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Introduction

Mentors play an important role in the success of undergraduate students as they navigate
simultaneous academic, personal, and professional trajectories. One area where mentorship can be
incredibly influential is the undergraduate research experience. In this high-impact practice,
undergraduate students partner with faculty mentors to engage in scholarly inquiry and make an
intellectual contribution to their discipline (NASEM, 2017). A growing body of literature illuminates
the positive impacts of the undergraduate research experience, including advances in students’
academic achievement, identity development, and career readiness (Sell et al., 2018; Palmer et al.,
2015; Newell & Ulrich, 2022). Further, studies have shown that gains in student success, belonging,
and retention connected to undergraduate research mentoring have an even greater positive impact
for students from minoritized racial and ethnic backgrounds (Stout et al., 2018).

However, access to undergraduate research favors white, socioeconomically privileged students
(Pierszalowski, Bouwma-Gearhart, & Marlow, 2021). In other words, students from minoritized
groups (e.g., first-generation college students, students with high financial need, racially minoritized
students) who are said to benefit the most from participation in research are less likely to access
these experiences because the systems and structures that define higher education institutions
were built to serve white, socioeconomically privileged students. Minoritized students who do engage
in research often experience racism, sexism, and heteronormativity; underrepresentation and
marginalization; inequitable compensation; identity conflict; discrimination that narrows notions of
capital and metrics of merit; among other challenges related to marginalization (Longmire-Avital,
2019). Many of these challenges arise as a result of deeply embedded assumptions and norms
related to contemporary research being rooted in white supremacist cisheteropatriarchy (Smith,
2016). While research happens in all academic disciplines, most research fields are rooted in white,
male, heterosexual, cisgender, able-bodied, and western norms (e.g., valuing volunteer experience in
research before getting a paid position (Fournier & Bond, 2015); expectations for long hours
regardless of family care obligations (Morales et al., 2020); emphasis on ontologies, epistemologies,
and methodologies that ignore diverse forms of learning and knowing (Kincheloe, 2008); and
ignoring the social conditions of the researchers (Rosser, 2008)). This historical and contextual
reality within STEM can be unwelcoming to individuals who do not share these privileged identities,
making it difficult to thrive in these research spaces (Carlone & Johnson, 2007; Ong et al., 2011,
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Effective research mentors ensure that students from minoritized groups have access to research
experiences that are welcoming, inclusive, and impactful (Shanahan et al., 2015; Shanahan, 2018;
Monarrez et al., 2020). For instance, Haeger and Fresquez (2016) found that students whose
mentors offered culturally relevant support and support related to their emotions and relationship to
society felt more connected to their area of study and experienced a greater sense of belonging than
those whose mentors did not. However, while support for research mentors is recognized as a critical
component of excellence in undergraduate research experiences (Rowlett et al., 2012), it is rare for
mentors to receive formal training in effective mentoring practices (Reddick, 2011; Morales et al.,
2017; Stefanucci, 2019; Baker et al., 2022). While faculty are often heavily evaluated on their
research and teaching achievements, they do not receive substantial recognition for their
commitment to mentorship and have little incentive to devote time to honing their mentoring
practice (Morrison et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2017). These systemic realities can perpetuate
problematic mentor behaviors like employing an overly simplistic “one size fits all” mentoring model
(assuming all undergraduates need the same support) and not making time to foster a safe
environment for identity development, identity expression, and belonging.

In this article, we present a framework that explores the balance between mentor advocacy and
empowerment of undergraduate researchers in higher education spaces. We begin by describing the
advocacy and empowerment (AE) framework, which originally served to supplement career-long
diversity, equity, and inclusion learning for faculty and staff at Oregon State University. We then
situate the framework within the context of undergraduate research mentoring while highlighting the
importance of finding an appropriate balance between advocacy and empowerment. We offer
several cautions to mentors who choose to employ the AE framework in their mentoring
relationships. We close by proposing and encouraging the use of this framework in various other
contexts within higher education. We hope that with this tool, mentors will more effectively support
minoritized students through social, political, psychological, systemic, and structural challenges
(hereby referred to as “sociopolitical challenges”) encountered in, and tangential to, their research
experiences.

