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and other demographic characteristics ultimately affect diversity in the

pipeline to graduate school (Ma et al., 2019; Perna & Kurban, 2013).
Specifically, ethnic/racial minorities, low-income students, and first-genera-
tion college students are underrepresented in postsecondary education (Bragg,
2013; Okahana & Zhou, 2019). Further, college faculty and administrators
are focused on supporting undergraduate student retention and completion,
with less focus on postgraduation outcomes. However, the path to gradu-
ate school enrollment is often shaped by key undergraduate experiences and
programs, and it is important that colleges are also able to adequately prepare
students for graduate education.

Undergraduate research opportunities are one specific way faf:ulty prepare
students for graduate school, representing one of the top .hlgh—lmpact prac-
tices for promoting student success (Kub, 2008). The Association of American
Colleges and Universities recognizes 11 high-impact edtfcauonal practices,
including first-year seminars and experiences, common mtellect}xal experi-
ences, learning outcomes, writing-intensive COUISEs, colla.boranve assign-
ments, undergraduate research, diversity and global lmfnmg, e:PorFfohos,
service-learning, internships, and capstone courses and projects, ngh-unp?ct
educational practices “are correlated with positive educational results for
students from widely varying backgrounds” (Kuh, 2008, p. 1) Undergraduate

Inequities in undergraduate enrollment based on race, ethnicity, income,
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dittllma‘l‘nmjorit)’gof college students do not have the opp Ortunity tg p, . 8¢
is the

. ivities” (p. 26) and first-generation o] " CUpage
in high'ﬂnpéalzftxt;:s l(ifcely to participate compared toeg,eis,n:ge"_‘s ang
Srudents of GO 800 s (Finley & MNais, 2013; Kub 200g), | Ming
generatlml‘) la“ undergraduate research is a key solution

g mt-o}; in graduate school, especially among poor,
Paiitlillfl’;elr served populations. Undergraduate research pro
::udents with opportunities to work with faculty and peer mentors apq
engage in research activities that lead to a deeper understanding of coug,
content (Kuh, 2008). The goal of ux.ldergradufit.e research is “to involye
students with actively contested questions, empirical observation, Cuttin.
edge technologies, and the sense of excitement that comes frop workin
to answer important questions” (p. 10). Students can find oyt about these
opportunities through central offices of undergraduate research, 3 faculty
member in their discipline, or through a targeted undergraduate research
program. However, underserved populations (e.g., first-generation college
students, Students of Color) are less likely to participate in high-im
medces:andudin)g undergraduate research opportunities (Finley & McNai,
2013; Kuh, 2008).

This chapter highlights a unique undergraduate research program for
students from poor and working-class backgrounds and additional under
served student populations. The Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate
Achievement Program, commonly known as the McNair Scholars Program,
helps underserved students navigate the complex process of preparing for
and enrolling in graduate school. In this chapter, we provide an overview
Bf the McNair Scholars Program, highlight the program at Louisiana State

nvessity (LSU), explain how the program is a form of capital that helps
“nfiefsefj/ed students, describe challenges and triumphs, and conclude with
a dlscussmr} on how undergraduate research programs can be scaled to mCh
more working-c|ags students in the fury As thors, we a prOaCheCI e
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Overview of McNair Scholars Program

The McNair Scholars Program is a U.S. Department of Education-funded
TRIO program (U.S. Department of Education, 2020a) designed for first-
gcncration college students, students with poor or working-class back-
grounds, or students who are from a racial/ethnic group underrepresented
(e.g.» African American, Latino American, Native American) at the doctoral
level (U.S. Department of Education, 2020a). The program was named to
honor the legacy of Ronald E. McNair, one of the astronauts who perished in
the 1986 Challenger explosion. McNair was the embodiment of a scholar—
a person with a love of knowledge, a tenacity for achievement, and a pas-
sion for life. In the 2019-2020 academic year, there were McNair Scholars
Programs at 187 institutions in the United States serving 5,242 total students
(U.S. Department of Education, 2020b). McNair programs exists across a
variety of Carnegie classifications of institutional size, type, and research
activity (for a full list of schools, see www.mcnairscholars.com). The pro-
gram encourages students from underresourced and underrepresented popu-
lations to pursue graduate studies by providing opportunities to engage in
undergraduate research experiences and develop the skills and student/fac-
ulty mentor relationships critical to success at the doctoral level. One of the
long-term goals of the McNair Scholars Program is to prepare underserved
students for graduate education and increase PhD degree attainment for
individuals with underserved identities. Importantly, with increased doctoral
degree attainment, the McNair Scholars Program hopes to help diversify the
professoriate, which not only allows for more role models for poor, working-
class, and underserved student populations but also the potential for more
culturally responsive pedagogies in the classroom to educate an increasingly
diverse student body.

