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contemplate the implications for freedom and tyranny,
the topic of their collaborative interdisciplinary
faculty-student research seminar at The College of
New Jersey, as they listen to a student presentation on
peacekeeping. (Photo Credit: TCNJ Staff Photographer)
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From CUR’s President
In thinking about this issue
of the CUR Quarterly, I have
been reflecting on one of my
professors in graduate school
who continually told us that
it was inappropriate to engage
in research that advocated or
advanced human rights as
its goal or outcome. Having
entered graduate school after an
undergraduate career in which
Apartheid, urban homelessness,
and human rights in Latin
America were front-burner issues on campus, I bristled at
the idea that research about these topics was off limits.
Although my own research goals were not focused in that
direction, it seemed clear to me that those paths should be
open to those who wanted to pursue them and that the
opportunities should not be prematurely shut down, but
rather should be ignited by faculty mentors.
As one of the authors in the current issue suggests, this
human-rights research is often criticized for its activism
and its point of view; it is accused of lacking a level of
“objectiveness.” Nonetheless, quality public or corporate
actions arise out of quality research and inquiry. Humanrights research is a part of that process. If we are to advocate
for health, well-being, and other fundamental necessities,
we must actually understand the needs at hand. Accepting
the null hypothesis that all is well and equitable is no
different than accepting the idea that we have done enough
to research disease and infection or that we know all we
need to know about the planets and the stars. The key word
in this is research, which includes using good methodology
and having a willingness to be surprised by the results
in one’s own data. As researchers, we have a desire and a
passion for a big idea, and the research flows from the big
idea to careful work.
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One of the clearest and most poignant examples of humanrights research that has involved undergraduates as part of
the work was presented at the CUR 2010 National Conference
by Mary Alice Morgan and her students at Mercer University.
Their work exposed and opposed the human trafficking that
was occurring in and around their community in Georgia.
In the presentation, the researchers carefully unpacked their
methodology, results, and the impact of the research on their
community. Without the research, there would have been no
response to the problem.
Similarly, the work of the researchers in the Spring CUR
Quarterly follows this powerful example. The research projects
include a clear point of view about the rights and concerns
of the people at the focus of the inquiry. The research is
structured around a specific issue (education, immigration,
human trafficking and slavery, climate change) with a clear
mission, and it includes a careful plan of action. As with
many projects with undergraduates, the students come to
the work needing structure, guidance, and preparation for
the tasks ahead. Our authors take these challenges seriously
and emphasize the preparation and pre-research work so
that the students are prepared to adapt and respond to the
unexpected elements of field research.
Research into human rights is not limited to the social
sciences, but includes any discipline concerned with
fundamental human rights. The limits to its continued
development rest less in the challenges that the work presents
to its practitioners, and more in the still-existing attitudes I
encountered as a graduate student many years ago.

Julio Rivera
Provost
Carthage College
CUR President

Council on Undergraduate Research
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From CUR’s Executive Officer
Is there any topic as essential,
multi-faceted, and resonant
as human rights? In soliciting
articles for this quarter’s special
theme issue, “Human Rights
and Undergraduate Research,”
CUR Quarterly’s editorial staff,
led by Issue Editor Janet Stocks,
certainly hoped to elicit a richly
diverse set of responses. Judging
from the articles and vignettes
comprising this issue, many
faculty and students are engaging
in thoughtful and interconnected undergraduate research
efforts that address many of the pressing issues of our time,
including climate change, access to quality education,

slavery and incarceration, and human migrations. What
struck me while reading this edition of the Quarterly was not
only the diverse range of human-rights issues brought into
the instructional process, but also the innovative ways in
which faculty members and students are reducing the degrees
of separation between their institutional environments—
often more privileged than those found in other parts of the
globe—and human-rights issues, both close to home and far
afield.
The inspiration for identifying human rights as a special
theme for the CUR Quarterly stems in part from CUR’s
multi-year engagement in the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS) Human Rights Coalition
(http://shr.aaas.org/coalition/). The Human Rights Coalition
acts as a bridge between STEM (including health) professional

Last Chance to Register for
the 2014 CUR Conference
“Creating the Citizens of Tomorrow:
Undergraduate Research for All”
June 28 – July 1, 2014, Washington, DC
CUR is hosting its 16th National Conference, “Creating the Citizens of Tomorrow: Undergraduate
Research for All,” in Washington, DC - a fitting location for its theme of democratizing undergraduate
research! In situating the conference in our nation’s capital, CUR will highlight cross-disciplinary
connections and collaborations among higher education, government agencies, and non-profit
organizations.
The overall goals of the conference are to encourage broad participation in undergraduate research and
to make visible its benefits to students, faculty, colleges and universities, and communities. Students
who participate in undergraduate research are better prepared in their fields of study as well as more
informed as citizens as they learn skills of problem-solving, critical thinking, and communication. But
as faculty and institutions still face barriers to giving every student a significant research experience, this
conference focuses on creative ideas and practical solutions for meeting those challenges. Conference
participants will share strategies and models that have helped strengthen undergraduate research in
their institutions—in plenary talks, an exciting variety of conference sessions, and through the informal
networking that is a hallmark of CUR conferences.

www.cur.org
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societies and human-rights advocates and organizations,
filling an important need. Over the past few years, the
coalition has undertaken surveys of professional societies
to determine members’ awareness of global human-rights
concerns and sponsored working groups to develop shared
strategic plans to advance connections between STEM
professional societies and pressing global human-rights
issues. The core value of the coalition is that all people have
the right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its
applications.
In October of 2013, CUR hosted a gathering of National
Science Foundation (NSF) Research Experiences for
Undergraduates (REU) students and their faculty mentors
near the NSF headquarters in Arlington, Virginia. This
marked the third, and largest, such meeting, with more
than 240 attendees, about double the size of the previous
year’s event. One of the sessions I attended was led by
Jessica Wyndham of the AAAS Human Rights Coalition.
She facilitated a very thoughtful discussion among the
participating faculty and students. One of the most
important takeaways was the shared realization that the
research we choose to undertake often has unrecognized
and underutilized applications to human rights, and that
these applications can be both highly positive and carelessly
negative. At the same REU gathering, Julio Turrens, director
of CUR’s At-Large Division and associate dean at the
University of South Alabama, led a workshop on ethics
training in undergraduate research programs. The two
sessions dovetailed nicely, and illustrated the importance of
creating a network of faculty members and undergraduate
students with greater awareness of, and trained ability to
reflect upon, the connections between their research and
human-rights issues.
As we head into the summer of 2014, we have the CUR
Conference 2014 to look forward to in Washington, D.C.,
and it promises to be a fantastic event. In addition to great
keynote speakers, engaging oral and poster sessions, and
time to socialize and connect, we will be celebrating the
first award winner of the CUR-Goldwater Scholars program
and the winners of the 2014 CUR Fellows Awards. Mark
Brodl of Trinity University (San Antonio) and Mitchell
(Mitch) Malachowski (University of San Diego) are the CUR
2014 Fellows, and both exemplify the highest standard
of achievement in undergraduate research practice and
leadership. Included in this issue are their citations, which
reveal not just their achievements as teacher-scholars,
but also their far-ranging impact on the international
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undergraduate research movement, and their prime roles in
the success of the students they have mentored in research.
Like the faculty and student authors in this humanrights themed Quarterly, both Mark and Mitch are agents
for positive change in students’ access to and quality of
education, one of the most essential human rights. I look
forward to seeing many of you in Washington this June!

Elizabeth Ambos
Executive Officer

CUR Calendar

			

APRIL 2014
3-5	National Conference on
Undergraduate Research
University of Kentucky
14-18

Undergraduate Research Week

JUNE 2014
28-July 1	CUR Conference:
“Creating the Citizens of Tomorrow:
Undergraduate Research for All”
Washington, D.C.

JULY 2014
18-20	Joint CUR-NCIA workshop for community
college faculty
Southeast Community College,
Lincoln, Nebraska
TBD

Proposal Writing Institute

Council on Undergraduate Research
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From the CURQ Issue Editor
Undergraduate
Research and
Human Rights
Human-rights
issues
often
generate a great deal of
interest among undergraduate
students. These issues also lend
themselves to interdisciplinary
investigation. Although we often
think of human-rights violations
as problems found in other
countries, the truth is that there are many local humanrights issues in which to engage undergraduates. Particularly
in the social sciences and the humanities, these issues can
provide fertile and low-cost opportunities for engaging
undergraduates in substantial and complex research projects.
The methods for studying human-rights topics are varied and
evolving. Issues such as researcher objectivity, qualitative
versus quantitative methods, action research, and the like can
help engage young researchers in current scholarly debates
and developments regarding the best ways to investigate
complex human interrelationships. Ethical issues come to
the fore, as do, sometimes, safety issues involving researchers
and their research participants. Researchers of human-rights
topics also regularly encounter political and cultural issues
and differences that can broaden their understanding of the
context in which these issues arise.
Rachel Stonecipher of Southern Methodist University
explores the value of activist research from the perspective
of a student participating in immigration research.
Through experiences at the Arizona-Mexico border, she was
introduced to the complex and competing perspectives of
different stakeholders in the thorny immigration debate.
In her experience, classroom learning was complemented
by experiential opportunities that allowed her to question
assumptions, understand different perspectives, and reflect
on questions of researcher objectivity versus advocacy.

Kristenne Robison, a sociologist at Westminster College in
Pennsylvania, became aware of the human-rights issues
involved in researching incarcerated women when she and
her students were conducting a research project at a local
women’s prison. As they became more aware of the issues,
particularly pertaining to the right to an education, their
research took on added dimensions. Her article describes
the process, the research methods, and the impact that this
experience had on the undergraduates involved.
Ellen Friedman and Margaret Leigey, along with faculty
colleagues and their students at the College of New Jersey,
describe an interdisciplinary pilot seminar that involved
multiple research topics around the theme of freedom and
tyranny. The sharing and connections that took place in the
seminar, enhancing each of the individual projects through
interaction with the others, is described as feeling like
jazz—improvisational and creative, inspiring dialogues that
provoked further conversation.
From the international desk, Melissa Curley and Andreas
Schloenhardt from the University of Queensland describe
a pilot collaboration between the institution’s School of
Political Science and International Studies and the School
of Law in which students and faculty members engage in
interdisciplinary inquiry-based investigations of human
trafficking and migrant smuggling. This pilot was rich in
opportunities for participants to learn not only about the
research topic, but also about such issues as the scholarship of
teaching and learning, research methods across disciplines,
the development of research skills—including those of
presentation and writing—and information literacy.
In addition to these articles, three shorter vignettes describing
innovative approaches to involving undergraduates in
human-rights research can be found in the CURQ on the
Web. Hopefully, this collection of articles and vignettes
will provide readers with examples that will spark creative
approaches to including research into human rights on more
campuses.

Janet Stocks
Trinity Washington University
CURQ Issue Editor

www.cur.org
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Announcing

the 2014 CUR fellows

Mitchell Malachowski’s careerlong drive for excellence has been
recognized many times during his
career as a professor of chemistry at
the University of San Diego, where
he has won several distinguished
service and teaching awards.
According to a colleague, “Mitch is
beloved by students here not just
because he is an outstanding and
dedicated teacher, but especially for
his infectious enthusiasm for making
molecules in the lab.” Students
engaged in research with Dr. Malachowski receive in-depth
exposure to advanced, extramurally funded projects focused on
preparing functional materials that mimic biological systems
and compounds, leading to an impressive 21 publications with
40 student co-authors. Indeed, his passion for undergraduate
research is evident from his ongoing efforts to integrate
teaching, scholarship, and student mentoring. He has mentored
more than 100 undergraduate researchers since arriving at USD
in 1983 after a year teaching at Gettysburg College. Earlier he
received his PhD in organic chemistry from the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a BA in chemistry from
Rhode Island College.
Dr. Malachowski’s impact as a teacher/mentor/researcher is
equaled by his advocacy and devotion to the undergraduate
research community. His role as a nationally recognized voice
for undergraduate research spans more than two decades. He
has been active in CUR since the early 1990’s, holding several
leadership positions and serving as President in 2002-2003. He
is a regular CUR Quarterly contributor, served as the Coordinator
of CUR institutes from 1997 to 2003, and was instrumental in
moving CUR to develop divisions that embrace faculty from
all disciplines. He has also prepared and coordinated more
than 40 CUR-sponsored (NSF-funded) weekend workshops on
undergraduate research issues, attended by more than 2,000
faculty and administrators from 400 institutions. Accurately
described as “a provocateur,” Dr. Malachowski is fondly known
for asking penetrating questions that stimulate deeper thought
and discussion about the enterprise of undergraduate research.
His other high-impact activities include a key role in shaping
the research culture of six state systems and consortia (affecting
80 institutions) through an NSF-funded initiative. He has also
served on numerous on-site chemistry department reviews
and has given more than 100 invited talks at institutions and
national meetings on issues related to undergraduate research.
While his widespread contributions provide a tangible model
of the effective teacher-scholar, arguably his lasting legacy
rests with his undergraduate researchers, whose letters of
support for his nomination as a CUR Fellow all remarked on
his warmth, generosity, and enormous continuing influence
on their careers. As one former student commented, “... he
continues to be the compassionate mentor and leader I came to
know during my years in undergraduate research.” That neatly
describes Dr. Malachowski’s devotion to developing lasting
connections with his students that go well beyond the confines
of the classroom and research laboratory.
Written by Kraig Wheeler, Eastern Illinois University
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Mark R. Brodl, the George W.
Brackenridge Distinguished Professor
of Biology at Trinity University,
Texas, has established a national
reputation for his work in support of
student-faculty research, particularly
work with an interdisciplinary
focus. One of Dr. Brodl’s former
students noted, “In my long career
in educational research institutions,
I have met and interacted with
many different professors, scientists
and researchers, and Mark clearly
distinguishes himself from all the others as a superlative
educator, exceptional communicator, talented researcher, and
as someone who is completely dedicated and devoted to
his students.” His own education included a BA in biology
from Knox College in 1981, an MS in plant biology from
the University of Illinois, and a PhD in plant biology from
Washington University in St. Louis in 1987.
Dr. Brodl’s research, during his career at Knox College from 1987
through 2001 and since then at Trinity University, has focused
on exploring cellular and molecular aspects of heat stress
responses in plant secretory cells. He has received more than
$5 million in funding from the National Science Foundation,
as well as grants from other government agencies and private
funders. Yet over the past 25 years, he also has served as a
research mentor for more than 200 students, including 37
who completed honors theses. At least 17 students have been
co-authors with Dr. Brodl on peer-reviewed publications. More
than 45 percent of his students have entered PhD, MD, or MD/
PhD programs.
External funding for his work has directly supported students in
his laboratory, equipped his lab with modern instrumentation,
and led to curricular innovations incorporating original
research experiences. In addition, many of Dr. Brodl’s funded
projects have included faculty collaborations that have resulted
in transformative experiences for faculty and students.
Dr. Brodl’s service to Trinity has included co-chairing a
capital campaign that secured support for interdisciplinary
programs in the sciences and led to the building of a new $127
million science facility that embodies interdisciplinary science
education. His service to the scientific community in support
of undergraduate research has been similarly outstanding.
He has served in many leadership roles in CUR, including
from 1999 to 2008 coordinating biology department external
reviews. He himself has completed 22 external reviews to date.
He is an elected Fellow of the American Society of Plant
Biologists and is active in that organization, including serving
as its treasurer from 2001 to 2009. In 1996 Dr. Brodl founded
the Plant Biologists at Primarily Undergraduate Institutions
networking group, a forum for promoting research.
A frequent speaker at meetings and institutions across the
country, Dr. Brodl also has served on numerous grant-review
panels for government and private funders. From 2009-11,
he served as a program director for Integrative Organismal
Systems in the Biology Directorate at NSF.
Written by: Michael Palladino, Monmouth University

Council on Undergraduate Research
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CUR Focus

Ellen G. Friedman, Margaret E. Leigey, The College of New Jersey

Faculty-Student Collaborative “Jazz” in a Research Seminar
Faculty-student research collaborations and interdisciplinary
seminars are two significant aspirations in undergraduate
education. Here we describe one pilot course at The College
of New Jersey that incorporates both, an interdisciplinary,
faculty-student research seminar. The goal of the course
was to use an interdisciplinary approach to enrich student
and faculty collaborative research projects on the common
theme of freedom and tyranny, using common readings,
presentations, intense conversations, and outside speakers.
Based on the written responses of 18 seminar participants,
divided equally between students and faculty, it appears
that we realized our goal. Students identified professional
development as an additional benefit of the seminar, while
faculty appreciated the opportunity to engage with other
disciplines in order to build upon disciplinary methodology
and understanding.
Alumni have rated their participation in a research program as
one of the most beneficial experiences of their undergraduate
careers (Bauer and Bennett 2003, 219-221). Students who
have had an undergraduate research experience feel that it
enhanced their professional development, specifically in the
areas of identifying important concepts in the discipline and
ability to conduct research (Bauer and Bennett 2003, 222;
Hunter, Laursen and Seymour 2006, 46; Kardash 2000, 194).
In addition, they believe that their proficiency in oral and
written communication improved (Bauer and Bennett 2003,
223; Kardash 2000). Faculty mentors also note appreciable
gains in the research skills of students with whom they
collaborated (Kardash 2000, 194).

undergraduate institutions, as well as the time constraints
faced by faculty and students, the development of programs
that simultaneously promote multiple student learning
objectives is a necessity. The seminar we developed meets
four of the five National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) benchmarks for effective practices in undergraduate
education: academic challenge, student-faculty interaction,
active and collaborative learning, and enriching educational
experiences (Kuh 2010, 26).
We developed our seminar in conjunction with the campus
community theme of freedom and tyranny at The College of
New Jersey. Each year a college committee chooses a theme
of general interest around which it selects a summer reading
for incoming first-year students and allocates funding for
events across the academic year. Our seminar was the first
of its kind to be linked to this annual theme. Participating
in the course were nine faculty members, each of whom
mentored a student in the development of a research project.
One faculty participant described the seminar experience as
being like “jazz.” In jazz, the musicians begin with a melodic
theme, and each musician improvises on that theme. In the
course of the performance, musicians also create dialogues
with one another that inspire additional improvisations
as other players join the musical conversation. Something
like this happened in our seminar on freedom and tyranny.
There were improvisations on research themes—inspired
dialogue that provoked yet more ideas in a conversation that
evolved over the duration of the semester.

Research confirms that students appreciate the opportunity
to work closely with a faculty mentor and value being
viewed as a partner in the collaboration (Hunter, Laursen
and Seymour 2006, 46). Studies have found that “satisfying
relationships with faculty members and frequent interactions
with faculty members, especially those that encourage
students to work harder, were strong predictors of learning”
(Lundberg and Schreiner 2004, 559). Such experience has an
important effect on student trajectories since undergraduate
student-faculty research has been linked to significant
increases in student retention (Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides,
von Hippel and Lerner 1998, 60).