The Advocacy & Empowerment (AE) Framework

The AE Framework is a single tool from a larger portfolio of resources that were developed to
stimulate career-long diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) learning for all faculty and staff at Oregon
State University. The core of career-long DEI learning is continuous development of cultural
competence. In the broadest terms, cultural competence is a practitioner’'s awareness of their own
assumptions, values, and biases; a practitioner’s complexity of knowledge regarding the unique
perspectives of culturally different collaborators; and a practitioner’s willingness and skill to develop
their practices with their evolving knowledge of self and others (Sue et al., 2019).

Cultural competence is a rigorous, complex, and dynamic professional pursuit that often falls victim
to interpretations that are overly simplistic and inappropriately linear. To communicate expectations
of career-long DEI learning to the diverse professional constituency of the university without losing its
complexity and integrity, we patterned off the guidance developed by the American Psychological
Association’s intersectional guidance for cultural competence (APA, 2017) and articulated career-
long learning through an ecological model with a nesting set of competencies that attend to
practitioner effectiveness at intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, structural, and global levels
(Oregon State University, 2023). We then translated these cultural competencies for various
functions of the higher education enterprise, including teaching, research, leadership, and service. It
is in the domain of service, or helping roles like mentorship, that the AE framework germinated.

Our initial sketches of the AE framework were developed to address “helping problems” in several
corners of the university. Our foremost problem was inconsistencies in the operations of our bias
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response team and the need for a sense-making framework to structure the team’s deliberation,
clarify the team’s values, and more effectively communicate the team’s decisions. Our framework
also responded to growing training requests from faculty and staff, particularly teaching faculty who
were unsure of how to address bias in the classroom. We also leveraged this framework to mediate
disagreement and confusion about the roles and boundaries of faculty and staff who were
supporting, advising, or mentoring student activists. More relevant to this manuscript, the AE
framework supported a growing consultation caseload in the Office of Institutional Diversity at
Oregon State University in which faculty and staff confided their ambivalence, lack of confidence, or
fear about advising or mentoring marginalized students through their experiences with bias and
discrimination.

With our initial sketches, we turned to the literature and drew heavily from social work and higher
education scholarship. In the higher education literature, we answered calls for more thoughtful and
deliberate bias response practices (Miller et al., 2018a; Miller et al., 2018b) and responded to
concerns about the under-preparation of teaching and research faculty to recognize and redress bias
in their professional spheres (Boysen, 2012; Kawakami et al., 2009; McCabe, 2009; Nadal et al.,
2014; Yosso et al., 2009).

The scaffold of the AE framework was inspired by the social work scholarship on care responses for
sexual assault and other trauma survivors (Rose, 1990; Rose, 2000). The scholarship centers the
agency of the survivors and implores the helper to be thoughtful about their mutual responsibilities
to both advocate on a survivor’s behalf as well as empower their own decision-making and self-
advocacy, in an effort not to reproduce the power imbalance that characterizes sexual assault and
other forms of trauma. Our AE framework, like the scholarship from clinical social work, centers on
the most vulnerable, insists upon dialogue, and prioritizes the redress of social injustice.

The AE framework is our effort to solve a leadership problem by translating theory to practice in
context. We find that the AE framework is a focused tool that addresses numerous dimensions of our
larger guidance for career-long DEI learning. The framework attends to knowledge, skills, and
attitudes that traverse intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, structural, and global dimensions of
cultural competence; positions the helper as a humble facilitator of change; and asserts that
balancing advocacy and empowerment is not a neutral position. It is designed to help guide those
who value social justice and care for those most marginalized in a hegemonic educational system.
We have since begun to utilize and communicate this tool to professional helpers across the
university. The framework is used formally in university training, and to structure team decision-
making and deliberation, and is also used informally in coaching and developmental settings to help
faculty and staff make sense of their values and their decision-making in support of marginalized
learners. In this article, we situate the tool within the context of undergraduate mentorship,
specifically in the context of research.

