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If research universities have a distinctive responsibility to develop the capacity to inquire, 

discover, and create in their undergraduate students, what are the necessary pre-conditions that 

must exist for students to successfully develop these capacities and pursue such experiences? In 

this paper, I will argue that a sense of belonging and intellectual community  are crucial stepping-

stones on the road to discovery, and describe an approach developed at the University of 

California, Berkeley that has proven extremely effective in providing these outcomes.  

The challenges facing undergraduates at Berkeley are faced by students at many large 

research universities. UC Berkeley is attended by over 30,000 undergraduates and over 10,000 

graduate students. The university can seem impersonal, professors distant and intimidating. 

When UC Berkeley alums were surveyed about the university’s strengths and weaknesses, they 

praised the University’s academic offerings, faculty, diversity, and research, but also described 

Berkeley as big and crowded, class sizes as large, and personal attention as hard to find.2 These 

issues are not new; as long ago as the 1960s, the student newspaper was warning new Berkeley 

students, “Welcome to lines, bureaucracy, and crowds.” 3  

In such an environment, newly-arrived students (whether first-years or junior transfers) 

can find a sense of belonging elusive. Introductory courses are often held in huge lecture halls; as 

                                                           
1 With significant input from former Berkeley Connect Director Maura Nolan, Associate Professor of English, UC 
Berkeley. 
2 “Telling the UC Story,” presentation by Pam Brown, Vice President of Institutional Research and Academic 
Planning, UC Office of the President, 2014. Survey conducted by Simpson: Scarborough in 2012. 
3 Anderson, Terry, The Movement and the Sixties: Protest in America from Greensboro to Wounded Knee (Oxford 
University Press: 1996). 
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soon as a class ends, students rush off to their next one. Frightening rumors about grading curves 

and cut-throat competition spread like wildfire.  Some students start to make friends in their 

dorms, or through sports teams, clubs, affinity groups, or Greek life, but still struggle to connect 

with others who share their academic interests and goals. Finding intellectual community can be 

even harder for transfer students who don’t live in the dorms, or student parents who can’t linger 

on campus after classes are over, or first-generation college students with no experienced family 

members to advise them on navigating the university. Re-entry students, military veterans, 

formerly incarcerated students, former foster youth and orphans are just some of the other 

populations vulnerable to feeling different and isolated.  

If a sense of belonging were only a “nice-to-have” complement to a satisfactory 

educational experience, making sure that students obtain it would not be an urgent priority. 

However, as Yeager, Walton and Cohen have pointed out:  

Worrying about belonging—‘Do I belong? Will other students and teachers value 

me?’—is a chronic stressor….When students worry about belonging and 

something goes wrong — for instance, when a student feels left out, criticized, or 

disrespected — it can seem like proof that they don’t belong. This can increase 

stress and undermine students’ motivation and engagement over time.  

In other words, anxiety about belonging is a distraction and deterrent that can negatively 

impact academic success. Furthermore, under-represented groups such as African American or 

Latinx students, or women in STEM fields, are most likely to feel that they don’t belong, making 

them vulnerable to the destabilizing effects of imposter syndrome and what Claude Steele has 

labeled “stereotype threat”: the specter of being judged in relation to negative stereotypes creates 
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anxiety in students that materially damages their academic performance.4 Fortunately, the 

research of Yeager et al has shown that institutions can develop targeted interventions that 

effectively counteract students’ feelings of alienation and lack of confidence.5  

Enhancing students’ sense of belonging is a powerful intervention that counters the 

negative effects of a large university’s size, student density, and the alienation felt by members 

of historically marginalized groups. At UC Berkeley, that intervention has taken the form of a 

program called Berkeley Connect, which deploys graduate students as mentors within an 

innovative structure that enables large numbers of undergraduates to participate, and at the same 

time provides advanced graduate students with a year of dissertation funding.  

