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Candace Rypisi, California Institute of Technology

CUR Focus

Michael Bergren, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Endowing Undergraduate Research to Ensure Growth and Stability

I

n 2015 it is safe to say that the value of engaging young
college and university students in research is undisputed.
Scores of articles and studies over the past 40 years
support the consensus that connecting undergraduates
to “real” research offers many major benefits, not the
least of which are partnerships with faculty and other
mentors, development of investigative and collaborative
skills, and opportunities to explore different intellectual
pathways. For decades, well-established research institutions
such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
and the California Institute of Technology (Caltech) have
regularly asserted that research can serve as an almost perfect
complement to curricular work.
No date can be assigned to the first instance in which a
member of the faculty invited an undergraduate to join a
research project. However, the notion of institutions establishing “centralized” undergraduate research (UR) programs
or offices is by and large a phenomenon of the 1960s and beyond. As the value of UR became more and more clear to an
institution’s senior educators, so did the concept of campusbased structures devoted solely or in part to cultivating and
sustaining research opportunities for undergraduates. Such
enterprises provide resources and programming for students
and their mentors, manage UR statistics for the institution,
and, perhaps most importantly, build and manage the financial resources that support UR endeavors on campus.
Two early examples of research institutions that not only
recognized the value of formal, centralized UR programs but
also the importance of strategies to include UR in fundraising efforts are MIT and Caltech.
As the imperative for offering opportunities for undergraduate research grows, so does the need for increased funding.
Students, faculty, and colleges need to be more creative in
their fundraising strategies. However, success just might be
found in some tried and true strategies, such as raising an
endowment. Endowments are created when a gift is given
in perpetuity for a specific purpose. The principal of the gift
is kept intact, while all or part of the investment income
or “payout” can be used in accordance with the donation’s
purpose. Endowments for undergraduate research provide
an opportunity for both immediate growth and long-term
stability.
This article will examine how MIT and Caltech have effectively used endowments to expand and support their
programs for undergraduate research. While both are re-
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search-intensive universities, the following strategies and
lessons learned can be adapted across a diversity of institutional types.

The MIT UROP and Caltech SURF Programs
Founded in 1861, MIT is a private research university
that maintains an intense focus on laboratory instruction
within applied science and engineering disciplines. In
1957, Polaroid founder Edwin H. Land delivered a groundbreaking lecture at MIT titled “Generations of Greatness,”
in which he expressed a belief that all people enter the
world with the potential to achieve great things and, consequently, educators should always consider adopting the
best and most progressive strategies for young people to
maximize their intellectual potential. Land’s lecture posited
that environments should be created in which students and
faculty members work together on scholarly and research
endeavors. Not surprisingly, this philosophy served, a dozen years later, as the key inspiration for MIT’s launch of the
Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP).
Introduced in 1969 with a $50,000 grant from Land and
the limitless enthusiasm of a young junior faculty member,
Margaret MacVicar, MIT’s UROP was remarkably free of
parameters and restrictions. Students in any discipline at
any stage of their academic careers could participate; participants were not confined to research within their own
majors or restricted to science and engineering areas.
Today UROP requires that two criteria be met: A faculty
member must endorse the student’s proposed research
and offer supervision, and the work must have academic
value. UROP is centrally administered in MIT’s Office
of Undergraduate Advising and Academic Programming
(UAAP). The office offers advising, programming, and services designed to support all undergraduates interested in
research, and manages a budget that provides wages for
undergraduate researchers. Approximately half of paid projects in UROP are supported through UAAP funds, and the
balance through faculty members’ resources.
Students participate on a term-by-term basis; whether a
project continues beyond one academic term or the summer is mutually decided between the student and the faculty mentor. Steps taken by each applicant include:
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■■ Working with a faculty member or members to define

a project.
■■ Completing an application that includes a one- or two-

page research proposal, noting whether either academic
credit or funding for compensation is desired.
■■ Submitting the application for review by the faculty

