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Support for undergraduate research in the Republic 
of Ireland involves a complicated interplay among 
European Union initiatives, national projects, regional 
alliances, and institutional activities. Against this back-
drop, each higher education institution has devel-
oped an institution-appropriate approach to supporting 
undergraduate research. The diversity that has emerged 
is due to the measure of flexibility historically allowed 
by government policy in this particular area, and to the 
individuality and culture of the universities and insti-
tutes that have responded. In the past decade, however, 
a more coherent and collaborative approach to support-
ing undergraduate research has emerged, largely driven 
by a stated government agenda more closely linked to 
perceived national priorities.

In this article we provide some insight into current poli-
cies and practices in undergraduate research in Ireland. 
We explore the policy context for the current focus on 
undergraduate research and briefly describe two national 
initiatives. We present two case studies, one regional 
and the other institutional, and conclude by reflecting 
on the future of undergraduate research in Irish higher 
education.

Government Policy and the New Irish 
Undergraduate 
During the past fifteen years, a gradual yet significant 
investment has been made in research in Irish higher 
education. The need to focus on developing skills for a 
knowledge economy, which began over a decade ago, 
continues to be highlighted within strategic government 
reviews, such as The University Challenged: A Review of 
International Trends and Issues with Particular Reference 
to Ireland (Skilbeck 2002); the Review of Higher Education 
in Ireland (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development 2004), and, most recently, National Strategy 
for Higher Education (Hunt 2011). The latter brings rec-
ommendations for government action up to date and 
emphasizes the symbiotic relationship of teaching and 
research:

…a culture of enquiry and engaged scholarship 
should permeate the work of all higher educa-
tion institutions, and all students in higher edu-

cation—both undergraduate and postgraduate—
should learn in an environment where research and 
teaching are closely linked (Hunt 2011, 54).

These reports have influenced government policy. In 
2003, the government body that establishes national stan-
dards for academic awards, the National Qualifications 
Authority of Ireland (NQAI 2003), stated that critical 
learning outcomes to be attained by undergraduates 
should include:

• Detailed knowledge and understanding in one or more 
specialized areas, some of it at the current boundaries 
of the field(s);

• Ability to use and modify advanced skills and tools to 
conduct closely guided research;

• Ability to use advanced skills to conduct research.

In 2006 the government report Strategy for Science, 
Technology and Innovation  set a target of doubling the 
number of PhD’s undertaken by 2013, as part of devel-
oping “4th level Ireland,”—postgraduate education. (In 
Ireland, the term “postgraduate” refers to post-baccalaure-
ate study.) Encouraging undergraduate research was iden-
tified as one way to promote this effort, as well as being 
a valuable learning experience in its own right (Bradley 
2007).

During the past six years references to undergraduate 
research began to appear in calls for funding, such as the 
successful call by the Higher Education Authority (a gov-
ernment agency) Strategic Innovation Fund (SIF). In 2006 
the National Academy for the Integration of Research, 
Teaching and Learning (NAIRTL) was founded with SIF 
funding. Developed through a partnership of five univer-
sities and institutes of technology, with University College 
Cork as the lead, NAIRTL now involves all 38 publicly 
funded higher education institutions (www.nairtl.ie). One 
strand of activities within NAIRTL is embedding research 
into undergraduate curricula. This is achieved predomi-
nantly through the provision of small national grants and 
awards to faculty members, as well as through dissemina-
tion and sharing of resources (publications, conferences, 
etc).

Paralleling this, the Irish Universities Association (IUA) 
recognized the need for universities to engage in “reform 
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of 3rd level [undergraduate] and creation of 4th level 
[postgraduate] Ireland, securing competitive advantage 
in the 21st century.” The group stated that Ireland was 
moving from “a nation dependent on manufacturing to 
one that invents, innovates, creates and delivers high 
value-added products and services; from a society which 
relies upon knowledge created elsewhere to one that 
participates in, contributes to and exploits world-class 
leading-edge research and development.” (IUA 2005, 
8). These goals emphasized the development of curri-
cula needed to bridge the undergraduate/postgraduate 
gap. In practical terms, this meant a shift in expected 
learning outcomes for undergraduates so that “The new 
graduates will be formed through teaching and learning 
programmes informed by the latest research to develop 
effective research and lifelong learning skills, and will 
continue to access the learning and discovery resources 
of the university sector throughout their working lives.” 
(IUA 2005, 13).