Course Planning

In addition to the emphasis placed on student-faculty
collaborative research, the current national academic
discourse calls for interdisciplinary initiatives to enhance
students’ learning. Given the financial constraints of

The committee selected nine faculty-student teams. For
organizing and facilitating the seminar, Friedman received a
course release, and all faculty participants were compensated
for participating in “guided student research”; they were

After the provost sent out a call to faculty to submit seminar
proposals for student-faculty research projects relevant
to the theme of freedom and tyranny, the seminar leader
Ellen Friedman asked two other faculty members to join
her in selecting among them. Faculty responding to the call
were also asked to include the transcript of their student
collaborator, along with an account of the student’s previous
history with the proposed research. The criteria for selection
included the merit of the proposal and the qualification of
the student for the particular research. All of the studentfaculty teams had previously worked together.

www.cur.org
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also given course books and use of a copy machine.
Faculty members represented seven disciplines—history,
philosophy, women’s and gender studies, education, English,
world languages and cultures, and criminology. The faculty
included three full professors, four associate professors, and
two assistant professors. The nine students who participated
received course credit for taking a capstone course in their
major or for completing an advanced elective. Six of the
students were seniors and three were juniors. Most of the
students were from the same discipline as their faculty
mentors.
As the course progressed, we discovered surprising
thematic harmonies among the teams’ projects, such as the
phenomenon of “camp sisters” or ersatz families formed
by women imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps that
resembles the phenomenon of “prison sisters” or familiallike associations formed by women incarcerated in U.S.
prisons. The seminar benefited from the participation of a
visiting professor from Israel who teamed with a student.
In addition, the seminar made use of funds available for
speakers on the community theme of tyranny and freedom
to sponsor speakers. Faculty and students together decided
whom to invite to speak, and they chose some of the authors
of articles and book chapters they read during the seminar.
Although the speakers were chosen for their relevance to a
particular team, their presentations often turned out to be
applicable to the whole seminar. A total of seven outside
talks or encounters occurred over the course of the seminar.
Every invited speaker who addressed our seminar voiced
enthusiasm about its design.

Collaborative Course Tasks

As noted, the primary goal of the course was to use an
interdisciplinary and collaborative approach to enhance
understanding of the connections across fields and
consequently to improve individual research projects. Each
team was responsible for four tasks: leading a discussion of
a common text (Task I), selecting a reading related to the
team’s research project and facilitating a discussion of it
(Task II), presenting a preliminary draft of the research to the
seminar for comments and suggestions (Task III), and giving
a final version of the research presentation at an annual
undergraduate research conference at the college (Task IV).
In order to foster some common vocabulary and ideas
around the seminar’s theme, we approached Task I by
reading and discussing two texts chosen by the faculty
because they seemed to resonate with the overall theme and
the teams’ projects: Martha Nussbaum’s Creating Capabilities:
The Human Development Approach (2011) and Cynthia
Kaufman’s Ideas for Action: Relevant Theory For Radical
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Change (2003). Teams were responsible for facilitating a
discussion of one or two chapters from the text. Each
faculty-student pair took an individual approach to the
attempt to understand the common readings, apply them
to team projects, and generate discussion. Most facilitations
included an interactive activity, such as teams being given
time during class to apply the reading to their own projects
and reporting the results to the group, or small-group work
in which three or four faculty and students were assigned
questions to answer.
Once the common readings were finished, each team
assigned readings to the entire class that were relevant to its
specific project, Task II. The purpose of this task was to foster
connections among individual projects. While a variety
of methodological approaches were used (e.g., readings
involving in-depth interviews, case studies, literary analyses,
and historical and archival research), the teams’ projects
coalesced around several topics that had considerable
overlap, including memory and postmemory, gender, statesponsored violence, and human rights. These commonalities
were improvisational, accidental, and serendipitous. In the
process, faculty-student pairs were able to imbue their projects
with scholarly insights and empirical evidence from another
discipline. For example, the team that was investigating the
correctional experiences of older male inmates serving life
sentences without the possibility of parole did a presentation
on Goffman’s (1961) “total institutions.” This research was
new and relevant to those faculty-student pairs working
on fascist dictatorships in Nazi Germany, Pinochet’s Chile,
Liberia, and Franco’s Spain, all of which had camps and
prisons that fit the “total institution” concept.
Visiting speakers at the seminar were another source of
cross-disciplinary scholarly exchange. Even when a speaker
was targeted for a specific seminar project, the benefits
spilled over to others. Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, who
write on the transmission of memory from one generation
to another, stimulated new directions for the projects on
Tanzania, Franco’s Spain, Liberia, and the projects on the
Holocaust (Hirsch 2012). These intersections were unscripted;
they resulted from our gathering around a common theme
and exploring connections among our projects. Figure 1
illustrates the degree of overlap in project topics.
In the final weeks of the seminar, the focus of the course
shifted to the dissemination of project results. Students
presented a draft of their research to the class for critiquing,
Task III. The object was to perfect the public presentation
that would be delivered at the college’s annual undergraduate
research conference, which was the final seminar task, Task
IV. By this time, students were quite comfortable critiquing
their colleagues and also comfortable accepting suggestions
for improvements. The environment for the critique was the

Council on Undergraduate Research

uarterly
COUNCIL ON UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

Gender
Jewish Motherhood in the Holocaust

Women, Gender, and Peacebuilding

State
Sponsored
Violence

Maternal Abandonment and Postmemory in SecondGeneration Holocaust Narratives

Memory and
Postmemory
Chilean Womanhood: Nationalism and Self-Representation

The Politics of (Re)-Telling African Women’s
Contributions to the Liberation Struggle in Tanzania
The Disappeared in Franco’s Spain
Education in Post-Civil War Liberia, 2003-2013,
Through the Lenses of Fundamental Human Rights

Hollywood’s Shoah: How American
Cinema Rewrites History

The Pains of Imprisonment: Unique or Universal?

Human Rights
Figure 1. Overlap in the Research Project Topics

opposite of competitive. The collaborative, interdisciplinary
ethic of the seminar had taken root and was flowering. The
differences between the draft and final presentations were,
for the most part, significant. Following group suggestions,
student presenters excised extraneous background material,
strengthened arguments, added substantiating evidence,
reorganized and reshaped arguments for a more logical
progression of ideas, improved the effectiveness of Power
Point slides, and otherwise enhanced the delivery of their
presentations (e.g., eye contact, volume of material, and
pace).

Faculty members had two roles in the seminar. As teachers,
faculty members oversaw their undergraduate partner’s
research project. They assisted their student in narrowing
research questions, identifying and comprehending relevant
literature, and preparing the research presentation. The
faculty member of each team was ultimately responsible for
assessing his or her partner’s performance in the seminar
and assigning the student’s final grade. As students in the
seminar, faculty members read the assigned materials and
participated in small group work and class discussions. They
also helped to select and facilitate the discussion of team
readings (Task I and II).
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Feedback from Seminar Participants

Margaret Leigey, a faculty participant from the social sciences,
created an online survey so that students and faculty could
provide anonymous feedback on the course. All seminar
participants completed the survey at the end of the semester.
The survey results clearly showed that participants valued
the interdisciplinary, collaborative seminar process. The
following describes the major themes that emerged.
Both faculty and students agreed that participation in the
course provided a distinctive interdisciplinary experience.
One faculty member wrote: “This was one of my most
enjoyable collaborative learning experiences. It is only in
seminars like these that faculty can work together with
significant support.” The students generally agreed and
found the seminar to be an empowering experience. One
student wrote: “Sitting around a table, being able to look
everyone in the eye and discuss some of the world’s most
important issues was a pretty amazing experience.” Faculty
and students cited the interdisciplinary approach as their
favorite aspect of the course. The diversity of disciplines
represented in the seminar enhanced their learning, as
reflected in this faculty member’s response:
Seminar members brought varied disciplinary
methods and foundational concepts to the
readings; just as valuable as those who had expertise
related to the texts were those whose disciplinary
perspectives led them to raise questions from
outside, from not-knowing, from struggling for
connections. I think these differences helped us to
launch active critical questioning from the start of
the seminar.
Students agreed with this assessment. As one student wrote:
The collaborative nature of the course gave me
the ability to view my research project with a
different, critical lens while linking my work to
other research that may have been incredibly
different but utilized similar methodologies. It also
introduced me to materials (criminology, peace/
justice studies) that I had never been exposed to
in my undergraduate career and acted as a minicourse in very specific topics.

Beyond the Course Goals

In addition to succeeding in fostering collaborative learning
in an interdisciplinary setting and in improving individual
research projects, the course had other benefits for both
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students and faculty. In particular, the survey indicated that
students gained a feeling of professional development. Many
of the students found that participation in the course not
only helped them think of themselves as scholars, but also
helped them develop research and communication skills.
As students were viewed as equal participants in the course,
they commented on the many opportunities to think and
talk about their work in varied contexts. Each student had
nine faculty members validating their project. They also saw
this class as boosting their graduate-school applications, as
evidenced in the following student statement: “My favorite
part of the course was all of the opportunities I had to present
my work. … I am hoping to apply to graduate school in the
future, and learning strategies and tools for presenting my
own writing and research has been tremendously helpful.”
In addition, the opportunity to meet some of the authors
of the course readings was inspiring, as evidenced by the
following student’s response: “It was quite an experience to
be able to read a published work and then be able to question
the author the next day.” Another student remarked, “I was
able to have lunch with a few of our speakers after class
and as a result have made contacts at multiple graduate
institutions.”

The Teacher Becomes the Student

After becoming professors, most faculty members no longer
have time to devote to the thorough study of information
beyond the boundaries of their own disciplines. Thus,
another benefit of the interdisciplinary approach and course
design was that it provided the professors with the time and
the space to be active learners. On having the opportunity
to perform dual roles of teacher and student, a faculty
member commented: “I really looked forward to alternating
between leading discussion and participating as a scholar. I
so seldom find myself in the role of ‘student’ and relished
every moment of note-taking.”
Other faculty members commented on the value of learning
about subjects that they knew little about and of forging
connections between their own discipline and another. For
example, one professor commented: “I always enjoy hearing
the insights of colleagues and students in other disciplines.
The types of questions asked by the philosophers, literary
scholars and social scientists, for example, always get me
thinking in new directions about my own approach as a
historian.”
Because the professors were new to some of the material and
were wrestling with important questions, the students saw
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their professors in a new light. At the final class meeting,
one student remarked that what struck him most about the
experience was that professors did not know everything
either. As professors asked basic questions about other
teams’ research, students learned that professors have very
specific expertise. It was a revelation that helped promote
student confidence since their professors were novices in a
variety of areas just as they were. Like students, professors
had deficits and gaps in their knowledge.

Suggestions for Improvement

Dealing with time constraints. The most common complaint
offered by students and faculty alike concerned the amount
of work the seminar entailed and the sense of a crowded
schedule—with speakers and seminar presentations and
facilitations vying for time within seminar sessions. Although
compensated, several faculty members commented that
the level of preparation necessary for the seminar was
tantamount to teaching an additional class. In addition,
both faculty and students suggested that course time should
be allotted for individual teams to work on their research
projects—for example, reserving the final hour of each
three-hour seminar session for individual team meetings.
Encouraging student participation. Another challenge was
encouraging students to actively participate in class
discussions. Initially students were intimidated by having to
express their opinions in a room filled with nine professors.
One student explained this fear:
It was extremely intimidating to express my
opinion or ideas in the early stages of the class
because I was afraid of making the wrong statement
to a classroom of scholars, but fortunately this fear
disappeared as we got to know one another.
One of the ways in which the seminar dealt with student
timidity and professorial loquaciousness was for the rotating
student-faculty facilitators of the session to ask students
to respond first to questions posed, before professors were
allowed to speak. A variation on this strategy that was
also successful was posing student-only and professoronly questions; at some sessions, for instance, the student
facilitator and the professor facilitator alternated in
moderating these discussions. Students posed questions
that only students took up and the same with faculty. Taken
together, these strategies succeeded in producing unusually
high student participation. Over time, students became
more comfortable in the seminar, and more confident as
they made progress on their own research projects.

Endings and Continuities

Over all, 18 participants found the interdisciplinary facultystudent seminar to be a rewarding experience. Some students
found it the best experience of their undergraduate studies.
The course also provided students with opportunities for
professional development and the chance to immerse
themselves in research. It is important to note that the
students’ scholarship was of high quality. One student
participant won a college-wide essay contest based on her
research on postmemory in Holocaust representations.
Many of the projects appear to be destined for life after
the seminar, whether it is through students continuing
the research begun in the seminar to develop subsequent
honors’ theses or capstone projects or through teams aiming
for a joint student-faculty publication.
Faculty participants noted that they appreciated the role
reversal and having the chance to be a student and learn
new material. Future faculty scholarship could be enhanced
as a result of the theories and concepts they were exposed
to in the seminar. A few faculty members plan future
interdisciplinary collaborations with their fellow faculty
participants as a result of their involvement. For example,
the co-authors of this essay are planning on examining
similarities and differences in pseudo-families created among
women in Nazi concentration camps and among the female
inmates in U.S. prisons. The seminar itself seems to have
won faculty acceptance as an annual enterprise. Three
faculty participants in the seminar are already planning to
lead it in future years.
Jazz has no set score, and each time the jazz group plays a
melody, it is different. Players’ improvisations inspire others
to experiment with new musical ideas as members of the
group play off one another and communicate as a group
and to one another at the same time. Each musician creates
something new individually and also contributes to the
whole and to the coherence of the performance. Through
their participation in the seminar, social scientists, historians,
philosophers, literary critics, gender and education scholars
and students all came together and produced their own kind
of jazz, intellectual music.
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Kristenne M. Robison, Westminster College

Teaching and Researching Incarcerated Women:
Undergraduates Explore Education as a Human Right
“I have the audacity to believe that peoples everywhere can have
three meals a day for their bodies, education and culture for their
minds, and dignity, equality and freedom for their spirits.”
				—Martin Luther King, Jr. 1964
Finding innovative ways to engage undergraduates in learning can be a challenge for faculty members. High-impact
experiential practices, such as service/community-based
learning, collaborative/undergraduate research, and “diversity learning”—that is, studying “difficult differences” such
as racial, ethnic, and gender inequality, or continuing
struggles around the globe for human rights, freedom, and
power—have been found to be effective ways to increase
student learning and to study human rights (Kuh 2008).
According to Amnesty International, “Human rights include
civil and political rights, such as the right to life, liberty and
freedom of expression; and social, cultural and economic
rights, including the right to participate in culture, the right
to food, and the right to work and receive an education”
(Amnesty 2013). When talking about human-rights abuses
in undergraduate courses, though, students often envision
the experiences of children and adults living continents far
away. Students rarely locate human-rights abuses in their
own cities, counties, or states.
The innovative undergraduate research project discussed
here focused on the human right to education, and the setting was a women’s prison not far from the Westminster
College campus. Initially, I did not frame the experience
for my students as research into human rights, but upon
reflection both I and my students found ourselves mired in
questions about the role of the state to “respect, protect, and
fulfill” (United Nations 2012) the human right to education
for incarcerated women.
The experience also encouraged students to question the
education that many of the women received or did not
receive before they ever set foot in the prison, as well as
other human-rights issues that shaped the lives of the
women, such as sexual abuse and violence at the hands of
intimate partners. It is not all that surprising that this project
initially was not framed as a human-rights project because
human-rights education is a relatively young field (Teleki
2007).

I believe that a feminist “action research” framework (Reid
2004B) is ideal for projects researching human-rights issues
and also for involving undergraduates in faculty research
because it provides more opportunities for students and
members of the group being studied to inform the project.
Such research projects also provide for interactions between
students and the research subjects and opportunities for
students to see the people affected as human beings. This
helps them make connections among different human-rights
abuses. More specifically, looking at human-rights issues
in prison encouraged students to consider punitive versus
rehabilitative philosophies. Our work ultimately has generated suggestions for how readers might construct their own
innovative projects on human rights.

The Project’s Background

This project started serendipitously when the school principal of a women’s prison was a guest speaker in our criminology course. He stated that upon their arrival to prison,
incarcerated women tend to be less educated than incarcerated men (Sharp et al. 1999), that women’s prisons typically
offer less educational programming than do men’s prisons
(Pollack 2002; Ross and Fabiano 1986), and that those who
receive post-secondary courses in prison are less likely to
commit further crimes after their release (Mercer 2009; Wade
2007). After the class session, two students approached me
about educational offerings in prison. Within a week, the
three of us decided we were going to pursue co-teaching the
Principles of Sociology course in the women’s prison while
we gathered information about the women’s educational
experiences through focus groups.
The project did not just fall miraculously into place. We had
to methodically seek out approval from our institution and
from the Department of Corrections for the research, as well
as approval from the college and the correctional facility for
the college course. It was ten months later that we arrived for
our first class and focus group in the fall of 2011. A second
phase of the project occurred with two new students in the
summer of 2012.
Westminster College is a teaching-focused, liberal-arts institution in western Pennsylvania that enrolls approximately
1,500 undergraduates. This project fit within the mission of
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Westminster College, because among the desired learning
outcomes for students are that they “acquire knowledge
of self, society, and human cultures,” “apply knowledge to
contemporary issues,” and “demonstrate moral and ethical
commitments to neighbor, society, and the natural world”
(Westminster College 2013). Like many small, liberal-arts
colleges, at Westminster student-faculty research is promoted among faculty in disciplines in which student-faculty
collaboration is possible. Teaching and researching incarcerated women increased the students’ knowledge of self and
others, allowed students to use their critical-thinking skills
to analyze and respond to the educational experiences of
the women, and demonstrated a commitment to not only
study the women to increase their own knowledge, but also
to engage with and give back to the prisoners whom they
were researching.

focus groups. Together we also analyzed the data and copresented the research at a national conference.

From my perspective as a faculty member working in the
Department of Sociology and Criminal Justice Studies, this
project was the perfect merging of teaching, scholarship,
and service on multiple levels. Through mentoring and collaborating with my research students, as well as teaching the
criminal-justice course, I was expanding my teaching skills.
Through the focus-group study, I was engaging in scholarship, and through the teaching of the course we were serving our community.

Students’ learning was not limited to the research process,
however, but was also experienced while teaching the
women either the Principles of Sociology or Sociology of
Families courses. The format for the course was that in every
class session the two students were responsible for teaching
a portion of the class, either leading small discussion groups
or conducting other activities. Each student was also responsible for organizing one entire class session. Since the focus
of the research project was on education, they were able to
use classroom interactions with the women, as well as the
homework assignments they submitted, to learn more about
the women’s educational backgrounds and ability.