member, host academic area, and finally, the UAAP.
Faculty mentors determine the student researcher’s “deliverables,” which might include a written report. As each term
and summer concludes, the UAAP requests that student and
faculty mentor each complete an online evaluation of the
experience.
UROP was launched with about 25 students and soon
gained traction. Today, 89 percent of MIT undergraduates
participate prior to graduating, and more than half of faculty
members are active as supervisors.
Similarly, the California Institute of Technology is a private
university focused on research and education in science,
engineering, and technology. Since its founding, Caltech
has placed an emphasis on undergraduate research. In the
early 1920s, Arthur Amos Noyes, a member of the institute’s
founding triumvirate, made the completion of nine units
of independent research a graduation requirement for all
chemistry majors. In 1928, Linus Pauling, an assistant professor of chemistry, and Caltech senior Edwin McMillan,
both of whom would go on to win Nobel prizes, co-authored
a paper in the Journal of the American Chemical Society. This
serves as one of Caltech’s earliest examples of the important
outcomes that can arise from including undergraduates in
the research enterprise!
Over the next 50 years, undergraduate research existed
mainly in the life sciences and relied on federal grants for
funding. However, in the mid-1970s, there was one year
in which the National Science Foundation decided not to
award grants to students while the agency revamped its
growing undergraduate research program. This was of great
concern for Caltech faculty members, who were upset that
they wouldn’t be able to work with students that year.
Recalls professor Fred Shair: “At that moment, I wondered
if Caltech might be ready to start its own formal summer
undergraduate research program.”
Indeed, in 1979, the institution’s Summer Undergraduate
Research Fellowships (SURF) program was established. SURF
is a 10-week summer program designed to introduce students to research under the guidance of a seasoned research
mentor. SURF began with two main goals: (1) make the
fellowships available to students in all academic areas and

(2) raise an endowment to ensure consistent opportunities
and growth. Today, Caltech’s low student-faculty ratio of
3:1 provides an extraordinary opportunity for students to
become involved with research on campus. At graduation,
approximately 80 percent of students have done at least one
SURF project.
SURF is administered by the Student-Faculty Programs (SFP)
office, which provides support to students wishing to engage
in UR. It also administers several other summer UR programs.
SURF is modeled on the grant-seeking process and thus:
■■ Students collaborate with a potential mentor to define

and develop a research project.
■■ Applicants write a research proposal as part of the ap-

plication process.
■■ A faculty committee reviews applications and recom-

mends awards.
■■ During the summer, SURF Fellows must submit two

progress reports, write an abstract and final technical
paper, and give an oral presentation at our campus-wide
seminar day.
To further enrich the research experiences, a full calendar of
seminars, workshops, and social and cultural activities are
also provided throughout the summer.

Budgets and Funding
The question for most colleges and universities is no longer
the importance or impact of undergraduate research, but
rather how to secure adequate funding for it. Most programs
need funding for staff salaries and materials and supplies.
Some need funding for faculty stipends or to offset researchrelated costs. However, the biggest line item is that of student
compensation. While some institutions offer UR for academic credit, it has become commonplace to offer stipends
or pay to student researchers. This may be especially true for
summer programs.
From the beginning, Caltech’s SURF Fellows were paid to
participate in the program. Faculty members were committed to the ideal that students should not need to choose
between taking a paying summer job and participating in
undergraduate research. The first SURF award was $2,000 in
1979. Today, the fellows receive $6,000 for the 10-week summer period. In general, student awards are funded half by
faculty and half by the SURF program. It has long been suggested that it is important that faculty members contribute
to the student awards. One faculty member has remarked, “It
means we have ‘teeth in the game,’” and therefore a stron-
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ger commitment to the student. The funding that the SURF
program provides for student awards comes mainly from an
endowment, while Caltech’s general budget and annual gifts
provide funding for staff salaries and materials and supplies.

based on market behavior. Endowment-payout rates—the
portion of the income that the institution draws from—differ from institution to institution, but they typically hover
around five to five-and-a-half percent.

