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Faculty members are often reluctant to assign research in 
foundational classes or in classes enrolling non-majors. In 
such contexts, student research might seem like an ineffi-
cient way to meet the course’s learning outcomes, and it also 
seems unlikely that the research would contribute usefully to 
the discipline. However, while it is important that students 
have opportunities to conduct serious, long-term disciplin-
ary research under faculty mentorship, informal research has 
a meaningful place in coursework as well. 

Both formal research and informal research can be used 
to help students find answers and make decisions, though 
formal research includes stronger attention to design, meth-
odology, and statistical analysis in order to offer an original 
contribution that meets disciplinary standards. Informal 
research, on the other hand, has lower stakes and is not 
vetted as thoroughly in terms of design, methodology, or 
analysis. Further, informal research is not likely to be pub-
lished in disciplinary journals. Informal research clearly has 
limitations, but its value should also be recognized. 

As Mary B. Shapiro (2010) argues, “even ‘bad’ research may 
lead students to form good hypotheses” and help students 
“learn about the scientific method” (48). Indeed, courses 
that focus not just on content but also on “learning how 
to learn” are important for meeting 21-century  needs, 
especially as such courses teach students to problem-solve 
by appropriately collecting and analyzing data (Partridge 
and Sandover 2010).  Additionally, informal research can 
increase “student engagement, learning, and prosocial atti-
tudes” (Shapiro 2010, 48). In other words, even quick and 
dirty research can meaningfully support learning as students 
closely engage the course material and simultaneously 
develop research skills.

Informal research that focuses on local issues, furthermore, 
not only helps students to apply course ideas to real-world 
situations but can also make a difference to the commu-
nity. Student research in teaching and learning has garnered 
attention for doing exactly that, with the “community” 
consisting of teachers and students, both of whom reap 
pedagogical benefits. At this point, most research on peda-

gogy and student learning has been conducted by teachers 
and scholars. Many such studies incorporate student voices, 
but “until recently, the student involvement in teaching and 
learning research has been as a source of data for academic 
investigators, who have ‘listened’ to, and then reported, 
the student voice” (Partridge and Sandover 2010). Students 
can have a stronger role, however, “as agents of change” if 
they are the ones setting the research agenda, implementing 
it, and publicizing it (Burkhill et al., cited in Partridge and 
Sandover 2010). 

As students conduct such research on a local level, they can 
“take an active role in shaping their own learning experi-
ence,” ultimately leading to student engagement because 
the work is so clearly relevant (Partridge and Sandover 2010). 
Importantly, it is not only the students who benefit. The uni-
versity itself can grow as students “contribute to curriculum 
design and development” using experiences and perspectives 
that “can lead to significant enhancements” in the institu-
tion (Campbell et al. 2009, 29). Simply put, local student 
research in teaching and learning benefits all involved, even 
when done on a small scale.

It was exactly this sort of research that was conducted by 
students in a composition theory class I taught at Marywood 
University in fall 2009. While half of the students were 
English majors, the rest came from many other disciplines, 
and the class included sophomores, juniors, and seniors. 
Furthermore, none of them had been exposed to composi-
tion theory before my class, and there was a lot of ground 
to cover. While such factors could have easily deterred me 
from assigning research, in this case, I saw an opportunity.  
As Marywood University’s writing coordinator, I assess and 
support undergraduate writing, and it made sense that 
composition-theory students could apply ideas from course 
readings while finding out potentially useful information 
about their peers’ writing experiences. My assignment thus 
asked students to choose a writing topic based on course 
readings; collect local data; and present their findings on a 
web page that would be useful for Marywood faculty. While 
such a study could be a full-blown research project lasting 
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a semester or more, in this course it was compressed into 
a week and a half. Still, even this quick informal research 
helped students meet course outcomes while contributing to 
university writing initiatives.

