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Undergraduate research experiences 

(URE) are seen as important pathways to 

graduate school and careers. The National 

Science Foundation (1996), the Council on 

Undergraduate Research (Boyd & Wesemann, 

2009), as well as disciplinary organizations 

such as the American Sociological Association 

(McKinney, Howery, Strand, Kain, & Berheide, 

2004) have recognized the need for increased 

attention to the undergraduate experience. 

The literature demonstrates the benefits of 

student engagement and undergraduate 

research [see for example Association for the 

Study of Higher Education (ASHE) Higher 

Education Report, 2007], yet there is still 

much to be learned about how students 

perceive the URE mentoring relationship and 

how these perceptions might vary among 

different student groups, such as by college 

generational status and sex. Further, as 

disciplinary conference presentations are 

typical outlets for research, it is important to 

understand the impact of these experiences 

for undergraduate researchers.  

To date, little is known about the impact of 

conference participation on undergraduate 

researchers and how these experiences might 

vary by college generational status and sex. 

Our exploratory study aims to provide a look at 

the differences in student presenters’ 

perceptions of the mentoring relationship and 

the impact of disciplinary conference 

participation paying attention to differences by 

college generational status and sex.  

 

URE Mentoring 

Students profit in many ways from 

participation in undergraduate research 

experiences. We have learned that high-

impact educational practices such as UREs 

increase retention and graduation rates and 

positively influence student development 

(Nnadozie, Ishiyama, & Chon, 2001; 

Gregerman, 1999). We have also learned that 

students regard the mentoring experience in 

undergraduate research as valuable (Bauer & 

Bennett, 2003; Boenninger & Hakim, 1999; 

Davis, 2007, 2008; Ishiyama, 2007; Mabrouk 

& Peters, 2000). Moreover, UREs provide 

particular benefits such as professional 

development, increased likelihood of graduate 

study, greater knowledge of the research 

process, and development of cognitive skills 

(Bauer & Bennett, 2003; Crawford, Suarez-

Balcazar, Reich, Figert, & Nyden, 1996; 

Hunter, Laursen, & Seymour, 2007; Lopatto, 

2004, 2007; Seymour, Hunter, Laursen, & 

DeAntoni, 2004).  

Students also experience gains in 

academic development, ability to work 

independently, increased self-confidence, 

critical and analytical thinking, greater 

understanding of ethics in research, and a 

tolerance for obstacles (Ishiyama, 2002; 

Hunter et al., 2007; Lopatto, 2004; Mabrouk 

& Peters, 2000; Seymour et al., 2004). 

Student researchers have also provided 

insight into the faculty-student mentor 

relationship. Undergraduate researchers 

describe good mentors as helpful, 
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approachable, encouraging, knowledgeable, 

enthusiastic, available, and patient (Ishiyama, 

2007; Mabrouk & Peters, 2000; Shellito, 

Shea, Weissmann, Mueller-Solger, & Davis, 

2001).  

While the literature demonstrates clear 

benefits of UREs, much less is known about 

variations in these benefits by college 

generational status and sex. College 

generational status is conceptualized here as 

a dichotomous variable (first-generation 

student or continuing college student) defined 

as whether or not at least one parent 

graduated from college. The extant literature, 

while limited, suggests URE mentoring has 

significant benefits for first-generation college 

students and women (Bauer & Bennett, 2003; 

Center of Inquiry in the Liberal Arts, 2004; 

Hunter et al., 2007; Ishiyama, 2002, 2007; 

Lopatto, 2004, 2007; Ogan & Robinson, 

2008; Seymour et al., 2004).   

Research on first- and second-year 

undergraduates in the social sciences and 

humanities suggests first-generation students 

experience greater improvements in analytical 

thinking skills than their continuing-generation 

counterparts involved in UREs (Ishiyama, 

2002). When looking at college generational 

status, income level, and race together among 

McNair scholars, Ishiyama (2007) reported 

several findings of note. First-generation, low-

income Caucasian students were less likely to 

value personal connections with and personal 

support from their mentors than African 

American students regardless of college 

generational status. Further, first-generation, 

low-income Caucasian students indicated 

“enhancement of professional or academic 

credentials” as the most frequently mentioned 

expected benefit of their URE.  

However, post-experience data indicate 

this response was the most frequently cited 

among all study participants. Further, first–

generation, low-income Caucasian students 

consistently described a good mentor as an 

“expert in their field” more than any other 

descriptor both prior to and after their URE. 

