
Dear Potential Polymath REU Participant,  

The Polymath REU program is a rather unusual program, and we wish to clarify what it is so that 

you can decide whether it is for you. The Polymath REU is not a standard REU program. It is 

designed to provide summer research opportunities amid COVID 19 closures. 

The program consists of online research projects with research mentoring. Each project consists 

of the primary mentor, possibly a few additional mentors, and the participating 

undergraduates. The primary mentor is a faculty member with experience in mentoring 

undergraduate research. The additional mentors could be Ph.D. students, postdocs, or others 

who have expertise in the subfield of the project. The goal is to solve problems, present results, 

and possibly publish research papers. 

 

The research projects. A project works as follows: 

·      First, the primary mentor prepares a detailed introductory document. This document 

describes the problems of the project, the background, related resources, and so on. Most 

projects would also include an introductory lecture by the primary mentor.  

·      The mentors and participants collaborate on a website that requires a user and password. 

On that website, there is a wiki/discussion board for interactions. 

·      In that site, the participants share ideas, ask questions and work together towards 

understanding the problem and proving statements.  

·      The mentors also write regularly on the site. Their job is to answer questions, clarify things, 

provide ideas, and make sure that the participants are not stuck. A mentor can help you 

develop your ideas, provide references, pose exercises, and much more. 

These are the basics. The rest is flexible.  

Some mentors might hold regular Zoom meetings, write additional documents about relevant 

techniques, hold classes, include warm-up exercises, and more. But they might not – each 

mentor decides individually. The primary mentors are doing this voluntarily, and most of them 

are running a standard REU at the same time.  

Participants might wish to hold brainstorming meetings without mentors, pose related 

problems, organize social events, and so on. These arrangements are up to the participants. We 

hope that you would do all of that! 

 

Time commitment. The amount of time each participant spends on their project is undefined. 

Nobody is checking how much you work. If you don't spend a lot of time on your project, 

nothing will happen, but you won't get much out of the program.  



The more time you spend on the project, the more you develop your math research abilities, 

get results, make connections, impress the mentors, and so on. We assume that some people 

will do all of that, while others may not do much. 

  

Participating in other programs. You can join in the Polymath REU while taking summer classes, 

working, or having different activities. However, this might be significantly more difficult than 

you expect. Research work can be frustrating: you are never sure how close you are to solving 

the current issue, how many more steps there are to solve the problem, and if the problem is 

even solvable. There are also no clear deadlines. This flexibility tends to push people to focus 

only on their other activity – HW has a clear timeline, well-defined work, and could be a lot less 

frustrating.  

We also believe that it is significantly better to do excellent work on one project than to do 

good work on several. With this in mind, we do not recommend doing this program while 

pursuing other research commitments. But the choice is up to you. 

  

Choosing a project. When you join the program, you do not select a specific project. It is okay if 

you are only interested in a particular topic. It is also fine if you wish to play with a few projects 

before focusing on one.  

One week after the beginning of the program, you would need to rank the projects you are 

most interested in. We hope to be able to give everyone their preferred project. However, this 

might not be possible if a specific project is unusually popular.   

 