The Approach

The project was both innovative and based on highimpact practices, such as service learning, undergraduate
research, and diversity learning. It was innovative in that
not many undergraduates have the opportunity to teach
and to conduct research. As mentioned above, a feminist
“action research” framework (Reid 2004B) structured this
research and teaching project, and collaboration between
students and faculty was a main goal of the project. Feminist
researchers challenge a norm of hierarchical relationships in
academic research, believing that everyone has a valuable
perspective to bring to the table (Harding 1987). Feminist
action research is well suited for research on human rights
because its ultimate goal is to respond to social injustices
through advocating collective action and social change
(Reid 2004A). Similar to Freire’s concept of praxis (Freire
1970; Hooks 1994), the goal of such research is to act and
reflect upon the world in order to change it.
Four students and faculty worked together to choose the
appropriate research method, co-wrote the institutional and
Department of Corrections research proposals, created questions for the focus groups, and shared leadership of focus
groups and responsibility for transcribing the tapes of the
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Feminist qualitative research often gives voice to underrepresented groups (DeVault 1999; Reid 2004B), so valuing and
integrating the perspectives and ideas of both undergraduates and research participants is important. The focus groups
provided a space in which incarcerated women could be
heard, share aspects of their lives, and be active participants,
even co-researchers, in the research process.
Focus groups (N = 14) were conducted, 7 in fall of 2011
and 7 in summer of 2012. Each group consisted of four to
six women and lasted from about 90 to 120 minutes. The
women were asked about their educational backgrounds,
typical days in prison, current educational opportunities,
and plans for the future

Students’ Reflections on Human Rights

Besides teaching the prisoners in the classroom or interviewing the women in focus groups, students also had
time to chat with the women about their lives. All of these
interactions provided the researchers “projects in humanization”—which Valerie Kinloch and Timothy San Pedro have
described as projects “grounded in acts of listening that situate us as researchers, advocates, and humans who work with,
and not for, each other and other people” (Kinloch and San
Pedro 2013). While each student came to the process with
preconceived notions, through observing and listening, they
began to see the women as human beings. When asked what
he took away from the classroom about the educational
experiences of the women, Joe, a senior with double majors
in criminal justice and biology, said:
The women taught me one very important lesson. Just because someone is incarcerated does not
mean [she is] ignorant, uncultured, or unintelligent. The complexity of the thought processes
within the class papers and discussions paralleled
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that of a regular college class within Westminster.
Furthermore, the eagerness to learn and complete
assignments was also refreshing. The personal
nature of the papers was profound and at times
startling. … A desire to learn and willingness to
complete complicated tasks in many ways rivaled
and even surpassed the motivation of my college
peers.
Joe expected women who were not motivated to learn, but
instead found women who were motivated to learn and prepared for each class.
When asked what she took away from the classroom about
the educational experiences of the women, Katie, a senior
majoring in political science and minoring in sociology, said:
The biggest thing that I learned about the educational experiences of the women was the range
[and] generally how well educated the women
were. It was eye opening to see that some women
had trouble locating Pennsylvania on a map,
while others were extremely well versed in current
events.
So while Joe found the women extremely motivated and, at
times, more talented than his peers, Katie was surprised by
the range of educational ability in the class. Interacting with,
listening to, and teaching the women, as well as reading
their written work, allowed the two Westminster students
to see how the women in prison differed from, yet in some
ways were similar to, their peers at Westminster. Offering the
students opportunities to humanize the women was a necessary component in a productive project on human rights.
The formal spaces of the focus groups and classroom provided great insights for the students, but the time in the
van traveling to and from the correctional facility was also
crucial to the students’ reflections during the research process. The facility was approximately 75 minutes away from
campus, providing ample time to plan on the way and then
allowing us to really dig into our expectations, observations,
and experiences on the way home. This was the space in
which I felt that I was able to do the most mentoring, since
it was removed of the traditional faculty-student hierarchy
and thus ideal for modeling a feminist action research project. For example, Jenn, a senior majoring in criminal-justice
studies, said that as the faculty mentor, I was:
Constantly asking questions to make me dig deeper
and think beyond the surface. My research would
not nearly be as in-depth as it was. [The faculty
mentor] encouraged us to think for ourselves and
not be afraid to take things in a different direction.
The only thing that may have hindered me was
just being intimidated in the beginning, but that’s

just because I was nervous. Throughout the summer I think we began to work better together and
really fed off of one another.
One example of the mentoring that I provided Jenn was
through exploring and comparing her competing experiences that summer. Jenn was interning at a county detectives’ bureau while teaching and researching at the prison.
This was a productive scenario for a faculty member because
on one hand Jenn’s dream job is to be a state police officer
who chases “the bad guy.” On the other, she is interacting
with, teaching, and humanizing “the bad guy.” It was in the
space of the van that I pushed Jenn to think more deeply
about the connections she might make to her future work as
a state police officer. Part of her project in humanization was
creating more gray area in her conceptualization of “good
guy” and “bad guy.”
As mentioned earlier, this project was not initially framed as
a human-rights project, but through the research framework
and student and faculty reflections during the project, the
human-rights issues clearly emerged. Katie said the following
about how the project changed the way she thought about
incarcerated women:
Overall, it taught me that many incarcerated individuals are where they are as a result of many
ingrained social issues and inequalities in the U.S.
So many women that I met could have a very different life if they were given similar opportunities
that I had growing up and as a young adult. It really
reaffirmed my belief in education and the huge
benefits that it can have on an individual and that
a rehabilitation [focused] form of incarceration is
necessary in the U.S.
Through her research and teaching experience, Katie identified the structural and social conditions that shaped the life
experiences of the incarcerated women she met, but she also
was able to broaden this to the large number of incarcerated
individuals in the United States through preparing the literature review for our presentation and research paper. So while
this project was primarily about education, the students were
able to make connections to other social conditions that
shaped the lives of the women prisoners.
Jenn noted the following about how the project changed the
way she thought about incarcerated women:
This experience opened my eyes to the hardships
and struggles that these women have faced. Their
pasts have shaped their experiences. Many of them
come from abusive backgrounds, a never-ending
circle [of abuse].
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Jenn, who used our focus-group data for her senior capstone
research, realized that education was linked to other areas of
the women’s lives. In particular, she became quite interested
in the ways that childhood sexual abuse, family violence,
and violence involving intimate partners shaped the women’s educational experiences—and thus their human rights
(Human Rights Watch 2013).

organizing power that emerged from the women in the
classes and focus groups. For example, one student, Shelby,
was so empowered by the class and research project that she
recognized the need for a re-entry class, previously absent, to
help women who were about to re-enter society after serving
their prison terms. She and two other inmates started the
first ever inmate-run re-entry program at the prison.

Joe noted the following changes in his thinking:

Other incarcerated students advocated for more college-level
classes, asking for a Westminster course book so they could
request classes that interested them. Other students wrote
letters to politicians, friends, and attorneys requesting that
more attention be paid to education, particularly higher
education, for individuals in prison. Their letters paid off;
two state senators contacted the researchers requesting the
results of our research, and their attorneys and friends sent
money to continue offering classes to the women. A third
class was just offered by a colleague in the political science
department, and more are planned in the future. In addition,
book groups have been organized for the women by faculty
at Westminster. Thus researching and teaching incarcerated
women affected the women in a way that I did not predict before the project. Not only my students, but also the
women in the classes and even some women who did not
take classes, benefited from this research project on human
rights. The incarcerated women continue to advocate for
what is rightfully theirs—an education.

Personally, it enabled me to see them as people rather than a mass of faceless individuals. I
learned of their personal stories and witnessed their
emotions (pain, delight in success, humbleness,
remorse, etc…). All in all, my sociological imagination was morphed to understand that sociology
does not end at the prison gates but thrives in
the prison structure. Furthermore, I witnessed the
vast issues that exist within the structure, as well
as the closed minds of upper authorities. Reform
is needed, and the system is broken and possibly
counterproductive. Despite these negative factors,
I also witnessed amazing humanism and altruism
from both prison employees and inmates alike.
Joe recognized the structures outside and inside the prison
that shaped the women’s lives, but he also realized that
the research and teaching experience allowed him to see
the humanity of incarcerated individuals, as well as of the
employees within the prison—understanding that might not
be gained through reading journal articles and books.
The students’ reflections highlight how the interactions with
incarcerated women were significant to their learning about
human rights generally and education, more specifically.
Their experiences also reinforced why using a feminist action
research framework was ideal because it provided spaces
for mentoring, open dialogue, non-hierarchical relationships, the voices of underrepresented groups, human-rights
research, and social change.

Ramifications of Feminist
Action Research

Ultimately, feminist action research seeks social change.
While this project began as a way to learn more about the
experiences of incarcerated women, as it progressed my students and I, as well as the incarcerated women, realized its
potential to facilitate social change. I will admit that going
into this project I underestimated the incarcerated women;
however it was not their academic ability I underestimated,
but rather their potential to seek out social change. One
amazing, unintended consequence of this project was the
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Constructing Projects on Human Rights

Constructing an innovative research project on human
rights can be a lengthy process, but the value of it to students and participants is well worth the work a project like
this need not be limited to sociology or criminal-justice
studies, but also can be used by faculty and students in biology, pre-law, political science, nutrition, pre-med, chemistry,
economics, computer science, and more. The key ingredients
include a focus on considering access to human rights for
all social groups, getting ethical access to the group at hand,
winning institutional approval for the research, and then
perseverance, patience, and an appropriate research method
and agenda that promotes social change.
For example, immigration is a social issue that has implications for many disciplines. In a review of immigrant rights
on Amnesty International’s website (Singh 2013), there are
references to incarcerated immigrants being held in solitary
confinement, being denied access to health care, education,
and food, as well as access to legal rights such as family reconciliation. Immigrant groups provide a myriad of ways that
faculty from a number of disciplines might study human
rights.
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Students in economics might study the contribution that
immigrants make to Social Security since it is common
for immigrants to be portrayed in the news media as taking more than they contribute to such social programs
(Tavernise 2013), yet that is not necessarily the case. Students
in education might research the access that the children of
immigrants have to education, while donating their time to
provide education to those very children. Or perhaps prelaw/law students could interview immigrants who are in
detention to determine if they are being treated fairly.
Projects do not need to be as politicized as immigrant rights;
there are a multitude of human-rights issues to address locally. Problems in access to food or “food insecurity” is another
social issue that might be researched. Many associate this
issue with developing nations, but research suggests that
even in developed nations, including the United States, the
number of undernourished people is on the rise (McClainNhlapo 2004; Severson and Hu 2013). Students of nutrition
might work with food pantries to interview food-pantry
users on their dietary habits, to provide feedback to the
food pantries on food that is actually consumed. Students in
nutrition could provide culturally relevant recipes that users
are likely to follow and that also maximize health benefits.
Students in computer science might work with food pantries
to develop software for tracking food use over time.
When I was a graduate student interning at a domestic-violence shelter, I recall that staff members were in dire need of
a way to track their crisis calls; at the time they had hundreds
of thousands of paper files that were taking over the space in
the shelter. A student in computer science eventually created
a database system that allowed volunteers taking the crisis
calls to enter data from the calls into a computer database.
This not only allowed the shelter to easily fashion reports
to its funders about the volume of the shelter’s activity, but
more importantly, it also allowed the staff members to efficiently generate their own reports so that they could get a
sense of who was calling with what sorts of issues. They have
slowly been able to eliminate their paper system.
So the ideas for human-rights projects are limitless, but
planning a socially conscious, ethical research project is necessary to increase student learning and also to minimize difficulties associated with the research. Going into the project
with a feminist lens might reduce any backlash associated
with studying human rights, such as resentment of those in
the research, as it ideally creates a common ground, but it
also promotes giving something back for the participation
of those in your study. Recognizing student researchers and
research participants as co-researchers or co-collaborators in
the process is a way to insure that all perspectives are valued
in the process. Uncovering underrepresented voices in the
research process is especially productive.

For example, in a study of the users of food pantries, clients
could be interviewed about their perceptions of how much
and what food is best for their circumstances. In addition,
framing the study as one that pursues social change allows
those whose human rights have been compromised to feel
that their participation is making a difference, not just assisting faculty members in getting tenure or students to expand
their learning. All stakeholders must feel that their voices
are heard and that they are not only giving information, but
also receiving benefits from the research process.

Conclusion

Creating research projects that engage students in multiple
high-impact educational practices increases the likelihood
of student learning. Researching and teaching human rights
is a developing field that is meant to help students humanize those whose rights have been denied, while also more
broadly highlighting structural and social inequalities facing
groups of people. A feminist action-research framework provides a structure for completing an ethical project on human
rights that not only highlights injustices, but also seeks to
create social change. Faculty members considering such projects do not have to go far to research human rights; they can
look to their own communities to study human rights and to
open the way to create social change in their communities.
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Winnable Struggles: The Value of Activist Approaches for Framing
Rights Issues
In Non-Representational Theory, geographer Nigel Thrift
asserts that humans in modern societies need “a way of
expanding the capacity for action in a world in which action
is severely circumscribed” by global-scale phenomena such
as warfare, climate change, and the spread of capitalism
(Thrift 2007). Thrift’s central premise is that social action
is primarily hindered by potential actors’ own “imaginative
resistance” to the idea that everyday acts can still have social
consequence. He believes that breaking down this resistance
should be the objective of all concerned parties in society,
from activists to academics. In this article I argue that undergraduate researchers’ participation in human-rights struggles
is an undervalued source of empirical data and imaginative
education toward this end.

In the social sciences, the doctrine of “objectivity” presumes
that impersonal research is the only way to arrive at the
truth. However, academic discourse does not encapsulate
all truths surrounding abuses of human rights—nor does
it energize undergraduates, who are apt to be apathetic
when faced with problems distant from their own experiences. Only when students understand how a human-rights
struggle is experienced by those who live it can they convey
the “truth” of what is happening and, daresay, what should.

Personal experience with the problems and successes of real
activist movements enlightens students about how differently the world would feel if an identified obstacle to human
rights were overcome. By pursuing a critical-activist stance,
undergraduate researchers can develop a reflexive understanding of what it takes to either aid or obstruct human
rights in a given research context. In imagining what it
would feel like to “win the struggle,” researchers can better
analyze how the current situation obstructs rights, understand the stakes for everyone involved, and see potential
avenues for responsive action.

This assessment of experiential learning stems from my own
undergraduate experience. By my second year at Southern
Methodist University, I had taken enough introductory cultural anthropology courses that I knew that I cared deeply
about at least one major human-rights issue: immigration.
When faculty and peers inquired into my decision to minor
in human-rights studies, I explained proudly that immigrant rights were “my main issue”—that I believed in the
right to health and to security of person regardless of one’s
migration status, and that the deaths of migrants on the
U.S. border were preventable. I argued that the treatment
of those excluded from the social and legal community sets
the baseline for a country’s compliance with human-rights
norms. Yet at the time, I had very little classroom exposure
to the international laws and political institutions that support the global system of human rights.

Much faculty time in undergraduate classes is spent stressing the principle of researcher objectivity. At the same time,
however, professors must explain why particular research is
of social consequence. In defining what problems and solutions need to be addressed, the academy is engaged in its
own version of what human-rights activists do every day. I
define “human-rights activism” as any action, individual or
collective, performed with the goal of ending an identified
abuse of human rights. Because they deal with problems,
both academic theory and human-rights discourse can be
read as stages upon which competing criteria for defining
problems and solutions battle for influence. I argue for the
critically engaged study of human-rights struggles as contexts for action—that is, as social fields in which problems
and solutions take shape out of embodied experience. And
activists’ experience can be treated as empirical data describing the gap in recognition of human rights.

My classroom education had informed me that efforts by
the Department of Homeland Security to keep undocumented immigrants from crossing the U.S. border lack
protections for migrants’ human rights. In a report on the
U.S.-Mexico border (UN Human Rights Council 2009), Jorge
Bustamante, then UN Special Rapporteur on the Human
Rights of Migrants, wrote that U.S. border-control policies
had directly sparked a rise in the deaths of migrants from
dehydration and heat exhaustion. He referred specifically to
the policy of erecting fences and surveillance on the safest
migration routes, thereby pushing migrants to take more
dangerous paths into the country. So, curious about these
enforcement mechanisms, during my sophomore year I
took a two-week trip with the SMU Embrey Human Rights
Program to the Arizona-Mexico border. In addition to a
tour by Border Patrol agents of the Nogales, Arizona, border
fence, the trip involved visits to law-enforcement agencies
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and migrant-advocacy groups, bookended by evening lectures given by the founder of the humanitarian organization Humane Borders. (Lectures focused on the problem of
migrant deaths due to dehydration—a phenomenon that
has claimed over 2,500 lives in the southern Arizona desert since 2000.) Prior to the travel portion, weekend class
meetings at SMU’s Dallas campus had exposed students to
the history and politics of the border. The eight students
participating were all studying human rights in the context
of various social sciences. The goal of the trip was to interview border-enforcement officials and migrant advocates in
Tucson about pressing regional issues and to understand the
social climate surrounding the claims of human rights violations we had heard. The concerns expressed by our contacts
varied immensely, from “border security” to a wide range of
human rights, including rights of mobility and health care.
Thus the visit served as an introduction to the many “stakeholders” who either employ, neglect, or negate the application of human-rights protections on the border.
The course, though eye-opening, did not allow us to interview anyone who had personally migrated. Although we
spoke with a couple of activists who had visited the desert,
we lacked access to the actual experience of migration.
The travel course did, however, give me the introductory
education common to most undergraduate human-rights
programs—a body of knowledge focusing on the historical developments and political arrangements that give rise
to human-rights violations. Classes and lectures recounted
timelines of relevant legislation and the emergence of
human-rights concerns, placing the current situation on the
border in historical perspective. Students were encouraged
to consult written legislation and to learn the political functions of the Department of Homeland Security, in order to
understand the system of immigration enforcement. By and
large, lecturers highlighted domestic politics as the battleground for airing human-rights concerns, and they regarded
historical knowledge of relations between the U.S. government and Mexican immigrants as the foundation for any
intellectual debate.
As a result, following the trip we still lacked the voices of
those who had walked through the desert, and we had
not sought out this experience ourselves. This put us in an
uncomfortable position as scholars even as it preserved our
supposed objectivity. It meant that we did not, and could
not, imagine ourselves alongside those crossing the border.
In our commitment to absorb all the perspectives we heard
on the border, we omitted the experiential and purposefully
avoided identification with any “activist” stance, even that
represented by the simple act of walking. We made this
choice even as we intended to take the interview data home
and analyze “the situation” on the border from our own dis-
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ciplinary perspectives—as budding political scientists, economists, and anthropologists. This meant that although each of
us would label what we had seen as having the potential for
human-rights violations based on our human-rights training,
while we were on the border we did not critically discuss
which human rights were at risk and at whose hand.
My point is not to discount experiential learning, but rather
to insist that it truly enter the realm of the experiential by
physically immersing students in rights struggles and asking
them to reflect critically on the experience. In that kind of
undergraduate human-rights research, students can bear witness to current abuses of human rights or to environments in
which human-rights violations are possible. To be effective,
such research includes three steps: learning the history of
the situation (what happened to a particular group of people
in that place in the past); grasping the legal and political
systems that bear upon the status quo; and finally, analyzing
social avenues for change. Although objectivist social science
tends to gingerly sidestep the last step, no human-rights violation has ever ended without a social movement. As humanrights students, our role is to work out how the international
framework of human rights applies, and how violated rights
might be protected using available legal and social resources,
as difficult as a human-rights intervention might be.
In order to understand the importance of social movements
to human rights, one must look to the principles from
which the concept of human rights arises. A human-rights
education carries implicit moral ambition. At its weakest,
this ambition is to sustain the latticework of international
human rights by adapting its legal mechanisms to emerging
challenges to those rights. At its strongest, an education in
human rights provides a road map for students to consciously subvert the global power relations that set apart humane
and inhumane treatment, equal and unequal rights, and
healthy and unhealthy conditions—for example, by inserting the issues of worker’s rights, corporate globalization, and
global-south poverty into political debates over immigration.
A human-rights education is centered on the goal of achieving the equality envisioned in the first sentence of Article 1
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “All human
beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” The
rights framework establishes a comparative standard for
national governments’ treatment of individuals based on
human dignity as a universal value. To see the true causes
of human-rights violations, undergraduates must take an
activist, critical stance that situates their own relatively
advantaged position in the world against the disadvantages
caused by the inequality in global wealth and the differing
values placed on human lives. Therefore, in human-rights
scholarship, from the outset activism and research are always
in tension.

Council on Undergraduate Research

uarterly
COUNCIL ON UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

The true question for human-rights research is how to balance the professional ethical responsibilities associated with
the production of knowledge and with activism. Many
anthropologists warn against the tendency for academic
credibility to translate to power in a location or movement in
which the researcher is a guest, a genuine concern about “the
politics of knowledge production” borne out of the “decolonization” of the academy (Speed 2006:67). Until the postmodern turn in the 1980s—and continuing today in some
quarters—anthropology and sociology bypassed this concern
by claiming to learn about human nature through the valuefree observation of social groups (Zalewski 2000). However,
a human-rights framework understands the researcher as
existing within the same web of global power relations as
the researched. In seeking causes and solutions to rights
violations from the global to the local level, human-rights
research implies involvement in activist projects.

compendium of anecdotes, I wrote about the fact that the
Pima County Medical Examiner’s office lacks the technological and human resources to identify and repatriate all of the
people who have died in the desert since deaths began to rise
in 1995. I condemned local resistance to activists’ deployment of water stations for use by people crossing the border.
I mentioned the U.S. Border Patrol’s carefully circumscribed
policies on saving migrants in the desert (agents do not conduct active searches). Finally, I noted the public opposition
to the University of Arizona Medical Center’s policy of compulsory care for migrants with health emergencies, and the
fact that staff members of Mexican NGOs knew of migrants
who were deported before being medically stabilized. At the
time, I did not realize the obvious truth indicated by all of
these anecdotes—that on the border individuals, when differentially valued, face widely divergent health outcomes,
life expectancies, and even treatment after death.