While college generational status is not 

isolated in these findings, the data are 

suggestive of possible differences in college 

generational status regardless of income level 

and race. Indeed, the literature beyond UREs 

is indicative of differences in college 

generational status as it relates to the college 

experience, academic engagement, and 

personal connections with faculty, where first-

generation college students are less likely to 

be academically engaged and develop 

personal connections with faculty than 

continuing-generation students (Pascarella, 

Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Pike & 

Kuh, 2005; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, 

Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). 

Most of what we know about sex 

differences in UREs comes from the science, 

technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 

fields. Overall, the literature suggests similar 

benefits in some areas and potential 

differences in others. Both men and women 

reported similar gains in the ability to work 

independently and endurance through 

obstacles (Lopatto, 2007). Moreover, while 

Lopatto (2004) initially reports women score 

higher on learning gains than men, 

longitudinal data (Lopatto, 2007) suggest 

confounding factors produced this result; the 

pattern did not persist over time. As such, 

both men and women appear to glean similar 

benefits on some aspects of the URE. 

However, differences in perceptions of one’s 

ability and relative value of experiences exist 

in the literature. Signifying a professed deficit 

in academic ability, Kardash’s (2000) work 

found that women ranked significantly lower 

than men on perceived ability to understand 

contemporary concepts in their field and 

perceived ability to form a research 

hypothesis.  

Beyond differences in perceptions of 

abilities, women are more likely than men to 

report their UREs went better than expected, 

are more likely to place greater value on 

working with other students, place greater 

emphasis on the importance of their mentor’s 

professional reputation, value the 

development of their professional self-

confidence more highly, and are more likely to 

report the mentorship experience to include 

psychosocial benefits such as emotional 

support and encouragement (Lopatto, 2004; 

Mabrouk & Peters, 2000; Ogan & Robinson, 

2008). Alternatively, men, in at least one 
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“In short, there is still 

much to be learned about 

how student-researcher 

perceptions of UREs vary 

based on both their 

college generational 

status and sex.” 

study, reported only academic gains from their 

URE to the neglect of other possible benefits 

(Center of Inquiry in the Liberal Arts, 2004). 

Putting this information together, we might 

assert that while UREs are beneficial overall, 

women and men might prioritize different 

aspects of the URE and subsequently 

experience the URE differently. Clearly, more 

research needs to be conducted both inside 

and outside of the STEM fields to explore 

whether these sex differences in UREs exist.  

In short, there is still much to be learned 

about how student-researcher perceptions of 

UREs vary based on both their college 

generational status and sex. Ishiyama’s 

research on the mentoring relationship 

focused on first- and second-year 

students in the social sciences 

and humanities, and he does 

not isolate college 

generational status; as 

such, his findings might 

be distinctive to the first 

two years of experience 

in college, the disciplines 

he examined, or the 

confounding effects of 

income, race, and college 

generational status. 

Similarly, the research on sex 

differences, conducted almost 

exclusively in STEM fields where women tend 

to be underrepresented, may influence the 

student-researcher perceptions and 

experiences of mentoring in UREs. Our 

research seeks to explore some of these gaps 

in the literature. 

 

Disciplinary Conference Participation 

One important product resulting from a 

URE is participation in a disciplinary 

conference. The extant literature suggests 

that disciplinary conference participation may 

offer distinctive benefits to undergraduate 

researchers such as an increase in 

professional confidence and professional 

identity among students in the natural 

sciences (Seymour et al., 2004). Further work 

in the natural sciences conducted by Hunter, 

Laursen, and Seymour (2007) found that 

students gained a broader perspective on 

scientific work, practice, and the scientific 

community by attending a disciplinary 

conference. Finally, Mabrouk (2009) assessed 

chemistry students’ experiences at the 

American Chemical Society’s national 

conferences in 2007 and 2008. Her findings 

indicate that student presenters perceived 

benefits from their conference participation 

yet found that their motivations for attending 

the conference did not always match the 

activities they attended at the conference. 

Among other suggestions, she proposes that 

future research examine regional disciplinary 

conferences.  

Absent from the literature on disciplinary 

conference participation by undergraduate 

researchers is an examination of 

variations by college generational 

status and sex. Further, the current 

body of research focuses only on 

the STEM fields and includes 

both conference attendance 

and conference participation. 

Together, these omissions 

suggest further consideration 

of student presenter 

experiences at disciplinary 

conferences outside the STEM 

fields as well as attending to 

possible differences based on college 

generational status and sex.  

