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ABSTRACT

Underrepresented students attain a lower proportion of graduate degrees in the United
States (US), demonstrating inequity in higher education. The Ronald E. McNair Post-
baccalaureate Achievement Program has been providing underrepresented students
with supports to increase their ability to attain a graduate degree. A systematic
literature review identified that the Ronald E. McNair Post-baccalaureate
Achievement Program promotes student growth in personal, social, and academic
areas, as well as assist students enter graduate school. Few articles mentioned issues
with the program but include students’ difficulties with socialization and the
transition into graduate school. Limitations of the collected studies and possibilities
for future research examining this program are included.

Keywords: McNair Scholars Program, systematic review, underrepresented students,
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Many programs have been put in place to increase diversity in graduate education in
the United States, but disadvantaged students are still not represented at equitable
proportions (Sowell, Allum, & Okahana, 2015). Students who come from higher
family incomes, identify as White, and have parents who graduated from college have
been found to have distinct advantages for earning a doctoral degree (Baum & Steele,
2017; Okahana, Feaster, & Allum, 2016). One program, the Ronald E. McNair Post-
Baccalaureate Achievement Program, also called the McNair Scholars Program
(MSP), is designed to serve these student groups to increase their number of attained
graduate degrees.
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The MSP formally began in 1986 to honor Ronald E. McNair, the second African
American to go into space (Dervarics, 1994). McNair, a laser physicist, believed in
supporting students from underrepresented backgrounds. McNair tragically died in
the Challenger explosion on (Date) (Dervarics, 1994). The MSP focuses on recruiting
and preparing highly motivated, disadvantaged undergraduate students for doctoral
study (Byrd-Johnson, 2017). Once selected, students receive university support, such
as faculty mentorship, and seminars, along with a financial stipend to help students
prepare for and enroll in graduate school (Byrd-Johnson, 2017).

The federal government has released nationwide program evaluations of MSP
using aggregate quantitative information from institutional reports, yet individual
programs have utilized qualitative methods. However, there has not been a synthesis
of the program’s benefits to underrepresented student populations that incorporates
both quantitative and qualitative research. Evaluators for the MSP may face pressure
to produce findings that the program is effective, making independent reviewers
critical for objective program evaluations (Corcoran, 2017). Systematic reviews work
well for this purpose, as these reviews synthesize all of the research on one topic to
help readers understand what does or does not work (Booth, Sutton, & Papaioannou,
2012). Compared to traditional literature reviews, systematic reviews provide a
transparent and explicit methodology for collecting the evidence, evaluating the
evidence for quality, and synthesizing the findings (Dixon-Woods & Sutton, 2003;
Hammersley, 2003). Therefore, the current study will provide a summary of the
rigorous research on MSP’s effectiveness in preparing students for getting into
graduate school and succeeding while there. From these findings regarding the
strengths and weaknesses of the MSP, researchers and higher education practitioners
can continue with what works and identify areas for change or additional research.

OVERVIEW OF MCNAIR SCHOLARS PROGRAM

The MSP is one of the US federal government's TRIO programs designed to increase
access to higher education for economically disadvantaged students (Seburn, Chan,
& Kirshstein, 2005), serving approximately 5,200 students at 187 institutions and
costing approximately $45 million annually (Office of Postsecondary Education,
2018). Institutions of higher education can apply to the federal government for this
grant every five years, with grant applications being evaluated on administrators’
description of stated student needs, target objectives, plan of operation, quality of key
personnel, evaluation plan, and quality of project design (Byrd-Johnson, 2017). The
approved institutions serve an average of 28 students total per year (Office of
Postsecondary Education, 2016). These institutions typically recruit sophomore
students to participate in their junior and senior year or junior undergraduates to
participate in their senior year, but any undergraduate students may apply (Seburn et
al., 2005). The general goal of the MSP is to prepare students for doctoral study by
providing academic support and research opportunities to provide a better
understanding of what is required to succeed in graduate school. While the ultimate
goal of the MSP is to help students attain a doctoral degree, programs are measured
by the number of MSP students who enroll in graduate school and persist while there
(Office of Postsecondary Education, 2017b). This means that programs encourage
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students to enroll in any graduate program (masters programs included) as a way to
successfully attain an advanced degree, ideally a doctoral degree (Office of
Postsecondary Education, 2017c).

