
First Experiences in Research:  A Structured, Faculty-Mentored Program for First-Year Students

Why
• Academic benefit:  Undergraduates who engage in 

research early are more successful overall.
• Improve retention:  Students engaged outside of the 

classroom are more likely to graduate.
• For faculty:  Training students in first year increases 

their value as long-term research assistants.
• For students:  Provides real world & team experience.

• Requirements for a successful program:
• Faculty-mentored projects.
• Authentic research vs a “research experience”.
• Include all disciplines.
• Must ensure value for both students and faculty.

The FE-R program has experienced substantial growth in 
student participants and faculty mentors since it began.

How Trends 

Sustainability:
• Staff coordinator(s).
• Additional research mentors.
• Funding to support work-

study students.
• Faculty to lead cohort 

sessions.

• How to recognize faculty for 
mentoring undergraduate 
researchers.

Challenges:
• More students than mentors.
• How to increase diversity?
• Educating students that 

research entails more than 
just Natural Sciences.

• Creating increased demand 
by upperclass students to 
continue in research.

• Students seek additional 
experiential learning 
opportunities.

More Information 
• Contact the author (joeg@pitt.edu) or Margaret E. Heely 

(meh33@pitt.edu), Director, of the Office of Experiential 
Learning.

• www.pitt.edu/~urop
• “The Office of Experiential Learning:  Supporting Faculty, 

Engaging Students”, ME Heely and JJ Grabowski, CUR 
Quarterly, 2006, 27, 74-79.

Joseph J. Grabowski,
Associate Professor of Chemistry

Director of Undergraduate Research
School of Arts and Sciences, University of Pittsburgh

Designed for first-year students in their second term, First Experiences in 
Research provides undergraduates with the opportunity to participate in cutting-edge 
research with faculty in the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities.

“I think it is important for every Pitt student to have some intense academic experience outside 
of the traditional classroom setting to help them integrate and apply new skills and knowledge 
in different settings – be it undergraduate research, an internship, or a study-abroad 
experience.” Patricia E. Beeson, interim vice-provost for undergraduate studies, Pitt Magazine, Winter 2007

Spin-off ��� � First Experiences in Teaching
• Connect to the university’s teaching mission.
• View teaching from faculty perspective.
• Mentored projects for current courses.
• Cohort meetings & capstone poster session. 
• Earn credits or a stipend.

What Do We Know about the Cohorts?

Arts and Sciences, Fall 2006:
Undergraduates: 9,839 FTE  (16,152 FTE all schools)

Male/Female = 45/55
84% are Pennsylvania residents
2,189 Baccalaureate degrees AY06

Faculty: 688 Full-time (71.5% T/TS)
$45,098k sponsored research/progs

Tuition: $11,368 in-state, 2-term ($473/cr)

Pitt in Brief

Program Development:
• Post project randomly, not 

by discipline, faculty name, 
or department.  

• 2 to 3 member student 
teams work well.

• Accommodate faculty who 
select their own students.

• Be flexible - research 
never stands still.
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An important theme is close interaction between a student and a faculty mentor, individually or as part of a team.  A goal 
is continued research by the student, as Max, a 2005 FE-R student, is doing (shown at the state capital, March 2007).
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Students:
• Contribute to faculty 

research.
• 5 or 10 hrs per week.
• Compensation:  1 or 2 

credits or work-study if 
eligible.

• Meet regularly with the 
faculty mentor.

• Meet as cohort, 
7 times / term.

Learning from First Experiences1st Experiences in Research
1.411.401.421.34Average/Student

41%5340%3342%2040%102 Credits

59%7560%5058%2860%151 Credit

1811166831Total # Credits

Credits

68%62%41%41%Students in teams

1.761.681.591.45Average Size
Teams

1461026232Total

1819147For Workstudy

128834825For Credit

84%1st Year

58%52%52%66%Female

23%25%40%34%Male

Students

79603922Total Number

20%29%44%18%Social Sciences

54%56%33%55%Natural Sciences

26%15%23%27%Humanities

Mentors

2007200620052004Cohort --> 

Research 
Happens!

Cohort Sessions
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