Contrary to traditional defenses of the need for objectivity
in fieldwork, I believe there are (at least) three important
rationales for engaged, activist social science. First, some
human-rights norms, such as the right to live free of violence, are essentially indisputable. Researchers should feel
comfortable in the field aligning themselves with such basic
principles. Second, activist non-governmental organizations
frequently possess crucial information and insight about
government operations and other stakeholders in humanrights issues. This is a reality that requires social scientists
to work on common ground with NGO activists, in order
to identify and produce knowledge useful to all stakeholders. Third, because social scientists are trained specifically to
study cultures and organizations, they are ideally equipped
to take activists’ shared beliefs and norms as objects of critical study. Anthropologists have long analyzed “culture” as a
group’s shared moral outlook or, more recently, as a shared
vision for the future (Appadurai 2013). Activist cultures fit
squarely within this framework.

Half by accident, in my senior thesis project I stumbled
upon this angle of “the experience of inequality” as a lens
through which human-rights research could acknowledge,
and remain in tension with, activist projects. I did not initially envision the study, based on anthropological theories
of embodiment—the ways that humans subjectively experience the dimensions of time, space, movement, and affect—
as intersecting with human-rights theory. My attention
turned to the experience of inequality after hearing activists
state that walking on desert trails and meeting a migrant in
person were “transformative” experiences that inspired commitment to migrants’ rights.

For researchers in the field of human rights to avoid close
working relationships with activists would shut out the experiences of those who are most physically, mentally, and philosophically engaged in the struggle for human rights. Only
the activists, affected persons included, can speak clearly and
forcefully to the actual experience of the “human rights gap”
between the lives of the privileged and the oppressed. At the
time of my trip to the border, I was not knowledgeable about
the ways in which the framework of human rights intersected with what was happening there. My report from the travel
course became nothing more substantial than a pragmatic
assessment of the social and legal systems affecting migrants’
health and health care in the border region. I framed this by
asking “what if” the framework of “health as a human right”
were more widely accepted? So in what was essentially a

Indeed, the word “transformation” emerged repeatedly in
interviews with the relatively advantaged, mostly white volunteers I had met during my previous research in Tucson.
Aiming to understand how activists’ experiences shaped
their political commitments and day-to-day acts, I returned
to southern Arizona in the summer of 2012 to study an organization of humanitarian aid workers who provide water,
food, and medical care to unauthorized migrants crossing
the border desert. I lived at the desert camp, worked as a volunteer for a typical two-week session, and conducted surveys
and interviews that inquired about volunteers’ subjective
experiences.
As stipulated by Southern Methodist University, I was
not permitted to travel to Mexico to speak with deported
migrants. The people who came to use the camp’s services
served as my only contacts with the migrant population,
and those interactions are almost impressionistic. The
population of people with whom I could truly achieve
“participant observation” was the organization’s volunteers,
the comparatively privileged individuals who intervene in
the health crisis on the border. Volunteers, which briefly
included myself, experience secondary trauma and guilt over
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the impossibility of preventing every death. My interviews
with them were dominated by testimonies to the physical
exhaustion created by the desert (“I can’t imagine making
this journey without a GPS”) and to an overwhelming sense
of responsibility (“We are in the middle of a never-ending
crisis, and we can never do enough. All we can do is put
water out on trails, and we never know if we’re making a difference.”). After hearing and experiencing aid workers’ mental struggles with he arbitrary inequality of desert survival. I
could more meaningfully talk about the U.S. government’s
disregard for migrants’ lives as neglect of the human rights
that I myself possessed.
There is no better way than the experience of affected persons for determining which human rights require immediate
defense and for understanding how the situation arose in
the first place. What combination of structural forces draws
someone either into, or back to, the United States across a
murderous stretch of desert? What is the feeling of running
out of water miles from a town, or watching a trail disappear
before your eyes, or ripping part of your shirt and your skin
open by stumbling on a cactus as the sun beats down on
you? Do you worry about your diabetes? Do you ignore the
pain in your feet?
Simply visiting the border and meeting with Border Patrol
officers, local law enforcement, and urban activists can only
reveal so much—the functioning of the system that structures migrants’ choices and opportunities. Those types of
interviews during my travel course gave participants a sense
of the social status and resources with which migrants must
cope, but they left out migrants’ moment-to-moment runins with real danger, and the many decisions they make in
defiance of structural constraints.
Since the 1980s, ethnographers have come to grips with
the fact that they can never be wholly objective. This is
largely inherent in anthropology itself; the end result of
anthropological research is not a narrowing of knowledge
to discover some previously unknown “answer,” but rather
an expansion of the concept of the human experience. The
research subject’s mode of experiencing the world is seen as
an equally legitimate alternative to that of the researcher or
reader of a research article. Moreover, the ethnographer’s
methodological toolkit—living with, and like, the people
under study, and checking one’s observations using face-toface interviews—naturally inspires sympathetic understanding. In the case of humanitarian aid, it was crucial for me to
understand the testimony of aid workers that what is happening on the border is a “never-ending crisis” that affects
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aid workers’ psychologies as deeply as those of the people it
victimizes.
In order to get as close as I could to the experiences of
migrants, and to do so honestly from my position of privilege, I had to understand how any person experiences the
environment of human-rights violations. I had to witness
how aid workers’ advocacy ran up against the goals of the
Border Patrol, and how aid workers felt pressured to distance
themselves from official institutions—such as 911 operators—due to fears that their undocumented patients could
be detected and deported. In the end, my experience on the
border was a study of how vouching for another’s humanity
in a situation of immense danger and responsibility shapes
one’s “being-in-the-world”—that sense of self-direction that
stems from a person’s embedded position in the social-relational world (Heidegger 1962).
Attending to the experience of inequality is one research
tactic that always carries relevance, especially for undergraduates who may not feel personally linked to global humanrights issues. Mark Goodale, an anthropologist of human
rights, theorizes the “phenomenology of human rights” as
the phenomenology of global inequality (2009:4). The preface of Goodale’s Surrendering to Utopia opens with a description of a flight he took to Finland to speak at a university
about the book. Goodale shared this particular flight with a
group of survivors of the Congolese civil war. He describes
feeling overcome by the gap between his own life as an academic and their very different journey:
...the encounter with those survivors—those human
beings whose normative value is precisely equal to
that of the pilots who flew them to safety, to mine,
to the rebel soldiers roaming at the very moment
through the forests of eastern Congo, to the president of the Finnish university where I would soon
appear ... to everyone who has and will ever live in
the world—washed over me like a great existential
wave. This is the phenomenology of human rights,
that experiential dimension that lies well outside
the boundaries of both the conceptual and the
practical, all those intellectual puzzles that neverendingly fascinate scholars of human rights and
all those bureaucratic and institutional challenges
that occupy the energies of the legions of officials
whose job it is to actualize the different facets of
the international human rights system. (2009:4)
Critically analyzing the difference in experience between
one whose rights have been violated and one who enjoys
relative protection is exactly the project of human-rights
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research. Moreover, it is the best point of entry for undergraduates working out their place in the world relative to
human-rights issues.
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Speed, Shannon. 2006. “At the Crossroads of Human Rights and Anthropology:
Toward a Critically Engaged Activist Research.” American Anthropologist 108
(1): 66-76.
Thrift, Nigel. 2007. Non-Representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect. London:
Routledge.
UN Human Rights Council. 2009. Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Human
Rights of Migrants, Jorge Bustamante, 14 May 2009, A/HRC/11/7. Accessed 30
May 2013. http://www.refworld.org/docid/49f06ca42.html.
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When undergraduates, as I did, approach their professors
with an interest in a certain human-rights issue, they do so
because they have been personally, ethically drawn to some
cluster of perceived injustices. Professors would do well to
influence students to examine the reasoning behind their
particular interests. This is the first step in encouraging students to critically analyze their personal relationship to the
issue at hand, a move toward examining their own positions
in the global web of inequality.
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From the International Desk

Undergraduate Research and Human Rights: An Australian Case Study
on Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling
This article describes a pilot teaching collaboration at
the University of Queensland involving inquiry-based,
interdisciplinary learning in the undergraduate curriculum,
specifically in the study of human trafficking and smuggling
of migrants. It describes collaboration between the
university’s School of Political Science and International
Studies and its School of Law to facilitate a student working
group to plan, present, and disseminate students’ research
on this topic. An interdisciplinary learning environment
was encouraged by having two academics, one from each of
the schools, facilitate the working group.
We argue that the inquiry-based learning (IBL) format,
as exemplified by the working group, has advantages to
offer human-rights educators. These advantages include
teaching techniques and assessment approaches that help
to highlight the importance of information sources, and
the role of disciplinary knowledge and student’s own belief
systems within human-rights research. The discussion of
“research” in this article is largely related to “the student
experience of appreciating, using and doing research” (Jenkins
2002, 3, original emphasis).

The Student as Scholar Model

Alan Jenkins (2002, 3-4) has provided a brief synopsis
of different scholarly perspectives on the nexus between
teaching and research in the “student as scholar” model.
Two approaches are worth noting here. First, Angela Brew
(cited by Jenkins 2002, 3) has explored the relationship
between teaching and research, posing it as “dynamic
and context driven.” She notes that contexts may vary
in which research might be seen as an objective product
or rather as a process of enquiry; similarly, contexts may
vary in which teaching may be seen as a transmission of
knowledge or rather as an exploration process. As Brew puts
it: “If researchers recognize the ways in which their activities
parallel those of students and take steps to involve students
in research-like activities, research can inform practice in
facilitating learning” (ibid).
Second, Marcia Baxter-Magolda, a well-known expert on
the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), emphasizes
the benefits of inquiry-based learning in assisting students
to develop more sophisticated “ways of knowing” and
to understand different “conceptions of knowledge.” As
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Jenkins notes: “[H]er research suggested that more complex
assumptions of knowledge stemmed from participating in a
mentored, independent research experience” (2002, p. 4). IBL
can thus assist students in their educational development,
moving from absolute knowing, viewing knowledge as certain
and seeing their role as obtaining it from authorities to
contextual knowing, the stage when “students believe that
knowledge is constructed in a context based on a judgement
of evidence” and see their role as being “to exchange and
compare perspectives, think through problems and integrate
and apply knowledge” (Baxter Magolda 1992, 75). Such
ideas are consistent with the learning paradigm championed
at Miami University, where students are envisioned as
learners and discoverers—the “student as scholar” model
(Hodge et.al. 2011). These approaches focus on the process
of “what students do as learners and how teachers teach and
design courses” (Jenkins 2002, 3, original emphasis).

Implications for Human-Rights
Education

While the term human rights may appear self-explanatory,
in reality the research and teaching on “human rights”
take various forms that reflect variables such as disciplinary
approach, methodological preference, and normative
and moral concerns. The interpretation of the role of
human rights in wider society—and thus the pedagogical
approaches to teaching—has emerged in contrasting ways.
Different disciplinary agendas and foci, as well as competing
perspectives within disciplines, mean that curricula on
human rights are diverse. This highlights the sentiment of
Jenkins (in Kreber 2008, 164) that “disciplines are not the
tightly bounded constructs as which they are sometimes
portrayed,” either by the curriculum or by faculty. For
example, within our university’s School of Political Science
and International Relations, human rights are seen as an
important source of theoretical perspectives, as well as
forming part of understanding how modern states developed
a political relationship with citizens. In our School of Law,
professional accreditation guidelines may mandate aspects
of the curriculum on international and domestic legal
systems relating to human rights, while legal scholars focus
on various aspects of human-rights law.
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Rhonda K. Smith’s work on embedding research in the law
curriculum dealing with human rights suggests that theories
of human-rights education resonate with theories on linking
teaching and research: “They both focus on individual
learning; they develop skills; they pursue lifelong learning
objectives” (2013, 338). Education concerning human rights
in higher education can have a more immediate impact than
in primary education. College graduates (it is hoped) can
effect rapid change via teaching, civil-service appointments,
and judicial appointments or within non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) (Smith 2013). While these goals may
be aspirational, Smith notes that human-rights education
“brings challenges uncharacteristic of traditional education”
in that it is “education about, through and for human
rights [which] demands a holistic approach to education,
viewing it as more than the cultivation of knowledge and
understanding. For human-rights education to be successful,
results have to be achieved and change effected in three
distinct aspects: knowledge, skills, and attitude” (Smith
2013, 340, emphasis added).
In this context, “knowledge” about human rights includes
a broad awareness of various human rights, their context,
and state obligations toward them. “Skills” refer to attributes
such as critical reasoning and analysis, oral argumentation,
numeracy, and advocacy. Smith suggests that a “fuller
contextual understanding” is needed for human-rights work
and thus a greater range of research skills are drawn upon than
for traditional legal work” (341). Finally, “attitude” refers to
the “changing hearts and minds” aspect of education, which
human-rights educators would view as transformative:
“creating student knowledge and understanding, developing
skills to pursue human rights, and fostering a contextual
awareness which sows the seeds of attitudinal change” (341).

The Working Group

The University of Queensland’s Human Trafficking
and Migrant Smuggling Working Group was originally
established in the School of Law in March 2008 to analyze
the phenomenon of trafficking in humans in Australia. The
group usually accepts around 12 to 16 students per semester
(or 24 to 32 per year). In 2011, the group expanded to
include the topic of smuggling of migrants. In Australia, law
is usually completed as a four-year undergraduate degree,
but can be taken as a three-year postgraduate degree. Law
students apply to participate in the working group on a
competitive basis, as an undergraduate subject taken as an
elective in the law degree. This is usually in their third or
fourth year of study. It is weighted the same as other electives
in the undergraduate curriculum. In 2012, six students from
the School of Political Science and International Studies

participated in the working group along with 16 law
students, during a one-year pilot of the course offering both
disciplinary perspectives. Students from political science and
international studies were allowed to continue to enrol in
the working group after the conclusion of the pilot study, on
a case-by-case basis.
The working group provides a research-led, seminarstyle learning environment, in which students chose a
research topic from a range of areas related to trafficking
in persons or smuggling of migrants. They are supervised
by one of the course facilitators although they also are
encouraged to consult the other facilitator for additional
assistance in formulating the essays they will produce in
the course. Students draw their topics from a range of
issues, such as Australian government policy, legislation,
victim compensation, victim reintegration and repatriation
services, compliance of Australian legislation with relevant
international legal instruments, child trafficking in
international law, and NGOs working to combat child sex
tourism and trafficking in persons.
Students are encouraged to utilize research methods
appropriate for their particular research topic, which typically
include review of primary sources (such as international
law, best-practice guidelines, relevant case law, judicial
commentary, NGO documents, and media reports), as
well as review of secondary scholarly literature. Students
learn that they must become competent in using relevant
databases and become familiar with the United Nations
documentation and reference system.
A set of suggested research topics is circulated to students,
who can widen or narrow the topic they chose as the research
process unfolds, in consultation with their supervisor. Forty
per cent of a student’s grade is based on an oral presentation
of the research, and 60 per cent is based on the final research
paper, of up to 9,000 words. Students are encouraged to
pursue publication of their work on the working group’s
website
(http://www.law.uq.edu.au/humantrafficking;
http://www.law.uq.edu.au/migrantsmuggling) and to submit
their work (either as single authors or coauthors) to relevant
journals.
Peer-interaction and interdisciplinary dialogue are two
important features of the learning format. Students can build
on the research of previous students by contributing their
research as content on the group’s website. The learning
process is thus connected to communication of research via
website content, research papers, and external presentations
(Schloenhardt and Torchia 2011). This encourages students
from the outset to consider themselves as “producers” of
knowledge in their learning process.
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Format of the Working Group

Each three-hour seminar typically begins with a briefing by
the facilitators, followed by a student presentation on his or
her research. Each student thus presents his or her research
once during the course. The student presentation is followed
by a question-and-answer session and student “discussant”
feedback, which involves one designated student acting as
a discussant for the student research presentation. Feedback
from the facilitators and open discussion concludes the
seminar. Emphasis is placed on enabling students to become
producers of research and knowledge, and not passive receivers
of knowledge. An evolving format has sought to adjust to
undergraduate students’ needs and provide appropriate
scaffolding, while promoting the developmental journey of
the student (Baxter Magolda 1999).
As the primary assessment involves a research essay (60
percent of the student’s grade), learning can be conceptually
related to “authoring,” where face-to-face class time is
structured around students participating in building
knowledge. While staff-led facilitation and feedback are
incorporated as part of class time, as noted above, students
also participate in feedback, either orally during class or via
presentation feedback forms, circulated during class, that
can be completed anonymously and voluntarily by students
and given directly to the speaker at the end of his or her
presentation. Students’ responses to their fellow students’
presentations are not assessed as part of the course. Their
input is solicited before facilitators’ commentary, to enable
students to take the lead in discussions and feedback.
Feedback to presenters by their fellow students is frequent.
In qualitative exit surveys, students’ responses suggest that
the structure of the course is instrumental in creating an
environment that promotes inquiry-based learning, while
also allowing undergraduates to learn disciplinary content.
As one student said, “Allowing individuals to truly engage
in their own individual topics, then communicate that to
their peers means that not only the individual, but all of
us, learn better.” Other students have noted the advantages
of learning via doing. Said one, “I remember more of the
content, rather than just cramming, then forgetting.” While
the working group format is not the only one that allows
undergraduates to engage with research topics, the responses
to our questionnaires reflect students’ own commentary
about a feeling of “ownership” of their research and the
learning outcomes they feel they gain from presenting and
writing the research essay.
While there is insufficient rigour in this survey to make
definitive statements, the questionnaire data suggest that
students’ feelings of ownership are, at least in part, facilitated
by the learning format. The “expert knowledge” of the
faculty facilitators is incorporated into the curriculum via
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briefings and mentoring the student participants about
research and presentation strategies and the structure of
students’ essays. This mentoring happens both in class and
in one-on-one consultations. Less time and emphasis are
placed on the facilitators disseminating “expert knowledge”
per se than in normal courses. Faculty facilitators emphasize
that “research and inquiry is not just for those who pursue an
academic career” (Brew 2007, 7), stressing that investigating
problems, independent thinking, and making judgements
based on evidence are central skills students will need for
their professional lives after they leave the university.
The working-group format can also promote the nexus
between teaching and research, because the facilitators’
briefings are often related to their past and current research
projects. Via these briefings and discussions, students get a
sense of the facilitators “using and doing” their own research
(Jenkins 2002, 3), and they have opportunity to consider
how the faculty facilitators’ research fits in with their own
research topic. Existing research is thus promoted as a way
into analyzing how to best tackle their research tasks, and
problem solving is embedded into the curriculum via this
engagement. As one student commented regarding the
format, “It has been different in that I have been learning
as opposed to being taught.” Another student reported, “I
was really ‘teaching’ myself the topic, as well as the class, so
I guess it was learning ‘through doing,’ as opposed to just
producing ‘standard’ essays that the lecturer expects.”
In the qualitative exit surveys conducted, students were
asked to respond to a number of questions related to their
experience of the learning process via doing research,
aspects they found challenging, and other skills they felt
they had acquired from the working group. While all 22
respondents during the two pilot semesters in 2012 reported
an overall “positive experience” researching their project, an
unexpected theme that emerged was students’ comments
regarding their increased capacity to locate, categorize,
analyze, and reflect on the quality and range of information
sources. Typically students understand that undergraduate
study should improve their “research skills,” but some
noted that the act of researching their project forced
them to identify and locate appropriate research sources.
Students noted they had to distinguish between primary
and secondary sources, access new databases and materials
in other locations (such as the Parliamentary Library), and
apply their skills to interpret the quality and validity of
sources of information. As one student noted, “I’ve learnt
possibly as much about how to both access and read/
view sources as I have about my topic.” Another student
commented, “Instead of just looking at the legislation, I’ve
learnt to also look at explanatory memoranda, legislative
inquiries and other legislative documents.”
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The potential to contribute to the working group’s website
and to work toward publication remain motivating factors
for some students. Incentives include the opportunity
to work with academic staff, gain a publication for their
CV, and feel they have actually “produced something” in
addition to gaining credit toward their degree. Higherachieving students recognize that the workplace is highly
competitive, and thus some see publication opportunities
as a way to set themselves apart from other candidates. For
other students, the prospect of publication affected their
approach to analyzing sources. As one student said, “The
potential to publish the paper made me very conscious of
sources and the extensiveness of the paper made me look for
more sources.”

