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Tips to Find a Quality Research Mentor

Student goal

Use this guide to understand what a research mentor does, how to choose a strong mentor, and how to be 
prepared, respectful, and safe when asking someone for help with your project.

What is a research mentor?

A research mentor is an experienced person who helps you grow as a student researcher. A mentor can give 
feedback, ask useful questions, help you set goals, and guide you as you learn more about your research topic.

A mentor is not there to do the project for you. Their job is to help you think more clearly, use evidence, 
understand your field, and make smart next steps. Mentors can also help you learn about careers, professional 
communication, and future opportunities.

What makes a good mentor?

1.  Relevant expertise or knowledge: They know something useful about your research area, your method, or 
the general research process.

2.  Excitement about teaching and sharing: They are willing to explain ideas, answer questions, and help you 
learn from their experience.

3.  Respectful and honest feedback: They are kind and professional, but also direct when something needs 
improvement.

4.  Reflective listening and empathy: They listen to your ideas, ask questions, and try to understand what 
support you need instead of only telling you what to do.

Before you look for a mentor, think about what you need

 Your research goals: Are you exploring a broad idea, or do you already have a specific project question?
 Your support needs: Do you need help with background knowledge, experimental design, data analysis, 

engineering design, coding, or presentation practice?
 Your time frame: Is this a short-term project, a semester-long project, or something that may last more than 

one year?
 Your communication needs: Would monthly check-ins be enough, or do you need more frequent support?

Think About Student Notes

My research topic or area of interest

What kind of help I need

How often I hope to meet

Questions I want to ask first



  DRIPBL Resource

This handout is copyright as part of the DRIPBL© curriculum. It is unlawful to reproduce this in any way without prior written permission.

Adults I should keep copied/informed

Where can you find a mentor?

 Start with people you already know: Teachers, club advisors, school staff, coaches, or family/community 
connections may be able to suggest someone.

 Look at local colleges or universities: Search department pages and faculty bios for people who work in 
topics related to your project.

 Use articles as clues: If you read a paper that connects to your topic, look at the authors and their institutions.
 Ask program staff or advisors: DRIPBL coaches, science teachers, and school counselors may know where 

students have found mentors before.
 Talk to classmates: Students who have done research may be able to share how they found support.

Safety and professionalism reminder

If you are a minor, keep a parent/guardian, teacher, or DRIPBL coach informed when contacting mentors. Use 
respectful communication, meet in approved settings, and follow your school or program rules for adult 
communication.

Before you reach out, prepare first

1.  Explain what you are looking for: Write a short summary of your project idea, your research goals, and what 
kind of help you hope to receive.

2.  Learn about their work: Read their website, biography, recent publications, lab page, or project descriptions. 
Be ready to mention one specific thing that connects to your interest.

3.  Make a small first ask: Instead of asking for a huge commitment right away, ask for a short introductory 
meeting or advice on whether your idea fits their area.

4.  Be clear about time: Say whether you are hoping to meet once, monthly, weekly, or only when you have 
specific questions. Respect their schedule.

Tips to be a strong mentee

1.  Follow through on goals: Come prepared with updates, questions, and any work you said you would 
complete.

2.  Set a meeting rhythm: Talk about whether you will meet by Zoom, phone, email, or in person. Short, regular 
check-ins can be more useful than long meetings once in a while.

3.  Be open to feedback: A mentor may challenge your ideas to make your project stronger. Listen carefully, ask 
questions, and clarify anything you do not understand.

4.  Take notes and send follow-up messages: After meetings, write down action steps and send a short thank-
you or summary email so everyone knows what comes next.

5.  Talk about the end date: Decide whether the mentorship is for one meeting, one semester, one school year, 
or until a specific project milestone.

Quick mentor outreach planning space

My project idea or research topic:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

A mentor could help me with:
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__________________________________________________________________________________________

One person or place I could contact:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

One specific question I could ask:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Adult/teacher/coach I should keep informed:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Adapted from

The Muse: How to Find and Choose a Good Mentor
NPR Life Kit: How to Find a Mentor and Make It Work

https://www.themuse.com/advice/how-to-find-qualities-good-mentor
https://www.npr.org/2019/10/25/773158390/how-to-find-a-mentor-and-make-it-work