Program Activities

Guidance for students in the program includes evidence-based practices, such as
research opportunities with faculty mentors, academic counseling and tutoring, along
with graduate school testing and application preparation and seminars (Office of
Postsecondary Education, 2017b). According to MSP directors, these seminars may
include relevant topics related to academic life, such as fighting the “Imposter
Syndrome” (feeling like one does not belong in academia) or finding academic
support from members with similar backgrounds (S. Morren, personal
communication, June 2018). MSP students also receive a stipend to support research
activities and either reduced or eliminated costs for graduate applications and required
graduate entrance tests (S. Morren, personal communication, June 2018).

Eligible Students

Students with a strong desire to attain a doctoral degree must demonstrate high
academic achievement and motivation in order to participate in MSP (Humphrey,
Carey, & Mansfield, 2002; Seburn et al., 2005). MSPs must enroll a majority of
students who are both first-generation students (neither parent has completed a
bachelor’s degree) and come from a low-income family (one that has annual income
below 150% of the poverty level) (Seburn et al., 2005). The rest of the students must
come from other underrepresented student groups, such as those from a racial/ethnic
minority group. Due to a lack of disadvantaged students in science, technology,
engineering, or mathematics (STEM), MSPs can also provide priority recruitment to
students planning on entering graduate school in one of the STEM areas (Byrd-
Johnson, 2017). This means that institutions that enroll historically underrepresented
STEM students, such as women or those with disabilities, may receive more points
toward their MSP grant applications (Byrd-Johnson, 2017). Directors must balance
the proportions of student populations when accepting students into the program.
While there are no published records of acceptance rates, eligible students must go
through a rigorous and formal application process that includes the submission of
academic information, personal statements, recommendations, and -eligibility
information to be selected (S. Morren, personal communication, June 2018).

Previous Research on Effectiveness

The conclusions about MSP’s effectiveness are mixed. The National Academies
of Science (2011) touted it as a “promising intervention,” (p. 166). Contrary to this,
the White House claimed it’s only “6 percent effective” (Office of the Press Secretary,
2017). Unfortunately, without explaining the evidence to back up this claim, it
remains difficult to know what to believe about the MSP. Larger, comprehensive
quantitative reports have stated that 99% of MSPs had met or exceeded all program
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objectives (Mansfield, Sargent, Cahalan, Belle, & Bergeron, 2002). These larger
reports have included annual program data from most, if not all, programs regarding
participants’ graduate school enrollment and degree attainment. Specifically focusing
on the graduate school enrollment objective, programs had tripled the proportion of
bachelor’s degree recipients who entered graduate school over the course of three
years (Seburn et al., 2005), and a recent meta-analysis has found that students in
MSPs have six times the odds of enrolling in graduate school compared to students
from similar backgrounds (Renbarger & Beaujean, 2020). Unfortunately, public
program data includes only aggregated quantitative program information that is
delayed and difficult to use, making it difficult for independent researchers to evaluate
the program as a whole (Renbarger & Beaujean, 2020). Additionally, no research has
collectively examined all of the qualitative evidence that exists on this program in
conjunction with these quantitative findings from federal and individual program
reports to determine if MSPs are effective. This gap in knowledge makes it impossible
for practitioners to know what works and what policy makers should or should not do
regarding the continuation of this program. Filling this hole will provide answers for
programs, policy makers, and researchers searching for answers regarding the MSP.

Current Study

Given that there has been no synthesis of the research on MSPs, examining the
success of the program in terms of one of its objectives remains important. The
research question of this systematic review is: What does the empirical literature
report about the effectiveness of MSP on graduate student success? Graduate student
success for this study will include preparation for graduate school activities, graduate
school application assistance, enrollment or persistence in graduate school, or
completion of a graduate degree.