The origins of the McNair Scholars Program dates back to the early
1980s, when there was concern among policymakers and academic leaders
that 2 wave of retirements from an aging faculty population coupled with a
bottlenecked pipeline to academia would cause a crisis of faculty shortages.
Concurrently, there was a growing acknowledgment that, although t'he
TRIO programs were effective at increasing baccalaureate degree attain-

ment of low-income and ﬁrst-generation college students, there was a con-

cerning lack of support for the graduate school aspirations of these special

populations. Ny .
The federal government holds a grant competition open o higher

education institutions for McNair Scholars Program funding. According to

the U.S. Department of Education (2020b):
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Al McNair projects must provide the following actitiey , -
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for resear ducational activities designed to Prepare studepy, b Ming,
and othcfocring; scademic counseling; and activities designeq B~
study; t::ticipati“g in the project in securing admissjop o and Sty.
dCI_ltS ; e for enrollment in grafduate pl.’o.gj.'ams. McNaj; proj Rang,,
assistanc ide the following additional activities: educarion or oo myy
aJSO_P::‘:esigned to improve financial and economic literacy of Sltl:;ehng
:::‘l‘c“ ing programs involving faculty members at insicyriq of hiegrlluer;
education or students, or any c.ombmatlon of such Persons; ang Ny
to cultural events and academic programs not usually availabje i,

vantaged students. (para. 2)

LSU McNair Scholars Program

First funded through a TRIO grant in 1992, the LSU McNaj
been the primary support system at LSU for low-income, first-generagio,,
and historically underrepresented racial/ethnic students seeking to become,
involved in undergraduate research and develop the skills and knowledge o
transition to graduate school. Housed under the umbrella of the University
College, the primary advising unit for first-year students and students who
are working to transition into a major college, the McNair Program is one
of the retention-specific programs that focus on special student populs-
tions, alongside another TRIO program, Student Support Services (U.S,
Department of Education, 2020b),

The LSU McNair Program staff organize their service delivery on a
two-column model of focus, with one column being the foundations for
rigorous research and the other column being the collective efforts to prepare
students to be competitive graduate school applicants and successful graduate
students. Managed by two full-time staff, a director and office coordinator,
along with the support of a graduate assistant, the minimal staffing arrange-
ment requires McNair staff to build capacity for student support through

partnerships, alliances, and collaboration with countless faculty, staff, and
graduate students (Davis, 2014)
The LSU McNaj

Program has

ation; es of research and an introduction to healthy mentor rel#
tionships, Afrer 5 student completes the research training and at least o.ne
semester of research activity, they join the Beta cohort, which is primarﬂ)'
composed of juniors, Whjje in the Beta cohort, students produce a rigoro®
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research project while lwemging other undergraduate research resources.
For example; they are coadvised through the research process by McNair
affand an Honors College adviser, who help the student to organize their
work into 2 th;cs-ls an4 complete the milestones to graduate with honors.
They also participate In the Distinguished Researcher Program supported
by LSU Discover, an ofﬁcc that promotes undergraduate research. Students
‘oin the Alpha cohort within a year of their graduation. With their research
essentially complete, they focus efforts on crafting applications for com-
titive fellowships (€8 National Science Foundation Graduate Research
Fellowship and Fulbright Scholars) and preparing their graduate school
application packages. Spring semester activities for the Alpha cohort focus
on transitioning to graduate school. Yosso's (2005) cultural wealth model
is at the core of all program design and intervention decisions. The guiding
principle for the LSU McNair Program is empowering students to leverage
the gifts and capital they bring to the academic environment while working
with campus partners to cultivate an environment at LSU that reinforces

their cultural wealth.

Nurturing Cultural Wealth Through the McNair Scholars

Program Experience

Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model represents an antidefi-
cit framework based in critical race theory (CRT; Solérzano, 1998) which
argues that Students of Color possess cultural knowledge, skills, and abili-
ies in the form of six types of capital: aspirational, familial, linguistic,
social, navigational, and resistant. Yosso argued these six forms of capital
are dynamic processes that build upon and interact with each other to form
the cultural wealth that Students of Color possess and bring with them into
the collegiate environment. Her model has been used by higher education
administrators as a strengths-based approach to not only acknowledge the
cultural wealth of minoritized communities outside of historically underrep-
resented racial/ethnic populations, including those from poor and working-
class backgrounds, but also to identify how institutional agents can nurture
these forms of capital. In this section, we provide a brief description of each
of the forms of capital included in Yosso's (2005) cultural wealth model and
how the McNair experience serves as 2 pathway to nurture underresourced
students. Further, we provide supporting quotes from current LSU McNair

scholars, who we interviewed as part of a larger study. .
Aspirational capital is about how minoritized communities maintain

hopes and dreams for their futures despite the barriers that may exist for
themselves, whether real or perceived. As two-thirds of McNair Program
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for Opportunity 10 Educ-a.tlon’s TRIO alumni initiatives provide leader-
ship and social opportunities for connection and further development of
social capital.