Caltech’s SURF endowment was started in 1982 with an
initial $450,000 gift. Over the next 20 years, the endowment slowly grew to $5 million. However, the program was
still not meeting the overwhelming interest in the program
shown by students and faculty members. In 1998, as part
of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC)
accreditation review, Caltech conducted a self-study of
its undergraduate research structure that focused on the
educational impact of the SURF program and identified the
unmet needs. The faculty committee doing the self-study
recommended, and the WASC visiting committee agreed,
that “the endowment for the SURF program be substantially
augmented” to meet the growing demand for undergraduate
research and “to assign a high priority to fully endowing the
program.” Today the endowment is just over $19 million,
and the income generated accounts for over 30 percent of
the annual budget for SURF awards (annual gifts and faculty
grants provide the remaining funds).

In 2002, on the heels of the accreditation recommendations, Caltech launched a capital campaign that included
the goal of adding $10 million to the SURF endowment. The
foundation of the SURF campaign was providing donors an
opportunity to establish individual named endowments. At
the time, a named SURF endowment could be established for
$125,000. This amount was, in part, determined by considering how much payout would be needed to fund on annual
SURF award. A generous donor provided a “matching” gift
that provided 40 percent of the funds needed to establish an
individual SURF endowment. This meant that those interested in establishing a new endowment could do so for 60
percent of the cost. This allowed many donors, who might
not have had the ability to establish an endowment at full
cost, the opportunity to establish a named endowment. This
opportunity was especially well received by alumni and parents and resulted in nearly 50 new SURF endowments.

At MIT, earning pay for UROP work was a viable option by
1973. The faculty’s consensus was that earning payment in
lieu of elective credit did not diminish the academic value of
work done through UROP. Throughout the 1970s, though,
most UROP work was conducted for academic credit; by
1983 the trend had changed significantly, with most students preferring to earn wages for UROP projects.
Today, the program’s endowment stands at $17 million, and
the income generated accounts for close to 40 percent of
the UAAP annual budget for UROP (the balance comes from
unrestricted gifts and general institutional funds). Overall,
MIT commits close to $9 million annually to support UROP
students, and about half of that comes from the faculty, reinforcing its strong commitment to undergraduate researchers.

Why an Endowment?
As noted above, budgets for undergraduate research come
from a variety of sources, such as general budget funds,
sponsored research, unrestricted gifts, and in some cases,
endowment income. Colleges and universities have long
understood the importance of having a strong endowment.
Basically, endowments provide long-term stability. They
are the “gift that keeps on giving.” Other funding sources
(grants, gifts, etc.) are not necessarily guaranteed from one
year to the next. Endowment (and the income it generates)
benefits the program for the long-term, if not perpetuity,

6

It is important to note that both Caltech and MIT had a long
history of undergraduate research, as well as a strong relationship with students, alumni, and parents built over time.
Before starting any fundraising campaign, building a solid
program and a history of successful outcomes is as important
as building strong relationships.

Relationship with Development
“But wait, I’m not a fundraiser…” We aren’t either, nor
should we be! It is important to understand that every college and university has a specific approach to fundraising
and that development officers have expertise that is unlikely
to be found in the staff of undergraduate research offices. We
are not suggesting that this article is a comprehensive tutorial on endowment fundraising or that UR program directors should become fundraisers. The focus for UR directors
should be on establishing and nurturing relationships with
the campus development staff to determine if and how an
endowment for UR fits into the overall fundraising plan of
the campus.
The most important point here is to establish and cultivate a relationship with your campus’s development team.
Development officers should be able to tell your story as well
as you can. This means that UR directors need to spend time
meeting with development officers and making sure that
they understand the program and its impact. Alternatively,
UR directors need to learn about the fundraising strategy
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and goals of the institution and figure out how they can best
support those efforts.
One way that UR programs can help development officers is
by making sure that they have materials to share with potential donors. At Caltech, this has been critical. Development
officers are often looking for professionally designed materials that they can take with them on donor visits. A few years
ago when we were faced with budget cuts, we made the decision not to go with an online-only version of our annual
report. We felt, and continue to feel, that the glossy annual
report is important to our fundraising efforts.
Similarly, MIT works to ensure that development personnel
have the materials and information necessary to have meaningful and hopefully fruitful conversations with prospects,
including compelling student stories. The materials also
mention an annual budget shortfall, further emphasizing
financial need. Serving as the central administrative unit
for MIT’s UROP, the Office of Undergraduate Advising and
Academic Programming (UAAP) also provides more detailed
“talking points” for the development staff. The document
offers program data points and historical context that might
prove useful in soliciting donors, as well as suggesting giving
“levels.”