METHOD

In searching for empirical papers to review, the following terms were used:
“McNair,” “McNair program,” “McNair Scholars Program,” “McNair program
effectiveness” and “trio program” in the following databases: Academic Search
Complete, American Doctoral Dissertations, Education Research Complete, E-
Journals, ERIC, Humanities Source, MAS Ultra- School Edition, MasterFile Premier,
PsycArticles, Psychology and Behavior Sciences Collection, Psyclnfo,
TOPICSearch, and Google Scholar. Databases were chosen to include a variety of
fields and publication types for the goal of finding all available research on this topic.
To ensure all possible sources were included in the search, reference lists were
examined from MSP articles and contact was made with the US Department of
Education (DoE) research analysts and authors of studies with MSP samples for any
unobtainable sources or unpublished research. No additional empirical studies were
found from contacting these authors.

The literature search began April 2017 and ended September 2018. Initially, all
articles with titles or abstracts that specifically mentioned the MSP were selected
along with any article that had an abstract that contained descriptions of programs
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similar to the MSP (i.e., “undergraduate research program for underrepresented
populations™). The full texts of the publications were then further screened to
determine inclusion.

To be included in this systematic review, publications had to be focused on the
Ronald E. McNair Post-baccalaureate Achievement Program. Descriptions of the
program, opinion editorials, and other types of non-empirical studies were excluded.
Studies that focused on similar programs for similar populations were not included.
Participants in the studies must have been current or past MSP scholars. Only studies
reporting on student outcomes related to graduate school preparation and completion
were eligible. Outcomes for students could be qualitative or quantitative in nature and
were broadly defined to include bachelor’s degree completion, graduate school entry,
graduate entrance test preparation, application to graduate programs, perceptions of
readiness, and so forth. No study duration or date of publication restrictions were used
as the MSP has remained consistent in program offerings since its inception.
Additionally, all studies had to be peer-reviewed to be included. Therefore, theses,
dissertations, conference papers, or those with unknown sources were removed.

Judging the Quality of Empirical Papers

There is no consensus among educational researchers as to whether qualitative
research can or should be evaluated for quality (Hammersley, 2007), thanks to
philosophical (Sparkes & Smith, 2009), methodological (Freeman et al., 2007), and
practical (Barbour, 2001; Hammersley, 2007) issues related to conducting qualitative
research. Because of the differences between quantitative and qualitative research
approaches, scholars have stated that readers should not rely on specific criteria or
checklists to evaluate qualitative research (Barbour, 2001; Davies & Dodd, 2002;
Smith & Hodkinson, 2005). However, not all research is rigorous, and steps should
be taken to ensure that results from low quality articles have been taken into account.
As such, each article was evaluated using the criteria for rigor described in the article
by Tracy (2010). This included evaluating each qualitative article regarding four
major needs: having enough data to support the claims, spending enough time
gathering data, using an appropriate sample, and utilizing appropriate data collection
and analysis procedures. This meant that authors needed to include data (e.g.,
interview quotes or survey responses) that directly supported the findings and include
specific information about time spent obtaining responses from participants, such as
the number of interviews and average length. Studies had an appropriate sample if
they sampled MSP participants, directors, or other individuals who could speak to the
program and the outcomes. In terms of appropriate data collection and analysis, the
authors must have included details about the procedures and provided justification
for these methods. The quantitative and mixed methods articles were assessed using
the same criteria with the exception of spending enough time gathering the data. If
any of the articles had deficiencies in any of the areas, they were excluded from the
current study. To further increase the rigor of the current study, all studies were
examined and re-examined to find disconfirming information.

Data Analysis
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A thematic analysis approach was used to find themes within the studies.
Thematic analysis is a common technique for synthesizing qualitative and
quantitative studies, and it involves identifying themes, categorizing study findings
within the themes, and summarizing information by theme (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal,
Jones, Young, & Sutton, 2005; Thomas & Harden, 2008). All studies were read once
to understand the scope of the findings and become familiar with the data (Braun &
Clark, 2006). Using an inductive approach, the articles were re-read and initial ideas
constructed from two initial codes: academic (school-related) and non-academic
(person-related) benefits for students. Additionally, both academic and non-academic
outcomes have been shown to affect students’ ability to survive and succeed in
graduate programs (Sverdlik, Hall, McAlpine, & Hubbard, 2018) and relate directly
to the research questions.

