
Finding a Yerby Faculty Mentor 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

FINDING A MENTOR 

 

Q: How do I find a faculty mentor? 

Applicants are encouraged to identify potential faculty mentors through professional contacts 

in their field.  You may also look for an appropriate mentor by reviewing the literature and 

searching university websites for faculty who are working in your area of interest.  

 

Q: Are assistant professors allowed to be faculty mentors? 

Yes.  Both assistant and associate professors can be excellent prospective mentors.  

 

Q: What are the expectations of the faculty mentors during the fellowship? 

Please see the Mentor Agreement Form for all of the Yerby program expectations.  

 

Q: May I select a faculty mentor from my current department or campus? 

Your faculty member must be based at HSPH, however, he or she can be from your current 

department of from another department at the School. 

 

Q: Can I select a retired faculty member to be my faculty mentor? 

The program encourages applicants to select an active faculty member as their mentor. 

However, in some cases retired faculty who are still fully involved in their department and their 

research program are excellent prospective mentors.  The retired faculty member will also need 

to be able to fund this Yerby Fellow. 

 

Q: Can a faculty member serve as a mentor for more than one applicant? 

Yes, if that faculty member has enough funding to support more than one Yerby fellow for the 

entire 2 years of the program.   

 

Tips on finding a faculty mentor 

The first step in finding a postdoctoral mentor at HSPH is to identify a lab that matches your 

research interests and fits your personal goals. Start by exploring the researcher profiles on the 

HSPH website. We also strongly suggest talking to your current PhD program mentors, who may 

have connections with researchers at HSPH, for recommendations. 



Once you have determined a lab you want to work in at HSPH, we suggest you send a letter of 

interest and your CV directly to the PI.  Please specify that you are interested in applying to the 

Yerby Fellowship Program. 

What should you look for in a mentor? 

Some general things to look for: 

 Active publication in high quality journals 

  Extramural funding (in science) and likelihood  of continuation 

 National recognition and other indications of status 

  Rank, tenure status, proximity to retirement 

  Prior training record (time to complete degree, number of graduates, placement) 

 Lab organization 

 Work ethic 

How do you know that this faculty member will be the right mentor for you?  Here are a few 

helpful questions to ask yourself when identifying which mentor will work best. 

1.  Do you find the work that this faculty member is doing exciting?  Discuss the position 

fully with your proposed mentor, review the literature on the proposed project, and 

discuss it with others to get a balanced view. Try and evaluate what will be published 

during the process of your research. Being scooped during a postdoc can be a big 

setback. Just because the mentor is excited about the project does not mean you that 

will be six months into it.   

2. Does the lab suit your work and lifestyle?  Visit the laboratory before making a decision. 

Laboratories vary widely in scope and size. Think about how you like to work—as part of 

a team, individually, with little supervision, with significant supervision (remembering 

that this is part of your training where you are supposed to be becoming independent), 

etc. Talk to other graduate students and postdoctoral fellows in the laboratory and 

determine the work style of the laboratory. Also, your best work is going to be done 

when you are happiest with the rest of your life. 

3. Will the project that you are working on help you to develop new skills?  Maximizing 

your versatility increases your marketability. Balance this against the need to ultimately 

be recognized for a particular set of contributions. Avoid strictly continuing the work 

you did in graduate school. A postdoctoral position is an extension of your graduate 

training; maximize your gain in knowledge and experience. Think very carefully before 

extending your graduate work into a postdoc in the same laboratory where you are 

now—to some professionals this raises a red flag when they look at your resume. 



Almost never does it maximize your gain of knowledge and experience, but that can be 

offset by rapid and important publications. 

4. Does the project that you will be working on have tangible outcomes that match your 

career goals?  For a future in academia, the most tangible outcomes are publications, 

followed by more publications. Does the laboratory you are entering have a track record 

in producing high-quality publications? Is your future mentor well-respected and 

recognized by the community? Talk to postdocs who have left the laboratory and find 

out. If the mentor is young, does s/he have the promise of providing those outcomes? 

Strive to have at least one quality publication per year. 

5. Is there a growth path?  How much has been done in this field already?  When 

researching the field you are about to enter, consider how much has been done already, 

how much you can contribute in your postdoc, and whether you could take it with you 

after your postdoc. This should be discussed with your mentor as part of an ongoing 

open dialog, since in the future you may be competing against your mentor. A good 

mentor will understand, as should you, that your horizon is independence—your own 

future lab, as a group leader, etc. 

6. Will you have an opportunity to apply for your own funding, or will you be poised to 

apply for funding once the Yerby fellowship ends? 

Contacting potential mentors: 

Who do I ask for mentor recommendations? 

Program directors would be a good source, but also faculty members or division heads. You 

might mention in your introductory e-mail that you would like to do research in such-and-such 

a field but you don’t know who to approach. The chief of a division you are interested in might 

be able to offer guidance as to who you should approach for mentor possibilities. They could 

either meet you in person and guide you, or advise you by e-mail as to who to approach, who 

to talk to. The bottom line is talk to as many people as you can. 

How to contact a potential mentor: 

Send an email to all potential faculty members introducing yourself and clearly indicating your 

purpose for contacting them. This "cover letter" should include the following points: 

 Name and major/department affiliation 
 Purpose for contacting them (ie. research as a Yerby fellow) 
 Major research interests and enthusiasm for gaining research experience 
 How do your research interests relate to the research being done in said laboratory (ie. 

Why are you interested in their specific laboratory?) 
 Include your contact information (email, phone, etc.) 
 Include funding requirements for the Yerby fellowship. 



As an attachment to your email, include your curriculum vitae (CV). A CV is similar to a resume 
but is specific to your academic career. When you write your CV to send to SRP faculty, be sure 
to include: 

 Relevant coursework - you may want to include a short description of 
techniques/concepts mastered. 

 Leadership experience (on/off campus) and work experience that demonstrates 
organizational skills, independent thinking, etc.) 

 Honors, awards or distinctions (include name of award, granting college/department, 
and monetary value if appropriate) 

 

Helpful websites: 

Advice from the NIH: 

https://www.training.nih.gov/evaluating_potential_mentors 

 

 

https://www.training.nih.gov/evaluating_potential_mentors