Research Topics

Topics that relate to the human rights of asylum seekers,
refugees, trafficked persons, and smuggled migrants have
been a focus of the working group over its six-year history.
Research topics have included an analysis of the humanrights value of the United Nations Trafficking in Persons
and Smuggling of Migrants Protocols (Jolly 2011), human
rights issues emerging from the return and reintegration
of Australian human-trafficking victims in their country
of origin (Schloenhardt and Loong 2011), and the debate
surrounding whether trafficking in persons constitutes a
crime against humanity, as defined in the Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court. Other student projects have
focused on Australia’s on-going treatment of asylum seekers
and whether Australia’s policy of mandatory detention of
such people breaches international legal declarations and
instruments, including the policy’s compatibility with Article
5 of the U. N. Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants, which
requires countries not to criminalize migrants because they
were smuggled into the country illegally. Other students’
research has analyzed how the 1951 U.N. Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the
Status of Refugees define the rights of refugees, and their
applicability to the treatment of asylum seekers in Australia.
Having students from two schools at the university in the
working group facilitated dialogue and debate during the
pilot study, and going forward, about divergent policy
and scholarly views on trafficking in persons and migrant
smuggling in Australia. In qualitative exit surveys on the
2012 pilot study, students were asked, “Did you gain much
from the attempt to combine perspectives from Law and
Political Science?” Out of 22 responses, 14 students reported
positive experiences from explicit attempts to combine
disciplinary perspectives, six responded “no” or did not
answer, while two were unsure. It appears that students’

degree program, and whether or not they were already
taking political science courses, play a role here, although
no clear trends were discernible. In the 14 positive responses,
students said they enjoyed hearing “alternative perspectives”
on students’ research topics during discussions, and one
student noted, “Many of these topics are politically charged
and it is important to have this perspective.”
Irregular migration (or illegal migration as it is often referred
to) is one area in which discussion of legislation, policy,
electoral cycles, and political party platforms illustrates the
utility of combing the disciplinary approaches of law and
political science. As one law student commented, “It was
good to be able to consider my topic in a wider context. I
really liked that we didn’t just focus on the law, but on the
context and rationale behind it.”

Reflections and Conclusions

In reflecting on the pilot study and beyond, two points are
notable regarding how students engage with and learn about
human rights. First, the working group’s format encouraged
student-led discussion and feedback, so students expressed
varying views of the topics under discussion and their
views were not dominated by course facilitators. Faculty
facilitating the working groups do express their opinions,
but students find that their student peers have differing
opinions, based on a variety of factors (such as research
sources, religious beliefs, or preference for one disciplinary
approach over another). For example, in one class discussion
arising from a topic on trafficking in persons, a debate
developed about women’s choice to participate in sex work,
versus the view that prostitution was inherently exploitive.
Some students cited their Christian beliefs as affecting their
views in this regard. Noted one student, “I have learnt a lot,
not just though my own research, but watching the progress
and difficulties encountered by other students in the class.’
Like the human-rights modules discussed by Smith (2013), the
working group’s format focuses on the students “appreciating,
using and doing” research, and in the process, provides
students opportunities for intellectual development. Smith’s
teaching format “did not focus on teaching directly for
attitudinal shift, though changing attitudes [were] observed
anecdotally as a consequence of empowering students to
undertake their own research and drive their own learning
about human rights issues around the world” (2013, 341).
Our experience confirms similar results. Conversations in
class over time reflected students challenging and dissecting
their own (and others) views and opinions, recognizing
conflicting moral and ethical standpoints, and how certain
laws may deny some groups their fundamental human
rights.
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Qualitative exit surveys, as well as student grades, suggest
more support may be required to help some students translate
their research into well-structured and argued essays. The
qualitative data do confirm, though, that students, in most
cases, reported increased levels of confidence in their ability
to research and analyze complex material by the end of the
course.
Second, by researching their topics, and listening and
engaging in presentations and reading the draft essays of
other group members, students become more cognizant
of the role of information sources in the development of
academic and scholarly work. Regarding human rights,
they can then learn to view and critique material relating
to specific issues; to recognize and identify how arguments
are formed and justified. Ultimately, development of these
skills can be applied to a range of scholarly and professional
circumstances, and assist students in becoming independent

and capable researchers. This goal is desirable, regardless of
the disciplinary focus, and connects to the debate within
our university, and in the wider literature on the scholarship
of teaching and learning, about the nature of the researchteaching nexus in practice (Myatt and Zimbardi 2011, 42;
Jenkins 2008).
Further research is required in order to assess which strategies
and scaffolding techniques are beneficial, particularly when
supporting written work in an interdisciplinary curriculum.
Assessment of student reflections on the course after they
have received their grades, and analysis of grades over
time, would provide further evidence of the challenges
faced by students in planning, writing, and communicating
ideas generated in class. Despite doing a good job of
presenting their research orally, a number of students
have struggled to reflect the quality of their research in
their written assignment. This suggests that some students
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require additional methods of support during the research
process. Students have access to a vast range of primary and
secondary sources, but may not have developed the skills to
collate, decipher, and analyze the material sufficiently. A lack
of such skills appears to hinder their writing process.

Baxter Magolda, Marcia. 1992. Knowing and reasoning in college: Gender-related
pattern in students’ intellectual development. New York: International Publishing
Group.

Interdisciplinarity has the potential to assist students in
developing insights into complex policy and governance
problems, helping them recognize that one specific
disciplinary “toolkit” may be insufficient (Jenkins 2008).
Opportunities for undergraduate research that incorporate
the perspectives of different disciplines are desirable in
certain contexts and are particularly suitable for dual-degree
programs. In these programs, undergraduates are already
implicitly exposed to interdisciplinarity, to some extent,
as they pursue discrete degree programs concurrently, such
as degrees in both arts and law. It is hoped the research
skills acquired and experience of conducting research will
encourage some students to consider further research options,
either via postgraduate study or in research-related careers.
One student in the 2012 pilot study submitted her research
essay to the annual university-wide undergraduate research
conference (http://www.uq.edu.au/undergraduate/urc) and
presented a poster on her research on Australian government
campaigns to promote awareness of the problem of migrant
smuggling. Faculty facilitators can thus encourage additional
research beyond the formal end of the course.

Healey, Mick. 2005. “Linking research and teaching exploring disciplinary
spaces and the role of inquiry-based learning,” in Reshaping the university:
new relationships between research, scholarship and teaching, edited by Ronald
Barnett, 30-42. Maidenhead: McGraw-Hill/Open University Press.

Inquiry-based learning techniques provide facilitators with
interactive, student-focused learning formats and assessment
methods to encourage students to engage and grapple with
research problems that transcend disciplinary boundaries. The
irregular (illegal) movement of people across international
borders, and the state’s on-going interest in regulating and
legislating against organized criminal involvement is one
area in which a dialogue between the law and political science
disciplines has particular utility. Likewise, with humanrights research and education, students’ ability to develop
knowledge about cross-jurisdictional and multi-national
human-rights issues can be enhanced via interdisciplinary
course design. Furthermore, students’ experience of research
done by faculty members can be enhanced by embedding
staff “knowledge” within the curriculum’s format. It also
allows students to learn more by doing than by being taught,
thus exposing them to the praxis of actual research.

Brew, Angela. 2010. “Imperatives and Challenges in Integrating Teaching and
Research.” Higher Education Research and Development 29:139-150.

Healey, Mick and Alan Jenkins. 2009. Developing undergraduate research and
inquiry. York: HE Academy. Accessed at http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/
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student_learning.rtf.
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Course-based Research on Students’ Own Institution Introduces
Historical Inquiry
This article examines the merits of course-based research on
undergraduates’ own colleges and universities as a means
of familiarizing them with research methods in history.
In a course on higher education in the United States, the
primary assignment was a report on an aspect of the university’s institutional history, chosen by the student. The final
report, which was based on a combination of primary and
secondary sources, marked the culmination of a series of
assignments designed to familiarize the students with various methods of historical inquiry. Evaluative data revealed a
high level of student satisfaction with the gains they made
in understanding research methods, as well as mastery of
factual course content.
Since its inception, the evolution of the undergraduate
research movement has been characterized by a shift toward
greater inclusion. Initially formed by a group of chemists,
CUR now includes divisions that span the full range of
academic disciplines (Council on Undergraduate Research
2009). Across a variety of institutions, a growing chorus of
undergraduate research proponents now voice support for
a model of undergraduate education in which authentic
research experience is a universal component (LaPlant and
Stocks 2011). Course-based projects have been recognized
as a critical means by which to expand participation in
undergraduate research), and a growing number of curricular
research models have begun to emerge in the professional
literature (Karukstis and Elgren 2007). It has been argued
that any serious effort to establish a comprehensive inquirybased curriculum must include continued expansion of
research opportunities in the humanities and social sciences
(Malachowski 2003).
Despite growing support for course-based undergraduate
research across the disciplines, however, a number of challenges to its implementation remain, some of which are
specific to the teaching of history. A review of the current
literature on both course-based research and the teaching of
history reveals a number of reasons why directly engaging
undergraduate students in investigating their own institution’s history is a promising approach to the cultivation of
their skills in historical research.
As interest in course-based undergraduate research has
grown, shared understandings of the practice have begun to
crystalize. Under currently accepted models, the nature of
the relationship of research to teaching within a particular
course can fall into any of five general categories: research-led,
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research-oriented, research-based, research-informed (Griffiths
2004), and research-tutored (Healey 2005). The researchoriented, research-based, and research-tutored approaches are
most directly pertinent to the challenges addressed in this
article, in that, respectively, they emphasize the teaching of
research methods as course content, the use of research as a
form of pedagogy, and the use of writing and discussion to
enhance student learning. The research-led approach, which
emphasizes reporting of research results as course content,
and the research-informed approach, which draws upon
pedagogical research to inform the instructor’s approach to
teaching, are less relevant to this discussion in that they are
not uniquely applicable to undergraduate research as such.
In reality, elements of two or more of the five approaches can
be combined within a single course, as when production of
original scholarship is used as a means of developing understanding of research methods as part of the course’s content
(Rogers 2010).

Context

Within undergraduate research circles, there is a growing
consensus in favor of exposing students to research early
in the undergraduate experience and progressively building
their investigative skills over time (Willison 2009). A number of authors have also emphasized the need for information and writing support (Kinkead 2007; Smith 2007) and
have illustrated how course-based research can be incorporated into writing-across-the-curriculum programs (Cherney
2007). One challenge that is common to nearly all coursebased research is accommodation of authentic research
experiences within the time constraints associated with the
typical academic term (Manske and Chaplin 2000).
Efforts to broaden participation in undergraduate research
across the disciplines often face further obstacles stemming
from differences that exist among the cultures, pedagogies,
and research methods of various fields of study. Within the
general consciousness of the professoriate, the very concept
of an academic discipline is largely rooted in such variations,
as reflected in a number of influential disciplinary typologies
(Biglan 1973; Dressel and Marcus 1982; Thompson, Hawkes,
and Avery 1969). An immediate consequence of these
variations is that undergraduate research does not lend itself
equally well to implementation within all fields of study,
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nor do models of best practice transfer equally well across all
disciplinary boundaries.
To varying degrees, efforts to integrate research experiences
into undergraduate majors in the humanities and social
sciences have been stymied by perceived limitations in
students’ investigative skills and backgrounds, relative to
the complexity of potential research topics (Gesink 2010;
McDorman 2004). Another factor has been the more limited
traditions of collaboration that have been found to exist
in these fields, when compared with the natural sciences
(Schantz 2008).
Fortunately, as more humanists and social scientists have
taken up the cause of advancing undergraduate research
within their disciplines, a growing number of promising
models for practice have emerged in the pedagogical literature. Several authors have illustrated how ethnographic
research can be incorporated into courses that also cultivate
skills in writing (Gabbert 2010; Rogers 2010). In disciplines
that lack traditions of collaboration, peer review has been
used successfully to introduce an interactive element into
independent research and writing projects (McDorman
2004), sometimes resulting in jointly edited collections of
individually authored works (Wittner 2007). Both international (Dellinger 2009) and community-based research projects have been successfully integrated into courses spanning
a range of disciplines (Strand 2000). The availability of webbased survey software has also increased the ease with which
questionnaire data can be collected and analyzed within the
timeframe of a typical undergraduate course (Steele 2008).
Despite these successes in the overall promotion of coursebased undergraduate research, within the field of history
there remains a disconnect between most instructors’ views
of the discipline as a way of analyzing and interpreting
evidence and the average student’s view of it as a body of
factual information to be mastered (Calder, Cutler, and
Kelly 2002; Glew 2007; Sipress and Voelker 2009). Although
students who persist beyond introductory courses may ultimately experience the study of history as the reflective and
“dialogical” process envisioned by their professors, there are
many more students who complete their general-education
requirements indelibly associating the subject with little
more than lecture and memorization—leading them not to
pursue it further (Roth 2005).
The entrenchment of the traditional lecture-based survey
course in history has been attributed in part to the dearth of
literature pertaining to innovative practices in the teaching
of history, which in turn reflects a disciplinary culture in
which pedagogical research has been undervalued relative to
other forms of scholarship (Calder et al 2002). Recognizing
the inhibiting effect that such a hierarchical ordering of

scholarship has had on the advancement of teaching in
the discipline, the American Historical Association’s Ad
Hoc Committee on Redefining Scholarly Work (1995) has
put forward a definition of research that affirms the value
of Boyer’s (1990) scholarship of teaching and learning.
However, for a solid base of pedagogical research to emerge
within the discipline, it will also be necessary for historians
to become comfortable with the notion that what happens
in their classrooms is a legitimate subject of collegial discussion (Calder et al 2002).
Beyond the cultural barriers to incorporation of research
into the undergraduate history curriculum, there are practical limitations as well. The prevailing justification for the
emphasis on transmittal of factual information in introductory history courses is that it provides students with the
background knowledge necessary to the analysis of historical events in context. Acknowledging the complexity of this
challenge, Roth (2005) has advocated a balanced approach
to the introductory course, which accommodates both the
questions that might animate students’ own interest in history and the information that faculty recognize as necessary
to students’ understanding of the field.
Sipress and Voelker (2009) cited the need for students to
develop an understanding of historical context and how the
present is shaped by the past, but emphasized as well the
importance of their ability to challenge the veracity of historical claims. Pace (Schlegel and Pace 2004) illustrated how
group activities could be used to help students develop skills
in comparing artifacts from different eras and drawing inferences about the cultures of the times based on these comparisons. Sipress and Voelker (2009) described how argument
has been effectively incorporated into some history courses
as a means of training students to think as historians. Glew
(2007) recounted how one institution restructured its history
curriculum to introduce students to use of primary sources
early in their undergraduate experience and to subsequently
build their skills of argumentation through a series of successive subtasks.
Other innovative approaches to the teaching of history have
engaged undergraduates directly in the production of original scholarship, across multiple contexts and using a variety
of research methods. Geological artifacts (Gesink 2010), classical texts (Glew 2007), interviews, and archival documents
(Dellinger 2009; Gesink 2010; Wittner 2007) have all been
used to inform undergraduate researchers’ analysis of past
events. Organization of individual research projects around
a common theme, and assignment of uniform readings pertaining to the theme, can further enrich a research-intensive
undergraduate history course by promoting dialogue among
participating students and by reinforcing appropriate use of
secondary sources (Wittner 2007).
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Beyond the immediate enhancement of the undergraduate curriculum, an added benefit of course-based historical
research is that it can serve as a vehicle for introducing students to resources available in the rare-books collections of
their campus libraries (Singer 2007). With a focus on local
and regional history, undergraduate research projects have
also enabled institutions to build strong ties to their surrounding communities and to capitalize more fully on their
unique locations (Gesink 2010; Wittner 2007). It should be
noted, as well, that historical research need not be confined
to the history curriculum per se, as topics in other disciplines
can also lend themselves well to historical analysis (Dellinger
2009; Singer 2007).

Why Research Colleges and Universities
Themselves?

As a setting for course-based undergraduate research, the student’s own college or university offers a number of distinct
advantages. Involving undergraduates in research at their
own institution has previously been recognized as an effective means of advancing broad organizational goals and fostering collaboration across administrative units, particularly
when applied to program assessment (Murray et al 2004). As
a practical matter, undergraduate researchers’ direct access to
resources and information pertaining to the institution creates a clear advantage over other research sites, particularly
when investigations are confined to a single academic term.
In particular, studies of an institution’s history offer the
additional benefit of reinforcing the relevance of past events
to present conditions that have a direct impact on students’
lives. When their investigations are situated in undergraduate courses in which history is studied more broadly, students also are able to establish connections among local,
national, and international events, which in turn cultivate
an appreciation for the significance of historical context.
The use of interviews and archival documents in the study
of an institution’s history, coupled with the use of traditional
textbooks to study broader historical themes, likewise introduces students to the appropriate use of both primary and
secondary sources.
By structuring the classroom research project to incorporate
a series of subtasks that familiarize students with particular methods of inquiry, the instructor can simultaneously
monitor students’ progress and reinforce substantive learning. The cumulative nature of these assignments, coupled
with accompanying feedback, further instills in students an
understanding of scholarly writing as an iterative process
of reflection and refinement. When these assignments are
also used as a basis for class discussion, they in turn become
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a vehicle for collaborative learning and scholarly discourse
within a community of budding historians.