In 2006, a major funding initiative, the Programme for 
Research in Third Level Institutions, noted the inex-
tricable link between undergraduate and postgraduate 
education in Ireland. In its call for projects, it said, “The 
quality of undergraduate and postgraduate education 
must be retained. Direct involvement in research should 
be available to many undergraduate students. The inter-
connection between education and research must be 
preserved.”

The aim of these initiatives was to support the devel-
opment of a new type of undergraduate, one with 
enhanced skills for entering postgraduate education, the 
workplace, and society.

Undergraduate Research in Ireland 
The Republic of Ireland has seven universities (the larg-
est with almost 24,000 students), 13 institutes of tech-
nology, and 18 smaller higher education institutions 
that are publicly funded. All universities and most tech-
nical institutes offer both undergraduate and postgradu-
ate education. There are small privately funded institu-
tions of higher education, but they have little emphasis 
on research relative to publicly funded institutions.

There has been no national initiative that focused solely 
on the promotion and embedding of undergraduate 

research in undergraduate education. Nevertheless, there 
are very real opportunities for undergraduates to engage 
in research experiences. Traditionally these opportunities 
have been confined to third- and fourth-year students 
and have taken the form of final-year research projects, 
written up as theses. They can be compared with the U.S. 
capstone courses, in which students are encouraged to 
draw on the skills, knowledge, and understanding devel-
oped during their undergraduate coursework. Though 
the benefits to Irish students of these projects have often 
been assumed and left unexplored, they form a key peda-
gogy in building students’ capacities to be integrative 
thinkers and learners.

In addition to the final-year projects, there are other 
opportunities for undergraduates to participate in and 
gain acknowledgement for research, including funding 
through the Undergraduate Research Experience and 
Knowledge Awards (UREKA) and Undergraduate Awards 
for penultimate and final-year projects or essays.

The UREKA Initiative
The UREKA funding awards are for undergraduate research 
projects known as “sites” focused mainly on the sciences 
and engineering, with participants from universities and 
colleges throughout Ireland and abroad. UREKA sites are 
projects that receive funding for up to three years and 
consist of a group of researchers and a minimum of 10 
undergraduate students. The students apply directly to 
the UREKA site for participation. The fund has been man-
aged through the Science Foundation Ireland since 2004 
but unfortunately, funding is to cease after completion of 
the 2011 projects due to budgetary cuts.

Institutionally Funded Summer 
Research Programmes
Many Irish higher education institutions fund pro-
grammes for undergraduate research to provide students 
with the experience of academic research during the 
summer period. Such programmes include the Summer 
Programme for Undergraduate Research (SPUR) and 
Summer Undergraduate Research Experience. Some proj-
ects are specific to particular areas of specialization, such 
as SPUR-ON neuroscience research projects, while others 
are interdisciplinary and allow undergraduates to partici-
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pate in research that may not be focused on their cur-
rent area of study. Students apply for these programmes 
through open competition and receive guidance from an 
experienced researcher. 

Undergraduate Awards
The Undergraduate Awards are a relatively recent initia-
tive that calls attention to undergraduate research. They 
are perhaps the most prominent support for undergradu-
ate research in Ireland, but the awards are confined to 
research within the penultimate and final years of a 
student’s degree program. The initiative was established 
with the intention to “inspire, support, and celebrate 
the ideas of future generations of graduates” (UA 2010). 
It was launched in September 2008 and is supported by 
the Higher Education Authority and commercial com-
panies such as Google. In 2010, there were more than 
1,600 submissions of student research projects, and the 
26 award winners’ submissions were published in the 
Undergraduate Journal; no financial award is given. Along 
with the annual awards ceremony, program administra-
tors host small “think-in” events for students and feature 
high-profile speakers from across the world. Further 
details of their activities are available within the Web 
site: http://www.undergraduateawards.com/.

The awards are open to students from all higher educa-
tion institutions in the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland, and more than 150 academics take part in judg-
ing panels. In 2011, UA will launch international awards 
for students at a select number of colleges in the United 
States, with the intention of the program becoming 
global over the next five years and bringing 300 interna-
tional winners to Ireland for a high-profile awards event.

Case Studies of Practice 
The authors have been closely involved in two initia-
tives that encourage research within the undergraduate 
curriculum. The first is a collaborative project of the 
Dublin Region Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA), and 
the second is an institutional case study from University 
College Cork.