With access to a population of 

undergraduate students presenting at 

sociology meetings, our research project 

seeks to begin to answer some of the 

questions in the literature by examining 

student presenter perceptions of the 

mentoring relationship that led to a regional or 

national sociology conference presentation, 

focusing on differences by college 

generational status and sex. 

As such, we ask: 

1. What are undergraduate sociology 

student presenter perceptions of the 

mentoring experience? (e.g., characteristics of 

a “good mentor” in general, benefits of 

students’ personal mentor experience) 

2. Are there differences in expectations 

and perceptions of student presenters’ 

mentored experience based on college 

generational status and sex?  
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3. What are undergraduate sociology 

student presenter perceptions and impacts of 

their research conference participation (e.g., 

reasons for attending, benefits of attendance, 

activities attended)? 

4. Are there differences in perceptions of 

conference participation based on college 

generational status and sex? 

 

Method 

Sample 

A web-based survey was developed using 

Qualtrics. Names and email addresses of 

undergraduate student presenters from the 

2010 Southern Sociological Society Annual 

meeting were obtained from the program 

chair (N = 83). Of the 79 valid emails, 51 

undergraduate presenters responded yielding 

a 65% response rate. Names and email 

addresses of all student presenters (N = 595) 

at the 2010 American Sociological Association 

(ASA) Annual Meetings were obtained from the 

ASA president. Of the ASA respondents, only 

eight indicated undergraduate student status 

and participated in the study. The ASA was 

unable to differentiate between graduate and 

undergraduate student status. As such, we 

cannot calculate a response rate for 

undergraduates specifically. Further, while we 

do not have evidence to suggest this, it is 

possible that one or more of the eight 

respondents from the ASA meetings also 

presented at a regional meeting and took the 

survey more than one time.  

Following the research protocol approved 

by our Institutional Review Board, the survey 

was sent out in three waves for each 

population directly after the end of each 

conference. Each student presenter was 

contacted via email, presented with an 

informed consent statement, and invited to 

participate in the anonymous study. A link in 

the email took respondents to the survey in 

Qualtrics. The survey instrument was available 

to each conference group for three weeks 

after the initial email; we sent two reminder 

emails during that time seeking participation 

— one roughly mid-way through the three 

weeks and a final reminder three days before 

the close of the survey.  

Of the 59 undergraduate presenters who 

completed the survey, 75% were women, 

68.8% were continuing-generation students, 

23.4% were juniors, and 76.7% were seniors. 

The majority of respondents (74.1%) 

presented at a research conference outside of 

their home institution for the first time, 

attended a conference for the first time 

(68.4%), and received funding (78.6%). Most 

of the respondents presented a product from 

a thesis (including honors theses and senior 

theses) (26.3%), an individual project for a 

class (24.6%), or an independent study 

(22.8%). 

 

Measurement Instruments 

The survey instrument included items 

about the respondent’s mentoring 

expectations and experiences, conference 

participation, and demographics. 

Respondents were presented with an adapted 

version of Ishiyama’s (2007) Mentor Role 

Index assessing the expectations of what a 

mentor’s role should be. The mentor role 

index is composed of three dimensions. Each 

respondent was presented with the following 

prompt: “A mentor’s role should be….” Then 

respondents were presented with the 

following nine items in the following three 

indexes: (1) The Career Support index, 

composed of the following items: “to help the 

student find internship opportunities,” “to 

stand up for the student and work on his or 

her behalf,” “to give advice on careers and 

graduate schools”; (2) The Research/ 

Academic Support index, composed of the 

following items: “to provide the student with 

guidance in finding appropriate literature,” “to 

provide student with guidance on appropriate 

research techniques,” “to provide the student 

with guidance on selecting a research topic”; 

and (3) The Personal Consideration Index, 

composed of “to listen to the student's 

personal concerns,” “to be a good listener,” 

“to be a friend.” Items were measured on a 3-

point Likert scale ranging from “not important” 

(0) to “very important” (2).  

Building on the themes identified in 

Ishiyama’s (2007) interviews, we presented 

respondents with a drop-down box of the 

following six characteristics: “Expert in their 

field,” “Accessible,” “Friendly,” 
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“Communicative of goals and plans,” 

“Personally concerned with student’s welfare,” 

and “Helpful with project.” Respondents were 

prompted to “rank the MOST important 

characteristic of a ‘good’ mentor to the LEAST 

important characteristic of a ‘good’ mentor.” 

Then, respondents were presented with the 

same list and asked to rank the most 

important to the least important benefits of 

their experiences with their mentor on the 

project that led to their presentation. 