Bucknell’s History of Higher
Education Course

Like most other courses offered in Bucknell University’s
Department of Education, “Higher Education in the United
States” serves multiple segments of the student population, each with its own distinct needs and motivations. The
course is cross-listed for both graduate and undergraduate
credit, with some variation in students’ assignments. At
the graduate level, most students take the course to satisfy
a requirement in the master’s degree program in college
student personnel. Some undergraduates take it to satisfy a
similar requirement for a concentration in college student
personnel within the bachelor-of-arts program in education.
The remaining undergraduates take it to satisfy generaleducation requirements or as an elective pursuant to their
personal interests.
At the graduate level, the course fulfills certain standards for
master’s level professional preparation programs in student
affairs, as stipulated by the Council for the Advancement
of Standards in Higher Education (2009). Its purpose is to
trace the historical development of the American higher
education system in terms of enduring legal precedent
and academic custom. Within this context, conventional
practices and emerging controversies associated with the
contemporary system are examined as well. The course has
the dual goals of helping students to achieve basic mastery
of the existing historical record and to gain familiarity with
methods of historical inquiry. In consideration of recognized
principles of adult learning (Knowles and Associates 1984),
the course is designed in a seminar format, with the expectation that discussion will be a major component of each class
session and that students will assume an active role in their
own learning.
The structure of the college student personnel concentration within the bachelor-of-arts program requires that the
seminar also satisfy the credit requirements for an advanced
writing-intensive course within the university’s undergraduate writing program. Reflecting currently accepted best practices (Bean 2011), this program emphasizes the use of writing
across the disciplines as a tool for learning and critical thinking. To satisfy the writing requirement, courses must include
extensive use of formal or informal writing assignments and
must include provisions for feedback on preliminary drafts
of all graded compositions.
The multiple purposes served by the course, at both the
graduate and undergraduate levels, mandate specific goals
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that form the basis for its design. All of these goals must be
accomplished within the framework of a course that meets
weekly, over a period of about three months, for a total of
14 three-hour class sessions. Consistent with the established
course goals and curricular constraints, a uniform structure
has been adopted in the planning of each weekly session,
with approximately one hour allocated sequentially to each
of three general topics: (1) historical research methods, as
applied to the study of American higher education; (2) the
historical development of the American higher-education
system, from the colonial era to the present, with an emphasis on the lasting impact of historical events and trends;
and (3) unresolved issues in American higher education as
it exists today.
Both independent reading and group discussion are used
to familiarize students with each of these topics. Readings
pertaining to historical research methods are drawn from
The History of U.S. Higher Education: Methods for Understanding
the Past (Gasman 2010), an edited collection of essays by
various higher-education scholars, each focused on a specific
method of historical inquiry with illustrative references to
the author’s own work. A second course text, Cohen and
Kisker’s (2010) The Shaping of American Higher Education:
Emergence and Growth of the Contemporary System (2nd ed.), is
used to present a broad historical overview of higher education in the United States, organized both chronologically
and thematically. To acquaint students with contemporary
controversies in academe, they are asked to read the current issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education each week, to
choose an article that addresses some unresolved problem,
and to submit a copy of the article, together with three
open-ended discussion questions. Over the course of the
semester, selected submissions are then used as a basis for
class discussion.

The Research Project on Bucknell

The principal course assignment for the semester is a report,
of approximately 10 double-spaced pages, dealing with some
aspect of Bucknell’s institutional history. The description
of the assignment in the course syllabus includes possible
approaches to the identification of a topic (e.g., comparative,
biographical, thematic), along with illustrative examples
of each. However, students are also encouraged to think in
other ways about potential topics and to choose ones that
are of personal interest to them. Regardless of their chosen
topics, students are required to use a combination of both
primary and secondary sources in completing the assignment.
In carrying out their projects, students are encouraged to
draw upon the full range of institutional resources avail-

able to them, and staff support plays a critical role in their
ability to do so. Early in the semester, the curator of special
collections and university archives conducts an information session to acquaint students with available materials.
She and other members of the library staff are also available
throughout the semester to provide students with support
in gathering information. Further, students are encouraged
to make use of the university writing center to gain supplementary feedback on their project reports.
Throughout the semester, students are also assigned weekly
readings in the Gasman (2010) text and are asked to complete writing assignments in conjunction with these readings. The designated chapters pertain to various aspects
of historical research in higher education, such as the use
of literature reviews, archival documents, oral histories,
and quantitative data. Corresponding writing assignments
require that students draw upon the content of each chapter in examining Bucknell’s institutional history, in most
instances resulting in material suitable for inclusion in the
final paper. Although students are not required to focus on
the same topic for all weekly assignments, doing so enables
them to more efficiently complete the project. Therefore,
they have a strong incentive to identify a suitable topic early
in the semester and to focus their intellectual energy on that
topic over an extended period of time.
In addition to providing structure for students’ engagement
with the readings, the weekly assignments serve as a basis for
class discussion. This discussion, in turn, enables students
to gain further insight into their topics and to draw upon
this insight in shaping the future direction of their projects.
At the end of the semester, students are asked to share the
findings in their final reports with the rest of the class, creating an additional opportunity for them to learn from one
another.

Outcomes

The course was first offered in the format described here during the spring semester of 2011. Based on this initial offering,
it would appear that incorporation of such research activities
into the undergraduate curriculum can be an effective way
to familiarize students with methods of historical research
without sacrificing a common grounding in significant
historical facts. After the course was offered the first time,
five students were asked to reflect on their experiences in
the course and to share their thoughts on the strengths and
limitations of the pedagogical model employed. Their comments suggested that the immediacy of access to primary
sources of information on institutional history, coupled with
its relevance to their lives, contributed to a sense of personal
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empowerment and a growing realization of how history can
be used to better understand the present.
Exemplifying Vygotsky’s (1987) concept of scaffolding, the
support provided students in carrying out their institutional
research projects has proven to be critical to its success. The
accessibility of the archives and special collections staff helps
ensure that students have appropriate guidance in conducting their research. Additionally, the weekly assignments
provide an element of structure to the project that enables
students to remain immersed in their research throughout
the semester and not feel overwhelmed by its complexity.
Because the assignments compel students to engage more
deeply with the readings, less class time is spent in reviewing key points raised by the various authors and more time
is spent in discussion of students’ own original discoveries
and insights. This process of sharing further capitalizes on
the power of peer interaction to enhance students’ understanding of course material, consistent with contemporary
pedagogical theory (Boud, Cohen, and Sampson 2001).
Students’ comments reveal that use of primary sources in
the preparation of their reports not only contributes to
their substantive knowledge of the course content, but also
fundamentally changes their attitudes toward the study of
history itself. Accustomed to the quick and seemingly definitive answers that abound in the information age, students
experience some initial frustration in attempting to draw
their own conclusions from a body of evidence that is often
incomplete, ambiguous, and disorganized. However, as they
begin to hone their skills in inferential reasoning, their sense
of self-efficacy grows, and their ability to construct and
defend their own narratives becomes a source of satisfaction
and pride. Having experienced firsthand the muddiness of
historical research, they also become more critical consumers
of historical analyses presented by others and more open to
alternative interpretations.
The observations shared by individual students have been
corroborated by data collected anonymously from the entire
class, using the IDEA Student Ratings of Instruction, an end-ofterm course-evaluation system focused on 12 learning objectives (IDEA Center 2012). Two items on the questionnaire
pertain directly to acquisition of research skills: (1) “learning
how to find and use resources for answering questions or
solving problems” and (2) “acquiring an interest in learning
more by asking my own questions and seeking answers.” In
the spring of 2011, all of the eight undergraduates in the
course rated both of these items 4 or 5 on a five-point scale,
with means of 4.7 and 4.9, respectively.
Comparative scores furnished by the IDEA Center placed
these ratings in the top 10 percent of education courses in its
database. Another item, “gaining factual knowledge (termi-
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nology, classifications, methods, trends),” was rated 4 or 5 by
all of the undergraduates in the course as well, with a mean
of 4.3. This result placed the course in the top 30 percent of
those included in the IDEA Center database, suggesting that
mastery of historical facts had not been sacrificed as a result
of the emphasis placed on application of research methods
to the examination of the institution’s history.
An acknowledged limitation is that the course itself was
focused specifically on the history of American higher
education, and therefore lent itself well to incorporation
of the institutional research assignment. However, there is
reason to believe that similar assignments could be incorporated into other undergraduate courses focused on historical
themes with equal success. A review of the final papers submitted by students in the course revealed links to economic,
political, military, and cultural history—all topics that cut a
wide swath across the typical undergraduate history curriculum. Insofar as educational institutions serve as microcosms
of the societies of which they are a part, the timeless themes
that have traditionally formed an organizational framework
for the study of history in general, such as the pursuit of prosperity or the role of religion in public life, are evident at the
institutional level as well. Furthermore, within this context,
such themes emerge in ways that are especially meaningful
to students, offering ready analogies to national and global
events and trends that are addressed in many undergraduate history courses. For example, as America’s economy has
grown more complex and its culture more secular, the curricula of its colleges and universities have generally become
more comprehensive and occupationally oriented (Cohen
and Kisker 2010), a trend that has manifested itself in unique
ways at the level of the institution. As students contemplate
how different their own educational experiences would be,
had history followed a different course, national and global
events that are initially examined in the abstract become
more real to them.

Conclusion

The course assignment described offers an initial model for
incorporating research on students’ own institution into the
undergraduate history curriculum. Although the evidence
presented here supports the approach’s potential for improving undergraduate education in history, similar experimentation is needed in more traditional history courses.
Consistent with the current literature on the scholarship of
teaching and learning (Huber and Hutchings 2005), instructors of undergraduate history are encouraged to devise institutional research activities related to their course goals, to
verify the educational outcomes of these activities, to modify
their approaches if necessary, and to share their conclusions
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with their disciplinary colleagues. Through such efforts,
opportunities for undergraduate history students to engage
in authentic research will continue to grow, as will their
understanding of history as a vibrant academic discipline.

Gasman, Marybeth, ed. 2010. The History of U.S. Higher Education: Methods for
Understanding the Past. New York: Routledge.
Gesink, Indira Falk. 2010. “Speaking Stones: The Cemetery as a Laboratory for
Undergraduate Research in the Humanities.” Council on Undergraduate Research
Quarterly, 30 (4): 9-13.

References

Glew, Dennis G. 2007. “Designing a Research-Driven History Program.” In

American Historical Association Ad Hoc Committee on Redefining Scholarly
Work. 1995. “Redefining Historical Scholarship.” In The Disciplines Speak:
Rewarding the Scholarly, Professional, and Creative Work of Faculty, edited by

Developing and Sustaining a Research-Supportive Curriculum: A Compendium of
Successful Practices, edited by Kerry K. Karukstis and Timothy E. Elgren, 388391. Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate Research.

Robert M. Diamond and Bronwyn E. Adam, 25-34. Washington, DC: American

Griffiths, Ron. 2004. “Knowledge Production and the Research-Teaching

Association for Higher Education.

Nexus: The Case of the Built Environment Disciplines.” Studies in Higher

Bean, John C. 2011. Engaging Ideas: The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing,

Education, 29: 709-726.

Critical Thinking, and Active Learning in the Classroom (2nd ed.). San Francisco:

Healey, Mick. 2005. “Linking Research and Teaching: Exploring Disciplinary

Jossey-Bass.

Spaces and the Role of Inquiry-Based Learning.” In Reshaping the University:

Biglan, Anthony. 1973. “The Characteristics of Subject Matter in Different
Academic Areas.” Journal of Applied Psychology, 57: 195-203.

New Relationships between Research, Scholarship, and Teaching, edited by Ronald
Barnett, 67-78. New York: Society for Research into Higher Education and
Open University Press.

Boud, David, Ruth Cohen, and Jane Sampson. 2001. Peer Learning in Higher
Education: Learning from & with Each Other. London: Kogan Page.

Huber, Mary Taylor and Pat Hutchings. 2005. The Advancement of Learning:
Building the Teaching Commons. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Boyer, Ernest L. 1990. Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

IDEA Center. 2012. “Student Ratings of Instruction.” Accessed January 22.
http://www.theideacenter.org/node/5.

Calder, Lendol, William W. Cutler, and T. Mills Kelly. 2002. “History Lessons:
Historians and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.” In Disciplinary
Styles in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning: Exploring Common Ground,
edited by Mary Taylor Huber and Sherwyn P. Morreale, 45-67. Washington,

Karukstis, Kerry K. and Timothy E. Elgren, eds. 2007. Developing and Sustaining
a Research-Supportive Curriculum: A Compendium of Successful Practices.
Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate Research.

DC: American Association for Higher Education and the Carnegie Foundation

Kinkead, Joyce. 2007. “How Writing Programs Support Undergraduate

for the Advancement of Teaching.

Research.” In Developing and Sustaining a Research-Supportive Curriculum: A

Cherney, David. 2007. “A Writing-Intensive Clinical Research Course.” In
Developing and Sustaining a Research-Supportive Curriculum: A Compendium of

Compendium of Successful Practices, edited by Kerry K. Karukstis and Timothy
E. Elgren, 195-208. Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate Research.

Successful Practices, edited by Kerry K. Karukstis and Timothy E. Elgren, 241-

Knowles, Malcolm S. and Associates. 1984. Andragogy in Action: Applying

242. Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate Research.

Modern Principles of Adult Learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Cohen, Arthur M. and Carrie B. Kisker. 2010. The Shaping of American Higher

LaPlant, James T. and Janet Stocks, eds. 2011. Council on Undergraduate Research

Education: Emergence and Growth of the Contemporary System (2nd ed.). San

Quarterly, 32 (1).

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Malachowski,

Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education. 2009. CAS

Movement.” In Valuing and Supporting Undergraduate Research (New Directions

Professional Standards for Higher Education (7th ed.). Washington, DC:

for Teaching and Learning, 93), edited by Joyce Kinkead, 55-68. San Francisco:

Author.

Jossey-Bass.

Council on Undergraduate Research. 2009. “CUR Timeline.” Accessed

Manske, Jill M. and Susan B. Chaplin. 2000. “Integration of Undergraduate

December 27, 2011. http://www.cur.org/timeline.html.

Research into the Curriculum at the University of St. Thomas.” Council on

Dellinger, Mary Ann. 2009. “Endless Possibilities: Undergraduate Research in
a Second Language.” Council on Undergraduate Research Quarterly, 29 (4): 34-39.
Dressel, Paul L. and Dora Marcus. 1982. On Teaching and Learning in College:
Reemphasizing the Roles of Learners and the Disciplines. San Francisco: Jossey-

R.

2003.

“A

Research-Across-the-Curriculum

Undergraduate Research Quarterly, 21: 40-42.
McDorman, Todd. 2004. “Promoting Undergraduate Research in the
Humanities: Three Collaborative Approaches.” Council on Undergraduate
Research Quarterly, 25: 39-42.
Murray, Joseph L., Page Hall Naimoli, R. Shane Kagan, Sean M. Kirnan, and

Bass.
Gabbert,

Mitchell

Lisa.

2010.

“Exploring

Local

Communities:

Conducting

Brian R. Snider. 2004. “Reflections on the Use of Undergraduate Research to

Undergraduate Research in Folklore Studies.” Council on Undergraduate Research
Quarterly, 30 (4): 37-42.

www.cur.org

35

SPRING 2014 • Volume 34, Number 3

Support Student Affairs Assessment.” Journal of College Student Development,

Successful Practices, edited by Kerry K. Karukstis and Timothy E. Elgren, 137-

45: 243-252.

174. Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate Research.

Rogers, Jaqueline McLeod. 2010. “An Undergraduate Research Methods

Steele, Scott R. 2008. “Web-based Surveys Facilitate Undergraduate Research

Course in Rhetoric and Composition: A Model.” In Undergraduate Research in

and Knowledge.” Journal of Economic Education, 39 (1): 41-49.

English Studies, edited by Laurie Grobman and Joyce Kinkead, 74-92. Urbana,

Strand, Kerry J. 2000. “Community-based Research as Pedagogy.” Michigan

IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Journal of Community Service Learning, 7: 85-96.

Roth, James. 2005. “Common Ground: How History Professors and
Undergraduate Students Learn through History.” In Disciplines as Frameworks
for Student Learning: Teaching the Practice of the Disciplines, edited by Tim
Riordan and James Leonard Roth, 3-20. Sterling, VA: Stylus.
Schantz, Mark S. 2008. “Undergraduate Research in the Humanities: Challenges
and Prospects.” Council on Undergraduate Research Quarterly, 29 (2): 26-29.
Schlegel, Whitney M. and David Pace. 2004. “Using Collaborative Learning
Teams to Decode Disciplines: Physiology and History.” In Decoding the
Disciplines: Helping Students Learn Disciplinary Ways of Thinking (New Directions
for Teaching and Learning, 98), edited by David Pace and Joan Middendorf,

Thompson, James D., Robert W. Hawkes, and Robert W. Avery. 1969. “Truth
Strategies and University Organization.” Educational Administration Quarterly,
5 (2): 4-25.
Vygotsky, L. S. 1987. “Thinking and Speech,” translated by Norris Minick. In
The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky, v. 1, edited by Robert W. Rieber and Aaron
S. Carton, 39-285. New York: Plenum.
Willison, John. 2009. “Multiple Contexts, Multiple Outcomes, One
Conceptual Framework for Research Skill Development in the Undergraduate
Curriculum.” Council on Undergraduate Research Quarterly, 29 (3): 10-14.

75-83. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Wittner, David G. 2007. “Making History: Developing a Research Tradition

Singer, Jill K. 2007. “Integrating Undergraduate Research into the Curriculum

Quarterly, 28 (1): 29-32.

– SUNY, College at Buffalo.” In Developing and Sustaining a Research-Supportive

with Utica College’s History Majors.” Council on Undergraduate Research

Curriculum: A Compendium of Successful Practices, edited by Kerry K. Karukstis
and Timothy E. Elgren, 391-394. Washington, DC: Council on Undergraduate
Research.

Joseph L. Murray
Bucknell University, jlmurray@bucknell.edu

Sipress, Joel M. and David J. Voelker. 2009. “From Learning History to Doing
History: Beyond the Coverage Model.” In Exploring Signature Pedagogies:
Approaches to Teaching Disciplinary Habits of Mind, edited by Regan A. R.
Gurung, Nancy L. Chick, and Aeron Haynie, 19-35. Sterling, VA: Stylus.
Smith, Eleanor M. 2007. “Integrating Information and Scientific Research
Skills Training within a Research-Supportive Undergraduate Curriculum.” In
Developing and Sustaining a Research-Supportive Curriculum: A Compendium of

Joseph L. Murray is associate professor of education and director
of the graduate program in college student personnel at Bucknell
University. He completed his undergraduate work at Quincy
College (now Quincy University) and earned his master’s and
doctoral degrees in student affairs in higher education from Ohio
University and Michigan State University, respectively. He has collaborated with undergraduate students on research pertaining to
student engagement, employee training and development, campus
ecology, and issues of social class in higher education.

COUN

CIL O

N UN

DERG

ON T
HE

RADUA
TE RE

SEAR

Be sure to visit the Spring issue of

CH
Spring

Human

u n d e Rg

CURQ on the Web for a companion

WEB
2014

| Volum

e 34,

cH

piece from Murray, Personalizing
History Through Course-Based

ALSO IN

www.c

ur.org

THIS

ISSUE
Washing
ton Pa
rt
Poster
s on th ners Colum
n:
e Hill Im
Applyin
portan
t
g Comm
unity-Ba
sed Lear WEB VIGN
ET
Resear
ni
chingC ngin Teachi TES:
ng and
Resear
ontem
Fr
porary
ching H
Slavery
uman Ri om Globe Tr
otter to
ghts Th
G
roughI
nterna lobal Citizen:
tional
Progra
Address
ms
ing
Human the Increasi
ng
Rights
Course Demand for
s and Re
search
Why is

Institutional Research.

36

Numbe

R
Radua igHts and
te Re
se aR

Council on Undergraduate Research

r3

uarterly
COUNCIL ON UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

Rebecca M. Jones, Shannon N. Davis,
George Mason University

Assessing Faculty Perspectives on Undergraduate Research:
Implications from Studies of Two Faculties
In higher education, the integration of undergraduate
research (UR) programs into the campus culture has become
increasingly become pervasive. Such programs are beneficial
to students by providing professional socialization and training opportunities (Seymour et al. 2004; Hunter et al. 2007;
Laursen et al. 2010; Wilson et al. 2012), preparation for
graduate school (Seymour et al. 2004; Hunter et al. 2007; Lei
and Chuang 2009; Potter et al. 2009; Adedokun et al. 2010;
Levenson 2010; Lopatto 2010a), and overall skill acquisition
(Hu et al. 2007; Hunter et al. 2007; Boyd and Wesemann
2009; Lei and Chaung 2009; Adedokun et al. 2010; Elrod et
al. 2010; Laursen et al. 2010; Lopatto 2010a; Laursen et al.
2012). UR programs provide experiential-learning opportunities in the process of conducting research, highlighting
the hard work and dedication necessary for the completion
of each phase of any project (Craney et al. 2011; Hunter et
al. 2007; Lopatto 2010a; Wilson et al. 2012).
Faculty involvement is key to a successful undergraduate
research program, however, and as these programs become
more prevalent, so does the need to understand faculty
attitudes regarding UR. A leading scholar of undergraduate
research, David Lopatto, has utilized faculty perspectives
to identify essential characteristics of UR experiences for
students (Lopatto 2003). However, the literature is unclear
regarding how faculty perceive and/or value their contributions to UR. Faculty members are clear stakeholders in
the practice of undergraduate research, and many faculty
members identify a research project as being valuable for
undergraduate students (NSSE 2008; Elrod et al. 2010). Being
responsive to and showing respect for faculty contributions
is logical and may result in increased faculty participation.
Yet it is critical to collect baseline data on faculty participants
to monitor the progress as UR is institutionalized. With adequate assessment, changes can be made mid-stream to shape
programming around faculty needs. Further, assessment can
identify actual and perceived structural obstacles to UR and
faculty involvement.
In this article, we examine baseline faculty data collected
at two different institutions that are implementing UR programs. Despite the differences in the data-collection strategies and the institutions themselves, the data reveal remarkable similarities between the two faculties. Both groups of
faculty perceive similar issues that need to be addressed to
better incorporate UR into university cultures.