Stewardship (and How We Steward) Is Critical
In many ways, stewardship is “telling a story.” It’s giving
donors some detail on how their support benefits specific
students, how it might impact scientific discovery, and how
it makes a “difference.” Documenting how donors’ support
impacts students also benefits fundraisers, who can subsequently share student “stories” with prospective donors.
There are a number of approaches that a program can take.
MIT’s approach to donor stewardship is multi-faceted and
involves numerous “players.” Essential for UROP stewardship are staff members in the UAAP, who each year generate
more than 60 comprehensive annual reports for key donors
to UROP. Each report expresses gratitude for continued support, along with a list of the students supported in the past
year. In addition to information on each student supported,
descriptive detail on the student’s research is provided.
MIT’s UROP students are also encouraged to participate in
the stewardship of donors. Each year, approximately 400
students receive support from named UROP funds, and each
award notification provides the student with background on
the donor or the individual(s) for whom the fund is named.
Perhaps most importantly, recipients are prompted to send a
thank you message to the donor(s) who are sponsoring their
research.

On a case-by-case basis, the UAAP is prepared to directly
connect student recipients with the donors behind specific
named UROP funds. Such instances could take place over an
informal meeting, a lunch, or a more formal student presentation. A particularly successful approach in this vein is MIT’s
annual Scholarship and UROP Brunch, which brings together scores of key donors of scholarships and UROP funds.
Student awardees meet the donors who have provided their
support, and the donors have the opportunity to hear firsthand how their support impacts students. The brunch also
features a panel of student scholarship and UROP recipients.
Facilitated by MIT’s chancellor, each panelist talks at some
length and with some eloquence on the positive impacts of
donor-supported learning experiences, followed by a Q&A.
Overall, the brunch has been very effective in directly conveying the student “story” to an audience well-positioned to
provide critical support.
Caltech’s stewardship plan begins with a concept called
“soaking the beans.” This phrase started with an alumnus
and good friend to SURF. As he explains it, every delicious
pot of chili starts with soaking the beans. Chili-making cannot be rushed, it takes time. In other words, relationships
are at the root of every gift and must be nurtured over time.
Furthermore, all stewardship should be designed to strengthen and build the relationship. Soaking the beans has become
a mantra in our office. We think of every interaction—with
students, alumni, parents, faculty—as a chance to begin or
nurture a relationship.
It is also important to make sure that donors understand just
how important their investment is. This starts with thank
you letters from both the institute and the program. Every
donor also receives a hand-written thank you note from a
SURF student. Our office sponsors a Donor Appreciation
event at which we provide students with information about
the donor, a “tutorial” on how to write a strong thank you
letter, and stationery to do so. And finally, donors are recognized in an annual report that is widely distributed.
Caltech’s stewardship plan also includes several opportunities for donors and students to connect each year. Every donor is invited to three main annual events: the SURF Kickoff
Dinner, the Student-Donor Dinner, and Seminar Day. Each
event allows donors to meet and interact with the students
they support. They can hear directly from students about
their research and the impact it is having (or has had) on
their academic experience.

Key Lessons Learned
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As program directors, we’ve learned a lot about fundraising
and the important impact that endowments can have on a
program. But, most importantly, we’ve learned about our
role in the fundraising process. Here are some of those lessons:
■■ Cultivate your undergraduate-research story and tell it

over and over again.