Assignment Design & Student Learning
The composition-theory course in which I assigned this proj-
ect was structured in chronological units that traced major 
developments in composition research from the 1960s to 
the present. The project was assigned early in the term to 
help students become more comfortable with understand-
ing and applying composition scholarship in general; at the 
same time, it reinforced major themes of early composition 
theory on which students could build during the rest of the 
semester. The project thus contributed to learning outcomes 
aimed at helping students improve in their ability to “iden-
tify major trends and arguments in composition studies,” 
“respond to scholarly texts,” and “talk with others about 
writing” (McMillan 2009, “ENGL 475”). Specifically, the 
research project asked students to respond to composition 
trends in the 1960s and ’70s, especially the foundational 
research of scholars such as James Kinneavy, Donald Murray, 
Mina Shaugnessy, and Janet Emig. Each of those scholars 
theorizes about writing and how writing is best learned and 
taught, generally beginning with criticism of traditional 
methods and emphasizing more productive pedagogical 
approaches. 

With this focus on improving the teaching of writing, it 
made sense for my students to synthesize these course read-
ings by finding out how often the ideas of these key compo-
sition scholars were being applied on our campus. Students 
thus worked in collaborative groups to find out how early 
research about writing and pedagogy was being enacted on 
Marywood’s campus, keeping in mind that Marywood fac-
ulty would be the audience for their findings. 

The whole project was to be completed in just over a week, 
so we kept it straightforward and simple; yet every step 
helped students synthesize early composition work in order 
to see how the theories of teaching and learning writing 
were (or were not) being applied at our university. To focus 
the research, students looked back over readings and brain-
stormed questions that might be investigated on campus. 
We then compiled a cumulative list of potential research 

questions on the blackboard that was quite extensive and 
included items such as:

	 •				How	 early	 do	 students	 start	 working	 on	 an	 assign-
ment?

	 •				What	kinds	of	writing	are	students	assigned?

	 •				How	often	are	students	required	to	hand	in	drafts?

	 •				Do	assignment	sheets	emphasize	grammar	more	than	
content?

	 •				How	much	teacher	feedback	is	helpful?

	 •				What	kinds	of	teacher	comments	are	helpful?

	 •				Is	peer	review	useful?

Once we had generated a large number of questions, we clus-
tered the areas of inquiry into four broad categories, and each 
student group was assigned one of the following categories: 
1) students’ experience with writing, 2) students’ assignment 
preferences, 3) students’ writing processes, and 4) students’ 
use of feedback. These steps alone—brainstorming questions 
and forming categories to focus research—helped reinforce 
the major themes and the relevant theories of early composi-
tion research. At the same time, students were using inquiry 
in ways similar to the composition scholars whom they had 
been studying. 

The next steps required students to use research skills in 
ways that helped them understand the difficulties compo-

Students Damani Irby and Adam McIlwee (back row) and Angel Fuller and 
Katy Zurinski (front row) pose for a photo to be included on their 2009 
research web page, The Writing Process (https://sites.google.com/a/maryu.
marywood.edu/lauriem/writing-resources/student-writing-processes).
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sition researchers regularly face. Students designed their 
studies in class, with a “Planning Sheet” directing them to 
first decide on the “three to five questions [related to their 
category] that seem most interesting and useful to teachers” 
at our university (McMillan 2009, “Planning”). Once they 
had focused the scope of their research, they were asked to 
decide on how they would find the answers, using methods 
such as “survey or interview, [with] multiple choice or open 
answers” (McMillan 2009, “Planning”). In a more formal 
research assignment, this step would have been given more 
attention, and research designs would have been fully vet-
ted. 

However, even this informal approach helped students 
think about the importance of methodology. For example, 
one student research group’s web page explains that the 
group’s “survey was presented to students in the form of an 
open-ended question” and thus “students were permitted to 
somewhat elaborate on the question being asked” (Irby et al. 
2009). Here, students are justifying their research choices. 
When they presented data on the number of writing courses 
students have taken, students in another group noted that 
one of their questions might have been unclear: “We are 
unsure of the accuracy of these results because we believe 
that some surveyed did not realize we meant only writing-
specific courses” (Brennan et al. 2009). In this case, students 
learned not just from their successes but also from their 
failures. Each time research approaches were explained or 
results were questioned because of research design, students 
were demonstrating awareness of methodology and the way 
it complicates findings. At the same time that students were 
practicing transferable research skills, they were becoming 
more familiar with the kinds of questions about methodol-
ogy that regularly arise in composition scholarship.

