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Abstract

The authors surveyed faculty (n = 239) at three diverse 

institutions to probe perceived motivations for and barriers 

to involvement in undergraduate research, scholarship, and 

creative activity (URSCA) across scholarly disciplines. 

URSCA mentors were significantly more likely than non-

participants to express proficiency in involving students in 

their research/creative activities, to acknowledge student 

contributions to their scholarly work, and to state that 

URSCA mentoring should be considered in personnel 

decisions. More than half perceived that their institutions 

did not place sufficient value on mentoring URSCA. 

Results suggested that institutional URSCA cultures could 

be enhanced by building mentoring into faculty workload, 

tenure materials, and promotion documents; using early, 

course-based research to improve student readiness; pro-

viding faculty development on research mentoring aimed 

at underrepresented disciplines; and seeking novel funding 

sources targeted at faculty-mentored URSCA.
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High-impact practices, including undergraduate research, 

scholarly activity, and creative activity (URSCA), can 

increase undergraduate retention, graduation rates, and 

graduate school enrollment. Additionally, students who 

participate in research activities show improvements in 

thinking critically and independently, interpreting data, 

analyzing literature, and presentation skills (Bauer and 

Bennett 2003; Chopin 2002; Hu et al. 2008; Hunter, Laurs-

en, and Seymour 2007). These intellectual gains are even 

more pronounced in students who participate in research 

during their first and second years of college and in tradi-

tionally underrepresented students (Girves, Zepeda, and 

Gwathmey 2005; Kuh 2008; McKinney, Saxe, and Cobb 

1998). In response to these documented outcomes, many 

colleges and universities are investing significant financial 

and human resources in undergraduate research programs 

(e.g., Nazaire and Usher 2015; Ramirez et al. 2015). Con-

current with these investments and the associated educa-

tional reforms fueling launches of URSCA programs has 

been the development of a substantial body of academic 

research on student experiences, perceptions, participa-

tion, and outcomes of URSCA. However, far less research 

has examined faculty members’ experiences or their per-

ceptions of and motivators for mentoring undergraduates 

in these activities (Webber, Laird, and BrckaLorenz 2013). 

Quantitative research is particularly lacking (Buddie and 

Collins 2011).

Within this limited but growing body of research on fac-

ulty members’ perceptions of mentoring URSCA run the 

common themes that they believe it provides significant 

educational benefits to students (Gates et al. 1999; Kar-

dash 2000; Zydney et al. 2002) along with significant 

benefits to their own quality of work and life. For example, 

faculty members get personal satisfaction from working 

with students (Adedokun et al. 2010; Cech 2003; Cho-

pin 2002; Hunter et al. 2007; Zydney et al. 2002), it can 

enhance their professional growth (Chopin 2002; Mateja 

ASSESSMENT



44 Scholarship and Practice of Undergraduate Research

Surveying Faculty Perspectives

and Otto 2007), and student presentations at research con-

ferences highlight faculty-student work in ways that can 

enhance visibility of their campus programs (Chapman 

2003). Studies that explored faculty mentoring of URSCA 

have identified a diverse set of motivators, such as the 

desire to influence the careers of talented young students 

(Zydney et al. 2002), personal satisfaction, assistance with 

research tasks, and overarching educational goals and mis-

sion (Webber et al. 2013). Some faculty members report 

that students help them with their research projects by 

providing additional labor to a project, or by bringing new 

perspectives to research topics (Cech 2003; Coker and 

Davies 2006; Zydney et al. 2002). 

Although URSCA has laudable benefits for both students 

and faculty members, it is not without challenges and 

significant trade-offs for the faculty. Faculty members 

may value their mentoring relationships with students, 

but they also may perceive negative effects on their own 

scholarly work (Buddie and Collins 2011; Mervis 2001). 

An oft-cited barrier to faculty participation in URSCA is 

that undergraduate research is too time consuming. In fact, 

faculty report lack of time as the biggest barrier to mentor-

ing students in URSCA (Brown 2001; Buddie and Collins 

2011; Chapman 2003; Coker and Davies 2006; Cooley, 

Garcia, and Hughes 2008; Hu et al. 2008; Karukstis 2004; 

Mateja and Otto 2007; McKinney et al. 1998; Perez 2003; 

Zydney et al. 2002). Another commonly reported barrier is 

the perception by faculty that students are underprepared 

for research (Bowman and Stage 2002; Chopin 2002; 

Coker and Davies 2006; Hu et al. 2008). 