This program could be replicated at any large research university seeking to increase 

undergraduate students’ sense of belonging and community, while at the same time providing 

support to its outstanding graduate students. This type of mentoring has been shown to help 

students “not just survive, but thrive,” and gives them the foundation of confidence and 

community that they need in order to pursue discovery experiences as the capstone of their 

undergraduate education.6 

Berkeley Connect began in 2010 as a three-year pilot project in the Department of 

English at UC Berkeley, funded by a generous gift from an alumnus who challenged the 

department to create a program that would provide undergraduates with more of the personalized 

                                                           
4 “Stereotype Threat and the Intellectual Test Performance of African Americans,” Claude M. Steele and Joshua 
Aronson, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 69, No. 5, 1995 
5 “Addressing achievement gaps with psychological interventions,” David Yeager, Gregory Walton, and Geoffrey L. 
Cohen, Kappan Magazine, Vol. 94, No. 5, February 2013 
6 In the Fall 2017 issue of California magazine, incoming UC Berkeley Chancellor wrote, “Too often Berkeley 
seems like a place where students survive. We want every student to thrive, to have the best opportunity for the 
education to which he or she aspires. Each student should have the benefit of attending a leading research university, 
through participating in discovery experiences that are the very nature of research.” 
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attention they craved. The design of the program that emerged (then called the Chernin 

Mentoring Program, after its benefactor) bears the imprint of its academic origins. Professor 

Maura Nolan, the founding director, established a discipline-based model in which faculty 

members mentor graduate students who in turn mentor undergraduates, both one-on-one and in 

small groups. This dual concept of mentoring, alternating between individual and group 

interactions, makes the program unusually efficient. Mentoring programs are usually small and 

labor-intensive; each graduate student participating in Berkeley Connect mentors up to 80 

students a year. 

The Berkeley Connect Fellowship 

Each graduate student who is selected to be a Berkeley Connect Fellow is awarded a 

fellowship that provides them with a stipend for the year (currently $22,000) and tuition and fee 

remission. Fellowships are awarded through a competitive process in which applicants are 

evaluated in their home departments on both their teaching/mentoring experience and their 

research progress. The fellowships provide advanced graduate students with financial support 

that allows them to focus on their research and make significant progress towards completing 

their PhDs. During their fellowship year, they also receive faculty mentoring and participate in 

professional development activities. Along with this fellowship comes a service obligation: 

mentoring undergraduates. 

The Berkeley Connect Mentoring Model 

The mentoring model that was established in the English Department has now been 

duplicated in 12 other academic departments, creating a campus-wide program that serves 
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thousands of students each year.7 Undergraduates who wish to participate enroll for one 

academic unit (offered Pass/Not Pass) through the department that most closely matches their 

interests; the program is open to all students regardless of major or year. Each student who signs 

up is assigned a graduate student as a personal mentor for the semester, and placed in a small 

group with 19 other students with similar interests. Over the course of the semester, students 

participate in:  

• One-on-one mentoring: Each student meets at least twice with their mentors for 

brief (approximately 15-minute) conversations. These personalized sessions are 

opportunities for the students to discuss any goals, challenges, or questions they 

have related to their academic life. At these sessions, mentors may talk with 

students about making good use of professors’ office hours; courses they might 

want to consider taking or professors with whom they should consider studying; 

how to get involved in research; or the graduate school application process. The 

mid-semester mentoring meetings provide the mentors with a chance to check on 

students’ progress towards achieving any goals they identified at their initial, 

introductory meeting. 

• Small-group meetings: Approximately every other week, students participate in 

one-hour small-group discussions facilitated by their mentors. The discussion 

topics, determined by the faculty directors, allow majors and non-majors to 

engage in interactive conversation about an academic discipline (“Why do we 

study English? How do you read like a historian? What are the ethical issues in 

                                                           
7 Because Berkeley Connect is aligned with the university’s strategic goals (helping students thrive; building 
community; supporting diversity and inclusion) the university administration now provides an annual operating 
budget from its unrestricted gift funds. Most of these funds (about 70% of the budget) are directed to fellowships for 
graduate students, another university priority. 
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physics today? What is well-written math? Do musicians listen to music 

differently?”) as well as strategies for not only surviving but thriving in the 

academic environment. The mentor’s goal is to get students talking to, sharing 

with, and learning from one another, rather than any sort of subject-matter 

mastery. These discussions give students from a diverse array of backgrounds a 

chance to find common ground and build relationships based on their shared 

intellectual interests. 