Borrowing from Mabrouk’s (2009) work on 

undergraduate chemistry presenters, we 

asked respondents to identify reasons for 

participation in the conference, activities 

attended at the conference, greatest benefits 

accrued, and impact of conference 

participation. For all of these measures, 

respondents were presented with a list of 

responses. More specifically, we used the list 

of reasons for conference participation from 

Mabrouk (2009) and instructed respondents 

to select all that apply. Next, to assess the 

activities attended at the conference, 

respondents were presented with a list taken 

from the conference program and instructed 

to select all that apply. To assess the most 

valuable activities attended, respondents 

were presented with this same list and 

directed to select the “MOST valuable.” Using 

a list of stated benefits of conference 

participation from Mabrouk (2009), “greatest 

benefits accrued” was measured by asking 

respondents to select the greatest benefit 

from the list. Impact of conference 

participation was measured using five items 

assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 

from “strongly agree” (5) to “strongly 

disagree” (1). Respondents were presented 

with the following items: “Attending the 2010 

SSS (ASA) Annual Meeting has… ‘invigorated 

my interest in the discipline of sociology,’ 

‘…broadened understanding of the discipline 

of sociology,’ ‘…motivated me to continue my 

undergraduate research project,’ ‘…motivated 

me to inquire about other professional 

meetings that I can attend,’ and ‘…has 

influenced my decision to pursue advanced 

study in the field of sociology.’”  

 

 

Results 

Mentoring Perceptions 

Respondents were presented with an 

adapted version of Ishiyama’s (2007) Mentor 

Role Index, described above. The range for the 

index is 0 to 18 with an actual range of 9 to 

18, a mean of 13.01, and a standard 

deviation of 2.74. Independent samples t-

tests indicate no significant differences in 

means when comparing college generational 

status, t (46) = .81, p = .423. Analyses 

conducted of the three sub-indexes revealed 

similar results: no significant differences exist 

between the groups. However, when we 

examined the Mentor Role Index for sex 

differences, women scored statistically 

significantly higher than their male 

counterparts, t (46) = -2.36, p = .023. Further, 

examining each of the sub-indexes, women 

scored statistically significantly higher on the 

career support dimension, but not on the 

other two dimensions, t (46) = -3.39, p = .001. 

These findings indicate that women in the 

sample place a greater emphasis on career 

support as a dimension of the mentor role.  

Items comprising the index were then 

examined individually. Five of the nine role 

expectations presented to respondents were 

rated as “very important” as indicated by the 

median and mode. These are (in order of 

highest to lowest mean): “to give advice on 

careers and graduate schools,” “to provide 

student with guidance on appropriate 

research techniques,” “to be a good listener,” 

“to provide the student with guidance in 

finding appropriate literature,” and “to stand 

up for the student and work on his or behalf.” 

The remaining four role expectations were 

rated lower, as “somewhat important.” These 

are (in order of highest to lowest mean): “to 

help the student find internship 

opportunities,” “to provide the student with 

guidance on selecting a research topic,” “to 

listen to the student’s personal concerns,” 

and “to be a friend.” None of the items were 

rated as “not important.” Additional analyses 

using independent samples t-tests on each of 

the nine items indicated no difference in 

college generational status and mentor role 

expectations. When examining sex, “stand up 

for student and work on his/her behalf” was 
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rated statistically significantly higher by 

women (M = 1.69, SD = .47) than men (M = 

.92, SD = .79), t (46) = -4.15, p = .001.  

In addition to assessing the importance of 

various mentor role expectations, respondents 

were asked to rank the characteristics of a 

“good” mentor from the most to least 

important. “Being an expert in their field” was 

the most important characteristic of a good 

mentor followed by “accessibility” then 

“communicative of goals and plans.” The 

following three were “friendly,” “helpful with 

project,” and “personally concerned with 

student’s welfare.” 

Independent samples t-tests were 

conducted to examine college generational 

status and sex differences, reported in Table 

1(see Appendix A, page 11). With regard to 

college generational status, two statistically 

significant differences were found. Being 

friendly was rated statistically significantly 

higher by continuing-generation college 

students, t (44) = -2.66, p = .011. Being 

“helpful with the project” was rated higher by 

first-generation students, t (45) = 2.03, p = 

.049. Recall that respondents were asked to 

rank the items, so lower mean scores indicate 

higher rankings. Independent samples t-tests 

revealed no sex differences in assessing 

characteristics of a good mentor. 

