
Transitioning from First/Second year to Third/Fourth year

1. Be prepared for critical thinking and analyses
Unlike first and second year courses which are mainly focused on lecture content,
third and fourth year courses involve a lot more critical thinking, hands-on practice and
experimental design. This may be a bit of a leap from your first two years of study and you may
need to adjust the way you study a bit. Making sure that you understand every key concept in
lecture, discussing class material with your classmates and thinking of the possible experiments
you may be asked to design will help to ease the transition. You will find more “design an
experiment to xxx” kind of questions on your tests and little to no multiple choice or short answer
questions. You will also be given assignments that ask you to critique a newly published paper or
give a presentation on a specific topic. While you may have already encountered these in some of
your second year classes already, there is much more emphasis on data presentation and scientific
communication in 300 and 400 level courses.

2. You will take lab courses (e.g. BCH370, BCH377, BCH378, BCH478) that are entirely
dedicated to lab work.
These lab courses usually include 4-12 hour of class per week, and usually come with small
weekly assignments. Some of these lab courses may also be project-based or have a project-based
component and will require data analyses and or submission of lab reports in manuscript format
(i.e. a full length paper with an abstract, introduction, methods, results, and discussion section).
Some lab sessions may feel really rushed, so make sure you read the lab manual a couple of times
before class and have a basic experimental layout down in mind. It would also be helpful for you
to look up why certain steps are performed at specific times and why certain reagents are added
when you are preparing for the lab. Completing lab assignments as soon as possible after the lab
will also save you a lot of trouble since the data analysis is likely to be easier when you have the
experiment fresh in mind.

3. Navigating through Course Selection
So how would one go about choosing electives? There are a few points you may want to consider:

● You might want to choose a course that might appear useful in the future.
● You might want to pick something interesting and try out a course in a field unrelated to

your major.
● You might want to think about the course load of the courses you’re enrolled in and its

really important to know yourself! Some people are perfectly fine taking 5-6 science
courses in one semester while others need a balance of science and non-science courses.
Make sure you choose the mix of courses that works best for you!

● If you are debating between two or courses, you can try them out both for a few weeks
and keep the one you like better.

● Read course reviews provided by the student union and ask upper years for course
recommendations and advice. Having a look at last year’s syllabus may also be helpful
but please keep in mind that they may be subject to change.



4. Get started on research by reaching out to professors
It’s good to get research experience as early as possible especially if you’re thinking about
applying for graduate programs in the future. Here are a few things that you might want to keep in
mind when reaching out to professors:

● Professors are more likely to offer research positions to students who are genuinely
interested in their research as opposed to those who are just cold emailing to get a
research position for the sake of it. Therefore, make sure you apply to labs that you are
actually interested in and tailor your emails to the lab’s research.

● Keep your emails short (<300-400 words) and try to convince the professor that you’re
genuinely interested in contributing to their research and would make a good research
student.

● Discuss what research program works best for you with your Principal Investigator. There
is usually quite some flexibility when it comes to doing undergrad research, you can
conduct research under ROP or Work Study or even be co-supervised by two professors
for a thesis course.

*Please keep in mind that if you would like to do a thesis research course, the course
administrator may help you contact professors and enrol in the course, but ultimately it is up to
you to secure a position in a professor’s lab.

5. Start planning for your future, it’s never too early!
It doesn’t matter if your ultimate goal is grad school, med school, pharmacy school or other kinds
of professional schools, it’s good to start thinking about what you need to prepare for your
applications early.
Grad School

● Most grad school programs require some sort of research experience, so if you haven’t
attempted research yet, it might be good to start reaching out to professors!

● Some programs prefer candidates with extracurricular activities on top of research
experience, so if you want to attend one of those programs, be sure to engage yourself in
something interesting and meaningful!

● Some schools only allow you to apply to one single program while other schools may
have successive rounds of selection, so make sure you figure out these school specific
details as early as possible so you don’t miss something important for your dream school!

● Some grad school programs can have deadlines as early as in November, and many
scholarships require that you submit the application before December. Therefore, if you
start looking for those after you’ve received your decisions in the second semester of
fourth year, it may be a bit too late to apply for them.

Med School
● Find a study group and stay in touch with other pre-med students so you can all be there

for each other during difficult times!
● Take the MCAT as early as possible (e.g. second/third year summer) since you may not

obtain the perfect score the first time around.



● Start thinking about involving yourself in extracurricular activities you’re interested in
(especially if you’re already in third year!). You want to choose something that you’re
truly passionate about or something that’s related to a medical profession.

● If you are in the summer of your third year, it is also strongly recommended that you start
looking up essay prompts and start working on your applications. (Prompts from previous
application cycles are usually available in late June or early July)

Regardless of the program you’re applying to, it is strongly suggested that you create a personal
timeline and ensure you submit all application materials on time. It is recommended that you start
asking for references 1-2 months before your application deadlines, and It is also suggested that
you have someone proofread your applications before your final submission. Successive rounds
of revision may take up to several weeks so make sure you leave yourself enough time!

For additional questions, please feel free to email Flora Zhiqi Wang at florazhiqiwang@berkeley.edu.

mailto:florazhiqiwang@berkeley.edu