• Special events: Participants attend 1-3 special events featuring department faculty 

and alums. Faculty give informal talks or engage with their colleagues in 

conversation, often focused on their own personal journeys: what inspired them to 

pursue the academic path, how they chose their particular area of research, or how 

they go about their work. These events are designed to make professors seem 

more accessible and less intimidating. Alums from each department are invited 

back to campus to share with students how they made use of the skills and 

knowledge they acquired as an undergraduate to build satisfying careers in fields 

outside academia. These panels help to answer the “what can you do with a 

degree in X” question, expose students to multiple possible career paths, and 

allow them to network with alums.  

• Field trips: Participants go on a field trip that exposes them to a campus resource. 

Many students are close to graduation before they begin to realize the wealth of 

resources that are available to them on campus. Some excursions are directly 

discipline-related, such as a tour of notable campus buildings for Architecture 

students, or a visit to a faculty research lab for Physics students. Others provide an 
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introduction to more general resources, such as the Berkeley Art Museum, the 

Botanical Gardens, or the Bancroft Library, a research collection of rare books 

and artifacts. 

• Open mentoring hours: Participants have the option of meeting more frequently 

with their mentors during open mentoring hours, which are held during the weeks 

between small-group discussions. Some students take this opportunity to arrange 

additional one-on-one meetings; others come in small groups for a salon-style 

discussion.  

Berkeley Connect is not a traditional instructional course; there are no homework or reading 

assignments, papers, or tests. Meals are served at each small-group meeting, which take place in 

the early evening, contributing to a convivial, relaxed atmosphere. The goal is to help students 

build relationships, comfort, a network—a sense of themselves as valued members of a 

community of learners. The program motto is “You belong here,” a message that is designed to 

be at once inviting (“you should join this program, we welcome your presence”) and affirmative 

(“you belong at this university as much as anyone else”). Each participant is given a sticker that 

reads “I Belong Here” and encouraged to display it prominently. 

Program Outcomes and Assessment Results 

Berkeley Connect has a clearly-defined set of desired outcomes. Students who participate 

should: 

• Meet others who share their academic interests; 

• Learn about educational resources available to them; 

• Deepen their knowledge of an academic discipline; 
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• Become better prepared to approach professors during office hours; 

• Learn about post-college career options; 

• Increase their sense of belonging at UC Berkeley; and 

• Increase their confidence they can succeed at UC Berkeley. 

In order to receive a grade of Pass and receive one unit of academic credit, students need 

simply to attend—and complete the required exit survey administered online at the end of the 

semester. Given this requirement, the survey has an almost 100% response rate, yielding a 

wealth of data about the immediate impact of participation.  

In the 2017-18 academic year, when asked about the results of their participation in the 

Berkeley Connect program, students self-reported as follows:8 

• 92% met others who shared their academic interests 

• 95% increased their awareness of educational resources 

• 92% deepened their knowledge of an academic discipline 

• 89% felt better prepared to meet professors during office hours 

• 88% got new ideas about career options 

• 90% increased their sense of belonging at UC Berkeley 

• 92% increased their confidence they could succeed at UC Berkeley 

These results indicate that the Berkeley Connect mentoring model is not only efficient 

but effective. Further analysis of institutional data yields encouraging results about the impact of 

Berkeley Connect on students’ academic performance, particularly students who have been 

                                                           
8 Positive responses are defined as the total of the percentage of respondents who select “very true” and the 
percentage who select “somewhat true.” In all categories except career awareness, the percentage of “very true” 
responses is higher than the percentage of “somewhat true.” A negative response is defined as selecting “not true.”  
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historically considered at-risk. It appears that qualitative outcomes such as an increased sense of 

belonging may lead to quantifiable outcomes such as higher GPAs and retention rates. 

