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REFLECTIONS 

Adjusting to life at Masters level 
Advice from a current MSc student 

I  remember coming home after the 
first introduction lecture in wel-

come week with one sentence re-
bounding around my head – ‘You 
will be given more work than at un-
dergrad’. This prediction has most 
definitely come true. At times, it has 
felt a lot, mainly when we have had 
several deadlines due for the same 
day which was tricky to balance. I 
would say that the workload is doa-
ble once you have adjusted to it. The 
assignments start early – the first 
was due in the third week of term – 
and do keep coming, but there’s 
never been a time when it hasn’t 
been possible to get them all written 
and submitted on time.  

Organisation is a big deal at masters 
level. Mainly due to the increased 
work load that you are given imme-
diately. I know this is something that 
everyone knows they should do, but 
often, don’t really do it well. Howev-
er you like to do it, whether it is with 
Google calendar or a physical diary, 
getting organised is the biggest thing 
I would recommend.  There are a lot 
of things that you will have to juggle. 
In addition to your modules, there 
are also meetings with your supervi-
sor, time in the lab, and any part-
time work or extracurricular activi-
ties. The deadlines are published 
online but it is your responsibility to 
keep track of them. I like to use a 
whiteboard to cross them off when I 
hand them in, but whatever you do, 
make sure that you are making note 
of what is due and when.  

The biggest change I have noticed 
from being a third year is the 
amount of responsibility we are giv-
en by the lecturers and our supervi-
sors. Though it is refreshing to have 
so much responsibility and freedom 
at times, if you don’t handle flexibil-
ity well it can be difficult. You are 
expected to take control of your 

project and arrange to meet with 
your supervisor, and you are ex-
pected to remember the course 
deadlines. You won’t be reminded of 
them! However, since everyone is in 
the same boat someone is likely to 
remind you if you’ve forgotten.   

One of my favourite changes is the 
research project. As an MSc student 
I don’t start in the lab until the sum-
mer (unlike the MRes and MBiolSci 
students) but it has been nice to 
really get to grips with my research 
area in semester one by reading the 
literature and talking to my supervi-
sor. I have been able to spend some 
time in the lab with some of the PhD 
students, shadowing them to learn 
the skills that I’ll need in May. It’s 
been one of my favourite parts of 
the degree so far. I’ve really come to 
get some ownership over my pro-
ject, especially since I was able to 
direct where it went a little more 
than at undergrad. I’ve even got my 
family and friends interested in biol-
ogy, which hasn’t always happened 
before! As a master’s student you 
are expected to drive the project 
more than you might be used to at 
undergrad, this is one example 
where you are expected to take 
more responsibility for your work. 
This can be a little awkward in the 
beginning, but as time progresses it 
gets easier to talk to your supervisor 
and the PhD students and post-docs 
in the lab.  

As a masters student you are en-
couraged to attend seminars given 
by visiting academics hosted by the 
different research institutes. The 
seminars are given across a range of 
topics. I have sat in on seminars 
about avian influenza, cyanobacteri-
al photosynthesis and DNA replica-
tion. I’ve had the opportunity to 
listen to a lot of interesting academ-
ics, and it is interesting to hear what 

other people are working on, and to 
see them so interested in their work. 
Attending these seminars is a great 
way to get a flavour of the research 
going on in areas of life sciences that 
you may not have thought about 
before. As a microbiologist, I hadn’t 
really thought much about replica-
tion forks, but the seminar was real-
ly interesting!  

To anyone considering a masters 
degree I would say to make sure you 
are willing to put the work in. My 
MSc so far has been really reward-
ing, but if I was even the slightest bit 
apathetic about it all I don’t think 
that I would have got as much out of 
it as I have done. The learning curve 
can be steep at times, especially if 
you’re tackling topics and tech-
niques that you have never dealt 
with before. Before this year I had 
never used any form of bioinfor-
matics techniques, so the first few 
weeks of starting the Informatics 
module were tricky but I have learnt 
so much, and it’s been one of my 
favourite modules thus far. I have 
heard a masters degree described as 
‘third year on steroids’ and at times, 
it can be. However, it is completely 
manageable, you just need to be 
aware that it’s probably not easily 
cruised through. It can be very ful-
filling, especially if you are willing to 
put the work in, and there are a lot 
of opportunities to get involved 
with, like writing for Insider Imprint! 
It’s so rewarding, and I have learned 
so much in my first two semesters; it 
has absolutely flown by. If you are 
considering a masters degree, I 
would seriously consider it, especial-
ly if you are excited by science, and 
want to get involved at a deeper 
level than at undergraduate.  

April Hayes, MSc Advanced Biological Sciences (Microbiology) 