Given the important educational outcomes associated with 

URSCA, more research is needed on the faculty perspec-

tive to increase the amount and quality of undergraduate 

research being conducted at colleges and universities. 

Little empirical research has examined faculty members’ 

actual experiences supervising undergraduate research, 

including how many students they supervise, how long 

they spend with their undergraduate researchers, how 

the research partnership starts, and what motivates fac-

ulty members to engage in mentoring URSCA (Buddie 

and Collins 2011). The purpose of the present study was 

to examine the factors that influence faculty members’ 

participation in and perception of URSCA across various 

institutional contexts and types of scholarly and creative 

activities. Specifically, the goal was to identify factors that 

motivate faculty members to participate in URSCA and 

barriers that exist to participation and to compare these 

factors in faculty members who did and did not participate 

in URSCA mentoring.

Methods

This study was conducted by a multi-institutional research 

team of faculty and administrators that originated from a 

research seminar organized and sponsored by the Center 

for Engaged Learning at Elon University (Vandermaas-

Peeler et al. 2014–2016). Based upon previous work 

(Jones and Davis 2014), an electronic survey was devel-

oped to assess faculty perspectives on faculty-student 

scholarly and creative activity across different types of 

institutions and disciplines.

Data Collection

Using an online platform (SurveyMonkey 2017), the 

survey instrument was deployed to all faculty at three par-

ticipating institutions in the United States. Approval from 

the three surveyed universities’ Human Subjects Review 

Boards was granted for this research. Each institution is 

described, in brief, below. 

The University of St. Thomas (UST) is a private doctoral 

university. Carrying a moderate research activity Carnegie 

classification, UST has a total enrollment of approximate-

ly 10,000 students and an admissions rate of 86.6 percent. 

Located in St. Paul, Minnesota, UST also is primarily 

residential; is majority undergraduate; and offers arts, sci-

ences, and professional education. 

Located in Ewing, New Jersey, The College of New Jersey 

(TCNJ) is a public institution classified as a master’s col-

lege, with a medium student population (approximately 

7,400) and very high undergraduate enrollment. This 

school has arts, sciences, and pre-professional education 

programs; an admissions rate of 49 percent; and a low 

transfer rate. 

The University of the South (informally known as 

Sewanee, in Sewanee, Tennessee) is a private, very small 

institution (enrollment approximately 1,700) with a bac-

calaureate college classification. It is an institution focused 

on the arts and sciences, and is highly residential. Sewanee 

had an admission rate of 64.5 percent at the time of this 

study (it is now 43 percent) and a very low transfer rate. 

Description of Instrument 

The survey instrument built on previously published 

work (Jones and Davis 2014) on faculty perspectives 

about undergraduate research. Specifically, the authors 

surveyed faculty about their perceptions of their influ-

ence on how undergraduate students participated in 

URSCA experiences across diverse institutional contexts. 

Beyond collecting basic demographic information such 

as gender, race, and academic discipline, the question-

naire also assessed faculty members’ attitudes about and 

experiences with URSCA. For example, items asked 

faculty members to provide information about their own 

research and scholarly activities and to report on the 

extent to which they included undergraduates in their 

own research program. Faculty members also were asked 

about their motivations for and barriers to participating 

in URSCA.
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have sufficient sample sizes, and because the three insti-

tutions were similar in being primarily undergraduate 

and having strong URSCA cultures. Also, respondents 

from the three institutions did not vary significantly 

in the proportion that mentored URSCA (77 percent), 

tenure status (77 percent tenured), or race (10 percent 

nonwhite). They differed somewhat in terms of gender 

and type of scholarly and creative activity, but these 

differences were not statistically significant (see Table 

1). Overall, 53 percent of the respondents were women 

and 47 percent were men, but somewhat more Sewanee 

respondents were men (60 percent). Compared to TCNJ 

and UST, a higher proportion of Sewanee respondents 

were in the arts and literature, with relatively fewer doing 

quantitative research (see Figure 1).