Respondents were also asked to rank the 

most important to least important 

characteristics of their mentoring experience 

that led to their conference presentation. Data 

indicate that the most beneficial characteristic 

of their mentors was as an “expert in their 

field.” There was also agreement on the 

second most important aspect of their mentor: 

“being accessible.” However, “being helpful 

with the project” was ranked equally as the 

most important and the third most important 

characteristic. These three characteristics 

were clearly ranked as the top three, with the 

other three characteristics (“friendly,” 

“communicative of goals and plans,” and 

“personally concerned with student”) being 

ranked as lesser important characteristics of 

their mentors. Independent samples t-tests 

were conducted on the benefits of 

respondents’ mentoring experiences to 

compare first-generation and continuing-

generation status. Again, being friendly was 

rated statistically significantly higher by 

continuing-generation students, t (43) = -2.40, 

p = .021. No other significant differences were 

found. Independent samples t-tests on the 

benefits of respondents’ mentoring 

experiences by sex revealed that being an 

expert in their field was rated statistically 

significantly higher by men when compared 

with women, t (33.6) = -2.99, p = .005. 

 

Conference Participation  

When students were asked to identify why 

they attended the research conference, most 

(72.9%) indicated the opportunity to present 

their research findings and to include this 

presentation on their vita or resume, 

presented in Table 2 (see Appendix B, page 

11). Next was a desire to improve 

presentation skills (55.9%) followed by “to 

have fun” (50.8%). Recall that respondents 

were instructed to select all that apply. While 

the small dataset limited our ability to conduct 

meaningful cross-tabulation analyses, no 

anecdotal differences were observed 

examining college generational status by 

reasons for conference participation, nor were 

any trends observed for sex by reasons for 

conference participation. 

As is reported in Table 3 (see Appendix C, 

page 12), the most frequently attended 

conference activity was paper sessions with 

69.5% and panel sessions a distant second at 

33.9%. Recall that respondents could select 

more than one conference activity. We again 

ran cross-tabulation analyses looking for 

anecdotal differences. The tables revealed no 

observable differences with regard to college 

generational status or sex. Not surprisingly, 

respondents indicated that paper sessions 

were the most valuable activities they 

attended while at the conference (58.5%) 

followed by panel sessions (34.1%). Once 

again, no anecdotal differences in college 

generational status or sex were observed with 

respect to the most valuable activities at the 

conference.  

We attempted to gauge the greatest 

benefits accrued from conference 

participation. Thirty-five percent of 

respondents indicated an “opportunity to 
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present my research,” followed by obtaining 

“general information about the field of 

sociology that interests me” at 16.7%, and 

12.5% reported an “opportunity to test my 

professional self-identity.” No anecdotal 

differences in college generational status or 

sex were present in the cross-tabulation 

analyses. 

Respondents were then presented with 

several statements regarding the impact of 

their conference participation adapted from 

Mabrouk (2009). A “broadened understanding 

of the discipline of sociology” had the greatest 

impact on the respondents with 89.4% either 

strongly agreeing or agreeing with the 

statement, followed by 83.0% indicating that 

their participation “invigorated [their] interest 

in the discipline of sociology.” Coming in 

further behind were “motivated me to inquire 

about other professional meetings that I can 

attend” at 59.6%, “motivated me to continue 

my undergraduate research project” at 51.1%, 

and “influenced my decision to pursue 

advanced study in the field of sociology” with 

48.9%.  

Independent samples t-tests, reported in 

Table 4 (see Appendix D, page 12), indicate 

statistically significant differences between 

the continuing-generation and first-generation 

undergraduate researchers on two of the 

indicators. Continuing-generation students 

were statistically significantly more likely to 

indicate that the impact of their attendance at 

the conference motivated them to inquire 

about other professional meetings that they 

can attend, t (45) = 2.11, p = .041. Similarly, 

continuing-generation students were 

statistically significantly more likely to state 

that their participation in the conference 

influenced their decision to pursue advanced 

study in the field of sociology, t (45) = 2.09, p 

= .043. Independent samples t-tests 

examining sex differences on the impact of 

conference participation indicate that women 

were statistically significantly more likely to 

report an increased interest in attending 

future professional meetings, t (45) = -2.28, p 

= .027.  

 

 

 

Discussion 

Limitations 

Before discussing our results, we must 

first reflect on the limitations of this study. The 

main areas of concern are our sampling 

method and sample size. We employed a non-

random sample of sociology undergraduate 

presenters to gather our data, and our sample 

only consisted of 59 participants. 