After examining the findings of each article and placing the findings into the two
categories, each theme was reviewed. These larger themes were analyzed for smaller
components and then named (i.e., “social relationships™) to provide specificity for
students, administrators, and policymakers. The majority of articles included findings
that fit into more than one subtheme; as the increased prevalence suggested reliability
of the findings, all common results were woven together to provide a more
comprehensive understanding. Articles from each category were read again and
summarized to provide a collective understanding of the theme and include
differences between them.

RESULTS

The initial searches resulted in 130 publications. Studies were eliminated if they were
duplicates, could not be retrieved, were dissertations or theses, or did not otherwise
meet inclusion criteria. The data screening approach, from the initial search
procedures through to the final selection of articles, can be seen in Figure 1. Three
articles were excluded due to issues with quality. There were four qualitative studies,
seven quantitative studies, and one mixed-methods study for a total of 12 articles. The
date of these publications had a range of 15 years, from 2001 to 2016. Four of the 12
were federal reports, and the remaining were journal articles. Publication and sample
information, such as the authors, research approach (whether qualitative or
quantitative), and main findings, can be found in Table 1. More in-depth
characteristics of studies relating to the framework of each study can be found in
Table 2. These tables highlight the common characteristics between the studies as
well as many of the gaps in the literature. Implications for these gaps in the research
are outlined in the discussion section.

The majority of articles examined one institution while the federal reports used
data from all MSPs at the time of the study. Samples ranged from 10 to over 12,500
students, and these samples typically included MSP alumni, rather than students
currently in the program. However, only two studies sampled MSP alumni who had
completed graduate degrees. Three studies only included MSP students from science,
technology, engineering, or technology majors. Five studies did not list a specific
theoretical lens or framework. Only four studies had similar theoretical frameworks;
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these focused on how students were integrated either social or academically but two
focused on undergraduate integration and two focused on graduate school integration.

Search Could not
strategy  —>| be retrieved
(130) (4)
Abstract Rejected
and Title | | (5B7)
Screening
(126) ™ Duplicates
l (7)
Full text - -
. Dissertations
screening Rejected (47) 20)
(62)
l ‘ Not relevant
Quality outcome (11)
screening Not
af) empirical (6)
Final Not MSP-
selection (12) only
sample (6)

Other (4)

Figure 1. Results from Data Screening Procedures

Two studies, those conducted by Gittens (2014) and Willison and Gibson (2011),
should be noted. These studies had been conducted within the last 10 years, utilized
a theoretical framework specific for graduate students, and examined graduates’
transition into graduate school. These studies sampled students who had completed a
graduate degree which allowed for the researchers to examine how the MSP worked
to achieve its goal of helping underserved populations attain a graduate degree.
However, Willison and Gibson (2011) focused on how these students struggled rather
than the strengths of this population, so more work should be done to examine what
works for this group.

In answering the question: What does the empirical literature report about the
effectiveness of MSP on graduate student success? the literature reported findings
related to MSP supporting students prepare for graduate school through academic
benefits and non-academic benefits related to social and personal growth. However,
these studies also included some obstacles that students faced that provide some
additional perspective on the ability of the program to help students succeed (or not)
while in graduate school.

Table 1: Publication Information of Included Studies Sorted Alphabetically by
Last Name of the First Author
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First Author Research Sample (n) Number of Major Findings
(Year) Approach Institutions
[ I I I I

Bancroft Quantitative- Current 3 . Students reported that

(2016) Descriptive McNair or their participation in
alumni (n=14) McNair was positive
from Ohio in terms of financing,
Universities enrolling in and

interacting with others
in graduate school.

. Students also reported
that they felt their
gender and race
impacted their
academic experiences
with peers and faculty.

Fifolt (2014) Mixed McNair 1 . Students and faculty
Methods alumni (n=92) mentors expressed
from positive interactions
University of with the mentorship
Alabama at experience and
Birmingham progress regarding
from years research skills.
2007-12 . Students improved

their GRE scores after
attending prep classes
but overall these GRE
scores were not
competitive for
graduate school.

° The large majority of
scholars graduated
with their bachelor’s
degree.