Once students focused their research and planned their 
methods for gathering data, they collected data outside of 
class, and they communicated their results on web pages set 
up during a class workshop. Throughout these steps, students 
faced challenges common to all researchers, such as how to 
find participants, how to increase validity and reliability, 
and how to analyze and communicate results. Because the 
stakes were fairly low, however, students became more aware 
of the difficulties of conducting strong research studies with-
out necessarily needing to resolve every problem. Students 

expressed appreciation for the variety of skills involved in 
research, and working collaboratively helped them recog-
nize both academic and interpersonal attributes that were of 
value during the research process. These included the ability 
to write clear questions, talk comfortably to potential partici-
pants, create graphs, interpret data, and design a web page. 
In peer evaluations, students regularly noted such strengths 
in other members of their groups. Although the research 
was informal and completed quickly, students still expressed 
awareness of the skill sets strong scholars need to employ. 

Although some students put more effort into the research 
than others, for the most part students demonstrated their 
learning as they took on the roles of experts when publish-
ing their findings on their web pages. For example, the 
group exploring students’ use of teacher feedback said their 
peers’ response was “exactly the type of response we were 
hoping for” (“Student Use of Feedback” 2009), almost as 
if the researchers were not students themselves but instead 
were aligned with composition scholars. This stance was 
taken even further on another webpage that concluded by 
establishing a connection with Janet Emig’s (1977) belief 
in “Writing as a Mode of Learning”: “Likewise, we want 
to move writing from just a homework assignment in the 
Marywood classroom to a focus in the student education” 
(Brennan et al. 2009). Here, despite the informality of the 
research, the students framed it with purpose and worth that 
connected their work to the scholarship they had been read-
ing. In an earlier paragraph on that web page, the students 
acted as strong advisors to faculty, reminding teachers that 
“it is imperative for those who are imparting knowledge to 
be aware of the caliber and degree of experience their pupils 
possess” (Brennan et al. 2009).  

Even though the research process in my assignment was 
extremely informal, it still helped students recognize them-
selves as scholars with information that should be shared 
with others in order to potentially effect change. Indeed, 
even students who completed only minimal work referred 
back to the early semester readings and research throughout 
the rest of the term. Clearly, students’ familiarity with trends 
in early composition scholarship increased, and they better 
understood the potentials and limitations of composition 
research processes as well.
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Applications: Faculty Learning 
While any course assignment needs to first benefit students 
and their learning, the usefulness of local research helps 
many students feel invested precisely because they are meet-
ing others’ needs. The student web pages were connected to 
my composition website in order to be easily accessible to 
faculty interested in developing their teaching of writing. 
Furthermore, as writing coordinator at a university that does 
not have any writing requirement beyond a first-semester 
composition class, I have been able to use the students’ 
research as I encourage teachers to assign and support under-
graduate writing. 

Specifically, I have used the research to a) highlight student 
experiences in my faculty workshops on writing pedagogy 
and b) provide supplemental information in an annual 
Undergraduate Writing Assessment Report, especially when 
proposing that a requirement for an intensive writing expe-
rience for all students be considered by the core curriculum 
committee. In both these situations, the students’ research 
has not been a driving force but instead has helpfully supple-
mented other material with relevant local information.

In workshops with faculty, the students’ research provides 
information and provokes discussion. For a workshop on 
designing effective assignments, for example, faculty mem-
bers discuss sample assignments, and I then introduce the 
information our Marywood students have published online. 
One point that faculty often debate is whether students’ 
writing assignments should stipulate the number of pages 
required. We turn to the data showing that most students 
like to know how long an assignment is (Bridger et al. 2009), 
and we can then have a conversation about it. 