Participation in Mentoring URSCA

Out of the 239 respondents, 77 percent reported that 

they had participated in mentoring URSCA. Most of 

these (47.5 percent) usually had one or more students 

per semester. Fewer (29.8 percent) mentored less than 

one student per year. Of those who had not participated, 

15 percent responded that they wanted to participate, 6 

percent expressed no interest, and 1.5 percent reported 

that they did not engage in scholarly or creative activity. 

The only significant difference in demographic charac-

teristics between participants and nonparticipants was 

the type of scholarly or creative activity they did (see 

Table 2). Participants were most likely to be those who 

used purely quantitative methods or multimethods that 

included quantitative methods, and the lowest partici-

pation rate was for respondents who did nonempirical 

research. This difference was statistically significant (see 

Figure 2). Women and men, white and nonwhite, and ten-

ured and tenure-track respondents participated at similar 

rates (see Table 2).

Statistical Analysis

Chi-square tests of independence or Fisher’s exact tests 

were used to compare the frequencies of different respons-

es to a survey question by different categories of respon-

dents. Fisher’s test was used when 20 percent or more of 

expected cell frequencies were less than five (Cochran 

1954) for the overall test or in post-hoc pairwise contrasts. 

The Fisher’s test may be somewhat conservative when 

used with row or column totals that are not fixed, but the 

loss of power is slight, especially with tables that are larger 

than two rows by two columns (Ruxton and Neuhäuser 

2010). The analyses were done in R v. 3.3.1, with the 

crosstable function in the gmodels package and, for con-

trasts needed to further analyze an overall significant 

Fisher’s test, the pairwiseNominalIndependence function 

in the rcompanion package (R Core Team 2016). Prob-

ability values were adjusted with the Bonferroni adjust-

ment for multiple tests. Sample sizes differed for some 

tests because not all respondents answered every question 

on the survey. Note that the chi-square test estimates the 

probability of obtaining the value of the test statistic χ2 by 

chance alone, whereas the Fisher’s exact test directly cal-

culates the probability of getting the observed proportions 

of the data in each category under the null hypothesis that 

the proportions are the same; thus, there is no test statistic 

for the Fisher’s exact test.

Results 

Overall Respondent Profile
The survey was offered to all full-time faculty members 

at each institution, and the overall response rate was 25 

percent. There were a total of 239 responses, with 36.4 

percent from TCNJ, 36.0 percent from UST, and 27.6 

percent from Sewanee. The responses were pooled across 

institutions in the analyses presented below in order to 

Descriptor

(sample size)

χ2 df P Significance 

levela
Percentages of respondents  

across all three institutions

Engage in 

URSCA

(239)  3.70 2 0.16 ns Yes = 77%; No = 23%

Research type

(234) 15.03 8 0.06 ns See Figure 1

Gender

(234)  5.79 2 0.06 ns

Women = 53%; Men = 47%  

(The University of the South: 60% men)

Race

(224)  1.95 2 0.38 ns White = 90%; Nonwhite = 10%

Tenure

(225)  0.62 2 0.73 ns Tenured = 77%; Untenured = 23%

TABLE 1. Chi-Square Tests of Independence that Compare Respondents from The College of New 

Jersey, University of St. Thomas, and The University of the South in Terms of Selected Demographic 

and Academic Characteristics 

Note: aBonferroni adjustment for five tests; P = 0.01 for significance at the 0.05 level; ns = not significant
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Perspectives on Mentoring URSCA:  

Participants versus Nonparticipants 

Respondents who had participated in mentoring differed 

significantly from nonparticipants in three key perspec-

tives about URSCA (see Table 3). A significantly greater 

percentage of participants than nonparticipants agreed 

with the survey statements that said they knew how to 

involve undergraduates in their research and that mentor-

ing URSCA should be considered in personnel decisions 

like tenure and promotion. A significantly smaller percent-

age of participants than nonparticipants agreed with the 

survey statement that undergraduates could not contribute 

to faculty research. Participants and nonparticipants did 

not differ significantly in other perspectives on URSCA. 

