
Getting involved in biological research: 

There are many opportunities to join faculty research programs while you are here at Bowdoin. 
These are available to all of you, and getting involved is probably not as difficult as you might 
think.  

Below, you will find information that can help you decide whether you would like to get 
involved in research yourself. By the end, we hope that you will have all of the information you 
need to understand the opportunities available to you and how to go about getting started if it 
sounds like a good idea. Of course, you can contact any faculty member to talk about all of 
these issues in more detail—just send one of us an email and we can chat. It is as simple as 
that. 

First of all, it is important to realize that few students who end up getting involved in research 
here at Bowdoin entered campus with prior experience. That is to be expected, and is 
completely fine with us! The faculty are certainly not expecting that you know what you are 
doing right from the start. We will enjoy teaching you what you need to know.  

Furthermore, we do not expect you to have research ideas of your own in order to join our labs. 
Instead, the expectation is that you would join our ongoing research programs, which means 
that the projects are already underway. These are almost always multi-year projects, and 
require the work of multiple students to complete. So, instead of trying to figure out your own 
research questions beforehand (which would certainly be intimidating!), we introduce you to 
our own work, and then mentor you as you go along. The goals are that we do some great 
science together, and that you get the most out of the experience. Of course, any ideas you 
might have along the way are always welcome, but you should not feel like you need to come 
up with something on your own to get started. It is also not required that you be an upper-class 
student to get started—
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Alternatively, you might find the whole experience in that professor’s lab enjoyable and 
rewarding, and decide that you would like to continue working with that particular professor. If 
so, you could sign up for another independent study to work with them at some point in the 
future, or apply for a summer fellowship (discussed below). Continuing with the research does 
not need to happen immediately—perhaps your course requirements, or study-away plans, or 
other obligations mean that taking a semester (or more) off from research is best for you. This 
is common, makes perfect sense, and is fine with us. You are not committing to an 
uninterrupted series of independent studies if you want to get involved in research. 

Another possibility is that you would apply for a fellowship to work with a professor during the 
summer months. Indeed, some faculty require (or at least strongly encourage) a summer 
research experience before joining their lab as an independent study student, since the learning 
experience in the summer is so intense and without distractions. These are especially fun 
experiences—summer weather is great in Maine, campus is less crowded and less hectic, there 
are not so many obligations for everyone to juggle all at once, we get to spend a great deal of 
concentrated time working together, and you even get paid for it all! To do research here in the 
summer, you must apply for a summer research fellowship, and any one of us can help walk 
you through the process. Of course, there is no guarantee that everyone will receive a 
fellowship, but Bowdoin is very fortunate to have many of them available, and it is often the 
case that most students end up getting awarded one. To be clear: Getting a summer fellowship 
does not require "straight A" grades and a great deal of prior research experience! In fact, for 
many students their first summer fellowship is also their first research experience. These 
fellowships begin within a few weeks after the end of spring semester (the precise time varies 
among labs), and will last for 8, 9, or 10 weeks (depending on the summer schedules of both 
you and the professor). You would work "full-time" for those weeks, and it is very much like an 
independent study, but much more focused and intense. 

Some fellowships are specifically available to conduct biology field work at the Bowdoin 
Scientific Station on Kent Island for the summer. Kent Island is a small island off the coast of 
New Brunswick, Canada that is a small but busy field station with researchers from all over the 
US and Canada. Kent Island summer fellowships have an application due in February, there is 
more information available on the Bowdoin Kent Island website. 
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If you intend to try and complete an Honors project, then you will be required to enroll in an 
independent study both semesters of your senior year. There are a few additional expectations 
(on top of the typical ones for a "regular" independent study), although I will not go into the 
details here. Otherwise, an Honors project is much like any other independent study. 


