Laboratory for Cognition and Action Research Assistant Application

Thank you for considering a research assistantship in the Laboratory for Cognition and Action in the UCR Psychology Department. This is a new lab at UCR, though it has operated for many years before—at Penn State University, the University of Massachusetts, Hampshire College, and Bell Laboratories, where the lab’s director, David Rosenbaum, worked before.

The main idea behind the lab is that psychology is the science of mental life and behavior, yet remarkably little psychological research has been done on the topic of how we get from mental life to behavior. How do we plan and control our physical actions? How do we form the ideas that let us act, even for simple acts like speaking, reaching for objects, and walking on a university campus?

Answering this question can have important implications for medicine, engineering, and education. With a better understanding of the means by which thoughts are translated into actions, we can help people with movement difficulties, build smarter robots, and design better training methods for enhancing physical skills, such as those used in basic daily-life activities, playing music, playing sports, working, traveling, and so on.

The way we seek to better understand the translation of intentions into actions in our lab is mainly to rely on behavioral techniques. We generally ask people to carry out everyday tasks, and we study how they perform the tasks. We assume that the way they do so can reveal what goes on in their minds before they do what they do.

What Should You Consider?

If you are interested in working in this lab, you should know that a unique feature of this kind of work is that most of it is very “low-tech,” even though the implications are technical and potentially far-reaching. If you are new to research, you can dive right in and be involved immediately in designing and running experiments. Having an immense amount of fun while being engaged in serious work is a high priority of this laboratory.

What should you consider as you contemplate this research assistantship? You’d need to commit to 10 hours per week on average, and you’d hopefully work in the lab for at least 3 quarters. During that time, you’d hopefully become increasingly independent, even ideally getting to the point of designing your own study.

You’d join us in research conversations where we brainstorm about studies to do based on studies done so far. After you get your certification to test human subjects, you’d play a role in recruiting, instructing, and testing subjects, and you’d be involved in analyzing and presenting the results.

What Should You Do To Apply?

Get in touch with Professor David Rosenbaum (david.rosenbaum@ucr.edu). Hopefully, you’ll have a 3.0 GPA or higher, and you’ll have interests that map onto what this lab does. Typically, students in this lab have interests in sports, musical or other forms of performance, medicine, physical or occupational therapy. What you would do in the lab would probably contribute to your future career plans. When you get in touch with Professor Rosenbaum, make a pitch for how and why you’d be an asset to the lab and why this lab experience could help you in your career aspirations. Students at all levels are welcome to get in touch.