Assessment Methods

A primarily undergraduate institution (PUI), Austin Peay
State University (APSU) is a regional liberal arts university
located in Clarksville, Tennessee. Approximately 80 percent
of its student population is undergraduates. The Office
of Undergraduate Research (OUR) at APSU was created in
February 2010, encompassing the Presidential Research
Scholars Program, an existing internal funding opportunity,
and an annual student Research Forum. After the office
opened, OUR surveyed the university faculty in an effort to
answer the following questions regarding UR:
•W
 hat percentage of faculty are engaging undergraduates in research?
•W
 hat issues are inhibiting undergraduate research at
APSU?
•W
 hat programming would be most beneficial in order
for faculty to engage in UR?
•H
 ow do faculty divide their time among teaching,
research, and service?
•D
 id the creation and activities of OUR have an influence on faculty perspectives regarding UR?
An electronic survey, approved by the university’s institutional review board (IRB), was deployed at APSU using
Survey Monkey in September 2010. All APSU faculty (permanent, temporary, and adjunct) received the emailed
survey, which garnered 105 responses, which corresponded
to 34.8 percent of the total faculty. In addition, 89 percent
of respondents were permanent, full-time faculty members.
The data discussed here were taken from those faculty members who identified themselves as mentors of undergraduate
researchers.
The second group of data we focus on came from George
Mason University (Mason), a Research I university located in
Fairfax, Virginia. With an enrollment of more than 33,000
students (more than 22,000 undergraduates) and 1,300 fulltime instructional and research faculty, Mason is a nationally
ranked university (US News & World Report 2012). The university’s Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) for reaccreditation
by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS)
revolves around undergraduate research and scholarly activity. The Office of Student Scholarship, Creative Activities,
and Research (OSCAR), formed in January 2012, has three
full-time employees and a part-time graduate assistant.
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OSCAR’s mission is to support independent faculty-student
research teams and to infuse research into the undergraduate curriculum by providing competitive internal funding
programs and professional development.
In order to understand both the motivations for and challenges to faculty participation as mentors of undergraduate
research and creative activities, the QEP Leadership Council’s
Assessment and Program Design Subcommittee held 11
focus groups with a total of 50 faculty mentors (five to
eight per focus group) in spring 2012. Faculty members who
had mentored students through Mason’s Undergraduate
Research Scholars Program (formerly the Undergraduate
Apprenticeship Program), or whose undergraduate students
had presented during a formal on-campus research symposium during the previous two academic years were invited to
participate. Faculty participants represented all colleges and
schools at Mason, although not all departments.
In each IRB-approved and video-recorded focus group, a
moderator led the discussion. Faculty members were asked
to describe their general impressions about UR, as well as the
culture of UR at Mason. They also were asked why they mentored undergraduates and what they enjoyed most about
the experience, as well as what they perceived as drawbacks
and why other faculty may not mentor undergraduates in
scholarly and creative activities.

Results and Discussion

Despite the overall differences in the institutions and the
methods of assessment, the findings of the two studies are
remarkably similar. The Mason focus-group participants
were all recent mentors of undergraduate scholars, so it is
not surprising that they were very supportive of undergraduate research. In fact, 75 percent of the participating faculty members had once engaged in undergraduate research
themselves and identified the experience as formative in
their academic careers.
Among the respondents to the Austin Peay survey, only 56
percent (n=52) were involved in mentoring undergraduates.
The APSU survey results also suggest that the balance of
research-active faculty were interested in involving undergraduates but were unsure how to do so. For the purpose
of a comparison to the Mason focus-group respondents, we
have narrowed the APSU data to only those faculty members
who were currently or had formerly engaged undergraduates
in scholarly and creative activity. In the following sections,
we first discuss the themes that emerged across both institutions, followed by the concerns unique to each institution.
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Similarities Between Institutions

We found that five factors influence the experience of faculty members who mentor undergraduates in research at
both APSU and Mason: time constraints, the value accorded
to mentoring, limited funding, student characteristics, and
institutional-level support. These factors are consistent with
previous literature on faculty mentors (e.g., Lei and Chuang
2009; Adedokun et al. 2010; Evans 2010; Laursen et al. 2010;
Hensel and Paul 2012; Laursen et al. 2012) and provide
additional evidence for the need to focus simultaneously on
faculty and student experiences when implementing and
evaluating UR at any institution.
Time: Although very different in research culture and expectation, both institutions’ faculty members overwhelmingly
identified time as a major concern. When the APSU survey
asked respondents to identify the most significant challenges
or obstacles that exist for undergraduate research, more than
71 percent of the active undergraduate research mentors
identified time as one of their top three challenges. In this
case, time referred to the time available to both students and
faculty members. Two respondents listed time as all three
separate challenges, suggesting it is the paramount obstacle
to those faculty members. When describing their perception
of actual and desired workloads, APSU faculty identified, on
average, a 15 percent disparity between their teaching and
research. These respondents clearly communicated that they
desired to teach less and spend more time on research.
Mason faculty cited the time-consuming nature of engaging
undergraduates in research as a major challenge. These faculty members estimated that the majority of projects required
a minimum commitment of up to 15 hours per week on
behalf of the student researchers. Although most heavily
felt in the lab-based science disciplines (e.g., chemistry, psychology), this time crunch also affects faculty members in
the arts, humanities, and non-lab-based science disciplines
(e.g., music, sociology). Students who were unable to devote
the time that faculty felt was appropriate to the research
endeavor were not encouraged to participate in UR. Indeed,
faculty were reluctant to engage these “drive-by researchers” because the time students could spend on a project was
(rightly or wrongly) perceived to reflect their dedication to
the research.
Value Accorded to Mentoring: Both sets of data indicated an
overarching institutional deficiency, namely the lack of welldefined valuation of faculty mentoring of undergraduate
researchers. Engaging undergraduates in one’s own scholarship, interdisciplinary projects, and pedagogical research is
inconsistently valued. This variability led members of both

Council on Undergraduate Research

uarterly
COUNCIL ON UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

faculties to be wary of mentoring students. The faculty of
both universities identified the need for an expanded understanding of acceptable scholarly and creative activity, as well
as consistent evaluation of UR, in faculty retention, tenure,
and promotion processes. When conference presentations
and publications with undergraduates were rewarded as
scholarship, faculty members could both identify how to
incorporate undergraduates into their own work (APSU) and
were more likely to mentor undergraduates in research and
creative activities (Mason).
The Mason data showed that the vagueness regarding how
mentoring UR would be counted toward tenure and promotion was a deterrent to faculty participation. For example,
15 participants noted that their department chairs included
UR as part of their annual evaluations but that the extent
to which UR mentoring was incorporated into evaluation
letters and tenure and promotion determination remained
unclear. Further, the devaluation of the products of work
with undergraduates was also perceived as a negative factor,
especially among untenured faculty members. For example,
four untenured faculty members reported being told that
their work with undergraduates would not be counted
toward promotion and tenure, unless other clear products
with faculty co-authorship resulted from that work (e.g., conference papers or articles). Similar to Chapdelaine’s findings
(2012), faculty across the disciplines cited the need to clearly
define the value accorded to mentoring as the paramount
challenge, but this was more likely to be mentioned by faculty in lab-based sciences than by other faculty.
Limited Funding: Another commonality was the dearth of
funding available from the institution and funding agencies
to support independent undergraduate scholarship and the
integration of undergraduates into faculty members’ research
projects. Mason faculty saw finances as a significant obstacle
in that research supplies and faculty stipends were not readily available for undergraduate research projects. One Mason
faculty member commented, “I am expected to put out all of
my reagents and all of my consumables for those students.”
APSU faculty reported that increasing institutional financial
support for student fellowships would be the best way to
increase student interest in undergraduate research. Further,
almost half of the APSU survey respondents wanted to learn
more about writing external grant proposals to include support for undergraduate researchers.
Student Characteristics: Both APSU and Mason faculty noted
that they were “picky” regarding their involvement as mentors of undergraduates’ scholarly and creative activities.
Faculty from both institutions specifically mentioned issues

of student commitment, quality, and preparation. Faculty
preferred working with students who had first “proven themselves” in the classroom. Therefore, the extent to which they
had contact with undergraduates (e.g., by teaching Research
Methods and/or introductory classes) was critical. Given the
emphasis on undergraduate education at APSU, students
and faculty had comparatively more access to one another
across the curriculum. At Mason, on the other hand, faculty
noted that the heightened emphasis on graduate education
meant that they had fewer opportunities to observe student
performance first-hand, leading them to be less likely to
work with students either independently or to incorporate
them into their research. Student preparation, in the form
of successful, timely completion of Research Methods and
scientific-writing courses, was also critical, although this was
more important in lab-based sciences than in the humanities
and creative arts.
Institutional-level Support: Both Austin Peay and Mason have
elected to become enhanced-institutional members of the
Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR), which supports
faculty by providing both intellectual support and practical
assistance. However, the assessment results show that the
benefits of this institutional membership were unclear to
individual faculty members. In response, both OUR at APSU
and OSCAR at Mason launched awareness campaigns about
CUR membership and the support offered through each
office. The faculty mentors expressed appreciation of these
efforts.
In response to a question about the UR culture on campus,
one Mason focus group specifically discussed the changes
that had occurred since OSCAR opened. Noting the outreach
efforts of the staff and the office’s ever-present mementos
(pens and candies with the office logo), these mentors felt
that the office was changing the dialogue about UR. They
also discussed how others in their home departments perceived OSCAR. One person quipped, “if they would spend
the money on faculty and students that they spend on all
that stuff [waving at the pens and candy], more people
would take them seriously.” The focus-group members
shared stories of how OSCAR had directly benefited them
and/or their students, including the specific resources that
OSCAR had made available and the connections made with
other like-minded faculty outside of their disciplines.
The outreach activities of OUR also have served to increase
the profile of UR at Austin Peay. Open-ended responses to
the APSU survey confirm that some APSU faculty valued the
work of OUR and felt supported by OUR’s efforts to “create a
culture of research.” Convincing others of the importance of
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UR for the institution, its faculty, and its students, remains a
common goal of both OUR and OSCAR.
The five similarities in experiences with implementing UR
are striking, given the stark differences in the two institutions. As noted above, the faculty perspectives in some ways
reflect the findings of previous research on faculty mentors
of undergraduate researchers, but one crucial similarity cannot be over-emphasized. When faculty members do not feel
that their work with UR is supported by the university, they
may not continue to mentor students. Institutional support
facilitates both faculty and student participation in UR.
Offices such as OUR and OSCAR are more than symbolic gestures and mailing addresses for CUR membership materials.
Activities sponsored by these offices provide direct training
for faculty and students, help connect students interested in
UR with (perhaps interdisciplinary) faculty members, and
assist faculty with identifying external funding sources for
UR, among other key tasks. Institutional-level support in the
form of making these offices a formal part of the bureaucratic organizational chart and the budget sends a strong signal
internally and externally about the value placed on the faculty and student time and effort devoted to undergraduate
scholarly experiences.

Differences Between Institutions

Despite similarities of views among the faculty mentors of
undergraduate researchers at APSU and Mason, the institutional histories and overall focus on teaching or research
led to stark differences in faculty mentoring experiences.
Discussing these differences allows us to uncover some of
the ways in which institutional change regarding UR may
develop at other institutions.
Scholarly Culture: As noted, APSU primarily serves undergraduates and places more emphasis on teaching than on
scholarship. One APSU faculty member noted, “I came here
to teach, not to do research.” APSU faculty must conduct
and publish research (or other appropriate scholarship) for
promotion and tenure, however teaching is weighted much
more heavily. The survey results suggest that focusing on UR
as an extension of teaching responsibilities resonates with
these faculty members and is likely a more effective motivator than arguing that UR might facilitate their personal
research agendas.
When most faculty members are evaluated for promotion
and tenure at Mason, research is given primacy, while teaching graduate and undergraduate students is less critical.
Nevertheless, the institutional culture also encourages intensive engagement with undergraduates, especially when they
might contribute to faculty research. Undergraduates have
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the ability to contribute to a faculty member’s scholarship,
both directly and indirectly. One focus group participant
noted, in response to the question about continued mentoring: “Yes, I will mentor undergraduates in my lab because
they are the ones who are willing to do the baseline work
that allows me to get my work published.” Interestingly,
although overall cultural expectations differed in the two
institutions regarding the time spent on teaching and
research, the challenges faculty members perceived to actually mentoring undergraduate researchers were quite similar.
This suggests that cultural shifts must occur at any institution wanting to infuse UR into the curriculum, regardless
of its relative weighting of research and teaching in faculty
evaluations (see also Chapdelaine 2012).
Teaching Credit: One institutional level difference was the
extent to which faculty members received teaching credit
for independent studies associated with student research. At
APSU, faculty members can receive credit for mentoring a
student’s independent study course, whereas at Mason, no
teaching load credit is awarded to the faculty member for
these classes. While the university receives tuition money
for an independent study course taken by an undergraduate
researcher, the faculty mentor and academic department do
not receive credit. Although not consistently in place, this
current policy has resulted in some Mason faculty feeling
“exploited for their time.”
At APSU, faculty potentially can accumulate a certain number of independent study credits and then be given a course
release. However, more often, faculty members were required
to take the overload credits as extra compensation at the end
of the semester. The decision on whether to provide teaching
credit to the faculty member is one made at the institutional
level. Developing a transparent and fair policy on this subject communicates the value the institution places on faculty
contributions to UR and would facilitate increased faculty
participation.

Conclusions

Our assessment of two samples of recent UR mentors is consistent with this statement from Downs and Young (2012):
“[W]hat faculty want, in short, is ideological and
material support for and commitment to teaching
and research agendas that heavily involve undergraduate research, so that the commitment of faculty time and effort in students’ research is moved
from the ‘volunteerism’ column to the ‘vocation’
column on departments’ and institutions’ accounting sheets (p. 29-30).”
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Faculty mentors at APSU and Mason are committed to their
mentoring and believe in the value of UR for their students.
However similar the experiences of faculty mentors are at
these two institutions, the differences in the implementation
of the campus-wide UR programs highlight the importance
of context to a program’s potential success.
Considering the results from these two assessments, we offer
the following suggestions for UR program directors and
other institutional stakeholders. As the baseline data at APSU
and Mason suggest, gathering and acting upon information
from faculty early and often is a very important contributing
factor to the success of a UR program. However, few programs to date have been collecting and sharing information
on faculty perspectives and experiences; Potter et al. (2009),
Lopato (2010b), Hensel and Paul (2012), and Wilson et al.
(2012) are among the few exceptions. We suggest employing
both faculty and student assessments of their perceptions
and experiences to determine the effectiveness of the current
program and the feasibility of the UR program’s sustainability. One clear conclusion from the focus groups was that UR
programs’ success depends upon faculty participation. As
one Mason faculty member said, “If faculty no longer wanted to do this, the program would stop tomorrow. Period.”
Therefore, understanding challenges to faculty participation
will likely improve the experience of UR for undergraduates
and faculty alike.
Larger institutional issues, such as the inconsistent value
accorded to faculty work with undergraduates in faculty
retention, tenure, and promotion decisions (Chapdelaine
2012), cannot be ignored. Further, there is the possibility
that faculty may identify increased assessment as micromanaging by the university in the performance of student
instruction (Tuchman 2009). The assessment and accountability culture that is developing in American colleges and
universities is a contemporary undercurrent in any research
examining any higher education institution. Much like in
corporations, assessment results in higher education serve as
benchmarks of comparison for consumption by “stakeholders” rather than solely to improve participants’ experiences.
Thus, we implore UR program directors to collect data on
faculty views of undergraduate research and to share the
results of the evaluations and assessments with their colleagues, student bodies, and other key institutional figures
to learn from and build upon the current work.
Efforts by CUR to expand the available information on UR
programs has led to the publication of special issues of the
CUR Quarterly (Spring 2008, Fall 2010, and Summer 2011)
and edited volumes (Boyd and Wesemann 2009; Hensel
2012; Hensel and Paul 2012) that specifically share information on the faculty experience. Placing UR programs into
the broader context of faculty-workload transformations

across institutions can provide UR program directors with
invaluable information when discussing their own program’s
objectives, outcomes, and goals for the future.
Working to secure institutional funding for faculty and
students who participate in UR can facilitate increased participation and experiences for both mentors and mentees.
UR program directors can provide opportunities for faculty
members to access revenue streams dedicated to UR, as well
as to support offered through enhanced CUR institutional
memberships. In addition, UR program directors should look
to other programs, like those described in Trower (2012), for
best practices in advertising the success stories of UR and
for providing information on how to become involved to
students, faculty members, and academic coordinators across
their institutions.
Institutions have a responsibility to be responsive to faculty
concerns regarding their participation in UR. Understanding
faculty perspectives and addressing their expressed needs
will facilitate faculty participation and benefit both individual and university scholarly agendas. This article uses data
from two institutions to show that the institutional context
of higher education, where faculty experience significant
workloads (Misra et al. 2012), has the ability to enhance the
educational experience of undergraduates and the work lives
of faculty members through the local institution’s support
of the work that many faculty members already perform.
Assessing faculty mentors’ experiences within their institutions is one mechanism through which institutions can
and should actively work to create better outcomes for all
stakeholders.
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Integrating Undergraduate Research into Teacher Training:
Supporting the Transition from Learner to Educator
Offering research opportunities to undergraduate students in
all disciplines yields similar benefits for personal growth and
intellectual development. A somewhat unique aspect within
an undergraduate teacher-preparation program, however,
is that pre-service candidates find themselves consistently
fluctuating between the role of students in their own highereducation classrooms and the role of teachers in their practicum experiences. When addressing the research opportunities offered for undergraduate teacher-preparation programs
at our college, we began by using the framework outlined by
Multhaup, et al (2010) of the traditional, consultant, and jointcreation models, which are applicable to all disciplines. We
then developed a fourth model that recognizes the primary
role of analytic reflection as a means to improve the pedagogical competence of students in our teacher-preparation
program. In this fourth approach, which we label the pragmatic model, we stress with our pre-service candidates the
importance of analyzing the quality of their own teaching
in a systematic and rigorous fashion. We encourage our students to directly determine the impact that their work in the
field has upon members of the classes and schools to which
they are assigned.
Here we discuss applications of the four models, which
offer potential research opportunities that are varied, fluid,
and available to undergraduates in teacher-preparation programs. We recommend that professors examine their own
teacher-preparation programs through the lenses of these
models of undergraduate research to ensure that they are
offering their students the widest range of opportunities to
become involved in research, including inquiry-based studies, reflection-based analysis, and evidence-based teaching.
The literature shows that participation in research benefits
the personal growth and intellectual development of undergraduate students in all disciplines (Osborn 2009). Through
the framework of the four research models we describe for
research within teacher education, we are able to support
smooth and successful transitions for our pre-service candidates from being learners to being educators. These models
also provide the tools our students need to continue conducting research once they graduate and become teachers in
their own classrooms.