Translating the AE Framework into a Mentoring Context

The mentor of an undergraduate researcher is charged with developing research capacity in that
student. As an undergraduate researcher builds this capacity, they follow an arc from being a
dependent learner to a self-directed one (Knowles, 1975; Tough, 1978; Grow, 1991, 1994). Mentors
will follow a parallel arc as the student moves from full reliance on them as an expert (i.e. in the
student’s early, dependent learning phase) to more infrequent reliance on them as a consultant (i.e.
as the student becomes more self-directed). As a student follows this developmental arc in their
research experience, they are simultaneously navigating personal, social, emotional, and political
contexts, both connected to their research and not, that necessitate additional types of growth and
learning. These contexts can be especially complex and varied for students from minoritized
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backgrounds who must navigate inequitable structures and systems that were not built with their
needs in mind.

First, we consider the personal, social, emotional, and political challenges a student facing
oppression might navigate within their research space. While we recognize that research is
happening in all academic disciplines, we call out STEM fields as a place where inequities are
apparent. Until relatively recently, only white, able-bodied, Christian, upper and middle class,
heterosexual men participated in westernized STEM research practices (Halpin, 1989; Ong et al.,
2018; Reinholz & Ridgway, 2021). Most, if not all, of the norms that shape STEM research today
were founded on the values of these men (Dewey et al., 2021). Thus, bias and discrimination are
inherent in research spaces and adversely impact minoritized researchers in these disciplines (e.g.,
an expectation that research can be conducted on a volunteer basis (Fourneir & Bond, 2015);
experiences with underrepresentation and racial assaults in STEM fields (McGee, 2016); implicit
bias in requiring formal recommendations for research positions (Houser & Lemmons, 2018); and
lack of accessibility in STEM research spaces (Reinholz & Ridgway, 2021). These are just a few
examples that highlight why minoritized students may seek help navigating into research spaces,
which were not originally designed for them.

Minoritized students will also navigate inequities outside of their research experience, which will be
inextricably linked to their development as researchers (e.g., exposure to stereotypes, lack of
representation in leadership roles, racism from instructors or classmates (Pierszalowski et al.,
2021)). An effective undergraduate research mentor is one who can simultaneously support the
undergraduate in their research project while also attending to their wellbeing and psychosocial
needs (Walkington et al., 2019). Mentors should be willing to support students holistically and
recognize the interconnected journeys they are on as they engage in research while simultaneously
navigating the seven vectors of student development put forth by Chickering and Reisser (1993):
developing competence, managing emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence,
developing mature interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and
developing integrity. Mentors also play a key role in ensuring that their student’s foundational
identities (i.e., the identities they bring with them to higher education) are not replaced by, or in
conflict with, emerging academic ones, but rather maintain a bridge between them (Shanahan,
2018).

Students cannot compartmentalize their life experiences, and a good mentor will not expect them to.
However, it is important to note that there are roles a research mentor may not be able to play, or
should never play; i.e., a research mentor is not a healthcare professional or a mental health
counselor. It is a good idea to set boundaries for the types of support you are not certified to provide,
but at a minimum, a mentor should be prepared to listen, validate, and engage in conversation with
the student about how, and in what capacity, they can support the student. The challenges that
minoritized students face in higher education (both in and outside of research spaces) can be
nuanced and complex. One way to holistically support students is to attend to sociopolitical
challenges where they may benefit from a mentor's advocacy or empowerment. An effective mentor
will artfully balance their support for students grappling with assimilation into a discipline or
institution that is historically exclusive.

We define advocacy as a mentor’s efforts on behalf of their mentee. As shown in Table 1, advocacy
can take the form of institutional interventions (e.g., clarifying and upholding policy; initiating policy
change; clearly communicating process, values, and expectations), community care (e.g., connecting
impacted parties to care resources, organizing and facilitating intergroup/intragroup dialogue,
pursuing restorative justice), and education and cultural change (e.g., examining and shifting
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community norms and values; discerning and advancing essential knowledge, skills, and attitudes;
taking responsibility for community learning).