° 66% of the students
were accepted for
graduate study (doesn't
seem to account for
those that didn't even

apply, though)
Gittens Qualitative- McNair 1 . Participants believed
(2014) Interview alumni (n=18) 1 that McNair helped
Study who them by learning about
completed how to apply for
their PhD graduate school,

providing an
experience similar to
what they had in
graduate school, and
preparing them for
graduate school
through research
experience and
competence.

. In terms of social
integration, students
felt like they belonged
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Humphrey*
(2002)

Ishiyama
(2003)

MacPhee
(2013)

Mansfield*
(2002)
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[ ]
[ ]
Quantitative- All McNair 1 .
Descriptive students from 5
1998-2000 4
(n=10,934)
[ ]
Quantitative- McNair 1 .
Chi-square (n=70)/non-
Test McNair
(n=240) first
generation and
low-income
students; from
1992-1995
Quantitative- McNair STEM 1 .
ANOVAs and students
MANOVAs (n=168) over a
10- year
period
[ ]
[ ]
Quantitative- All alumni 9 .
Descriptive (n=9,090) who 6
finished
McNair in
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to a community with
important connections
and long-term support
in a family
environment.

They better knew
about what the process
was for attaining a
PhD.

It also gave them
affective benefits, such
as confidence and
motivation.

A quarter to a third of
graduated students
attended a graduate
school the following
year.

The large majority of
students who enrolled
in graduate school
(91%) persisted in or
graduated from
graduate school.

McNair FGLI students
are more likely to
persist in and graduate
with a bachelor's
degree program and
were more likely to
enroll in graduate
school.

At the beginning of the
program, women and
men had statistically
different levels of
academic self-efficacy
but similar academic
performance.

By the end of the
program, women and
men had similar
academic self-efficacy.
Students coming from
multiply-
disadvantaged
backgrounds benefited
from the program
more in terms of
critical thinking and
creativity.

Approximately a third
to half of graduates of
the McNair program
had enrolled in



McCoy*
(2008)

Nnadozie
(2001)

Posselt (2012)

Seburn*
(2005)

Higher Education Politics & Economics

Quantitative-

Descriptive and

Regression

Quantitative-

Descriptive and

Regression

Qualitative-
Case Study

Quantitative-
Descriptive

1998-1999
year

All McNair
students
(n=12,530),
1989-2003

McNair
directors
(n=35) from
across country
and alumni
(n=69)

Current
McNair
students
(n=10)

All McNair
bachelor's
recipients
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W

W

graduate school the
following year.

Approximately 6% of
McNair alumni had
earned a doctorate
within 6-10 years after
finishing the program.
There were differences
in doctoral degree
attainment by
background
characteristics such as
low-income or race.
Important variables for
completion included
working fewer than 12
hours as an
undergraduate and
having a helpful
faculty mentor.

Both students and
directors reported that
research internships
were important for
graduate school
admission.

Students perceived the
research internship as
important for obtaining
graduate school
funding and obtaining
a graduate degree.

Students reported that
the program facilitated
their skills and
knowledge of research
and confidence in
research and
presenting.

Having group
membership within an
encouraging cohort
provided positive
interactions that
promoted confidence
as well.

One downside is the
fact that it can be
intimidating for some
students to be a part of
a high-achieving,
selective group.

McNair students
enrolled in graduate
school at higher rates
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(n=1,282), compared to similar
1998-99 peers.

. McNair students were
less likely to persist in
graduate school than
demographically
similar students.

Willison Qualitative- McNair 1 . Students identified
(2011) Interview alumni (n=22) challenges associated
Study who were with transitions to
enrolled or graduate school,
graduated including being
from a prepared for the
graduate academic workload,
program finding emotional or

social support,
managing time well,
feeling accepted within
their programs, and
maintaining finances.

Note. * indicates the publication was a federal report. The remaining publications were journal articles.
Academic Benefits

All but one of the studies included academic benefits related to graduate school
enrollment, persistence, or completion. For example, studies included research
questions related to academic interactions in STEM degree programs (Bancroft,
Benson, & Johnson-Whitt, 2016), the relationship of the rigor of internships on
placement into and completion of graduate school (Nnadozie, Ishiyama, & Chon,
2001), and “‘student participation in collaborative research projects” on enrolling in
graduate school (Ishiyama & Breuning, 2003, p.163). Each outcome was directly
related to the purpose of the MSP.