Almost 50% of Berkeley Connect participants are transfer students. An analysis 

comparing all transfer students who participated in Berkeley Connect (or the Chernin Program 

pilot) between 2010 and 2015 with the entire transfer population for the same period reveals that 

significantly fewer Berkeley Connect participants have a first-term GPA below 3.0, and 

significantly more Berkeley Connect participants have a GPA of 3.5 or higher: 

GPA   All Transfers   BC Transfers 
GPA 2.0 to 2.9  22%    16% (-6%) 
GPA 3.0 to 3.4  32%    33% (+1%) 
GPA 3.5 to 4.0  40%    46% (+6%) 
 

Within the same pool, fewer Berkeley Connect participants were on probation after one year (4% 

as opposed to 6%) and more had been retained after one year (96% as opposed to 95%).9  

 The percentage of under-represented minority (defined as African American, Latinx, or 

Native American) students in Berkeley Connect is consistently higher than the percentage in the 

total undergraduate population. In Spring 2018, URM students made up 31% of Berkeley 

Connect participants, and about 18% of the general student population.10 In the analysis of 2010-

2015 data, URM first-year students who participated in Berkeley Connect, compared to all URM 

first-years, demonstrate higher academic success across the board: 

 

 
                                                           
9 Analysis of 2010-2015 data conducted by Andrew Eppig, Division of Equity & Inclusion and Office of Planning & 
Analysis, UC Berkeley, July 2017. 
10 Analysis conducted by Audrey Thomas, Division of Undergraduate Education and Office of Planning & Analysis, 
UC Berkeley, June 2018. 



10 
 

 

 

 

These figures show that URM students who participated in Berkeley Connect in their first year 

were half as likely to drop out in their third year as those who did not. 

These results are even more remarkable given that a higher percentage of URM Berkeley 

Connect participants, compared to all URM students, are first-generation college students (+3%), 

from the lowest ranked high schools (+4%), and from the lowest parental income bracket (+2%). 

These figures lower the possibility that selection bias plays a defining role in the higher success 

rates among URM students who participate in Berkeley Connect. 

In addition to helping students form relationships with their peers, Berkeley Connect 

places a strong emphasis on helping students form relationships with their professors. Time is 

spent both in small-group discussions and in one-on-one mentoring sessions discussing the 

importance and value of visiting professors in office hours, and ways to make those visits 

productive. On the UC Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES), administered to all students 

at UC Berkeley every two years, students are asked how many professors they know well enough 

to ask for a letter of recommendation. In 2016, students who had participated in Berkeley 

Connect were more likely than those who had not to report that they know at least one professor 

Performance Measure  All URM First-Years  BC URM First-Years 
1st Term GPA   3.03    3.11 
1st Year Probation Rate  10%    9% (-1%) 
1-Year Retention Rate  95%    98% (+3%) 
3-Year Retention Rate  89%    96% (+7%) 
4-Year Graduation Rate  56%    60% (+4%)  
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well enough to seek a reference. The difference is particularly dramatic among students in their 

first year at UC Berkeley:11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
These results indicate that participating in Berkeley Connect gives students in their first year a 

head’s start building the kind of personalized relationships with their professors that can lead to 

involvement in faculty research, selection for internships or employment, nominations for 

committee service, scholarships, or prizes, and recommendations for jobs or graduate 

programs—all the beyond-the-classroom experiences that not only enrich students’ 

undergraduate education but help launch them into successful careers after graduation. 