■■ What is your UR story? Develop it. Refine it. Tell it re-

peatedly.
■■ How do you share it—inside and outside of the campus?
■■ What support do you need to create and share your

story?
■■ How are you friend-raising?

■■ Focus on “friend-raising” and building long-term rela-

tionships with students, alumni, and parents.
■■ Use accreditation, self-studies, or other campus assess-

■■ What’s one new thing you can do to create relationships

with potential donors that doesn’t involve asking for
money?

ments to your advantage. These are ways to share the
impact that UR is having on your students.

■■ Are there campus assessment efforts, self-studies, or ac-

■■ Cultivate strong connections with campus development

■■ Who are your campus, alumni, and donor allies? Where

and alumni-relations offices. Engage everyone you can
to be part of the excitement.
■■ Create visually appealing materials. As program direc-

tors, we often spend our limited time and resources on
developing websites and materials aimed at engaging
our students. While this is critical, any spare resources
you may have should be used to create materials that
can be shared with alumni, parents, and donors.
■■ Develop a comprehensive stewardship plan that is fo-

cused on bringing donors, students, and faculty together
to highlight the importance of UR. Donors who support
UR are often motivated by the impact that they can have
on the individual student, so it is important to provide
them opportunities to hear directly from such students.

Conclusion
While many directors of UR programs are turning to new
and innovative ways to fund UR, such as crowdfunding,
we believe tapping into the tried and true power of endowments is another way in which we can plan for the long-term
success and stability of our programs. While most of us are
not fundraisers and do not have the resources to launch big
fundraising efforts on our own, there are a lot of things that
as program directors we can do to help our campus development team. Based on our experience, here’s a roadmap to
help you begin thinking about fundraising:

8

creditation visits that you can participate in?
are the gaps?
■■ How do you provide stewardship of your donors? What

else can you do?
■■ What, and where, are the roadblocks to raising money

for UR?
Candace Rypisi
California Institute of Technology, candacer@caltech.edu
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Alice Bean, Susan B. Twombly, University of Kansas

Undergraduate Research and Study Abroad: Lessons from an NSF
Partnership in Research and Education (PIRE) Grant

I

n this article, we use the results of interviews and postexperience questionnaires with students and study abroad
administrators who participated in an NSF-sponsored
Partnership in Research and Education (PIRE) grant to
explore the benefits and challenges of using undergraduate
research as a study abroad experience. Over all, we found
that students valued the real learning involved in being
a valued partner in an ongoing international scientific
endeavor yielding important outcomes. Study abroad
coordinators and participating faculty members learned
about working with each other in what they described
as a cross-cultural experience in its own right. Although
some of the outstanding issues of using undergraduate
research experiences as study abroad were not fully resolved,
we identified several institutional challenges for creating
meaningful study abroad experiences for STEM majors.
Undergraduate research and study abroad have gained
considerable attention of late as vehicles for promoting
experiential learning. Both seek to engage students more
actively in the learning process to improve outcomes, and
ultimately increase retention and graduation rates (AAC&U;
Hu, Scheuch, Schwartz, Gaston-Gayles and Shaoqing 2008).
Study abroad has also become important as a means of developing cross-culturally competent graduates who can work
in a global society. Over the last few decades colleges and
universities have made a concerted effort to increase and
broaden the number and diversity of students participating
in both undergraduate research and study abroad. Finding
study abroad opportunities has been particularly difficult
for students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Although 37 percent of international
students who come to the U.S. to study major in STEM fields,
only 22.5 percent of U.S. students who studied abroad in
2012-13 were STEM majors This figure includes majors in
engineering, physical and life sciences, health professions,
and mathematics and computer sciences (IIE 2014).
Despite the fact that the percentage of physical and lifesciences majors studying abroad has risen in recent years,
additional efforts have been undertaken in international scientific collaborations to generate even more increases in the
number and percentage of STEM majors who study abroad
(Blumenthal and Grothus 2009). Undergraduate research
would appear to be an effective way to enhance study abroad
participation among STEM majors since approximately 40

