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2009
Thank you for agreeing to serve as a mentor for this year’s summer internship program.  The purpose of this document is to explain the goals and structure of the program, and to clarify the expectations of mentors.

General 

The BGS Summer Undergraduate Internship Program (SUIP) has been in existence since 1986.  It provides approximately 30 undergraduates with ten weeks of hands-on experience in a biomedical laboratory each summer. Interns collaborate with faculty and graduate students in ongoing research, attend weekly faculty research seminars, and receive career guidance. The program is designed to encourage talented students in the life sciences to consider careers in scholarly research. Over the years, it has encouraged many interns to apply to graduate programs or to consider careers as physician-scientists. 

Recruitment and Admissions

Throughout the fall semester, a brochure is mailed to a network of faculty “feeders” and to anyone who requests it.  Brochures are also distributed at national undergraduate research symposia, such as the Annual Biomedical Research Conference for Minority Students (ABRCMS), the Society for the Advancement of Chicanos and Native Americans in Science (SACNAS), and the Leadership Alliance Symposium (LAS). In addition, the program is advertised on the BGS web page, via various mailing lists, and during faculty visits to undergraduate institutions.  The application deadline is February 1. Approximately 300 students apply each year, most directly to BGS, but some via the Leadership Alliance, which is described below. Admissions decisions are completed by mid-March.  

BGS invites applicants to indicate their academic and career interests on the application form.  The office canvasses the faculty—particularly graduate group chairs and training grant PIs—for outstanding mentors.  Once a pool of mentors is identified, BGS encourages the mentors to review the application files and indicate those interns who appear to be a strong match for their lab.  BGS assigns interns to faculty and encourages each intern to contact their faculty mentor to discuss a summer project before arriving at Penn. 

Funding

The program provides interns with on-campus housing, round trip travel reimbursement, a competitive stipend (at least $3900 in 2008), and travel to the Leadership Alliance symposium in July.  Funds for the program are provided by both federal and private sources, including the  National Cancer Institute, Genentech Foundation, and Pfizer. There is no cost to the host lab, unless interns are involved in lab specific activities.
Calendar and Activities

The program begins June 1, 2009 and runs through August 7, 2009.  In general, interns are expected to devote themselves full-time to lab research.  Enrollment in formal classes is prohibited.  The first day of the program is devoted to orientation activities, and BGS sponsors a weekly faculty research seminar series on Wednesdays at noon (except July 4), which all interns must attend.  Interns will attend the Leadership Alliance Symposium during the last weekend of July and will be out of the lab on Friday, July 24. All interns will be required to present their work in the form of an oral presentation at the symposium.  In addition, on August 6th, from 11am-2pm, interns will present their work in the form of a poster session on campus at Penn.  SUIP also features a number of optional lunch-time activities, including meetings with current graduate students, sessions on applying to graduate school and MD-PhD programs, and a workshop on how to present a scientific talk. Optional evening and weekend activities organized by BGS staff will be offered as well. 

The Leadership Alliance

As noted in its mission statement, “The Leadership Alliance is a consortium of 33 of this nation’s leading research and teaching academic institutions dedicated to improving the participation of under-represented populations in graduate studies and Ph.D. programs; thereby ultimately increasing their numbers in research professions of the academic, public and private sectors.”  Penn has been a member of the Leadership Alliance since its inception, and a BGS staff member serves as the Penn representative at Leadership Alliance business meetings twice per year.  Most of the Leadership Alliance’s activities relate to its Summer Research Early Identification Program (SR-EIP).  Undergraduates apply for SR-EIP internships via the Leadership Alliance’s website or via the summer program institution (i.e. Penn), with eligible participants being provided with partial support from the Leadership Alliance. Typically, about a fifth of BGS interns are designated as LA SR-EIP participants. However, all BGS SUIP participants receive the same financial package, engage in the same training, and present at the LA Symposium, regardless of whether they are designated as SR-EIP/Alliance interns.

Again, all interns will attend the annual Leadership Alliance Symposium.  This summer’s LA Symposium will take place July 24 – July 26 in Chantilly, VA, and will be attended by about 300 people, including roughly 250 interns from many colleges and summer internship programs.  BGS will charter a bus that will leave on the morning of July 24 (a Friday) and return in the afternoon of July 26 (Sunday).  Interns present their work as a 15 minute oral presentation using PowerPoint.  They also hear talks by their peers, hear from major keynote speakers, attend career sessions, meet recruitment officers and faculty from participating institutions, and participate in enjoyable evening activities.  BGS interns have always reported that the LA Symposium as immensely informative and enjoyable, which is why it has become a key component of SUIP.  