In terms of pursuing enrollment in a graduate school, studies reported that the
MSP showed students how to apply for graduate school (Gittens, 2014), find money
for attending school (Bancroft et al., 2016; Nnadozie et al., 2001), and improve their
GRE scores (Fifolt, Engler, & Abbott, 2014). All MSP students are required to
complete a summer research internship, participate in research projects with a faculty
mentor, and present their findings to other scholars at professional conferences. In a
study that examined MSP students’ and directors’ perceptions of the research
internships, both groups believed that these research internships positively related to
the students’ admission into graduate school (Nnadozie et al., 2001). In terms of the
relationship between program participation and actual enrollment, multiple studies
identified that a significant portion of alumni from the MSP were likely to be accepted
into graduate school overall (Fifolt et al., 2014; Mansfield, Sargent, Cahalan, Belle,
& Bergeron, 2002) and compared to students from similar demographic backgrounds
(Ishiyama & Hopkins, 2003; Seburn et al., 2005).

Students also felt more prepared for graduate school and this was mostly related
to their research experiences. Thanks to MSPs, these students believed they had
improved research and presenting skills (Fifolt et al., 2014; Gittens, 2014; Posselt &
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Black, 2012), which made them feel more competent in completing graduate school
research (Gittens, 2014). The MSP assisted students in attaining a Ph.D. because they
had a better understanding of the process thanks to the program requirements (Gittens,
2014). Mentors also believed that students had positive gains in their researching
abilities from their time in the program (Fifolt et al., 2014). Some students even stated
that the research internship was important for obtaining the graduate degree
(Nnadozie et al., 2001). MSP reports have indicated that a large majority of
participants were able to persist and graduate from graduate school (Humphrey et al.,
2002), contrary to findings that suggest that MSP students were not as likely to
continue their degree progression compared to demographically-similar peers
(Seburn et al., 2005). Doctoral degree attainment differed by important demographic
variables such as low-income status or race (McCoy, Wilkinson, & Jackson, 2008).

Outside of academic benefits specifically for graduate school, MSP students also
had increased levels of creativity and critical thinking over the course of the program
(MacPhee, Farro, & Canetto, 2013). This was especially true for students who come
from more than one underserved background, such as being both low-income and
from a minority race.

Non-Academic Benefits

Non-academic benefits included anything not directly measured by graduate
enrollment, persistence, or completion. These included concepts such as social
integration- “the means by which a student joins a community and identifies with its
values and norms” (Gittens, 2014, p. 365), self-efficacy (MacPhee et al., 2013), and
research identities (Posselt & Black, 2012). These ideas appeared to be by-products
of the educational experiences.

Social

Being in an MSP requires frequent and consistent time with peers from similar
backgrounds and with similar future goals. Multiple studies included benefits of the
MSP that revolve around the community created with these interactions with mentors,
directors, and other students. Through the lens of social integration, Gittens (2014)
found that MSPs provided a community and source of support that students could
utilize from undergraduate times throughout their graduate school journey (Bancroft
et al.,, 2016; Gittens, 2014). Students could find encouragement and beneficial
interactions from their peers (Posselt & Black, 2012). Students and faculty mentors
mentioned how the mentoring relationship was positive (Fifolt et al., 2014).

Personal

Students also reported personal growth from the work they completed in the
program. Time in the McNair Scholars program positively related to students’
motivation and their confidence in achieving their goals (Gittens, 2014). One study
compared how women and men differed in terms of academic self-efficacy and
performance at the beginning and end of the program (MacPhee et al., 2013). These
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researchers found that women in an MSP were able to catch up to their male peers’
level of academic self-efficacy by the end of the program (MacPhee et al., 2013).

Table 2: Characteristics of Included Studies Sorted Alphabetically by Last
Name of the First Author

First Theoretical Lens Included Included  Longitudinal? Completed  Examined Examined
Author McNaar Alummi Within CGraduate Graduate
(Year) Alumm? with Last 10 Schoeol School

Completed Years? Enrollment? Transtion?
CGraduate
Degrees?