percent of students in some STEM fields are likely to participate in undergraduate research (Hu et al. 2008).
There is surprisingly little published research on study
abroad for STEM majors, and although there is some research
on the characteristics of effective undergraduate research
experiences, there is little that focuses on marrying study
abroad and undergraduate research. Our findings following
the PIRE grant lead us to the conclusion that undergraduate
research experiences provide a valuable study abroad option
for STEM majors. However, since they do not fit the official
definition of study abroad for study abroad professionals,
they may not be recognized as such. Results from our research provide insight into the characteristics of effective
undergraduate research and demonstrate how undergraduate
research in an international setting offers the opportunity to
achieve outcomes of both types of experiential learning in
one combined experience.

Background
In recent years there has been considerable attention to two
aspects of participating in study abroad. The first is intention to study abroad and the second is actual participation.
Research on the relationship between major and intent to
study abroad is mixed. Some studies suggest that major
does not have a significant effect on intent to study abroad.
STEM majors are as likely as those in other fields to indicate they would like to study abroad (Goldstein and Kim
2006; Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, and Pascarella 2009).
A 2010 study of first-year students at the University of
Massachusetts-Amherst found that only engineering majors
were significantly less likely to anticipate studying abroad
than other majors (Stroud 2010). However, the inclination
or aspiration to study abroad seems to diminish over time
in college and the drop seems to be greater for majors in the
physical and biological sciences (Niehauss 2011). The result
is that of the 22.5 percent of STEM majors who actually studied abroad in 2012-13, 8.8 percent were in the physical or life
sciences, 4.1 percent were in engineering, and 1.9 percent
were math or computer science majors (IIE 2014). Although
the data show improvement over thirteen years in the overall percentage of study abroad participants from STEM fields,
there is clearly room for improvement in some STEM majors.
Many reasons are given for the reluctance of STEM majors
to engage in study abroad. For example, women are much
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more likely to study abroad than men but make up a smaller
percentage of STEM majors. Plans for graduate school also
seem to negatively impact plans to study abroad, and STEM
majors may be more likely to plan to attend graduate school
and thus hesitant to participate in study abroad perhaps for
fear it will negatively affect graduate school plans by lengthening time to degree or precluding opportunities to work
on research projects with faculty members. Lack of language
skills is also another reason given for lower rates of participation by STEM majors in study abroad (Twombly, Salisbury,
Tumanut and Klute 2012).
Undoubtedly, a significant reason for the difficulties in encouraging STEM majors to study abroad lies in the structure
of the majors themselves. In contrast to the humanities,
programs in STEM fields are highly structured, with courses
tightly sequenced. Missing a course in a sequence affects
progress toward a degree. STEM students may have little
room in their full majors to study languages. Research by
O’Hara (2009) suggests that science faculty members are
less likely than faculty in other disciplines to incorporate
international perspectives into their classes or to promote
study abroad.
On the other hand, given the nature of STEM fields one
might expect undergraduate research to more readily fit with
faculty work and the disciplines themselves. The Council on
Undergraduate Research defines an undergraduate research
experience as one that includes “an inquiry or investigation conducted by an undergraduate that makes an original
intellectual or creative contribution to the discipline” (cited
in Hu et al. 2008, p. 6). Hu and colleagues note that the
nature of research in STEM fields makes it easier to incorporate undergraduates into more progressively complex and
responsible roles in research and thus into undergraduate
research experiences than in some other disciplines. Early
on, students may be technicians filling low-skilled roles, but
over time they may become colleagues playing significant
roles in all aspects of research (Hu et al. 2008). In fact, by
the time they are seniors, STEM majors report at least twice
the participation rate in undergraduate research than most
other majors (43 percent of physical science majors, 43 percent of biological and life science majors, and 29 percent
of engineering majors engage in such research) (Hu et al.
2008). Laboratory-based curricula, accompanied by faculty
with large grants and laboratories of their own (at least in
research universities), would seemingly make such experiences widely available and attractive.
Research on the outcomes of undergraduate research in
STEM fields is surprisingly limited. Examining studentreported gains from undergraduate research supported by
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grants from the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, Lopatto
(2004) found that students noted large gains in the following skills: understanding the research process, readiness
for more demanding research, understanding how scientists work on real problems, and learning lab techniques.
Moreover, more than half of the Howard Hughes summer
research participants in Lopatto’s study reported that the
experience was better than they expected. Lopatto cites
earlier research attributing various outcomes such as college
persistence, interest in science careers, and graduate study
to undergraduate research. Lopatto’s study says little about
what made the research experience a successful learning
experience for students, though.
Blumenthal and Grothus (2009) report the success of
RISE (Research Internships in Science and Engineering) in
which American, Canadian, and now British undergraduates conduct summer research internships supervised by
German doctoral students at laboratories such as the Max
Planck Institute. RISE is sponsored by the German Academic
Exchange Service (DAAD) and like the PIRE projects discussed here, offers financial support to allow undergraduates
the opportunity to work on serious, supervised projects.
Originally focused on engineering, RISE now accepts students in the fields of biology, chemistry, physics, earth
sciences, and engineering (DAAD n.d.). Blumenthal and
Grothus call RISE an “exciting and attractive program” (p.
23). In particular, RISE seemed to affect participants’ interest in world affairs, traveling abroad, and understanding
of German professional culture. Over two-thirds of RISE
participants anticipated pursuing graduate study and almost
half expressed an interest in pursuing graduate study in
Germany (Blumenthal and Grothus 2009). However, as a
German-sponsored program that seeks to develop German
scientific capacity, RISE is not a solution to enhancing U.S.
study abroad rates for STEM students.
The NSF grants in the Partnership in Research and Education
(PIRE) program are aimed at supporting high-quality projects that advance research and education in ways that could
not occur without international collaboration, and thus
PIRE seeks to catalyze a higher level of international engagement in the U.S. science and engineering community.

