, determine what you are most interested in researching. 
Interested in Biology? Physics? Psychology? Math? That’s great! However, keep in mind that 
UW-Madison is a research facility packed with an extraordinary amount of opportunities. Make 
sure that you have a good idea of what topics interest you the most within these broader areas 
of study.  
 

What are you curious about? Brainstorm a list of things you would like to study.  
Feeling stuck? See below for a few examples. 

 
 



 
Example Research Areas 

 Biology  Physics  Psychology  Mathematics  

 
 
Disciplines 

Neurobiology  
 
Molecular Biology  
 
Biochemistry  
 
Genetics 

Quantum 
Mechanics  
 
Astrophysics  
 
Optics 

Developmental  
 
Clinical  
 
Perception 
 
Stress 

Algebra  
 
Analysis  
 
Differential  
 
Equations  
 
Probability 

 

 
 
 
Research 
Topics 

Neural plasticity  
 
Oncology  
 
Metabolism  
 
Genetic Engineering 

Quantum field  
theory  
 
Dark energy  
 
Neutrino  
phenomenology 
 
Coherence theory 

Language acquisition  
 
Psychometric  
methods  
 
Auditory  
processing 

Number theory  
 
Complex analysis  
 
Mathematical  
biology  
 
Random matrices 

 
Step 2: Explore Potential Research Mentors   
There are various ways to find researchers on campus. Listed below are a 
few online  resources:   

● Research at UW-Madison 
https://wisc.discovery.academicanalytics.com/dashboard 

● UW Experts Guide http://experts.news.wisc.edu/  
● UW Departments http://www.wisc.edu/academics/departments.php  
● UW Research Centers http://www.wisc.edu/research-centers/  
● Graduate School Programs https://www.gradsch.wisc.edu/mas/  
● Student Job Center https://jobcenter.wisc.edu/  

Another good idea is to explore department home pages for a specific department’s 
latest research news! This process could open your eyes to a research area that you 
may not have otherwise known exists. Additionally, do not be afraid to talk to your 
professors about the research he or she is working on. If it is interesting to you, ask if 
you can contribute to his or her work.  

Staying organized while exploring potential mentors will make the process more 
efficient and reduce errors that can occur while trying to keep track of so much 
information.  



Below is an  example of how you can organize this important information:  

Faculty   
Name  

Depart.  Email  Area of   
Research  

Research   
tools &   
methods  

Why   
interested?  

David 
Wassarman  

Genetics  xxx@wisc.e
du  

Molecular changes 
in TBI  

Molecular & 
genetic tools, 
fruit flies  

Want to learn 
more about 
TBI  

Kate O’Connor  
Giles  

Genetics  xxx@wisc.e
du  

Synapse formation, 
growth,  plasticity  

CRISPR/Cas9 
in fruit flies  

Want to learn 
how to use 
CRISPR  

 
Step 3: Create/modify your Curriculum Vitae (CV) or Resume   
What is a CV? A CV is similar to a resume. However, a CV is more commonly 
used when applying for positions in academia and medicine. A resume is shorter, 
typically a page, and less detailed than a CV. Additionally, a CV should include a 
full history of your academic credentials. On the other hand, a resume should only 
include a summary of your academic and career history, and it should be carefully 
tailored to the inquired position, highlighting only what is pertinent to the job. Feel 
free to visit drop-in hours or the writing center (https://writing.wisc.edu/) for help 
developing your CV.   

 
Step 4: Contact Potential Mentors   
Writing a professional email:   

● Formal Greeting (always address the research mentor as Dr. or Prof. and their last 
name) 

●  Brief introduction (e.g. Year in school, Intended major)  
● Why are you interested in their research? Be specific!  
● Contributions (e.g. your past research experience, courses that may align, skills) 
● How do you hope the research experience is structured?  

○ Paid vs. Credit/Volunteer  
○ Length of commitment (e.g. continuing in the future)  
○ Hours per week in lab and schedule  
○ Times available to meet (attach schedule or state in email)  

● Attach course schedule, CV/resume, and unofficial transcript (optional)  
Your email should be able to answer the following questions. Remember to be concise. 

● What is the purpose of your email? (If the research opportunity was posted on a job 
board or other website reference that here.) 

● Why are you interested in the research topic and/or what you hope to learn from the 
experience? Be sure to customize this for each research group. 

● Do you have any previous experience or skills relevant to this opportunity (if you do not 



have previous experience there is no need to mention it in the email.) 
● What is your anticipated time commitment (hrs/week, number of semesters)? Would you 

like to earn credit for your research experience? Would you like to volunteer as a 
researcher 

Step 5: Prepare for an Interview   
Here are some steps to take to make sure that you are prepared to showcase your 
potential.  
Interview preparation:   

● Read papers from the lab and be able to talk or ask questions about them 
● Think about what you want to get out of a research experience  
● Know what you are comfortable with (and not comfortable with)  

During the interview:   
● Be able to talk about why you want a research experience, and why this lab  
● Listen attentively and ask follow-up questions  
● Ask about your role in the lab  
● Discuss goals, expectations, and guidelines 

 
Example Email  to a Research Mentor 

Instructions: Read Dr. Wassarman’s research description and Susan’s email example 
below. With your group, brainstorm and note at least 3 suggestions that you would give 
to Susan to improve her email.  