For example, consider a white, male assistant professor in geosciences who has been mentoring a
female undergraduate who identifies as Black and is a single mom. This mentor and student have
been collaborating on a research project for almost a year and have a respectful, trusting
relationship with good communication. The mentor notices that the student has been
uncharacteristically distracted and stressed and decides to initiate a conversation about her
wellbeing. She confides in him that her academic advisor and instructor have told her that she will
not be competitive for graduate school in geosciences because she is unable to engage in extensive
field-based experiences as a single mom. Her academic advisor also said that it was probably for the
best because these experiences can be really challenging for women, and even harder for women of
color.

After validating the student’s frustrations and recognizing that this disciplinary assumption is both
sexist and racist, the mentor and student talk about what mentor advocacy might look like in this
context. With permission and guidance from the student, the mentor begins educating academic
deans, faculty, advisors, and instructors in departmental meetings and in a department-wide email
about how requiring, or even expecting, undergraduates to engage in extensive field experiences
before graduate school disadvantages students who have family care obligations and those who
have to work regularly to support their education (Morales et al. 2020). Through these efforts, he
connects with two other faculty members who are passionate about diversifying geosciences and
submits a National Science Foundation proposal for broadening access to field experiences by
designing opportunities to participate remotely and in short-term experiences with flexible hours.
While these advocacy steps will not completely eradicate deeply rooted racial and gender inequities
in geosciences, they do signal to the student that she is heard and that her experiences are valid.
These are also important steps to break the silence about inequities that exclude minoritized
students from advancing in the field.

Table 1. Examples of advocacy.

Dimensions Goals Examples
Institutional Clarifying and Walking a student to the institution's office for
Intervention upholding policy compliance with civil rights and affirmative action to

explore whether they want to initiate a sexual
harassment investigation

Convening institutional leaders to examine and
reaffirm the institution's commitment to eliminate
workplace bullying

Initiating policy Organizing with unit leaders to examine and revise long
change held hiring and promotion practices which
systematically disadvantage single parents

Working with front line staff in student health services
to shift standard practices related to gender
identification to support trans and gender non-
conforming students
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Clearly
communicating
process, values, and
expectations

Working with institutional leaders to send a formal
communication condemning national incidents of anti-
Black violence, and affirming the institution’s
commitment to equity and justice

Educating academic deans and unit leaders of the
administration’s interpretation that the 2011 Dear
Colleague Letter expands Title IX to include dimensions
of gender identity and sexuality

Community Care

Connecting
impacted parties to
care resources

Organizing and
facilitating
intergroup or
intragroup dialogue

Pursuing restorative
justice

Distributing student resources related to mental health
care, community gatherings, and other institutional
care resources following a national incident of
islamophobia

Curating community-based advocacy resources for
blind, deaf and hard of hearing people and delivering
resources to respondents who identify themselves in a
campus climate survey

Hosting a processing event where communities can
connect and share their feelings following an incident
of transphobic violence

Holding space for white identifying students to examine
their racial attitudes and imagine opportunities to lead
racial justice

Dialoguing with parties impacted by community
incidents of anti-Semitism to imagine what healing and
restoration may look like, and initiating short- and long-
term goals

Establishing a formal restorative justice protocol
following the use of racially insensitive language where
impacted and responsible parties dialogue and
negotiate a path forward

Education and
Culture Change

Examining and
shifting community
norms and values

Discerning and
advancing essential
knowledge, skills,
and attitudes

Organizing a values campaign that encourages
empathy practices like active listening

Starting a bystander intervention program which
attempts to reduce and mitigate racial
microaggressions

Researching and sharing contemporary readings and
online resources for trans/non-binary access,
belonging, and success

Organizing campus workshops to raise consciousness
and allyship for undocumented students
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Taking responsibility Establishing a community of practice among college
for community teachers who want to develop an anti-racist curriculum,
learning pedagogy, and assessment

Soliciting resources from institutional stakeholders to
fund keynote speakers with expertise in feminist
research methods

Empowerment is another action that a mentor can take to support a mentee’s wellbeing. We define
empowerment as a mentor’s support or encouragement as a mentee clarifies their thinking, makes
meaning of their experience, or deliberates their course of action. As shown in Table 2, strategies for
empowerment include self-advocacy (e.g., clarifying individual/community mission, vision, and
values; mapping resources and spheres of influence; discerning strategies, short and long term
goals), self-care (e.g., attending to physical, emotional, and spiritual wellness; addressing and
healing from trauma, cultivating relationships with self and others), and education and personal
growth (e.g., researching complexities of the issue, pursuing insight development, engaging in
perspective taking).