The Special Role of Graduate Students 

What makes Berkeley Connect an effective intervention? In 2015, Shelly Steward, then a 

PhD candidate in the Department of Sociology, conducted an in-depth analysis of the Berkeley 

Connect exit survey results from Fall 2014.12 Her research yielded several important findings: 

1) Different components of the program are most effective for achieving different 

desired outcomes. For example, the small-group meetings were the most effective 

way for students to meet others who shared their academic interests. Special events 

were the best way for students to learn about post-college career options. The one-on-

                                                           
11 Analysis conducted by graduate student and former Berkeley Connect Fellow Andrew Ly, in consultation with the 
Office of Planning & Analysis, UC Berkeley, May 2018. 
12 Steward’s research was made possible by an Assessment & Evaluation Fellowship from the Center for Teaching 
& Learning, UC Berkeley. 

Population   BC Participants  Non-BC Participants 
All students   62%   66% (+4%) 
Transfer-entry students  76%   71% (+5%) 
All new students  62%   50% (+12%) 
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one mentoring sessions contributed the most towards helping students feel more 

comfortable approaching professors in office hours. 

2) While it was initially hypothesized that the small-group meetings would be most 

effective in increasing students’ sense of belonging, Steward’s research shows that in 

fact it is the one-on-one meetings between students and their mentors that have the 

biggest impact on this outcome.  

3) Furthermore, Steward found that a sense of belonging was a foundational outcome: 

Those students reporting an increased sense of belonging….were 

more likely to respond positively to each of the other outcomes. It 

is a cornerstone outcome—one central to the program as a whole 

and to the reaching of each individual outcome. Put differently, if a 

student experiences an increased sense of belonging, it is easier 

for them to find comfort approaching professors, to find out about 

educational opportunities, and to feel a boost in their confidence. 

The inverse, though, is not necessarily true; finding out about 

educational opportunities, for example, does not necessarily make 

it easier to feel a sense of belonging. 

To summarize: achieving a sense of belonging is a crucial outcome, on which all other desired 

outcomes depend, and the most effective way to achieve this outcome is through brief one-on-

one meetings between undergraduate students and their graduate student mentors (supplemented 

by on-going interactions in other formats throughout the semester). The impact of one-on-one 

mentoring can be seen in these Spring 2018 exit survey results: 
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Statement Very true Somewhat true Total 
One-on-one mentoring 
increased sense of 
belonging 

59% 35% 94% 

Overall program 
increased sense of 
belonging 

47% 43% 90% 

 

One student wrote on the exit survey: 

My mentor really made the experience worthwhile for me. Before I basically had 

no idea about the specifics of the departments I wanted to major in. Talking with 

my mentor, I was able to map out so much and really learn a lot about the 

different disciplines, and more about how research works at this school. Overall, 

I cannot stress how much this program, my mentor, has guided me and made me 

feel so much more than a number at this university. 13 

The Berkeley Connect model demonstrates that graduate students have a critical 

contribution to make to undergraduate education. Graduate students have a special relationship 

to undergraduates, one that can’t be matched by professors. They are role models who have 

already graduated from college and, as PhD candidates, are well-positioned to serve as guides to 

the mysterious world of the professoriate. Advanced graduate students are experienced teachers 

with deep knowledge of their disciplines; in this way they resemble professors. At the same time, 

they are younger and more approachable than professors; they still participate in many aspects of 

the students’ cultural experience (social media, music, political movements, and so on). Students 

are more likely to confide in their mentors, whom they see as older siblings rather than as parents 

                                                           
13 Anonymous student comment collected on Fall 2015 exit survey. 
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– as helpers, not disciplinarians or judges. As mentors, they are not grading or evaluating work, 

which makes them even more approachable. 

The role of graduate students in undergraduate education has traditionally been 

disparaged; it is said that students at large research universities don’t get to interact with “real 

professors,” but are instead foisted off on less-experienced graduate student instructors. The 

Berkeley Connect model demonstrates that graduate students are in fact exceptionally well-

qualified to provide undergraduates at a large research university with the personal attention they 

need in order to thrive. 