Professor David Wassarman, Department of Genetics 
We are using fruit flies (Drosophila melanogaster) to understand human neuronal 
disorders. Currently, we are focusing on Ataxia-telangiectasia (A-T) and traumatic brain 
injury (TBI), both of which are characterized by neuronal degeneration 
(neurodegeneration) in the central nervous system. We are using genetic and molecular 
biology approaches to determine the cellular and molecular mechanisms that underlie 
neurodegeneration. The long-term goal of this research is to identify gene targets for 
diagnostic and therapeutic intervention in A-T and TBI. 

Dear Dr. Wassarman, 

My name is Susan Smith and I will be a sophomore next year majoring in genetics at 
UW-Madison. I am interested in studying TBI in mice because I am very interested in 
neurodegeneration. 2-3 about their research and why it’s interesting. I have taken 
biology 151 and 152 so I have the general knowledge of biology that I can contribute to 
the lab. Understanding the clinical implications of research related to traumatic brain 
injury is very interesting to me as I want to go to medical school. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. I really hope I can get a position in your lab. 



Thank you, 
Susan Smith 

 
 
Revised Example 
 
Dear Dr. Wassarman, 

My name is Susan Smith and I am a current sophomore here at UW-Madison. I am very 
interested in your research focused on analyzing the molecular changes brought upon 
by traumatic brain injury (TBI) that lead to neurodegeneration. If possible, I would like to 
talk with you about opportunities to work with your research group. 

From reading about your research group’s work, I learned that your lab conducts basic 
research on fruit flies and uses molecular and genetic approaches to answer questions 
about how genetic variants and environmental factors can influence neurodegeneration 
caused by TBI. I am most interested in your process of genetic screening for possible 
targets of neurodegeneration and hope that I would have the opportunity to learn more 
about that technique. I would like to pursue a graduate education in the area of genetics 
and I am eager to learn many different skills using molecular and genetic tools. 

I have 10 hours per week for a research commitment this upcoming fall semester and I 
would like to continue with a research project until I graduate. Please let me know if you 
are available to meet in the upcoming weeks to talk more about your research. 
  
I look forward to hearing from you. 
  
Sincerely, 
Susan 
  
Susan Smith 
Major: Genetics, Minor: Microbiology 
Class of 2022 
susan.student@college.edu 
Attachments: Resume and transcript 
 
  



Emailing Potential Research Mentors 
 
Your email should be able to answer the following questions. Remember to be concise. 
● What is the purpose of your email?  
● Why are you interested in the research topic and/or what you hope to learn from 

the experience? Be sure to customize this for each research group. 
● Do you have any previous experience, skills, or coursework relevant to this 

opportunity?  
● What is your anticipated time commitment (hrs/week, number of semesters)? 

Would you like to earn credit for your research experience? Would you like to 
volunteer as a researcher? 

 
Structural aspects of the email: 
Greeting- always address the research mentor as Dr. or Prof. and their last name. 
Closing line- examples include “I look forward to hearing from you”, “Thank you for 
your time”, “Sincerely” 
Email Signature: Full name, Major/minor, Academic year in college or your expected 
graduation date, GPA (optional), University email address 
 
 
Your turn: draft a practice interest statement or email to the PI of the research 
group you are interested in. 
 
 
  



Spring 2023 Find a Mentor Workshop Evaluation 
Workshop Learning Objectives: 
Students will... 

● Become aware of research-related resources and learn how to navigate them.  
● Understand how to read the research description from a lab homepage.  
● Align their interests with the research focus of the research group.  
● Learn to write professional & personalized emails to potential research mentors.  
● Leave feeling more confident about finding a research mentor.  

 
Please indicate how much you disagree or agree with each of the following 
statements: 
 

  Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree 

1. This workshop met the stated 
objectives (see above). 

o   o   o   o   o   

2. I developed my abilities and 
skills in the subject areas covered 

in this workshop. 

o   o   o   o   o   

3. Activities completed as part of 
this workshop enhanced my 

learning. 

o   o   o   o   o   

4.  This workshop created a 
community that supported my 

learning and growth as a learner 
in STEM. 

o   o   o   o   o   

5. I am likely to apply what I have 
learned in this workshop in the 

future. 

o   o   o   o   o   

6. I would recommend this 
workshop to other potential 

students. 

o   o   o   o   o   

Overall, how would you rate your experience in this workshop? 
Poor  Fair  Good   Very Good  Excellent 
 
 
Is there anything more you wish we would have covered? 