Consequently, our findings cannot be 

generalized, and we are only considering a 

small number of individuals in our analyses. It 

is possible that our findings could vary greatly 

for larger, more diverse groups when 

employing random sampling and looking at 

other disciplines. Moreover, the information 

gathered about mentor role expectations was 

taken after the respondents had already 

engaged in their URE and therefore should be 

taken with caution. Respondents’ statements 

about expectations are retrospective and are 

likely to be influenced by their experience. 

Further, since our sample was so small, we 

decided to include all usable surveys in our 

study even if they were not complete. As a 

consequence, our t-test analyses do not 

include all 51 respondents. Finally, we had 

respondents rank mentor characteristics and 

benefits of their URE from most to least 

important. It is possible, however, that 

respondents perceived one or more of the 

options as not important and were only able to 

indicate these as “least important.” While we 

acknowledge these limitations, our goal for 

this paper was exploratory. We intended to 

gather student presenter perceptions and 

experiences in UREs as they vary by college 

generational status and sex, attempting to 

begin filling a void in the literature. As such, 

the data presented is valuable. 

The findings of this study help us 

understand mentoring expectations and 

perceptions of student presenters along with 

the impact of disciplinary conference 

participation by college generational status 

and sex in a social science field. Overall, our 

findings suggest that mentored UREs are 

positive experiences and disciplinary 

conference participation has significant 

impact on students who present at these 

venues. Further, we found some differences of 



 
 

 

 8 
P U R M 1 . 1 P U R M 1 . 2 

note in experiences and perceptions based on 

college generational status and sex. Below, we 

discuss these findings and offer suggestions 

for UR mentors on the meaning of these 

findings in the URE mentored relationship. 

 

URE Mentoring 

Consistent with the literature, respondents 

described good mentors as being experts in 

their field, accessible, and having the ability to 

communicate goals and plans. While 

continuing-generation students ranked being 

friendly as more important than first-

generation students, first-generation students 

ranked being helpful with their projects as 

more important than their continuing-

generation counterparts. This same pattern 

appeared in the data assessing students’ 

perceptions of their mentoring experiences. 

Again, continuing-generation students ranked 

being friendly higher than first-generation 

students. These findings mirror Ishiyama’s 

(2007) first-generation Caucasian students’ 

utilitarian approach to the URE as well as the 

literature on first-generation undergraduate 

experiences demonstrating an indifference 

toward personal connections with faculty 

(Terenzini et al., 1996).  

These differences might be attributed to a 

varying sense of belonging in the academic 

setting. Continuing-generation students might 

not be questioning their presence on campus. 

They have the social and cultural capital along 

with a family support system assuring them 

that an institution of higher education is their 

“next step” (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). 

Consequently, they might be more confident in 

their academic abilities and may be looking to 

the mentor relationship for interpersonal 

connections along with academic 

development. In contrast, first-generation 

students may be less sure that they belong in 

an institution of higher education and may 

have less of a familial support system. 

Accordingly, they may feel a greater need to 

prove to self and others that they belong in 

higher education and may take a more 

pragmatic approach to the URE at the 

expense of developing interpersonal 

relationships (Pascarella et al., 2004).  

There are two practical applications of this 

knowledge for UR mentors. First, as UR 

mentors, it is important to recognize the 

influence of the student’s college generational 

status in our interactions with protégés. Some 

UR mentors might perceive a first-generation 

student as indifferent or detached, leading 

them to possibly question the student’s 

commitment to the research. However, based 

on our findings, the first-generation student 

might well be acting how they perceive is 

appropriate for the relationship. Second, UR 

mentors working with first-generation students 

might also be more cognizant of emphasizing 

academic assurance and support for the 

student.  

Turning to variations by sex, respondents 

did not differ in their descriptions of good 

mentors. However, examination of the Mentor 

Role Index (Ishiyama, 2007), its subscales, 

and individual items indicate women place 

more importance on their mentor standing up 

for them and working on their behalf, 

generally placing a greater emphasis on 

career support. These findings are consistent 

with the mentoring literature (Ogan & 

Robinson, 2008). Sex differences were also 

evident in respondents’ ranking of the most 

beneficial characteristics of the mentoring 

experience. While all respondents ranked 

being an expert in their field, helpful, and 

accessible as the three most beneficial 

characteristics, men ranked “being an expert 

in their field” significantly higher than women.  

On the surface, our results appear 

contrary to Mabrouk and Peters’ (2000) 

findings that women place greater emphasis 

on professional reputation of their mentors. 

However, when considering Mabrouk and 

Peters’ (2000) findings in the context of the 

natural sciences and the perceived 

importance of professional reputation for 

career advancement, our findings are similar. 

