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Introduction

REUs

Mentor 
Experiences

Benefits Barriers

National Science Foundation REUs:

• Tend to recruit STEM students from out-of-state.

• Pay a stipend of $4000-6000.

• Span ten weeks over the summer.

• Aim to reach students who:

• Are minoritized in STEM

• Have limited available research opportunities

• Come from two-year colleges.

Students in these demographics may experience serious 
challenges attending REUs otherwise intended for them. 
Going to an REU usually involves packing your belongings, 
stepping out of the context of your normal life, and travelling 
to another state for ten weeks. Even with the travel and 
housing funds many REUs provide, moving to an REU is a 
significant life decision.

Methods
• We chose (in-person) focus groups so that…

• One interviewee’s response might provoke another’s.

• Interviewees responded in diverse ways and bounced off 
each other.

• We chose graduate students because…

• they can reflect more critically on the actual role REUs 
played in their development as a scientist.

• Limitations:

• Graduate students are self-selected (and all came from 
the same institution)

• Someone whose REU experience was detrimental to 
them, or who could not attend at all, may not show up in 
our sample.

“There are people that go into 
academia and STEM in general that 
know exactly what to look for, like, 

who to talk to, what to focus on, what 
skills are important, because they 

have family members or mentors or 
things like that, that are in the field. 

So they kind of have the insider 
knowledge, I guess. And the REU, for 
me personally kind of helped bridge 

that gap, or at least kind of demystify 
some parts of the grad and research 

life.”

“I had started that research 
before I knew any quantum, I 
did not know how to program 

going into it. And this professor 
was like, kind enough to take me 
in. And like, show me the ropes. 
And so I learned so much from 

that first summer. … Never got a 
paper out. [That] makes you less 

competitive as a grad school 
applicant.”

“And I had really great lab 
mates, who I still keep in touch 
with now, that really helped me 
figure that out, and also helped 
me when I was applying to grad 
school, I would talk to them a lot 

and be like, how do I pick a 
school? And how do I pick an 

advisor and that kind of thing? 
And they were all really open and 

helpful with that.”

“We had to live in [REU location] 
for a week without, like the first 
half of our stipend. And so I was 

there and I was broke. And I asked 
the lady... ‘So like, when do we get 
our paychecks?’ and she was like, 
‘Sometime on Thursday or Friday,’ 
and I'm like, ‘It's Saturday. Where 

do I eat?’ And she's like, ‘You 
could, like, go to the grocery store 

and get like, you know, 
sandwiches, sandwich bread, and 

have PB&J.’”

“I think for me I was like, just 
incredibly relieved when I got my 
acceptance. So it was kind of a 

no brainer in terms of, well, this is 
what I'm going to go and do this 

summer and like, whatever 
challenges that brings, I'll work 

through them. … I was locked into 
a lease in Minneapolis. So I still 

was paying rent… and that ate up 
a lot of the stipend.”

“I'm a trans woman... I was right at 
the point where I was barely passing 

at that time. So I reached out 
privately to the staff member who 

was running the REU... [and she said] 
‘I will try to accommodate... your 

needs as a trans woman.’ But 
certainly, if I had had a bad 

experience with that I might not have 
done an REU at all... even though I 
didn't really have any other good 

options lined up.”

“[My PI] gave me the option of 
three research projects, and I had 

no idea what any of them were 
about. And so I chose one and he 

was like, ‘Oh, I was hoping you pick 
that one. That was the hard one.’ 

[After presenting an issue in his PI's 
office, his PI said,] ‘You obviously 

haven't done what I told you to do... 
so how about we stop wasting each 
other's time and you go do what I 

told you to do?’”

“He's like, ‘Why didn’t you 
reach out more for help, if 

you had all these questions?’ 
And I was like, ‘Well, the times 

that I did try to reach out, 
you weren't really available, 

but maybe I probably should 
have persevered harder.’

“[My mentor] really enjoyed 
having undergrads around; he 

enjoyed being able to train 
them and show them the 

ropes. We would talk every 
day... I'm not sure how 

productive those meetings 
were, but I think he wanted to 
show us that he was invested 

in, like, cultivating us as 
scientists.”

Conclusions and Acknowledgements
• Benefits

• Building skills otherwise inaccessible at a student’s home 
institution.

• Bridging knowledge gaps about academia.

• Barriers

• Small to moderate financial barriers that our sample could 
overcome with financial privilege.

• Mentorship

• Mentors can provide crucial training for inexperienced 
students or fail to meet students where they are at.

• Students don’t know what freedoms they have with mentors.

• Future Work

• Identify and study REUs that may have the best practices

• Reach and interview students who cannot attend REUs

Thanks to REU site directors Sathya Guruswamy and Daniel Enrique Serrano for 
their invaluable insights into REU programs.
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We interviewed physics graduate students in four focus 
groups (N = 12, 3 per group) to study the following research 
questions:

1) What benefits might students receive from physics REUs 
that are relevant to their future careers? 

2) What barriers do students face in attending REUs? and 

3) What is the relationship between REU students and their 
mentors?

Research Questions
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