
 

Job Description 
 
 
Internship Title: NERC Research Experience Placement - Employ.ed 
on Campus - Interactions through space and time: defining a contact 
and its implications for disease transmission in a wild rodent population 
 
Department / School 

 
School of Biological Sciences, University of 
Edinburgh  

Reports To 
Amy B Pedersen, amy.pedersen@ed.ac.uk, Institute 
of Evolutionary Biology, School of Biological 
Sciences, University of Edinburgh 

Job Purpose 
During this placement, the student will be part of a larger project studying the impact of 
contacts and space-use on disease transmission within a well-studied wild rodent population 
in local woodlands. The project will involve assisting with fieldwork, including the live-
trapping of wild wood mice and bank voles, as well as a computer-based data-analysis 
component, where the student will analyse incoming rodent contact and space-use data. 

Main responsibilities 
• Fieldwork responsibilities: The student will help the research team conduct field 

work in local woodlands, assisting on a large scale, manipulative experiment working 
with wild rodents (wood mice and bank voles). Responsibilities will include setting 
up/taking down trapping equipment, handling wild rodents and taking non-invasive 
measurements/samples, data recording, etc.  

• Quantitative analysis responsibilities: The student will develop a basic skill set in 
the programme R, in order to handle the metadata, measure and construct contact 
data and social network analysis: analysis of incoming data of the rodents’ contacts 
and space-use 

• Laboratory responsibilities: Dependent on COVID-19 restrictions and whether 
undergraduate students are allowed in the laboratory, the student will help with 
equipment washing and preparation, collection and storage of collected samples. 

Knowledge Skills and Experience 
Person specification  
Essential: 
- Willingness to assist with field work over rough terrain in all weather 
- Willingness to work with animals 
- Good team worker 



- Excellent communication skills 
- Great attention to detail  

 
Desirable:  
- Experience with statistical methods, programming in R 
- Full clean drivers licence 
- Experience handling animals 

Dimensions 
This is a 7-week placement with preferred dates: 5 July – 20 August 2021 
 
Closing date: 19 May 2021 
Interview date: to be determined by the supervisor 
Start date: preferred 5 July – 20 August 2021 
Hours per week and preferred pattern/restrictions (if applicable): 35 hours per week 
(part-time option available) 
Length of internship: 7 weeks 

Additional Information 
Host and Project outline 
Who we interact with and where we spend time are some of the most important factors 
behind how diseases spread within populations. As shown by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the restrictions in place to control it, an individual’s infection risk depends on how long a 
contact lasts, how close they are to the infected individuals, and the environment where the 
contact takes place, amongst other factors. These local transmission events drive the 
infection dynamics at the population scale, and the various ecological factors can also 
impact transmission creating infection ‘hotspots’- areas with higher infection rates.  

Contact networks are a new tool that disease ecologists use to track infection hotspots and 
disease transmission within a population. These networks are based on where an individual 
is at a specific time and place within a population and with whom they interact. Crucially, the 
structure of a contact network will, therefore, depend on the definition of a contact- what we 
class as a contact depends on the proximity and the duration of a contact. This is important 
as different pathogens causing disease have different transmission modes (e.g. airborne or 
vector transmission) and certain groups of individuals are more likely to have more frequent 
contacts. In order to understand and manage the spread of infectious diseases we need to 
gain a deeper understanding of how individuals use their environment in time and space, 
and in relation to each other. 

During this placement, the student will be part of a larger project studying the impact of 
contacts and space-use on disease transmission within a well-studied wild rodent population 
in local woodlands. We will use a combination of live animal mark-recapture methods and 
newly available technology: Bluetooth-enabled proximity loggers. These loggers use a 
technology similar to that used in Test & Trace” COVID-19 app which collects data on the 
locations of members of the public and alerts people when it believes a “contact” has 
occurred. We have studied wild wood mice and their parasites for the last decade, and this 
project will be an exciting opportunity to contribute to a novel aspect of long-running 
research. 

The project will involve assisting with fieldwork, including the live-trapping of wild wood mice 
and bank voles, as well as a computer-based data-analysis component, where the student 
will analyse incoming rodent contact and space-use data. The student will formulate specific 
questions and hypotheses and will use the programming language R to calculate home 



range and contact networks based on the trapping and logger data to test these within the 
dataset. This student will be part of a small research team and will learn a range of field work 
techniques and quantitative analysis skills.  
 
Training 

• Animal handling/ trapping – the student will be trained how to safely handle small 
mammals and how to set live-traps for woodland rodents. The student will never be 
alone in the field and will always be accompanied by a personal licence holder who 
has extensive experience of working with animals. 

• Laboratory skills - the student will be able to learn some molecular or 
parasitological skills – specifically diagnostics. Training from competent staff will be 
provided if COVID-19 restrictions allow undergraduates to be in the laboratory.  