Both groups enjoyed their scholarly/creative activity, and 

a majority of respondents in each group agreed with the 

statement that they conducted research primarily for them-

selves, although a large minority in each group agreed 

with the statement that they did it primarily for students. 

Finally, close to half of participants and nonparticipants 

agreed with the survey statement that they did not receive 

enough credit for their work with undergraduate students. 

Perceived Barriers to Mentoring URSCA:  

Participants versus Nonparticipants 

All respondents were asked to rate the importance to them 

of six potential barriers to their engagement in URSCA. 
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FIGURE 1. Type of Scholarly/Creative Activity of Faculty Survey Respondents at Three Institutions
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Respondent  

characteristic

(sample size)

χ2 df P Significance 

levela
Frequencies of participation

Research type

(234)

n/a

(FET) 4 3.86 x 10-5 *** See Figure 2

Gender

(234) 0.02 1 0.89 ns Female = 77.4%; Male = 78.2%

Race

(224)

n/a

(FET) 1 0.28 ns Nonwhite = 68.2%; White = 78.7%

Tenure

(225) 0.06 1 0.80 ns

Tenured = 79.2%; Tenure-track = 

0.8%

TABLE 2. Chi-Square Tests of Independence or Fisher Exact Tests (FET) That Compare Categories 

within Selected Demographic and Academic Characteristics for Their Frequencies of Participation 

or Nonparticipation in Mentoring URSCA 

Note: aBonferroni adjustment for four tests; P = 0.016 for significance at the 0.05 level; ns = not significant;  
*** P < 0.001 
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of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with all of the 

motivators that were included. The motivator that had the 

highest rating was “it is good for students,” followed by 

caring about future generations of scholars and enjoying 

it. The lowest rated motivators were “to advance my own 

research” and because graduate students were not avail-

able (see Table 6). The authors explored more fully the 

responses to the “advance my own research” motivator to 

learn if the responses differed by type of research. For this 

chi-square test, the neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree 

categories were collapsed into one category of “do not 

agree.” The distribution of responses for those who did 

nonempirical research was very skewed toward “do not 

agree” when compared to the other research types (χ2 = 

17.68; p = 0.02; df = 8). This result should be interpreted 

with some caution, however, because 27 percent of the 

expected cell frequencies were less than five, so the χ2 test 

might not be valid. One cell had an observed value equal to 

zero, so the Fisher’s exact test could not be used. However, 

when the respondents who did nonempirical research were 

removed, there were no longer differences among research 

types (χ2= 2.34; p = 0.89; df = 6) (see Figure 3).

Discussion and Conclusions

This study was undertaken to determine the factors that 

influence faculty members’ participation in URSCA across 

various institutional contexts, scholarly disciplines, gen-

der, race, and tenure status, in order to identify strategies 

that may enhance the quantity and quality of URSCA men-

toring. The data suggest several ways by which institutions 

that want to promote URSCA may encourage participation 

by their faculties. Because there were no differences in 

Options were “very significant,” “a lot,” “moderate,” 

“minimal,” or “not significant.” There were no signifi-

cant differences of opinion between those who mentored 

URSCA and those who did not for any of the identified 

barriers (see Table 4). They thought that lack of time 

was the most important, followed by lack of funding and 

“students not prepared.” Less important were lack of 

departmental support and not receiving credit toward per-

sonnel actions. Most respondents did not think that lack of 

students was a barrier. Respondents who had not mentored 

URSCA were nearly twice as likely to think that students 

were “not prepared to engage in these activities,” although 

the χ2 for that barrier was not significant after the Bonfer-

roni correction for multiple tests, which is a conservative 

method.

Ranking of Perceived Barriers by Nonparticipants 

The survey asked only those respondents who indicated 

that they had not participated in mentoring URSCA (n = 

49) to rank by importance the six potential barriers. The 

most important obstacle in the ranking was lack of time 

followed by “students are not prepared for research.” The 

least important obstacles were lack of access to under-

graduate students and lack of departmental support. Not 

receiving credit toward personnel actions ranked as the 

fourth most important obstacle and the third was lack of 

funding (see Table 5).