For example, consider a female full professor in physics who has been mentoring a non-binary
undergraduate in a research experience for three months. While this mentor-mentee pair is still
building trust, the student has been very open with the mentor about their identities and the mentor
is very intentional about using the student’s preferred pronouns. One day, the student opens up to
the mentor that the instructors of each of their classes that day had misgendered them in front of
peers. The mentor responds with empathy and validation, then asks the student if there is anything
they can do to leverage their position of power at the institution to educate these instructors and
their departments about the harm associated with misgendering. The student does not want to call
more attention to the situation and asks the mentor not to engage in advocacy. Instead, the mentor
continues listening to the student talk about how tired they are of wondering when their identities
will be fully recognized. When the student is finished talking, the mentor asks the student about
other spaces where they feel safe and discusses ideas for what the student can do over the
weekend to restore their energy.

Table 2. Examples of empowerment.

Dimensions Goals Examples

Self-Advocacy  Clarifying Listening reflectively to a student whose voice is being
individual/community  marginalized during team meetings, identifying with
mission, vision, and her how the team's behaviors are disrespectful and
values unproductive

Helping an Asian-identifying student work through their
confusion and surface the implicit expectations that
were violated when their major professor expressed
racially tokenizing views

Mapping resources In support of a non-binary student who is experiencing
and spheres of repeated misgendering, connecting them to faculty
influence with similar concerns and exploring their interest in

forming a coalition
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Discerning strategies,
short and long term
goals

Working with an indigenous student who is angered by
the erasure of indigenous histories in their curriculum,
reflecting on the systems and power holders in the
institution where change can occur

Working with queer students mobilizing to confront
heteronormativity in the institution, challenging the
group to articulate a strategy which prioritizes their
energy and sustainability

As a student reflects on her experiences with anti-
Blackness in her residence hall, inquiring in what
situations it is most congruent to confront and most
congruent to navigate

Self-Care

Attending to physical,
emotional, and
spiritual wellness

Addressing and
healing from trauma

Cultivating
relationships with self
and others

Directing a student researcher to campus resources
that support whole-person wellness

Hearing that a mentee is exhausted by their numerous
commitments educating peers on the needs of the
deaf and hard of hearing, asking what activities are
personally restoring

Informing a bi-racial student about the mission and
vision of a campus program to increase understanding
of one's multiracial identities

Normalizing accessing counseling services for a first-
generation college student, offering to walk them over
and sit with them as they wait during drop-in hours

Opening dialogue with a queer student to explore the
conditions of their relationships and examine which
relationships are affirming and which relationships are
in need of transformation

On the back-end of a distressing incident of
islamophobia, encouraging a student to take time to
reflect, make meaning, and honor their resilience

Education and
Personal
Growth

Researching
complexities of the
issue

Exploring with a trans student where their experiences
with discrimination and marginalization are located at
individual, institutional, and structural levels

While listening to a white student express concerns
about the gender wage gap, challenging her to
recognize and examine the unique pay disparities
experienced by women of color
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Pursuing insight Opening space to reflect with a student about how they
development may successfully navigate a racist academic culture
while maintaining their congruence and integrity

Following a difficult interaction with a supervisor,
inviting a student to reflect on and name their
thoughts, feelings, and behavioral impulses and
explore if their response aligned with their values

Engage in perspective  Encouraging a non-binary student to take the

talking perspective of family and friends who are experiencing
ambivalence with their coming out, inviting empathy
with the process of change

Challenging a student researcher and activist to
consider dialogue as one of their tools for institutional
change, inviting reflection on why it is difficult to
connect with people with whom we disagree

We regard the balancing of advocacy and empowerment as both contextual and developmental. A
mentor’s advocacy and empowerment choices will be informed by the pair’s identity dynamics; the
sociopolitical context of their university; a power analysis of the mentor’s social, political, and
institutional position; and many other complicating factors. While each situation is unique, we expect
changes in the advocacy and empowerment balance over time as the mentee experiences
psychosocial and cognitive shifts in their development as a scholar. Much like a teacher’s nimble
response to the arc of a student’s developmental needs as they mature as a self-directed learner
(Knowles, 1975; Tough, 1978; Grow 1991, 1994), a mentor’s role may gradually shift from an expert
disposition (advocacy) toward a consultant disposition (empowerment).