Case study 1: The Dublin Alliance’s 
Research-Enabled Learning Project: A 
Regional Approach to Undergraduate 
Research
The DRHEA is a strategic alliance of eight higher edu-
cation institutions funded by the Higher Education 
Authority through the Strategic Innovation Fund. This 
government funding is aimed at supporting reform and 
collaboration, with a key focus being the enhancement 
of learning. The alliance itself consists of linked projects, 
one of which is Teaching for Engagement and Retention, 
which emphasizes research-enabled learning for under-
graduate students.

This project group consists of six institutions (Dublin 
City University, Dublin Institute of Technology, the 
Institute of Technology Tallaght, National University 
of Ireland Maynooth, Trinity College Dublin, and 
University College Dublin). Most of the faculty members 
involved are based in the teaching and learning centers 
of their institutions. The group agreed on the use of the 
term “research enabled learning” as an umbrella phrase 
encompassing both research-based learning and research-
enabled teaching activities. The group uses as its frame 
of reference the research attributes articulated by the 
national body governing standards for academic qualifi-
cations (NQAI 2003).

Current activities include:

• the coordination of a series of shared seminars, pre-
sented by established researchers, for undergraduates 
across the partnering institutions;

• the development of resources to support undergradu-
ates to prepare and present their research; 

• the organization of an undergraduate research confer-
ence to showcase student research in undergraduate 
programs.

The collaborative seminar series, for example, allows 
undergraduates from the alliance’s members to hear 
leading researchers from other institutions discuss their 
work, their motivations for research, the methodologies 
they use, and potential further developments in their 
research. More than 200 students have attended some 
of these seminars, with topics ranging from politics to 
biomedical research.
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Provision of online resources specifically aimed at under-
graduates was identified as important by the alliance 
members, and the first phase of the resulting activity 
involved the development of online support for under-
graduates to help them write an abstract, design a poster, 
and deliver a presentation. These resources are located on 
a dedicated Web site: http://www.drhea.ie/undergradre-
search/.

The inaugural undergraduate research conference, A 
Showcase for Irish Undergraduate Talent, was held in 
October 2010. It was the first inter-institutional con-
ference that provided undergraduates from across all 
disciplines with the opportunity to prepare and present 
their research findings to an audience of their peers in a 
supportive, yet public, environment. This one-day event 
included parallel sessions for undergraduate oral presen-
tations and posters, and for keynote addresses. The aims 
of the event were to:

• provide undergraduates with an opportunity to expe-
rience an academic conference by preparing and sub-
mitting abstracts and presenting their research in oral 
or poster formats;

• help undergraduates meet peers within their dis-
ciplines and help them to gain insights into how 
research is conducted and presented in other disci-
plines;

• inform and inspire undergraduates to further develop 
their research and learn about other opportunities 
from experts within higher education and industry.

Well-known researchers were chosen as keynote speakers; 
they discussed how they became interested in research 
and the types of research they are engaged in. A section 
of the conference titled Bright Young Things: Strategies 
for Success, included insights into innovation and devel-
opment led by a speaker from Facebook. It also featured 
topics such as ethics and good research practice and com-
mercialization of research, presented by administrators of 
research support offices on alliance campuses.

Students from an undergraduate event-management pro-
gram helped with conference planning and logistics, to 
facilitate getting the undergraduates attending actively 
involved in experiencing a conference.

The inaugural undergraduate research conference attract-
ed 85 students and staff members, with undergraduates 
making up approximately 90 percent of the attendees. 
A wide range of disciplines was represented among 
the 14 oral presentations and 12 research posters. Staff 
members and keynote speakers commented on the high 
standard of the students’ research and presentation skills. 
Attendees were provided with “prompt” questions to 
guide discussion at poster presentations, and they also 
had the opportunity to vote for the best poster.

Impact of Alliance’s Initiatives
Feedback has been gathered relating to the three key ini-
tiatives of this project, and overall the results have been 
very positive. Feedback on the use of the online resources 
was sought from conference participants. The feedback 
indicated that 73 percent used the online resources to 
prepare for the conference and that 71 percent of that 
group cited them as essential to the creation and delivery 
of their presentations and posters.

On the day of the conference, a survey of participants’ sat-
isfaction with the event was distributed to attendees (21 
were returned), and 14 video interviews were conducted 
with student participants. An online, post-conference sur-
vey of student presenters’ experiences at the conference 
was administered three weeks after the conference and 
netted 15 responses.

