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Welcome to the Division of Biology & Biomedical Sciences! 

Congratulations on making your 
first big decision: attending  
graduate school! Now, it’s time for 
another momentous choice: joining 
a lab. 

Maybe you already know where 
you’d like to be, which is great! But, 
maybe you’re still deciding, which 
is also great! We’ve all been where 
you are, so we know you probably 
have some questions about the  
process of joining a lab. Good! 

The Student Advisory Committee (SAC) has generated some standard 
questions you may want to consider asking when you’re deciding on 
which lab is right for you. Joining a lab is an important decision, but re-
member, you’re at WashU, so it’s hard to go wrong! 



preparing to join a lab:
questions for the PI

Your relationship with your Principal Investigator (PI) is very important for the next steps in your 
career. These first questions help you understand what the PI sees as their role and what they expect 
from their graduate students. If you and the PI disagree fundamentally on lab topics and expecta-
tions, you should think carefully about choosing that lab. Of course, this is not an exhaustive list, 
but it’s a great starting point to help you determine your best options.

Are there any expectations regarding working 
during the weekends or are there a required 
number of hours? 
 
What do you see as your role as a thesis  
advisor? 

Tell me about the students who have graduated from 
your lab: 
- What did they work on?
- How long ago did they graduate?
- What degree did they receive (MD/Ph.D., Ph.D., or MS)?
- What they are doing now?
- Were they able to publish before they graduated? If so, how 
many, on average? 

Do you regularly give students feedback on their 
progress? How do you typically communicate with your students if difficulties arise?

What is your philosophy on the role of the student in managing and controlling their 
projects?

Do you see yourself being at Washington University for the next 5-6 years?



continued

preparing to join a lab:
questions for the PI

Does your current funding situation look like 
you could support me for my time here? 
 
What journal clubs/seminars do you ask your 
students to attend? How many conferences  
(local, regional, national, international) do you 
have your students attend per year? Does my 
progress affect how many I attend? 

Is the project you have in mind for me being 
worked on by someone else? Do members of 
your lab have completely separate projects or is 
there overlap for co-publishing? 

How many projects are students usually  
involved in? 

Do you have any experience with students who were not able to make progress due 
to technical difficulties and how did you address it?

Are your students able to collaborate with other labs?



preparing to join a lab:
questions for your peers

Your peers, including fellow students and postdoctoral scholars, are an excellent resource for you as 
you make your decision. They can give you a clear perspective on what the daily work is like. Some 
of the best people to ask are often the ones down the hall in another lab. They are less worried about 
repercussions if they say something negative. Don’t be afraid to approach other students to ask for 
advice.

Are you happy with: 
- your project? 
- the PI? 
- the lab equipment? 
- the department?

Would you recommend this lab as a thesis lab? 
Why?  What advice would you give to a student entering 
the lab?

Can you describe a time when the PI has advocated for 
your best interests?  Do you feel that you are developing 
into a good scientist in the lab?  Do they encourage your 
own interests, rather than promoting only their own?

How do you think that the PI is thought of in their field? In 
the university?

How does the PI handle it when the project has setbacks or isn’t working?

Does the PI react well to your suggestions for experiments or directions for your 
project?

What level of your participation for deciding directions for your project is expect-
ed/allowed?

Do grad students work primarily with a postdoctoral researcher, other students in 
the lab, with the PI, or on their own?



preparing to join a lab:
questions for your peers
continued

Do you feel that the PI pays enough attention to your  
project?  Do they have enough time to give everyone’s 
project sufficient attention?  Or are they too busy?

What do you think about the scientific ideas that the PI 
has?  Are they well thought out? Practical? Innovative? 
Are they of interest to other scientists? Does the PI help 
students find postdoctoral positions, etc. after graduating 
from the lab? 

Does the PI support diverse PhD careers?

Is the PI:
- hands-on or hands-off
- enthusiastic or reserved?
- understanding of mistakes?
- early bird or night owl?
- goofy or professional? 
(see if these answers match what the PI has said, others in the lab 

have said, and your own experience in the lab)

What is a quality of the PI that really stands out to you?

What is the most challenging thing about being in your lab and working for your PI?

What participation levels are expected for journal clubs/seminars? and/or writing 
journal articles?

Is attendance at journal clubs/seminars/local, regional, national, international meet-
ings encouraged?

Are activities outside of lab encouraged and fostered? What are the weekend and 
vacation policies?
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Highlight
Would you please make this it's own question? Thank you!



preparing to join a lab:
questions for your peers
continued

What is “work?” (some PIs measure work only by what 
experiments get done, not other activities such as reading 
articles, thinking about your project, attending seminars/
journal club, or TAing.)

Do lab members like to meet outside of lab?

How does the PI give advice (both scientific and  
professional)?

What is the atmosphere of the lab?

How is the lab managed? 

How does the PI handle disagreements between lab 
members?

If you were able to start your project over again, is there anything that you would do 
differently? 

Is there anything you wish you had known before you joined the lab?



preparing to join a lab:
questions for other faculty

Other faculty, including PIs from other departments and labs, can be a great source of information 
about the lab and PI you’d like to join. 

I am working on choosing my thesis lab.  How 
have graduate students in the PI’s lab done?

How do you think that the PI is thought of in their 
field of research?

What do you think about the scientific ideas that 
the PI has?  Are they well thought out? Practical? 
Innovative? Are they of interest to other scien-
tists?

What advice would you have for someone joining the PI’s lab as a thesis lab?



preparing to join a lab:
questions for yourself

You are in charge of your education and career path, so it’s most important that you know what you 
want and the kind of lab and research of which you want to be a part. 

Will I be happy coming in the required number 
of days for the next 5-6 years?

If I have to be every day to feed cells, will I start 
to hate it?

Am I passionate about the research/question at 
hand?

What is most important: do I need to be pas-
sionate about the research, fit in the lab environ-
ment, or click with the PI?

If I mak a mistake, would I be comfortable telling my PI?

Will my PI support me doing extra-curricular activities that are important to me?




