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Agenda

• What is undergraduate research?

• How to find a lab

• How to enroll in MCB 290/BIOC 290

• Student panel with research experience



What Is Undergraduate Research?
• A mentored investigation conducted by undergraduates that seeks to 

make a scholarly contribution to knowledge. 

• Performed under the direction of a UIUC faculty member (P.I.), post-
doc or graduate student.

• Earn course credit (MCB 290 or BIOC 290)
➢ Letter grade that counts towards GPA

• Some paid positions exist (Campus Job Board)

➢ Cannot earn money if earning credit

https://osfa.illinois.edu/types-of-aid/employment/virtual-job-board/


Is Research Required?
• For PhD programs, YES!

• For most MD and DO programs, no, but helpful

• For MD/PhD program, YES!

• Research can help make you more competitive.

• Depends on mission of institution.



What will I be doing in the lab?
• Assisting graduate students and postdocs with experiments

• Work on independent project

• Lab maintenance (washing dishes, making buffers/reagents, growing cells, 
maintaining mouse colonies)

• Attend lab meetings

• Present work at undergraduate research symposia

• Help prepare research manuscripts for publication



Expectations
• Show dedication to the project. This should be a priority.

• Be reliable, be present, and ask questions

• Ask for help when you need it

• Communicate with your mentors

• May need to come in at odd hours, including nights and weekends.

• May be expected to attend lab meetings and present your data.

• May be expected to write a senior thesis.



Campus Resources
• Office of Undergraduate Research

• SMCB undergraduate research website

• Departmental websites

• SMCB seminar calendar

• MCB RoadMAP newsletter

• Academic advisors

• Faculty/professors

• Graduate teaching assistants

https://undergradresearch.illinois.edu/
https://mcb.illinois.edu/academics/undergraduate-programs/undergraduate-research
https://calendars.illinois.edu/list/1233
https://mcb.illinois.edu/academics/undergraduate-programs/mcb-center-advising/road-map-advising-newsletter


How to Find a Lab
1. Determine when you want to start research and begin looking the 

semester prior

2. Make a list of faculty with whom you are interested in working.

3. Create a resume/CV. 

4. Contact faculty via email: Be professional and concise; follow up, if 
necessary



How to Find a Lab
Read about faculty research interests in MCB 

and beyond

• https://mcb.illinois.edu/directory/faculty

• Google UIUC ______ research

Make a list of faculty you want to contact



Interdisciplinary Centers

• Institute for Genomic Biology
•UIUC Beckmann Institute
• Cancer Center at Illinois
• The Microbial Systems Initiative

https://www.igb.illinois.edu/research
https://beckman.illinois.edu/research/conduct-research-at-beckman/become-a-student-researcher
https://cancer.illinois.edu/research-programs/
https://publish.illinois.edu/microbialsystems/


Non-MCB Labs to Consider
Integrative Biology Chemistry

Psychology
Neuroscience program

Kinesiology

Bioengineering
Physics

Veterinary Medicine
Pathobiology
Comparative Biosciences

Crop Sciences Animal Sciences

Beckman Institute Institute for Genomic Biology (IGB)



Other ways to find a lab

• Read the MCB Road MAP newsletter for advertised positions

• Talk to your teaching assistants and professors that engage in 
research

• Talk to friends with undergrad research positions

• Learn more about current research by attending departmental 
seminars and research symposia on campus



Resume prep
• Full name and preferred name, if different
• Illinois email address
• List your major(s) and declared minor(s)
• Expected graduation date (which semester and year)
• What is your overall GPA? Major GPA?
• Relevant courses taken, including class titles and grade earned (eg. MCB, IB, 

CHEM, PHYS, STAT, MATH, CS, etc.)
• Relevant skills (prior lab experience, knowledge of data processing 

software, animal handling experience, etc.)
• Past research experience 
• Extracurricular affiliations and leadership experiences

https://www.careercenter.illinois.edu/howtoresume



Contacting faculty
✓ Reach out the semester before you would like to start research

✓ Send introductory email – preferred method

✓ Be professional (use greeting and signature)

✓ Be specific to each lab – why are you interested in their research?

✓ Be patient and persistent

✓ Work in batches, contact 4 or 5 labs at a time



Reach out!

Small introduction + 
statement of intent

Motivation behind 
interest

Brief overview of past 
experiences/future goals 
(+ how it links to the 
lab’s research) 

Strong conclusion

Attach resume or cv!
Email example



Waiting is the hardest part…

• "Yes, I would be happy to meet with you!"

• "No, I am sorry, but we do not currently have the ______" (space, funding, etc.)

• Don’t be discouraged, you can always try again next semester

• No response

• Send a follow-up email 1-2 weeks after your initial email

• Be persistent!!!



Interview Tips
• Casual dress, but professional

• Come prepared to talk generally about lab projects and why you are interested

• Ask about expectations!!!!
➢ When/how often are you expected to be in lab?

➢ How will your grade be determined?

• Be honest about your availability
➢ Academics should come first

• Send a brief thank you email



MCB/BIOC 290: Research for course credit

• 1 credit MCB/BIOC 290 = approximately 5 hrs/week in lab/over a 16-week 
term (8-week summer sessions, 1 credit = 10 hrs/week)

• Keep in mind this is an average. You need to plan to stay until your work is 
done. Each lab will have their own policies.

• Make sure you have a clear understanding of the faculty expectations for 
credit and how your grade will be assessed.



Eligibility for MCB 290/BIOC 290
• Must be a declared major in Biology, MCB, Neuroscience, or Biochemistry

• Conduct research in an approved laboratory at UIUC 

• Good academic standing, recommended GPA of 2.75 or higher

• Cannot receive monetary payment, or any other form of academic credit, 
based on the research for which MCB 290 or BIOC 290 credit is earned.

• Must enroll in the course by the university deadline to add a semester 
course using the appropriate forms.

https://mcb.illinois.edu/academics/undergraduate-programs/undergraduate-research

https://mcb.illinois.edu/academics/undergraduate-programs/undergraduate-research


Limits ?
• A limit of 10 credit hours of MCB 290/BIOC 290 can be applied towards the 

120 hours needed for graduation

• However, you are encouraged to continue your research 
for as many terms as you wish.

• All MCB 290/BIOC 290 semesters and the assigned letter grades will appear 
on your transcript and count in your GPA.



How to Enroll in MCB 290/BIOC 290

• MCB 290 (for MCB, MCB + DS, and NEUR majors)
• Online form: MCB 290 Undergraduate research request

• BIOC 290 (for BIOC majors)
• Online form: BIOC 290 request/renewal form

https://apps.atlas.illinois.edu/FormBuilderSurvey/Survey/mcb/academic_forms/mcb_290_undergraduate_research_request_form/
https://apps.atlas.illinois.edu/FormBuilderSurvey/Survey/mcb/academic_forms/bioc_290_registration_form/


Academic Deadlines
Last Day to Add a Course

• 10th day of fall/spring semester at 5:00 PM

• 7th day of summer session II at 5:00 PM

• Must renew every semester by the deadline using online form.



Making the most of your undergraduate research

• Present your work!
• MCB Research Symposium, Undergraduate Research Symposium, and American 

Chemical Society Symposium

• Society national and regional meetings

• Apply for a Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship (SURF)
• Get paid to do research over the summer!

• Write a senior thesis (MCB 492/BIOC 492)

• Help prepare research manuscripts for publication



Undergraduate Researcher Panel



Questions

Alison Neff, hantak@Illinois.edu

Scan QR to receive slides by email

mailto:hantak@Illinois.edu
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