Yeager and his colleagues found that “certain targeted messages, delivered to students in 

the right way at the right time, seemed to overcome the doubts about belonging and ability that 

were undermining the students’ academic potential.”14 Graduate students have proven to be the 

most effective vehicle for delivery the succinct and essential Berkeley Connect message: you 

belong here. 

Mentoring Towards Discovery 

Discovery does not take place in isolation. While it usually entails independent effort and 

solitary reflection, the work of discovery is done in relationship to other individuals and groups, 

the prior and current work of others, available resources and support networks. In order for 

students to successfully pursue discovery, they must be prepared to forge these types of 

relationships. 

At UC Berkeley, it is estimated that 60% of all undergraduates currently engage in 

“discovery projects”— original research, creative work, entrepreneurship, or public service. As 

                                                           
14 Tough, Paul, “Who Gets to Graduate?”  New York Times, May 15, 2014. 
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university leaders pursue the goal of 100% participation by 2022, the crucial role of a sense of 

belonging and community, and of mentoring, once again becomes apparent. 

A discovery experience gives students a chance to define their own interests. It asks them 

to envision themselves as active agents in shaping their education, as well as genuine 

contributors to the state of knowledge and the marketplace of ideas in the wider world. These are 

ambitious expectations. For a discovery experience to reach its fullest potential, students need a 

strong foundation of academic confidence and a conviction that they belong. For this reason, the 

Berkeley Connect mentoring model has been identified as a crucial building-block of the 

university’s Discovery Experience Initiative. 

In order to engage in research or other types of discovery, students must connect to resources 

and to faculty, and overcome the psychological and emotional obstacles that sometimes stand in 

the way of independent work, such as feelings of alienation and low self-confidence. As one 

Berkeley Connect alum (a low-income transfer student from a community college) describes: 

I chose to come to UC Berkeley largely because I wanted to involve myself in 

research….However, I was so intimidated by the idea of asking for help from 

faculty that I completely avoided all opportunities for interaction with professors 

who could help me go from consuming research to producing it. Due in part to 

the confidence that Berkeley Connect inspired in me, and the mentorship….I was 

able to seek out the help I needed from UCB faculty and staff and build 

relationships with faculty mentors. These relationships, in turn, were invaluable 

to me in generating a proposal for a research project meaningful to me, securing 
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a Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship to pursue this project, and 

completing an honors thesis.15 

This student was ultimately accepted into six elite graduate programs and is currently pursuing a 

PhD at Harvard. 

For students to generate discovery experiences deeply rooted in their own interests and 

goals, they should begin imagining, planning, and preparing as soon as they arrive on campus. 

New students, however, are the most likely to feel uncertain or lost; they know the least about 

how the university works and how to navigate its network of people, places, and programs. 

Berkeley Connect addresses these needs by preparing new students for their discovery 

experience right from the start, in their first or second semester.  

Through Berkeley Connect, new students receive individualized attention from 

knowledgeable mentors who not only help them adjust to the university, but also encourage them 

to explore their academic interests and introduce them to the idea of intellectual discovery. Both 

one-on-one and in small groups, mentors and students can work together to identify compelling 

long-term projects. This process need not be confining or limiting: graduate student mentors are 

well-positioned to model for undergraduates how academic interests can evolve and clarify over 

time. Berkeley Connect mentors show students how to set manageable goals; how to approach 

faculty; how to seek out programs and funding available on campus. They also address common 

undergraduate issues such as building community, time management, and career concerns. 

Berkeley Connect lays the foundation for a fulfilling undergraduate education, as the first step on 

a “mentoring ladder” that each student can climb towards a culminating discovery experience. 

                                                           
15 Email to Professor Cristina Mora, faculty director of Berkeley Connect in Sociology, May 19, 2017. 
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The research university is a unique educational environment with discovery at its core. 

Berkeley Connect is a faculty-directed mentoring model that provides crucial support to graduate 

students as they pursue their research, and in turn asks those same graduate students to nurture 

undergraduates as they start on their own path to discovery. 