Social ca]fitdl are the I.letworks of peers and community resources that
provide practlc.al :fnd .emf)tlonal support to assist minoritized communities in
navigating social institutions, including education. Being named a McNair
scholar connects students within a campus-based cohort of like-minded peers,
but also a national network of scholars and faculty allies through participation
in research conferences, graduate school visits, and TRIO educational meet-
ings. These collective research and learning opportunities shape the McNair
experience as students provide peer mentorship and support; faculty mentors
cerve as role models, coaches, and sponsors within the discipline; and institu-
tional agents who serve in gatekeeping functions provide assistance and advo-
cacy in securing financial resources that help to decrease the barriers to applying
for and attending graduate school (e.g., GRE and application fee waivers). An
LSU scholar shared that the McNair Program

helped me meet more people, more adults who could be on my team and
support me if I needed it, just have my back and fight for me. So I'm really
grateful for McNair, and I think about that all the time, because I've made
other connections through it. And now I do have more than just myself

backing me up.

Yosso (2005) further explained that minoritized communities then share
the information and resources that they have received with their social net-
works, embodying the “lift as you climb” and collectivist ethos common in
historically underrepresented populations. For example, McNair scholars are
often the primary reason later cohorts of students find out and apply for the
program (Avital-Longmire, 2019). In addition, they not only serve as infor-
mal mentors to younger cohorts of McNair scholars but also serve in tutor-
ing and mentoring roles for other TRIO programs, such as Student Support
Services and Upward Bound.

Navigational capital refers t0 the acquired skills that are necessary for
minoritized populations to navigate social institutions not designed with
them in mind, such as American higher education institutions founded for
the purposes of educating wealthy White men for political and religious
offices rather than People of Color and low-income populations (Patton,
2016). McNair Program administrators rely on campus and community
champions to partner with them to offer summer research institutes, educa-
tional workshops, and individual advising that assist scholars in navigating
institutional structures and culture, some that may even be unsupportive or
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The McNair student experience is comprehensive and dynamjc On
LSU student explained that the McNair Program “definitely pushed me ove:
the fence to, ‘yes I'm going to graduate school and yes 'm getting a do..
torate.’ It’s not even a question in my head anymore.” Although McNy;
programs have proven to be successful in helping to increase graduate schoo|
aspirations and attendance while broadening the pipeline to the professori
ate, it is not without its challenges.

Challenges and Triumphs

Two of the most pressing issues for higher education professionals in the
21st century are scarcity of resources and changing demographics. College
.a.ﬂ:ordablll.ty 182 constant concern of LSU McNair students, and financl
lnst;a;nty 15 an ever-present distraction that shifts focus from their academic
Etale;s t“ ;Ozgizrssu::y of Il;Slé McNair scholars, 90% of the students worked
_ t'week. Concurrently, a quality undergraduate
:}zieer::lnce should be at least 15 hoyrs per we(i:k. Tt‘{le progrim is challen
°Pasupport system that considers work schedules and commitmer®

outside th : .
strategies tz ;Zaizr;uc setting. The LSU McNair Program has develo

schedules, ¢ accessible to students with difficult work and ¢
Pfoﬁdee:d\’};:;oug;l the use of temote technology like Zoom, McNNar Sﬂg
b foedback, and writing support without time and loci®®
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constraints. The McNair staff has also de

S Velo ed k artn : .
undergraduate rc‘asea.rch initiatives to alloy &i Stuilyexl:ts toelrzizss ernth.other
and reduce duplication of requiremens, periences

Students are not the only stakeholders

costs of higher education. Administrators

iy : : are managing a decade of his-
toric c.hsmvestment in education, and scarcity of resources, coupled with
changing enroliment trends, are ¢

onstricting capacity for efforts to
support
undergraduate research and postbaccalaureate aspirations of underrepre-

sented stud'ents. Anticipating the enrollment decline caused by shifting
demograpl.ncs and m'creased diversification, LSU began an effort in 2017
to aggressively s first-generation college students and historically
underrepresented racial/ethnic students. Admirably, their efforts led to
record number.s of ﬁrs.t-generation, low-income, and historically under-
represented racial/ethnic students, which catalyzed an interest in programs
and interventions that focus on these students. However, there is often
more focus on prioritizing the acute concerns of retention and near-term
success over rigorous and time-intensive high-impact practices like under-
graduate research.

In 2008, the LSU McNair Program was one of numerous programs
that provided undergraduate research funding, mentoring, and academic
support to underserved students. Over the past decade, as state funding
for higher education has declined, several undergraduate research programs
were defunded and shuttered. Because of the uncertainty in funding for
undergraduate initiatives that target underresourced students, it is essential
that advocates for those students work to build capacity for them in spaces
that were not specifically charged with supporting poor and working-class
students, first-generation college students, and historically underrepresented
racial/ethnic students.