Both women and men in our study prioritized 

the expert status of their mentor, yet women 

rated being helpful a close second. Thus, 

women may look to their mentors for 

validation, legitimation, and academic 

support. As mentors support their female 

protégés, they are empowering their students, 

identifying them as a credible source on the 

topic at hand, increasing their academic self-
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confidence, and legitimating their work. As a 

result, they are supporting their career 

aspirations. Men, who are less likely to 

question their own authority or knowledge on 

a topic, acquire career support from mentors 

by gaining the experience of engaging in the 

research process (Beyer, 1990; Connell, 

2005).  

While there is variation among all 

individuals, our findings suggest UR mentors 

should be sensitive to the potential differing 

needs and expectations of their male and 

female protégés. Women may flourish in an 

environment that attends equally to academic 

support and technical knowledge.  

Pulling together the findings on mentoring 

expectations and perceptions in college 

generational status and sex, we see a pattern 

of privilege and an assumption — or 

questioning — of place in higher education. 

First-generation college students and women 

might be less likely to take for granted their 

place in higher education and be less 

confident in their abilities, resulting in a 

utilitarian approach to the mentoring 

relationship with an eye toward academic 

validation and support of their skills and 

knowledge. By contrast, continuing-generation 

students and men seem to be benefiting from 

their privileged status, not questioning their 

place in higher education, their skills, or their 

knowledge. The social and cultural capital 

attached to the status positions of continuing-

generation students and men afford them the 

opportunity to see UREs as places to develop 

interpersonal relationships with mentors as 

well as focus on skill development. 

Overall, then, UR mentors would benefit 

from reflectively considering the various social 

statuses that their protégés hold, such as 

college generational status, sex, and others 

that we have not examined in this study. 

Taking into account the numerous 

perspectives of students could help us best 

engage our students and maximize the 

benefits of their URE. Indeed, sometimes our 

protégés are quite different from us; being 

cognizant of how they might differentially 

approach the mentor-protégé relationship 

could benefit both parties in taking full 

advantage of the URE.  

Conference Participation 

Turning to the value of the presentational 

experience, overall, respondents valued the 

experience of presenting their research at a 

disciplinary conference. For over half of the 

sample, the experience broadened their 

understanding of sociology, invigorated their 

interest in sociology, piqued their interest in 

additional conferences, and motivated them 

to continue their research. These findings 

support and add to the body of literature that 

demonstrate the value of disciplinary 

conference participation and justify the 

substantial investments of time and money 

required to support undergraduate 

presentations at professional meetings 

(Hunter et al., 2007; Mabrouk, 2009; 

Seymour et al., 2004).  

We encourage UR mentors to continue (or 

initiate) efforts to view disciplinary conference 

presentation as a desirable and beneficial 

URE product. For some, a professional 

conference presentation might be a more 

accessible option (compared with journal 

publication that includes a longer trajectory) 

as a way to contribute to the discipline. To 

support student travel, UR mentors could 

investigate the use of funds from the 

department/division/college, student groups, 

honor societies, national organizations that 

support UR such as the Council on 

Undergraduate Research, and regional and 

national disciplinary organizations. Further, 

faculty should apprise students of various 

funding options available. As disciplinary 

conferences are, in part, the life of the 

discipline where new research, pedagogy, and 

theoretical ideas are formed and transformed, 

engaging students in the life of your discipline 

and introducing them to the community of 

scholars can be a transformative event for a 

budding scholar. It is then worth the 

significant investment from the student, 

faculty, and university (if support is provided) 

that yields important results. 

Having championed the benefits of 

conference participation overall, we turn now 

to variations by college generational status 

and sex. Continuing-generation students 

reported a greater interest in seeking an 

advanced degree than their first-generation 
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counterparts. Again, social and cultural capital 

might explain these differences. Research 

demonstrates differential educational 

aspirations based on college generational 

status (Terenzini et al., 1996). Our findings 

suggest that these differences may persist 

even after participating in an intensive 

educational experience such as engaging in a 

URE and presenting this work at a disciplinary 

conference.  

If continuing education is a goal UR 

mentors wish to promote among their 

protégés, what could UR mentors do to 

increase first-generation students’ interest in 

pursuing an advanced degree? First, they 

could engage in pointed conversations about 

advancing their education. Given that the 

parents of these students did not graduate 

from college, they may not have considered an 

advanced degree as an option. Indeed, simply 

mentioning it as a possible next step is 

something a UR mentor is well-positioned for. 