However, context is paramount. Throughout the student’s research experience, the mentor will
discern and enact important forms of advocacy and empowerment that help to propel and uplift the
student through challenging encounters with inequitable systems and structures in higher education
and harmful social and political interactions. Both advocacy and empowerment can be extremely
powerful forms of mentor support. The types of advocacy and empowerment that a student seeks
will change over time and context as they build confidence, social and cultural capital, and gain life
experiences. The section below guides us through several considerations for deciding whether, and
how, to enact these forms of mentor support.

Cautions For Mentors

This framework has value for mentors who want to make conscientious decisions as they support
students through issues of bias, marginalization, and discrimination. We expect many mentors, like
ourselves, to have made mentoring decisions when supporting mentees through challenging
sociopolitical issues. We find benefit in examining our meaning-making and decisions through the
advocacy and empowerment framework where advocacy is the process of acting on behalf of or in
support of another person, place, or thing; and empowerment is the process of helping a student
become stronger and more confident, especially in leading their life and claiming their rights. In this
section, we call attention to several cautions for mentors interested in utilizing our framework. These
cautions will aid in more thoughtful, deliberative, and intentional decision-making.
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Caution #1: It can be harmful to skew too far toward advocacy or too far toward empowerment.
When advocacy and empowerment are attuned in a mentoring relationship, the student should feel
that their experiences are valid and that they are worthy of the mentor’s time and attention. An
appropriate amount of empowerment should leave the student feeling cared for and give them a
sense of collaboration in the mentoring relationship. An appropriate amount of advocacy should
leave the student feeling affirmed, nurtured, and supported.

However, in any supportive effort, it is possible for a mentor to skew too heavily towards
empowerment or too heavily towards advocacy (Figure 1). When a mentor leans too heavily on
empowering a student, the student may feel isolated or overwhelmed. Imagine a student who is still
relatively dependent with their learning and is in distress because they are experiencing self-doubt in
college, blaming themselves for failed research experiments, and just found out that they do not
qualify for an exciting, federally-funded research program because they are undocumented. If a
mentor does not critically examine these contexts and the policies related to them and acknowledge
resources available to the student, they may be colluding with systems of oppression. An ineffective
mentor in this situation would put too much emphasis on the student's agency and have a "let me
know what you need" response. Imagine a second, more self-directed learner who comes to their
research mentor and opens up about a microaggression they experienced at the professional
conference they attended together. If the mentor gives the student moral support and resources but
does not offer to engage in any advocacy, the student might be left wondering why the mentor did
not take action to address the issue. In this case, the stress and trauma that the student is
experiencing continue to be their own burden.

On the other hand, when a mentor leans too heavily on advocacy, the student may feel infantilized.
Imagine the same two examples above but where the faculty mentor immediately jumps into action
by sending a strongly worded email to the federally-funded research program that excludes
undocumented students or by reprimanding the colleague who enacted the microaggression and
sending a statement to conference attendees about combating racism in that particular professional
society. In each case, if the student was not consulted or considered a collaborator in this advocacy
work, they may feel excluded and disenfranchised. This well-intentioned advocacy might even have
unintended negative consequences for the student as they advance in their research career.
Because this situation is grounded in the student’s lived experience, they should have the most
control over the forms of advocacy that take place (see Caution #2).

Figure 1. Finding a Balance of Advocacy and Empowerment.

@ O

ADVOCACY SKEW BALANCED EMPOWERMENT SKEW
ADVOCACY & EMPOWERMENT

« Disenfranchising . Caring « Affirming « Isolating

+ Infantilizing « Collaborative « Nurturing * Alienating

+ Paternalizing « Deliberative « Supportive * Neglecting

» Imposing/Projecting « Overwhelming

« Inhibiting « Colluding

» Enmeshing « Stressful
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Note. It can be harmful to skew too far towards advocacy or empowerment in one’s mentoring
practice. Relying too heavily on advocacy can leave a student feeling disenfranchised or infantilized,
whereas leaning too heavily on empowerment can isolate or alienate a student.