In the design of the 2017-2022 grant, the LSU McNair director reached
out to stakeholders in the campus departments responsible for promot-
ing undergraduate research, including the LSU Honors College and LSU
Discover. The partnership with the Honors College allows students to ret-
roactively join the college and take advantage of the wealth of resources and
support provided to honors students. Addinonal!y, there was an alignment
of requirements for the honors thesis and McNair Program.thesls, so every
McNair scholar concurrently works toward an hon.ors thesis. The McNair
Program director serves on the LSU Discovery Advisory Board and advises
the LSU Discover staff about strategies to make their efforts more acces(;
sible to first-generation, low-income; and historically underrepresente

; . ’ . i onsor workshops
racial/ethnic students. LSU Discover and McNair cosp

feeling the pressure of rising
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d :  resp
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The LSU McNair Program’s proﬁcie.nt approach to the
dynamics of higher education ensures that it maintains a record of

and contributes to a more inclusive camptfs community, Thege muqa,
have resulted in an 84% graduate degree attainment rate and 3 30% dozfl "
degree attainment rate within 10 years of scholars receiving their bacq]au:

ate degree.

Future of McNair and Undergraduate Research Programs

This chapter provided a broad overview of undergraduate research oppor-
tunities and, more specifically, the McNair Scholars Program. As a high-
impact practice, undergraduate research opportunities are a key experience
promoting undergraduate student success, as well as preparing students for
graduate studies (Kuh, 2008). Importantly, the McNair Scholars Program
focuses on providing underresourced students with research opportunities,
in order to increase diversity in both graduate school and professoriate pipe-
lines. Aligned with the focus of this book, McNair is a great example of a
social class academic and learning support for poor and working-class stu-
dents. We provide three recommendations for how undergraduate research
programs, such as McNair Scholars Programs, can be scalable to reach more
underresourced students in the future. ,
First, institutions without a McNair Scholars Program should consider
submitting an application during the next invitation for new grant 3“’”?;
Every 5 years, the U.S. Department of Education holds a competitio® "
new awards. In 2017, new grant applicants (without a current 'CNum
program) were required to serve at least 25 students with 2 ma'xlﬂfo s
:l:: a:ldd of $226,600 (U.S. Department of Education, 2017): I“:::gl;or
couabor};l:palre several years in advance for the grant competition 1o is it
cal thay nev“’,e y across departments to meet all grant requirements: =",
applicants carefully read the application instructions an void

all grant guidelines (., budget, participants, length of proposal) o
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being disqualified. I“.‘P?“a“d}” new applicants are encouraged to reach out
to the program specml'lst assigned to their state, who can answer specific
grant application questions.

Second, we recommend that institutions invest in more organized
undergraduate research programs. As a high-impact practice, increasing
opportunities for students to participate in research during their bacca-
laureate program will ultimately support student success (Kuh, 2008).
With less than 200 institutions offering the McNair Scholars Program,
colleges can consider developing their own programs designed to increase
the graduate school pipeline for underresourced and underserved student
populations. Further, institutions can use the required activities of McNair
as a guide to providing resources for poor and working-class students.
Specifically, universities should be intentional about making undergradu-
ate research, scholarly activities, summer internships, graduate school prep-
aration, tutoring, and faculty mentorship more accessible to students who
are low-income and/or first-generation college students (U.S. Department
of Education, 2019).

Third, we recommend that faculty intentionally encourage underre-
sourced and underserved students to engage in research projects. As faculty
provide undergraduate research opportunities, they should advertise them
broadly. Students who are first-generation college students or come from
poor or working-class backgrounds might need additional encouragement
and support to participate in research. These research opportunities can
help build confidence in students and encourage them to see graduate
school is a realistic option. Further, although many faculty members invite
graduate students to work with them on research projects and grants, there
are likely many opportunities in which undergraduate students could join
a project. There might be an opportunity for an undergraduate student
to join a grant project, to work as a research assistant, or to write a thesis.
Faculty are in a unique position to help undergraduate students cultivate
graduate school aspirations and influence more underserved populations to
further their education.

In closing, institutions need to purposefully provide underresourced
students with undergraduate research opportunitie.s afmd grafiuate s‘c13001
Preparation. The pipeline to the professoriate starts with increasing participa-
tion in graduate education. Ultimately, we argue that rese:«m:h opportunities
and mentorship through the McNair Scholars Program is an effective way
to increase diversity in doctoral programs and eventually the professoriate.
Althollgh institutions are often focused on more short-term stufient success
Measures of retention and completion, they play critical role in preparing

Students for postbaccalaureate opportunities.
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