Participants’ Motivators

The respondents who reported that they had mentored stu-

dents in URSCA (n = 185) were asked a series of questions 

to probe their motivations for doing so. High percentages 
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FIGURE 2. Percentage of Respondents Who Have Mentored URSCA by Type of Research/Creative 

Activity 
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gender, race, or tenure status with regard to those faculty 

members who participated and those who did not, these 

strategies are not targeted to particular faculty demograph-

ic groups. The three institutions in the survey differed little 

in their faculties’ responses, even though the institutions 

were diverse in some respects (e.g., size, private or pub-

lic). Notably, however, they were similar in being strongly 

undergraduate-focused, with developed URSCA cultures. 

There were only three institutions in the study. It would be 

of great interest to deploy this survey more widely, includ-

ing at larger research universities, which also would allow 

consideration of the connection between undergraduate 

and graduate student mentoring. 

There are five significant lessons learned from this study. 

First, as in previous studies (e.g., Baker et al. 2015; Jones 

and Davis 2014), most faculty members who responded 

to the survey, regardless of whether or not they partici-

pated in URSCA, perceived lack of time as a significant 

barrier to their participation. Institutions should find 

ways to relieve this time burden by finding ways to credit 

URSCA in overall faculty workloads. The three institu-

tions in this study have all addressed this need with a 

variety of approaches. For example, at TCNJ faculty 

members earn in-load teaching credit for an aggregated 

number of undergraduate research credits earned by the 

students (Osborn and Morrison 2008; Paul 2004). Most 

faculty mentors at Sewanee have students work in pairs 

or groups, which helps the students and also decreases the 

amount of time it takes to work with them. Course-reas-

signment is provided at UST for one course per semester 

to all tenure-track and tenured faculty in the laboratory 

sciences, in recognition of the unique and additional time 

requirements inherent in doing experimental laboratory 

Percentage responding 

“strongly agree” / “agree”

Perspective 

(sample size)

χ2 df P Significance 

levela
Participants Nonparticipants

I enjoy scholarly and 

creative activity. (238)

n/a

(FET) 4 0.06 ns 96% 85%

I primarily conduct 

research for myself. 

(232) 6.43 4 0.17 ns 54% 68%

The main reason I  

conduct research is for 

the benefit of my  

students. (234)

n/a

(FET) 4 0.20 ns 37% 27%

The costs of conduct-

ing research outweigh 

the benefits. (233) 7.47 4 0.11 ns 21% 17%

I know how to involve 

undergraduates in  

scholarly and creative 

activity. (234)

n/a

(FET) 4 2.1 x 10-10 **** 85% 43%

An undergraduate stu-

dent cannot contribute 

to my research. (231)

n/a

(FET) 4 5.2 x 10-10 ****  7% 28%

Research involving 

undergraduates should 

be considered in  

personnel actions (e.g., 

promotion, tenure). 

(231)

n/a

(FET) 4 1.2 x 10-6 **** 85% 56%

I do not receive enough 

credit for my work 

with undergraduates. 

(221) 1.75 4 0.78 ns 49% 44%

TABLE 3. Chi-Square Tests of Independence or Fisher Exact Tests (FET) That Compare Respondents 

Who Did or Did Not Participate in Mentoring, in Terms of Perspectives on Research and URSCA 

Note: aBonferroni adjustment for eight tests; P = 0.00625 for significance at the 0.05 level; ns = not significant; 
**** P < 0.0001 
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readiness (Jones et al. 2016). Another related perception 

among nonparticipant faculty members was that they did 

not know how to involve undergraduates in scholarly and 

creative activity. In the case of students without the back-

ground necessary to participate in URSCA, institutions can 

encourage academic departments to embed research into 

existing courses or design comprehensive undergraduate 

research and creative experience models (Awong-Taylor et 

al. 2016; Davis and Jacobsen 2014). Indeed, all three of the 

research with undergraduates. These approaches can be 

adopted as best practices at many more institutions.

Second, also congruent with other studies, many nonpartici-

pants attributed their lack of participation to student factors, 

such as “students are not prepared for research” and “an 

undergraduate student cannot contribute to my research.” 