Often, the first interpretation of the data is that students are 
not interested in thinking and learning and instead want 
a fill-in-the-blank assignment. But once faculty talk about 
their own writing experiences, they begin to realize that they 
all normally have a sense of how long publications should be 
as they work on them, and this knowledge shapes their writ-
ing decisions. The student data thus spurs faculty to identify 
with students’ circumstances.

In that same workshop on designing effective assignments, I 
also discuss problematic findings from the student research-
ers’ web pages. For example, a number of Marywood stu-
dents show resistance to peer review and to workshops on 

how to use the library (Bridger et al. 2009). While such data 
could simply lead to faculty omitting these elements from 
their classrooms, the workshop setting provides an oppor-
tunity to discuss how peer review and/or library workshops 
can be implemented more effectively. Local research—even 
informal research—thus identifies areas that need faculty 
attention. As faculty members connect with student experi-
ences and perspectives, we can make better-informed and 
more thoughtful pedagogical decisions. Ultimately, the stu-
dents’ research benefits students themselves because it helps 
faculty improve writing pedagogy in their classrooms.  

In addition to using the student research in faculty work-
shops, I have also included some of the findings in assess-
ment reports. Specifically, I have used information about 
what kinds of writing students are doing and which disci-
plines tend to assign writing (Brennan et al. 2009). I gather 
similar information through other campus surveys and stud-
ies, but these measures have generally shown less campus 
emphasis on writing than the students’ findings, which 
noted a wide variety of assignments and disciplines in which 
writing was included (Brennan et al. 2009). This student-
driven data has been helpful in the proposal of a writing 
intensive (WI) core requirement. In order to develop such 
a requirement, we need a host of classes that could either 
currently meet WI standards or could be changed slightly in 
order to fill WI criteria. The research conducted by students 
helps pinpoint some of the departments that are already 
supporting undergraduate writing and could thus be leaders 
in a WI initiative. Just as some of the data were problematic 
and helped lead to changed teaching practices, other data 
were positive and have helped inspire and encourage other 
teachers to follow suit by integrating writing more fully in 
their courses. 

While not every teacher can use student research in an 
administrative role the way that I have, my experiences 
do suggest that informal research has a place in academia, 
because it supports students as active learners and can 
yield useful information. Especially in courses in which 
students regularly read academic research in the discipline, 
it seems important to go beyond having “students learn 
about research findings,” in order to have “students learn 
as researchers” (Braber 2011, 3). Research in teaching and 
learning may be an especially fruitful area for students who 
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wish to make a difference in their local contexts. Instead of 
reserving research for semester-long projects, we serve stu-
dents and one another better if we encourage students to be 
experts and scholars in small ways on a frequent basis. 
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New CUR Book!
Undergraduate Research Offices & Programs: 

Models & Practices
 Joyce Kinkead and Linda Blockus

In 2000, the Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR) published How to Develop 
and Administer Institutional Undergraduate Research Programs, by Toufic Hakim. 
Although only 75 pages, Hakim’s book had a powerful influence on developing 
undergraduate research programs. This book has much the same aim—to provide 
models of undergraduate research programs that can instruct and inspire. It is the 
next-generation reference book and manual for those who are seeking to start or 
enhance existing undergraduate research programs, drawing on the wisdom and 
experience of more than 25 contributors. Showcasing offices and programs of 
undergraduate research at a variety of institutional types at various points of maturity, 
each of the model chapters is devoted to an institutional type and follows a template, 
thus making it easy for the reader to browse chapters and trace a particular theme: 

mission, resources, events, publications, and even challenges. The volume also offers pragmatic advice 
on assessment, special programs, and summer experiences. Sharing ideas and resources is a hallmark of 
the Council on Undergraduate Research, and it is in this spirit that Undergraduate Research Offices and 
Programs: Models and Practices was developed.  

To order this and other CUR publication visit: http://www.cur.org/publications.html.