Comments about the opportunities afforded by the con-
ference were very positive. One student noted: 

…the great thing about it is finding people. You 
know, when you do research, you think it’s just 
you, you’re in your own little world. But everyone 
else has their own project going through the same 
kind of troubles and joys that you’re going through. 
(Oral presenter).

Some students highlighted the absence of a strategic drive 
to incorporate research within their programs of study. 
One noted:

…it was good to see the speakers were talking 
about undergraduate research but as a fourth year, 
it’s only now in my final year that I’m really get-
ting to do kind of hard-core research. I think it’s 
really important to get an early start even if it’s 
essays. (Poster presenter).
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Conclusions and Future Alliance 
Developments
Through this collaborative project, many valuable oppor-
tunities are being offered to students across the disci-
plines, supported by individual institutions. The colle-
giality and collaboration are perceived as key strengths 
for both staff and students. The current initiatives have 
provided resources and opportunities to showcase stu-
dents’ research in a public forum beyond the structures 
of assessment of their programs.

The conference will be developed into a national event. 
The project group intends to continue and expand its 
scope; additional conference strands might include a 
track to provide students with more information about 
opportunities for funding research and include more 
companies and industry representatives.

Case Study 2: Institutional initia-
tive at University College Cork 
(UCC) to Embed Research in the 
Undergraduate Curricula 
To better prepare students for postgraduate research at 
UCC, a fresh look at the undergraduate curricula was 
needed. We found an array of final-year projects or 
“capstone” courses at the university that included some 
original research. Occasionally this research was made 
public at conferences. 

At an institutional level, embedding undergraduate 
research in the curriculum was stated as official policy 
for the first time in January 2007 in a submission to 
the PRTLI. Following this, the university’s 2009-2012 
Strategic Plan for Teaching and Learning stated that “a 
key element of UCC’s teaching and learning strategy is a 
continued emphasis on undergraduate education, with a 
focus on students becoming participants in research.” It 
also said that “there will be opportunities for all students 
to engage in scholarly activity from their first year of 
undergraduate studies.”

A current aim of the plan is that “All modules that incor-
porate elements of student research will make this visible 
in the book of modules, via module descriptors, learning 
outcomes, or modes of assessment” (UCC 2009).

To achieve a broader range of research opportunities for 
undergraduates, small (up to 5000 euro) research grants 
were made available from a fund, the President’s Awards 
for Research into Innovative Forms of Teaching, to 
encourage more activities such as work-based learning, 
problem-based learning, service learning, science shops, 
and field-based studies, beginning in students’ first 
years of university. There was a marked increase in such 
activity in 2009 when an operational grant of 92,000 
euro from the National Academy for the Integration of 
Research, Teaching, and Learning, was targeted to spe-
cifically support this strategy.

In administering these funds, UCC tried to address a 
number of associated issues. First, academic staff who are 
attempting to initiate change in undergraduate teaching 
and learning strategies are often working in isolation 
within centers where postgraduate disciplinary research 
dominates the agenda. The academy’s grant encouraged 
colleagues within disciplines to come together to discuss 
aspects of teaching and learning at the program level.

As a result, to obtain funding from the overall grant, 
applicants had to meet the following criteria:

• Their discipline has to have a specific teaching and 
learning strategy available.

• Building research skills in undergraduate curricula 
must be part of the discipline’s strategy.

• Learning outcomes of the academic program must 
explicitly refer to research skills. 

• Student-assessment strategy must encourage develop-
ment of research skills.

• Sustainability of the endeavour should be demon-
strated.

As a result of a call for proposals, 24 small grants (rang-
ing from 1,000 to 8,000 euro) were awarded to the 
four colleges in UCC (Figure 1). Projects ranged from 
researching the effect of diet in sports studies to build-
ing an archive in folklore studies through ethnographic 
works. An analysis of each college’s request for funds 
and success in winning them is shown in Figure 1. Some 
feedback indicates that the high number of requests 
from arts and humanities faculty members reflects the 
fact that they apply for small grants more frequently 
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Figure 2. The level/type of research activity undertaken by undergraduate students as reported by grant holders

Figure 1. Amount of grants applied for, by the four colleges of UCC, and level of success (UG refers to undergraduate)



than do faculty in the sciences, where large grants are the 
norm.