Caution #2: The student should inform any advocacy the mentor engages in as it relates to their
experience.

The mentor should always ask the student directly if, and how, they are open to being supported
through advocacy. While advocacy is usually well intended, its impact can be harmful if misguided. In
some situations where white mentors are working with students of color, advocacy may be seen as
an act of “white saviorism,” a behavioral pattern where people identifying as white uplift people from
minoritized racial and ethnic communities for self-serving purposes (Sondel, Kretchmar, & Hadley
Dunn, 2022).

Slowing down, critically reflecting on advocacy behavior, and engaging in explicit communication with
a mentee may deter what Martinez-Cola (2020) refers to as “collector” behavior. Martinez-Cola uses
the label “collectors” to categorize white mentors in higher education who are often well-intended
but appear to want to add students of color to the group they have chosen to help. These “collectors”
engage in advocacy in ways that primarily serve themselves, for example, by bringing a student of
color to a conference to showcase the diversity on the team but then not introducing the student to
important colleagues or letting them present the work they participated in. When engaging in these
forms of advocacy, the mentor appears to be more concerned with publicly demonstrating their
commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion than fully uplifting the mentee and contributing to
their success. Being motivated by this “white savior complex” and following the misguided need to
“rescue” those who need their help is extremely problematic.

These situations can be avoided by clearly communicating with the student about the forms of
advocacy you plan to engage in that involve them. When the student actively informs the advocacy
that takes place, the intention and impact of advocacy can be student-centered and student-driven.

Caution #3: The mentor should consider their own positionality when making decisions about
advocacy and empowerment.

While our guidance centers on the student experience, it is important to consider the mentor’s
positionality, or relative power and privilege, when utilizing the AE framework. The translation of this
framework depends heavily on a power analysis of the social and political locations of the mentor
and mentee with respect to race, gender, class, disability, and other social systems. For example, a
mentor identifying as a white man may have different access, capacity, or impact when navigating
issues of racism and sexism compared to another mentor identifying as a Black woman. For a young
researcher who also identifies as a Black woman and is struggling with bridging her foundational or
pre-college identities with a new research identity, a mentor who has navigated those same identity-
based challenges may be able to provide more nuanced forms of empowerment. A white, male
mentor may need to dig deeper to find ways to support the student through identity-based
challenges that do not align with his own.

A mentor should be open and honest with the mentee about their own vulnerabilities and capacity
when advising on issues of difference, power, and discrimination. In the example above, the white,
male mentor could have a conversation with the Black, female student about his own lack of
understanding and sit in the discomfort of not being the expert as he learns how to support her.
There may also be a situation where a student asks for a form of advocacy that the mentor is
uncomfortable engaging in. For example, if the mentor identifies as Black and is working at a
predominately white institution, they may have their own valid concerns about advocacy related to
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job security and safety. In cases like these, the mentor could ask if there are other ways to support
the student that are more within their capacity.

It is also important to consider a mentor’s political and institutional position when translating the AE
framework into practice. In other words, the mentor’s location in systems of power and privilege and
their access to resources and information should inform how they balance advocacy and
empowerment in their relationship with the undergraduate researcher. What role does the mentor
play at the institution? Are they a contingent faculty member, a relatively new assistant professor, a
full professor, a department chair, or a dean? How does their institutional position impact the forms
of advocacy they can confidently engage in? Their role within the institution will inform their access
to information and resources that can drive important forms of advocacy. A power analysis of the
mentor’s social, political, and institutional position can help a mentor understand how to balance
advocacy and empowerment in relation to a mentee. Student’s expectations for advocacy may
change based on the mentor’s position within the institution, so it is important for the mentor and
student to keep the dialogue open.