• Data analysis skills – The student will learn basic programming in R skills, 
techniques for data cleaning and sub-setting, and analysis of specific hypotheses. 
This training will be through a mixture of tutorials and in-person hands on training led 
by members of the research team.    

Location 
Ashworth Laboratories, School of Biological Sciences, University of Edinburgh, Kings 
Buildings, Edinburgh and associated local woodland field sites. 
 
The student will split their time between being in the field (which will be in a local woodland, 
<30 mins from the University), being in the lab and working on their quantitative analysis – 
either in a desk at the University or working from home (dependent on COVID-19 
restrictions). At the University, the student will be given a locker to keep personal items and 
will be given supervised access to our shared laboratory space to process samples collected 
in the field. Given the current government guidelines it is unlikely we will be able to offer any 
office space/ desk to the student. They will require their own computer / laptop for data 
analysis. 

Covid-19 contingency plan 
If there are significant changes due to COVID-19, we can offer a comparable alternative 
plan. Specifically, we have live-trapping and contact data collected from local woodland 
rodent populations for >3 years. We also have extensive metadata on these rodents, 
including demographic data, pathogen/parasite infection/coinfection data. If restrictions 
change and this project must be completed remotely, we can supervise the student while 
they learn R, assist them in coming up with testable hypotheses, organising and analysing 
the data, writing up a report, as well as providing opportunities to join regular lab meetings.  . 

Programme Information 
Research Experience Placement is a summer placement scheme funded by NERC, aimed 
at undergraduate students to address demographic and diversity-related challenges in the 
environmental sciences as well as thematic skills gaps (e.g. quantitative skills). 

Please see the application instructions and selection process on the REP webpage: 
Research Experience Placements (REPs) | The University of Edinburgh 
 
Employ.ed on Campus is run by the Careers Service in collaboration with University 
departments and Schools.  It offers exclusive summer internships at the University over the 
summer for 2nd year to penultimate year undergraduate students studying in an UK Higher 
Education institution. 
 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/e4-dtp/further-nerc-funded-opportunities/research-experience-placements-reps
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/students/undergraduates/discover-what-s-out-there/find-jobs-while-student/employ-ed-on-campus


As well as great work experience, the Careers Service provides supporting resources, this is 
combined with a framework to support the development of participants’ employability and 
self-reflection with an Edinburgh Award as part of the internship.  

Application Support 
For guidance on writing an effective application see our website: CV, Applications and 
Interview Advice 
You can also make an appointment with a Careers Consultant using MyCareerHub. 

Eligibility 
Students are subject to eligibility criteria to be able to apply for NERC REPs and must: 
• Be undertaking their first undergraduate degree studies (or integrated Masters) 
• Be applying for a placement in a different department to their undergraduate degree 
• Be eligible for subsequent NERC PhD funding, i.e. be either: 

o an UK citizen OR  
o an EU citizen with pre- or settled status under the EU Settlement Scheme OR 
o a non-EU citizen who have obtained the right to remain in the UK - known as 

‘indefinite leave to remain’ (ILR) O 
o an International/EU student already studying in the UK and currently under a Tier 

4 or Student Route Visa with validity until at least September 2021 

REPs do not meet the requirements for a visa request therefore non-UK students who 
are not currently living in the UK or who are without a suitable UK visa are not eligible 
to apply. 

Internships are ONLY open to 2nd year to penultimate year undergraduate students studying 
in an UK Higher Education institution and based in the UK. You cannot take part if you are a 
visiting student, or you have already taken part in the programme before.  

Privacy Statement 
In addition to the University’s HR data privacy statement, please read the Student and 
Graduate Privacy Statement: Internships and work experience programmes to understand 
how and why we will use the information you submit for the Employ.ed Programmes 

Health & Safety Requirements for the role  
This job requires Ongoing Health Surveillance. 

Key Job hazard information specific to the role  
This role may result in potential exposure to certain hazards as listed below. These will be 
risk assessed by the school or department, which may require you to participate in, for 
example, health surveillance or follow other health and safety requirements. 
• Working with animals, including farm animals, insects and birds. 
• Working with pathogens or pathogen infected materials. 
• Exposure to respiratory/skin sensitisers e.g. solder flux, latex, isocyanates, wood dust, 
glues and resins. 
 
If you require this document in an alternative format please contact Internships and Work 
Experience Team by email at employ.ed@ed.ac.uk 

 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/students/undergraduates/build-experience/edinburgh-award
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/students/postgraduates/phd-students/make-it-happen
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/students/postgraduates/phd-students/make-it-happen
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/mycareerhub
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/about-us/privacy-statement-students-graduates
https://www.ed.ac.uk/careers/about-us/privacy-statement-students-graduates
mailto:employ.ed@ed.ac.uk
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