Research Opportunities for Pre-Service
Teachers

Similar to opportunities offered other undergraduates, preservice teachers are offered research experience through
collaborations with faculty members in the creation of
knowledge, though in this case specifically concerning
educational processes. Undergraduates can work closely
with faculty mentors during a research study either by
developing a line of inquiry in which the students have
a particular interest or by supporting the faculty member
with an established research agenda. Within our School of
Education, faculty scholars employ their expertise to investigate important research questions in areas such as how children learn and develop, how teachers and students create
and navigate school cultures, and how children respond to
different teaching approaches and strategies. Undergraduates
bring relevant background and content knowledge, as well
as a passion for the research topics, to these collaborative
research experiences. For our teachers-in-training, exposure
to and inclusion in research projects develop the critical
skills they need to incorporate educational action research,
which incorporates purposeful self-reflection designed to
improve the understanding of teaching practice and decision-making throughout their teaching careers (Frager 2010;
Hagevik, Aydeniz, and Rowell 2012; Rust 2009).
The path for our pre-service teachers’ research opportunities, though, begins to diverge from those traditional to
other disciplines at this point. Our School of Education
students are not only learning in college settings, but also
are often simultaneously developing and conducting lessons in natural teaching environments. Each of the undergraduate practicum experiences for our teachers-in-training
incorporates a research component that involves reflective
teaching practices designed to help strengthen the analytic
and decision-making abilities of these pre-service students.
Guided reflective practices allow time and space for students
to contemplate the process of formulating an overall goal
for a lesson, developing objectives to address that goal,
and creating learning activities to effectively meet the goal
(Orland-Barak and Yinon 2007; Quinton and Smallbone
2010; Slobodzian 2010).
Such reflection then becomes a stepping-off point for our
students to develop meaningful research questions, design
effective methods for answering those questions, collect rel-
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evant information about those questions, and analyze that
data to determine appropriate instructional techniques and
strategies. They look to the evidence base in the research
literature to guide their decision-making process. In addition, our students are provided with the methodology of
self-reflective inquiry necessary to carry these research skills
with them as they graduate and accept teaching positions in
public and private schools. They come to understand that
it is through this ongoing and cyclical process of examining classroom data to draw conclusions that they will be
able to bridge the gap between research and practice in the
field of education (Price and Valli 2005). Our students begin
to appreciate that continual assessment and action-based
research inform successful teaching methods that meet
the needs of the individual and diverse learners they will
encounter in all future teaching placements (Frager 2010;
Price and Valli 2005; Rust 2009).
Recognizing the advantages of incorporating multiple
research opportunities for our pre-service students into their
undergraduate program of study is easy; integrating such
research into already-existing coursework or finding time
for students to design their own study can be particularly
challenging. Coursework in a teacher-preparation program
is highly regulated because of the need to adhere to governmental and accreditation standards designed to ensure that
best practices are not only introduced to students but are
ingrained in the thinking of those who will become the educators of the next generation. Time “off task” is severely limited within such a full and prescribed curriculum, so a paradigm shift that views research as an integral and necessary
component of a teacher-preparation program is required.
Recognizing this, we purposefully encourage and include
students in a variety of research projects that fit within their
rigorous academic schedules.
The ways in which research experiences are being provided
to our pre-service students makes clear that such opportunities should be varied, fluid, and available from the first
semester of their freshman year until the final semester of
their teacher-preparation program. By avoiding a “one size
fits all” philosophy and by making sure that students are
aware of the multiple possible options for undergraduate
research in the teacher-preparation program, we have put
a systematic method in place that engages the interests,
abilities, and schedules of each student. So in addition to
embedding research within required courses, we feel it is
essential to offer other research opportunities outside of the
classroom. Instead of only providing predetermined research
topics, we encourage and support our students in developing personal research agendas that reflect their diverse and
individual interests.
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Four Models of Undergraduate-Faculty
Research

The creative methods we have implemented to provide and
foster research with our education majors over the past few
years led us to present those research opportunities in a systematic fashion. While we found that we were able to align
the activities to some degree with the three models of undergraduate-faculty research highlighted by Kristi Multhaup
and colleagues (2010) in an article discussing her own collaborations with students in her Cognitive Aging Laboratory
at Davidson College, the unique challenges that arise in
teacher-preparation programs led to our development and
inclusion of one additional model, as noted above. Our
pragmatic model is designed to suit the requirements of how
research should be embedded into the numerous practicum
experiences in which our teachers-in-training participate.
Each of the four models is described below, along with
examples of specific research projects that fit within each
model. While some of the examples may be directly transferable to other teacher-education programs, other examples
can certainly serve to spark related applications that match
the parameters of teacher-training programs at other institutions.
The traditional model. In this model, students either request
or are selected to join projects that support a professor’s current and ongoing research agenda. The level and type of student involvement needed, as well as tasks assigned, are predetermined and specific. Assigned tasks range along a continuum from data collection to intellectual contributions. In
this model, the faculty member serves as a direct mentor to
the student, demonstrating proper research techniques and
guiding the student by developing a list of tasks and a timeframe within which they are expected to be accomplished.
Faculty and students working together in the traditional
model tend to do so outside of the classroom setting
(Multhaup, et al 2010). At our institution, most students
participate in this type of research with the sole intent of
gaining the chance to engage in research with a faculty mentor, although it is sometimes possible for students to receive
credit for their work through, for example, an independent
study or co-authorship of a conference presentation or
journal article. Some students volunteer their time in such
faculty research, while others are able to be paid through a
funded research assistantship. Generally this type of collaboration is short-term and task-specific.
One of the main ways that our undergraduates receive
funded research assistantships is through our College’s summer research program, MUSE, which stands for Mentored
Undergraduate Summer Experience. In this program, a fac-
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ulty member identifies a student candidate for a research
project, and the faculty and student write a proposal
seeking MUSE funding during the summer. We have both
had students work on our established research agendas
through such funding. In one case that falls within the
traditional model, a student helped to complete a pilot
study on co-teaching by conducting interviews with teachers, transcribing those interviews, and analyzing interview
data (Minervini, Pancsofar, and Petroff 2011). This project
informed the development of a survey on co-teaching to be
used in a larger study in this area.
The consultant model. Some undergraduates desire to extend
their learning beyond their coursework and seek support
from their professor for research projects that they themselves initiate. In that case, the professor serves as a supervisor, guiding initial development of the research study and
then monitoring student progress.
Research projects undertaken using the consultant model can
be incorporated as a learning activity within existing courses
or as a separate independent study course (Multhaup, et al
2010). Since the topics for these studies can run the gamut
and are not necessarily within the knowledge base of the
professor, both participants must be open to learning, and,
if necessary, willing to consult with outside experts to fill in
information gaps. This type of research is usually short-term
and fits into a precise timeframe.
An example of this model occurs regularly within the
Research in Special Education course required for our
special-education majors. Students become engaged in the
research process through an in-depth interview project.
Course instructors choose general research topics for teams
of approximately five students. These broad topics reflect
the expertise of the faculty member, but the student team
narrows the topic based upon members’ own review of the
literature and their interests in this area. Students and faculty
then work together to identify a sampling methodology and
ways to contact potential research participants. The student
teams collect interview data and analyze this data under the
mentorship of the faculty instructor during in-class analytic
sessions. Faculty mentorship is clearly limited by the size
of the course’s enrollment. We have found that faculty coteaching can support more active faculty engagement and
mentoring of our students.
Not all personal student research interests can be addressed
within the complicated and full course schedules required
by a teacher-preparation program. Some students are driven,
however, to pursue a specific topic of interest or area of practice. In one case, a teacher candidate was particularly interested in engaging students with disabilities in theater and
other arts programs. This undergraduate was in the process

of implementing an innovative extracurricular arts program
at his place of employment. He simultaneously enrolled in
an independent study course with one of the authors to
examine the existing literature on arts-education programs
for students with disabilities. He collected data from his
arts program, asked research questions aimed at discovering which approaches were most successful in engaging his
students in theatrical exercises and activities, and analyzed
his data so that he could develop a more successful program.
This student wrote analytical papers, presented his project
at a state-wide professional conference, and used this data
for the establishment of a more permanent arts-education
program (Accardi 2012).
Another example of the consultant model stems from the
personal condition of one of our students, who was born
hard of hearing and had worn hearing aids her entire life.
She was interested in the experiences of students with
similar physical backgrounds who were placed in culturally
dedicated programs for deaf and hard-of-hearing students,
as well as those who were placed in general education inclusion programs. Signing up for two sequential semesters of
independent study, this student gathered data through direct
observation and interviews at various schools located along
the Eastern Seaboard. She analyzed the data and prepared a
report on her findings, which was published in The College
of New Jersey Journal of Student Scholarship (Senko 2010). A coauthored paper was also presented at a national conference
(Slobodzian and Senko 2009).
The joint-creation model. In this model, combined interests
and areas of expertise of both the professor and the undergraduate contribute to the development of a shared research
project. As our teacher-preparation students are dual majors,
this type of research generally becomes interdisciplinary.
Faculty and students working together in the joint-creation
model tend to do so exclusively outside of the classroom
(Multhaup, et al 2010). Although the possibility of a funded
assistantship exists, most projects conducted under this
model are done without institutional support. The expectation for such joint projects is that the research will take
a relatively long time, and might face setbacks or revision
along the way.
An example of such a research project was one in which a
faculty member and a student worked closely together to
develop a pilot qualitative study analyzing autobiographical first-person accounts to gain insight into how identity is constructed by those who are deaf. Relying upon
the undergraduate’s perspective as a psychology major, an
interdisciplinary approach was brought to this professor’s
new research agenda. Final outcomes of this joint research
study were presented at a regional conference (Morton and
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Slobodzian 2012), and the results of this pilot study have
informed the direction of continued analysis of autobiographical materials by the faculty member.
The pragmatic model. This fourth model was developed by
the authors to specifically address the unique aspects of
teacher-preparation programs. The model arises naturally
from the practicum experiences in the classrooms in which
our students conduct lessons under the direct supervision of
a cooperating teacher and a college supervisor.
As evidence-based practice has long been recognized as a
gold standard in the care and education of children (Buysse,
Wesley, Snyder, and Winton 2006), faculty members teaching practicum courses mentor teacher candidates to help
them identify and research topics that are current and specific to the students with whom they are working in classroom settings. Such endeavors with undergraduate teacher
candidates help develop their understanding and analysis of
existing research in the field. In this approach our teachersin-training identify their own specific teaching dilemmas
and frame these dilemmas of practice as answerable questions. They are then able to find workable solutions to such
issues as how to successfully integrate required standards
into their everyday lessons; how to appropriately address
and meet the abilities of all students in the classroom; etc.
(Frager 2010; Price and Valli 2005; Rust 2009).
Although it is theoretically possible, the reality is that products of such research do not usually take the traditional
forms of a journal article or a presentation at a conference.
Instead the product here is judged in light of changed and
improved classroom practices on the part of the pre-service
candidates; the success at accomplishing the predetermined
goals and objectives for the lesson or unit the teacher candidate is handling; and the level of knowledge acquired by
the students under the teacher candidate’s tutelage. The
pragmatic model makes a direct connection to practice
while addressing the iterative process of teaching. Continual
faculty-guided reflection by teacher candidates results in
selection, adaptation, and implementation of theories, philosophies, and best practices in their field placements.
One example of this pragmatic approach to undergraduate research occurs during our teacher candidates’ initial
practicum experience working with students who are deaf
or hard-of-hearing (DHH), in which our teacher candidates
take several weeks to prepare one lesson plan that will be
used during “learning fairs” held at two different schools
during the semester. This one lesson is taught four times in
a row at both schools, with students in field placements at
those schools rotating among the learning stations every
twenty minutes. After the first fair, the teacher candidates
are expected to analyze the effectiveness of their goals, objectives, teaching materials, and communication. They are then
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guided in researching the current literature to determine
appropriate alterations to improve the quality of the lesson
before teaching it during the second fair that takes place several weeks later. Following that second teaching experience,
our students are once again instructed to examine the existing research literature in order to analyze their lessons even
more deeply. A final reflective report is produced by each
teacher candidate, citing specific research studies to support
his or her analysis and offering suggestions for improvement
should another opportunity to teach that same lesson arise
in the future.
Teacher candidates in special education complete a “teacher
work sample” (TWS) during their student teaching practicum experiences. The TWS assignment was developed to
reflect multiple teaching processes identified in educational
research as influential for student learning. Through this
project, student teachers describe the contextual factors of
their classrooms, craft learning goals for a teaching unit, and
create an assessment plan to measure student performance
before, during, and after the unit. Teacher candidates collect
data during these assessments and then analyze this data to
determine whether their students met their stated learning
goals. In a lengthy TWS report, student teachers analyze student learning, evaluate their teaching practices, and reflect
on their instruction in order to improve their own teaching
practice (a model drawn from the Renaissance Partnership
for Improving Teacher Quality Project). In this example of
the pragmatic approach, our teacher candidates collect and
analyze data based on the students in their classrooms to
answer questions about the effectiveness of their teaching
practice.

Conclusion

It is imperative that all undergraduate pre-service teachers
be offered the chance to participate in multiple research
opportunities while they are honing their skills to become
effective teachers. Research at the undergraduate level in a
School of Education must be simultaneously viewed through
both a traditional and a discipline-specific lens. We recommend that professors in teacher-preparation programs offer
a myriad of opportunities from which students can choose
that will allow them to become involved in research as soon
as they begin their program of study as freshmen. Students
should engage in inquiry-based studies, reflection-based
analysis, and evidence-based teaching. Programs should
collect qualitative or quantitative data to monitor studentparticipation rates and the outcomes of research activities to
better understand the needs and accomplishments of their
programs. The ultimate goal of all research efforts should
be to develop future teachers who not only appreciate the
value of research, but who also become actively involved in
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research efforts themselves throughout their entire teaching
careers. In doing so, these teachers act as agents of change
and promote progress in the field of education.

Orland-Barak, Lily, and Hayuta Yinon. 2007. “When Theory Meets Practice:

Keeping in mind that no one model or one teaching setting
can satisfy the individual interests, abilities, and schedules
of all undergraduates in a School of Education program, we
recommend that professors continually calibrate their offerings to be sure of a wide variety of experiences that truly support the learning outcomes desired. Applying the framework
of the traditional, consultant, joint-creation, and pragmatic
models of research to teacher-preparation programs presents
a way to insure that such varied research opportunities exist
for undergraduates; this also can highlight potential gaps in
a program’s offerings. While the four models are helpful in
categorizing various undergraduate research opportunities,
we have discovered that those four models are not entirely
distinct from one another and often overlap in actual
practice. Whatever the model or hybrid model used for
undergraduate research, it is critical that schools of education provide flexibility and accommodations for the intense
workload of undergraduates both in traditional college classroom settings and in on-site in elementary/secondary field
placements during their practicum experiences.

Osborn, Jeffrey M. 2009. “Assessing Outcomes.” CUR Quarterly 29: 4-5.
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CUR Book Review

Successful Strategies for Teaching
Undergraduate Research
By Marta Deyrup and Beth Bloom, Editors

Reviewed by Susan Berry Brill de Ramírez,
Bradley University, brill@bradley.edu
Using a 2010 Google Research
Grant to study student research
methods and students’ needs
for instruction in information
literacy, Marta Deyrup and
Beth Bloom have published an
excellent co-edited collection,
Successful Strategies for Teaching
Undergraduate
Research.
It
provides
a
roadmap
for
improving students’ abilities
to conduct textual research
while avoiding plagiarism.
The essays in the volume
build upon the early work of
Carol Kuhlthau, who applied
composition theories about
process to pedagogies regarding
Lanham, Maryland:
library research and information
Scarecrow Press, 2013
science. Most of the collection’s
ISBN: 978-0810887169
essays cite her 1985 essay “A
204 pages, $65.00
Process Approach to Library
Skills
Instruction”
(School
Media Quarterly 13.1: 35-40), which delineates the six-stage
“information search process” that students navigate when
conducting library research for their papers.
What does this have to do with actual student research?
The answer is clear: a lot. In many ways, this new collection
discusses the precursors to student research, providing guidance
in developing academic programming and course pedagogies
to prepare students for actual research later on. The essays are
primarily focused on courses that assign research papers. The
librarians and literacy specialists in this collection argue that
done well, an assigned research paper yields invaluable learning
for students and faculty alike and that information-literacy
specialists in library science can and should be called upon to
assist in this process. Indeed, Heidi L. M. Jacobs asserts in the
collection’s first chapter, “The research assignment carries with
it tremendous possibilities for student engagement. In its ideal
form, it builds on natural curiosity, encourages exploration,
and positions students as critical thinkers and active creators
of knowledge” (5). Rather than prompting a tedious exercise,
she says, “the Research Question needs to become a site of
collective inquiry for students, faculty, and librarians and a site
of problem-solving for all three groups” (9).
The next chapters focus on the challenges that faculty and
students alike face in successfully traversing the research paper
assignment, arguing that many of the pitfalls can be avoided
with innovative pedagogical interventions. As Maria T. Accardi
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explains regarding plagiarism, it is a reality that “requires more
than corrective homilies and academic sanctions” (79). Stephanie
Sterling Brasley’s comprehensive overview essay, “Assessing
the Information Research Process,” advises using librarianinstructors for assistance in designing courses, programs, and
institutional assessments of students’ research abilities and
learning (89-118).
Noting students’ problematic reliance on Wikipedia, Stephanie
N. Otis argues the importance of utilizing librarians and faculty
as experts to help students evaluate sources prior to reading and
using them: “The current generation of college students may be
technically savvy, but not necessarily source savvy” (124). Taking
a different approach to Wikipedia, Davida Scharf describes a
fascinating assignment in which faculty serve as coaches for a
Wikipedia writing/editing assignment, with students working
with Wikipedia, not as readers, but in the role of researchers,
writers, and editors actually contributing to Wikipedia entries,
thereby improving both their composition skills and information
literacy. Drawing on theories of motivation such as Maslow’s
hierarchy and Hertzberg’s theory of intrinsic and extrinsic
rewards, Scharf affirms that when students are interested and
motivated to perform well and when they work with topics with
which they have some familiarity, they can contribute more
easily and meaningfully to projects.
New pedagogies are discussed and modelled throughout the
collection. Co-editor Bloom concludes the collection with a
chapter noting the inadequacy of the omnipresent one-shot
library presentation to first-year students. She asserts that
more is needed: “Librarians must be included in the process
of developing students’ information literacy skills, whether
through a required for-credit course, by scaffolding (a series of
librarian interventions where increasingly advanced research
skills are built upon one another), or by partnering librarians
with faculty on a per-course basis” (172). She then provides
a detailed and compelling example of Seton Hall University’s
incorporation of information literacy within its revamped core
curriculum.
In many ways, this book could have been titled A Defense of
Librarians in a Digital Age. The roles of the library and librarians
have changed radically now that the primary platforms for
textual research are via digital search engines. As Mary W. George
makes clear in her essay, faculty and academic librarians need
to work together more extensively and effectively to improve
students’ research methods and to “devise flexible, measurable
ways to ensure that undergraduates understand, demonstrate,
retain, and can transfer the basic tenets of library research,
going beyond the passive Google searching to active knowledge
searching.” Although this book’s title focuses on undergraduate
research, it is really about the learning that students need before
they engage in actual research. This book should be required
reading for all faculty and administrators involved in general
education and core curriculum programs for it is in the first
years of college that students need to develop their information
literacy and library research skills for use in their later projects.
As this book well argues, technology has made librarians vital
in assisting faculty and students in their collaborative journeys
toward information literacy.
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