Expectations of Mentors

BGS has developed a set of expectations for mentors to ensure that BGS meets its own programmatic goals and to satisfy the requirements of the funding agencies (NIH and LA).  To whatever extent possible, the mentor should assess the intern’s scientific knowledge and research experience before determining what the intern will do over the summer.  The mentor is expected to read the intern’s application and talk with the intern by phone or email in May.  Once the mentor has a sense of the intern’s abilities and interests, the mentor should develop a tentative plan for the summer.

Identify a project.  Interns should conduct work that relates to a specific aim of the research goals of the lab.  They should understand—and, where possible, help formulate—the underlying hypotheses and expected outcomes of their experiments.  They should learn a set of techniques and understand their relevance to the project.  They should also comprehend the project’s relevance to the broader scientific goals of the lab, and the lab’s overall contributions to its scientific field.

Provide reading materials in advance.  Interns come to the program ready to work!  They should be given “required reading” such as article reprints a few weeks before they arrive.    

Use the first week to explain the project and acclimate the intern to the lab.  Review the project and the techniques to be used, including any computer software to be used, and the background literature.  Develop a tentative schedule for completion of various aspects of the project.  If the intern will be working with several people in the lab, make sure that the intern understands each individual’s role.  If a postdoctoral fellow or senior graduate student will be assigned to co-mentor the student, clarify the arrangement with the intern.  Discuss the hours the intern is expected to maintain.  (BGS expects that interns will work a roughly eight-hour day, with adjustments made by mutual agreement between the intern and the mentor.)  Outline the intern’s role in lab meetings and any other meetings or seminars the intern is expected to attend.  Discuss the rules for keeping a laboratory notebook and other lab records.  

Develop a schedule of regular meetings of intern, mentor, and any co-mentors.  Ideally, meetings will take place at a fixed time at least once per week.  Meetings should cover the intern’s progress in the lab, the relationship between the project and questions addressed by the lab and the broader scientific community, and the assigned literature.  The meetings should also cover more general concerns, including the various issues associated with choosing graduate or professional training and what it means to be a scientist and an academic.  Although interns are exposed to these issues through sessions organized by BGS and the LA, it is important for the intern to discuss them with individuals in the lab, including the PI.

Help the intern prepare presentation materials.  Encourage the intern to present at lab meetings, and provide feedback on oral presentations.  In addition, work with the intern to develop their oral and poster presentations.  For the posters, Please devote some time to staging a mock poster presentation with other lab members.  For the oral/ PowerPoint presentation, please be sure to review and provide feedback; also, make sure the intern prepares backup slides or overheads!  The intern will certainly appreciate your efforts.  You should also be aware that our interns’ presentations are seen as a reflection of our undergraduate and graduate programs by the many participants in the LA Symposium, and are thus a potentially effective recruitment tool!

After the intern returns from the LA Symposium, please ask how the presentation went and whether the intern would revise the presentation as a result of the experience.  

Provide candid, constructive feedback about the internship and encourage the intern to stay in touch.  Schedule a final meeting to provide your opinions of the intern’s progress over the summer, their lab skills and general scientific knowledge, and how they might take advantage of their remaining undergraduate career to weigh career options and prepare for graduate school.  Encourage the intern to keep you up to date on her activities, even if she chooses a career outside of science.  In addition to satisfying our curiosity, such information is vital to ensuring financial support for future generations of summer interns!  Inevitably, many of the interns will ask for letters of recommendation, so please attempt to discuss your preferences on how such recommendations should be requested.
If there are problems… If at any point during the summer you are disappointed with your intern’s abilities or work habits, or if your intern appears to be dissatisfied with any aspect of the lab environment, please do not hesitate to contact Susan Ross or Edward Marshall in the BGS office.  It is hopeful that the establishment of well defined expectations will ensure that the internship is productive and enjoyable.  

Contact Information. The program is administered from the BGS Office in 160 BRB II/III. Key individuals responsible for administering the program are:

Director:  Dr. Susan Ross, 898-9764, rosss@mail.med.upenn.edu
BGS SUIP Coordinator:  Edward Marshall, 898-2794, edwardhm@mail.med.upenn.edu
BGS Administrative Director:  Judy Jackson, 898-2793, jajackso@mail.med.upenn.edu
Director of Financial Operations:  Nam Narain, 573-2234, narain@mail.med.upenn.edu