Bancroft* Sexism, racism, X X X
(2016) stereotype threat
B None X X
(2014)
Gittens Graduate and X X X X
(2014) undergraduate socaal

and academic

ntegration
Humphrey  None X X X X
(2002)
Ishiyama Undergraduate X X X
(2003) persistence and

academnic integration
MacPhee*t  Self-efficacy X X
(2013)
Mansfield None X X X X
(2002)
McCoy None X X X X
(2008)

Table 2 continued
Nraingis. Undergraduate X X X
(2001) academic integration

Possell, Social and cultural X
(2012) capital

N None X X X X
(2005)

Willisoat Graduate school X X X X
2011) integration

Note. * indicates the study only utilized a sample of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics students.
# indicates the study focused on sample deficits

Obstacles

While the majority of findings from the studies were positive, some studies
uncovered obstacles that students faced while in the program and while in graduate
school. One study found that students reported that their interactions with other
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students in their academic programs and the faculty there depended on their gender
and their race (Bancroft et al., 2016). This is not due to their enrollment in a MSP,
but does highlight the need for supporting students who are not highly represented in
their programs or fields such as women in STEM or graduate students of color. The
main purpose of MSPs is to help minoritized populations get to graduate school but
these places may push these students away whether intentionally or not. As such, this
program may not be able to help solve this lack of representation alone; systemic
change must occur on the other end of the pipeline as well. Disadvantages from
participation in MSPs related to adequate progress and social comparison. While one
study mentioned that students increased their GRE scores after GRE preparation
classes, the students’ GRE scores were still not competitive enough for graduate
schools (Fifolt et al., 2014). Even for those that enrolled in graduate school, students
reported that the transition was difficult. These students did not feel adequately
prepared, did not feel like they had a supportive environment, needed help with time
management, struggled with finances and did not generally feel accepted (Willison
& Gibson, 2011). Some students also reported that being in such a selective and high-
achieving group can be intimidating and overwhelming at times (Posselt & Black,
2012). So, despite the positive nature of academic benefits, and a social community,
careful attention must be made to consider how these supports could be made even
more beneficial to all students.

DISCUSSION

This paper systematically reviewed the research on the McNair Scholars Program.
Results indicated that the majority of the large number of studies examining this
program find the program works to improve the number of minoritized students
applying to and enrolling in graduate school. The majority of the articles reported that
the MSP helped students with academic benefits before and during graduate school.
The program provided students with guidance applying and enrolling in graduate
school and their research experiences gave them skills to enter and succeed while in
their graduate program. Reports indicated that many students from the MSP did enroll
in graduate school at higher rates than their demographically-similar peers, but other
reports indicated that graduate degree completion depended on other important
variables such as race. Students also stated that they gained non-academic benefits
related to social and personal areas of life. Being in the program provided students
with a supportive community with mentors and peers while also boosting students’
confidence, motivation, critical thinking, and creativity. However, the program was
not without its challenges. Students perceived difficulties with social interactions and
transitions into graduate school.

Implications

The findings here have implications for policy, practice, and research. In terms
of policy, the large majority of results suggest that the MSP is beneficial for
underserved students, both in terms of equipping students to research graduate
schools and apply as well as have the skills necessary to balance coursework and
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perform independent research. These tools can be a part of the sidden curriculum that
exacerbates the inequality between students from privileged households and those
from minoritized backgrounds (Smith, 2013). Because this identifies all of the
research, evaluates the research for quality, and summarizes the findings from an
independent, critical lens, this adds to the federal reports regarding the effectiveness
of the program and supports the continued federal funding by policymakers for this
specific program.

These results can support the work of MSP directors and other staff dedicated to
supporting these student groups. Directors can take these findings and support their
students outside of the typical or required program offerings. For example, not all
programs take their students to larger research conferences to present and not all
directors individually meet with participants regarding academic or personal issues
that students are facing. By providing these opportunities, directors can better
facilitate students’ academic and mental wellbeing during the stressful time of
applying to graduate school. By fostering a community without intimidation,
directors can continue to provide students with non-academic benefits that support
the goal of graduate school attainment. Besides bringing this program to campus,
university staff can provide minoritized populations with these experiences to impact
more students with what works. Certain parts of the program - namely the stipend,
research experience, and graduate application preparation - should remain required
aspects of the MSP as these aspects benefit marginalized students who want to attend
graduate school (Carter, 2006; Jones, Barlow, & Villarejo, 2010). Other
undergraduate programs that allow students to participate in similar activities may
benefit students if a campus MSP is full or unavailable.