Given the power differential between undergraduate researchers and their mentors, the mentor
should take responsibility for initiating the conversation about how they can help, rather than
expecting the student to inform them about the most appropriate form of support. It may be the case
that the student does not actually want the mentor to jump into action and, instead, they are looking
for someone to listen and reassure them that their experiences are valid. Again, if a student does
want the mentor to advocate for them, it is critical that the student first approves of the advocacy
plan and has the most authoritative voice in guiding the forms of advocacy the mentor engages in.

Caution #4: The mentor must embrace discomfort.

We have spoken with mentors who do not feel “qualified” or comfortable discussing challenging
issues like racism, xenophobia, and homophobia and use this as an excuse to disengage in advocacy
(and sometimes avoid these conversations altogether) with students who are navigating
sociopolitical challenges. Some faculty in STEM disciplines believe that students do not experience
any identity-related challenges in their research spaces because STEM is objective in nature and this
objectivity does not allow for discrimination or bias (Pierszalowski, 2019). Not feeling comfortable
discussing identity-based challenges or simply claiming that identity-based challenges do not occur
are excuses for nonaction. Avoiding or saving these conversations for diversity, equity, and inclusion
“experts" perpetuates silence around racial inequities in white-dominated spaces (DiAngelo, 2012).
We all have work and learning to do to make our research spaces more equitable and inclusive. It is
important that we are all willing to learn how to engage in advocacy and empowerment alongside
students, even if it does mean moments of discomfort (Shanahan, 2018). A mentor can develop
their capacity to sit in discomfort by following expert guidance on interracial dialogue (Oluo, 2018);
educating themselves on foundational histories and concepts of difference, power, and inequality
(Adams et al., 2018; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017); or creating and sustaining spaces to explore tense
sociopolitical subjects with colleagues and collaborators (Singleton & Linton, 2006). We recommend
opening dialogue with students about a mentor’s own learning and insecurities. This may strengthen
the mentoring relationship through authenticity and vulnerability. Centralized offices of
undergraduate research are often supportive spaces where mentors can seek opportunities and
resources for continuous improvement in navigating relationships with undergraduate researchers.

Conclusion

The challenges that minoritized students experience as they simultaneously navigate research and
the broader higher education landscape are complex and interconnected. For example, students
who experience bias and discrimination in academic or social spaces will inevitably carry trauma and
emotions associated with those experiences into the research space (i.e., harmful experiences
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cannot be left at the door when research begins). Effective undergraduate research mentors are
those who are willing to support a student as a whole person exactly as they are: someone with
unique life experiences, feelings, emotions, family obligations, strengths, insecurities, etc., in
addition to their skills and commitment to research. As a mentor works to develop research capacity
in a student, they must also attend to the student’s psychosocial needs as they navigate personal,
social, and political challenges that are sometimes, but not always, tangential to their research.

In this article, we propose that an integral part of effective mentorship is connecting with students
about their lived experiences, advocating for them, and empowering them where appropriate. That
being said, we recognize that most mentors of undergraduate researchers have not been offered
extensive training in effective and inclusive mentoring strategies. We have developed the AE
framework as a way to help research mentors conceptualize where advocacy and empowerment may
be appropriate, what it might look like in practice, and how to balance these two supportive
behaviors. The AE framework promotes whole-student development by helping mentors identify
instances where students would benefit from a mentor’s advocacy or empowerment. It also
demonstrates how students’ experiences and needs can change over space, time, and context and
how effectively navigating student advocacy and empowerment takes intentionality and
collaboration.

The AE framework was originally developed to stimulate career-long diversity, equity, and inclusion
learning for faculty and staff in higher education. In this article, we have situated the framework
within the specific context of undergraduate research mentorship and look forward to using this
framework in our own mentoring practices and in the undergraduate research mentorship
workshops that we facilitate at our institutions. That being said, we can easily translate the value of
this framework to other spaces, both within and outside of higher education, including centers that
support survivors of gender-based violence, community-engaged learning programs, faculty
development programs, graduate and undergraduate advising, multicultural programs and services,
etc. We encourage adaptations of this framework and also welcome those with the capacity to apply
analytical methods to test this framework and its validity across contexts. We hope that exploring
and utilizing this framework will ultimately help us validate students’ lived experiences and uplift
minoritized voices to make our academic spaces more welcoming and inclusive.
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