In fact, students who want to participate in undergradu-

ate research but have not yet done so feel that they lack 

Barriers—

importance of:

(sample size)

Percentage responding  

“very significant” or “a lot”

χ2 df P Significance 

levela
Participants Nonparticipants

Lack of access to 

undergraduate students 

(234)

n/a

(FET) 4 0.07 ns   6% 12%

Students are not  

prepared for research 

(236) 11.15 4 0.03 ns 37% 61%

Lack of time (238) n/a

(FET) 4 0.39 ns 63% 72%

Lack of funding (236) 2.78 4 0.60 ns 31% 43%

Not receiving credit 

toward personnel 

actions (226) 6.03 4 0.20 ns 31% 32%

Lack of department 

support (229)

n/a

(FET) 4 0.18 ns 13% 24%

TABLE 4. Chi-Square Tests of Independence or Fisher Exact Tests (FET) That Compare Respondents 

Who Did and Did Not Participate in Mentoring URSCA, in Terms of Their Perceptions of the Impor-

tance of Potential Barriers

Note: aBonferroni adjustment for six tests; P = 0.008 for significance at the 0.05 level; ns = not significant

Number of respondents assigning the rank

Barrier rank (1 = most important) 1  2  3  4  5  6

Lack of access to undergraduate 

students  1  3  3  6 11 25

Students are not prepared for 

research 20 15  5  3  4  2

Lack of time 23 15  6  3  2  0

Lack of funding  4 13 18  5  7  2

No credit toward personnel 

actions  1  3  9 20  9  7

Lack of department support  0  0  8 12 16 13

TABLE 5. Ranking of the Importance of Six Potential Barriers to Mentoring URSCA as Perceived 

by Respondents Who Have Not Participated in Mentoring (n = 49) 
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institutions included here have effective examples of early 

exposure to research, from a summer program for incom-

ing first-year students at Sewanee to first- and second-year 

research-based courses at UST (Chaplin, Manske, and 

Cruise 1998) and TCNJ. In addition, institutional offices 

for undergraduate research or centers for teaching can 

sponsor workshops or discussion groups in which faculty 

experienced in URSCA can mentor nonparticipating faculty 

members (a “mentor the mentor” program). Research shows 

that the quality and quantity of mentorship is critical to the 

success of URSCA (Jones and Davis 2017; Shanahan et 

al. 2015). These studies, along with workshops available 

through the National Research Mentoring Network (https://

nrmnet.net), can provide a basis for programs to train both 

faculty and peer student mentors.

Third, among faculty participants, lack of funding was 

seen as a significant barrier. Student researchers are more 

likely than their faculty counterparts to need to repeat 

research work to correct methodological errors. In some 

Motivator Strongly agree / agreea Strongly disagree / 

disagree

It is good for the student 97%    0.5%

I care about the future generation of scholars 87%  1%

I enjoy it 86%  1%

It helps me feel better about my job 77%  3%

To advance my own research 68%  2%

There are no graduate students to help with 

my work 64% 22%

TABLE 6. Percentage of Agree and Disagree Responses by URSCA Mentors to Statements about 

What Motivates Them to Engage Undergraduates in Scholarly and Creative Activity (n = 182–184 

respondents)

Note: aSome responses were neither agree nor disagree.
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FIGURE 3. Responses by Faculty URSCA Mentors with Different Types of Research/Creative 

Activity to the Statement that a Motivation for Mentoring URSCA Is That It Can “Advance My Own 

Research”
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(Albright College 2018; Gilliams et al. 2008). At TCNJ, 

specific efforts have been made to nurture participation by 

arts and humanities faculty-student teams during the Men-

tored Undergraduate Summer Experience (an internally 

funded eight-week residential program), and there have 

been many successful projects in the visual arts, music, 

film, and the humanities. 

Faculty mentoring of undergraduate research and creative 

activity that is widespread across many disciplines and 

contributes to faculty scholarship is essential for build-

ing an institutional culture that values and supports this 

high-impact practice. Its benefits for students is clear, so 

it remains for it to more broadly benefit the mentors. The 

strategies suggested by the data of this study—building 

URSCA mentoring into faculty workload and tenure and 

promotion guidelines, improving students’ research readi-

ness with course-based research, offering faculty develop-

ment in research mentoring in all disciplines, and seeking 

creative sources of dedicated funding—will all contribute 

to an institutional culture that fully supports this essential 

form of faculty-student engagement.
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