Second, talking with first-generation students 

about how to identify suitable graduate 

programs and mentoring them through the 

application process could be another 

possibility for increasing interest in the pursuit 

of an advanced degree. Third, if finances are 

viewed as a hurdle, which may be more of a 

consideration for first-generation students, UR 

mentors could discuss research and teaching 

assistantships, fellowships, and tuition 

waivers with these students as possible 

avenues for financing their advanced degrees. 

Indeed, they may not even be aware of such 

options. More, taking what we have learned 

from the mentor-protégé interaction with first-

generation students in this study, UR mentors 

should be more mindful of suggesting 

opportunities for first-generation students who 

may be less likely to seek such guidance from 

their mentor.   

 

Additional differences were found in the 

data on conference participation. Continuing-

generation students and women reported a 

greater interest in attending additional 

professional meetings following their 

disciplinary conference presentation. Both 

groups may view additional professional 

presentations as pathways to achieving career 

goals. If we agree that disciplinary conference 

participation is a valuable experience that 

could help students launch their careers or 

get into their graduate school of choice, UR 

mentors could make efforts to articulate the 

benefits of these experiences particularly to 

first-generation and male students. UR 

mentors might consider organizing a student 

panel where student researchers who 

presented at disciplinary meetings share their 

conference experiences with their peers.  

As with most research projects, we leave 

this work asking more questions: Can these 

findings be replicated in other disciplinary 

fields and among larger and random 

samples? How does race, ethnicity, income 

status, age, and other social statuses factor 

into the mentor-protégé relationship and 

influence the interaction? Are the student 

benefits from the mentor-protégé relationship 

enhanced by formalized URE programs such 

as the McNair Scholars and REUs? What 

might be other benefits of disciplinary 

conference participation beyond those we 

have identified? Does attendance at a 

disciplinary conference yield similar benefits 

as participation? Does the presentation at an 

undergraduate research conference have a 

similar impact as presenting at a disciplinary 

conference? These and other questions 

should be the focus of future research on the 

URE mentor-protégé relationship and 

disciplinary conference participation among 

undergraduate researchers. 
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Appendix A 

 

Table 1: Group Differences for Characteristics of a “Good” Mentor  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

   

First Generation Continuing  

 

     M  SD   M  SD df   t 

Expert in their field  2.27 1.83  3.06 1.87 45  1.37 

Accessible   2.36 1.45  2.50 1.55 44  0.29 

Communicative of goals 3.07 1.14  3.22 1.45 44  0.34  

Friendly   5.21 1.05  4.06 1.46 44 -2.66* 

Helpful with project  3.07 1.44  3.94 1.34 45  2.03* 

Personally concerned  4.64 1.50  4.22 1.95 44 -0.80 

              

*p < .05 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

 

Table 2: Reasons for Conference Participation 

  

 N % 

To make an oral presentation 43 72.9 

To list this activity on my resume or vita 43 72.9 

To develop my presentation skills 33 55.9 

To have fun 30 50.8 

My research advisor wanted me to go 28 47.5 

To see what it is like to be a researcher 22 37.3 

To develop self-confidence 22 37.3 

To meet other undergraduate research 

students 

18 30.5 

To meet prospective graduate advisors 18 30.5 

To travel 12 20.3 

To network for employment purposes  8 13.6 

To present a poster  4  6.8 

My honors program  1  1.7 

To meet other professionals  1  1.7 

N = 59   
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Appendix C 

 

Table 3: Conference Activities Attended  

  

 N  % 

Paper Sessions 41 69.5 

Panel Sessions 20 33.9 

Book Exhibits 12 20.3 

Plenary Speakers 11 18.6 

Presidential Honors & Awards Reception 10 16.9 

Committee Dinner  7 11.9 

SWS Meeting  4  6.8 

Author-Meets-Critic Session  4  6.8 

Refereed Roundtable  4  6.8 

Committee Meetings  2  3.4 

Informal Discussion Roundtable  2  3.4 

N = 59   

 

 

 

Appendix D 

 

Table 4: Group Differences for Impact of Conference Participation 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

First Generation Continuing  

 

     M  SD   M  SD df   t 

Invigorated Interest  1.73 0.96  1.91 0.82 45  0.64 

Broadened Understanding 1.60 0.74  1.75 0.62 45  0.73 

Continue Project  2.07 1.28  2.59 1.19 45  1.38 

Other Meetings   1.80 1.15  2.56 1.16 45  2.11* 

Advanced Study  2.00 1.13  2.72 1.09 45  2.09*   

              

*p < .05 
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