These results also have implications for research. One result of this review is the
identification of gaps in the literature and new questions that can only be answered
with future studies. How do programs that only provide research opportunities, such
as those on individual college campuses without graduate application requirements,
differ in terms of educational outcomes compared to programs like MSPs with more
robust offerings? How influential is the cohort component of the program, in giving
students a community of scholars who are from similar backgrounds? Comparing the
outcomes of MSP students with those of students from similar programs with distinct
offerings can help identify the most necessary components for graduate school
preparation.

Because there were only the federal quantitative reports that examined how
MSPs impact students through multiple years after their completion of the MSP, it
remains unclear how the program affects students through their entire graduate degree
process. The quantitative findings provide some longitudinal results regarding
students’ attainment, but it is not clear that it is on/y MSP involvement that affected
these students’ ability to find success in graduate school. What other resources, such
as family members or additional job opportunities, do students utilize? MSPs may
help students transition into a master’s degree through research skill development and
application support, but does it give them the necessary support for students to persist
through their doctoral degree? What other processes are in place that may help or
hinder these students after they apply to graduate school all the way through their
degree attainment? These questions and more cannot be answered from the findings
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in the current literature. Future research could compare quantitative outcomes in a
meta-analysis or collate data from multiple programs to address these gaps.

Additionally, more updated research should examine the program as a whole.
Research has demonstrated the impact of the economic recession from 2007 to 2010
on higher education (i.e., Barr & Turner, 2013). Since the last federal government
report with all institutional data was released over 10 years ago, an update should be
done to examine if the program continues to increase students’ graduate enrollment
to the same degree. Only one report (McCoy et al., 2008) provided a larger picture of
the program and student success through a regression with multiple variables. To do
this would require access to annual program information regarding the student
characteristics and outcomes that are currently unavailable from the government
website. Another option would be to compare university information regarding
marginalized student outcomes to the outcomes of MSP alumni. It would also be more
robust for future studies to include other variables that are known to impact student
success, such as faculty relationships and funding, to better understand the success
rates for this group. Providing equivalent data from students from similar
backgrounds who did not participate in an MSP would allow researchers to determine
specific program effects. As this was the only systematic review of this program, we
recommend frequent and comprehensive reviews of long-standing federal programs
to provide an overview of all that exists for the taxpayers to read.

Finally, five articles had no theoretical framework identified and only two
articles in this sample examined graduate school success through theoretical
frameworks designed for the graduate student population. As methodologists Grant
and Osanloo (2014) state: “Without a theoretical framework, the structure and vision
for a study is unclear, much like a house that cannot be constructed without a
blueprint” (p. 13). As such, we not only recommend the use of a framework but one
that considers the specific needs of graduate students. While some of the other
theories used, such as self-efficacy, stereotype threat, and social capital, certainly
apply to graduate students, undergraduate student theories do not apply to those of
graduate students (Tinto, 2012). Future research should make sure to include theories
that not only apply to the graduate student population, but also to the other identities
of McNair alumni, such as first-generation, low-income, or minoritized student
frameworks.

Limitations

Limitations of this review include the type of studies allowed. By removing
dissertations and theses and screening all studies for quality indicators, the rigor of
these findings increased. However, a large portion of the excluded studies were
dissertations or theses; as a consequence, the information here may not reflect all that
is known regarding the academic and non-academic benefits of the MSP. The
institutions included here may also not reflect the variety of MSPs. The federal reports
utilized data from all of institutions at the time of the studies. While this is a strength
of the federal reports, the most recent report was published in 2008. Given that
programming has remained fairly stable in the program’s history, this may only limit
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the generalizability of the findings slightly, although some studies have indicated that
the programs do not all offer the same activities (Seburn et al., 2005).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, there are not enough studies to determine the effectiveness of the
MSP. Of the published and available empirical literature, MSPs do provide benefits
to participants in multiple domains, but more research is needed to determine if the
program helps students in all stages of the graduate degree process and through
doctoral degree attainment.
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