The final project reports indicate that undergraduate 
research was carried out at several levels, with students: 

• learning about research, literature reviews, critical 
appraisals of current research; 

• developing a research proposal; 

• carrying out original research/data collection; 

• disseminating original research

The proportions of each activity are captured in Figure 2.

The following projects illustrate the range of endeavors 
carried out with the academy’s grant.

The School of Nursing received funding to help under-
graduate student nurses to develop research questions 
and research proposals. At the end of the project, each 
student produced a research poster outlining the work 
undertaken. A public exhibition was held, and the post-
ers were judged. Travel grants were awarded for the best 
posters, to enable students to present their work at a 
research conference. Several student nurses stated that 
they intended to pursue postgraduate studies on the basis 
of this preparatory work. 

The Department of Applied Social Studies organized 
an undergraduate conference at the university itself to 
allow final-year students to present their research work. 
In a typical response, one student said, “The conference 
was a great way of promoting research at undergraduate 
level. I would have liked it if the conference had been a 
bit longer.”

The School of Medicine obtained funding for eight 
summer research scholarships and 12 travel awards to 
enable students to present their research at national and 
international conferences. Three students, deemed to 
have completed outstanding projects by the School of 
Medicine’s research committee, received special awards 
for undergraduate research.

As an example, one outstanding project by a medical stu-
dent was carried out in collaboration with the universities 
of Parma, Italy, and Oviedo, Spain. Colm Kerr, a third-
year student investigated the microorganisms that live 
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in the digestive tracts, known as intestinal microbiota, of 
newborn babies. Following the research, Kerr wrote, “this 
summer has allowed me the opportunity to work on a 
research project that involved collaboration between the 
Department of Microbiology in UCC, as well as micro-
biology departments in other European universities, the 
Department of Paediatrics in Cork University Hospital” 
and an ongoing study being undertaken by the nursing 
staff and doctors in Cork University Maternity Hospital. 

This research experience inspired Kerr to continue the 
study in his final undergraduate year, after which he 
wrote, “one of the great things about working on this 
project was the fact that it allowed me to meet a lot of 
enthusiastic and helpful people. … It gave me the oppor-
tunity to practice some new laboratory skills. Overall, I 
found working on this project a hugely positive experi-
ence.” 

The benefits of undergraduate students carrying out 
research, such as increased student engagement in learn-
ing and deeper understanding, have been well document-
ed by academic staff, researchers, and postgraduate stu-
dents who teach at the undergraduate level, (Brew 2006; 
Healey and Jenkins 2009). Our results strongly support 
these findings. Unfortunately, in the current economic 
climate where funding is being cut, sustainability of these 
good practices is at risk.

Conclusions and Potential for Future 
Developments 
Traditionally in Ireland, undergraduate research was car-
ried out in the form of self-funded, final-year projects. 
However, examples of undergraduate students doing 
research can now be found at all levels of undergraduate 
education, either as a “whole module” during coursework 
or part of a module. This progress has been achieved 
mainly as a result of international and governmental 
priorities, together with government funding. Funding 
takes the form of awards/recognition schemes, funded 
research programs (largely science-based), and small grant 
initiatives. It has allowed appropriate support, specifically 
equipment, supervisors, and travel grants. The regional 
and institutional case studies described in this article 
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would not have happened without initial government 
funding.

We have identified examples of good current practice, 
and many more exist in Irish higher education. The 
positive impact is becoming clear, as increased numbers 
of students present their work at conferences and evalu-
ate their experiences. However there is much work to be 
done. Many curricula do not have a coordinated strat-
egy in place for development of a variety of appropriate 
research skills at points throughout the undergraduate 
experience. Appropriate curriculum design must be 
encouraged both at the institutional and national levels. 
Institutional commitment and strategic plans must be 
more than just rhetoric for disciplinary, institutional, 
and regional endeavors to feed into national and inter-
national conferences and collaborations.

A more coordinated approach would be helpful so that 
those involved in undergraduate research have more 
opportunity to share good practices. Fortunately, a 
national Working Group on Undergraduate Research 
was set up in September 2010, under the auspices of 
NAIRTL, to mobilize and stimulate good institutional 
practices and national collaborations. This will allow 
current work to be mapped against existing interna-
tional frameworks so as to inform further developments. 
This should serve our small nation well, and working 
with regional and institutional initiatives should ensure 
that diversity of practice is sustained.
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