The Pixel PIRE Grant
The PIRE grant was aimed at performing research and development, fabrication, and testing of next-generation silicon
pixel detectors to track the particles in subatomic collisions,
for the Compact Muon Solenoid (CMS) experiment, at the
CERN Large Hadron Collider near Geneva, Switzerland.
The CMS collaboration includes more than 3,000 PhD-
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level physicists from more than 39 countries who operate
the detector located at CERN. The international consortium
developed with Pixel PIRE, as the NSF grant was known,
allowed the participants to create a smaller research consortium within the CMS collaboration to transfer technology
from the Swiss partnering institutions to small U.S. research
groups. It also provided a framework for cross-generational
collaboration among undergraduate and graduate students,
postdoctoral researchers, and faculty members. Another goal
was to strengthen international exchange programs between
the U.S. and Swiss institutions.
The Pixel PIRE grant offered two types of international experiences for undergraduate and graduate students. One was a
formal study abroad experience in which participating students could enroll in and receive credit for physics and language courses at the prestigious Eidgenössische Technische
Hochschule Zürich (ETHZ), one of the world’s leading universities for technology and the natural sciences located in
Zurich, Switzerland. Over the course of the grant, nine of the
total 26 undergraduate student participants studied at ETHZ
for at least one semester. This was a traditional study abroad
experience in that it was administered primarily through
study abroad offices, and students received academic credit
for their work.
All 26 of the undergraduates spent at least two months in an
intensive research program with the CMS collaboration. The
research was centered at the internationally renowned Paul
Scherrer Institute (PSI) located between Zurich and Basel, although some students spent their research time at ETHZ and
CERN as well. PSI is known for its work in the natural and
engineering sciences and, as such, is a magnet for collaborative research projects. In addition, PSI has a specific goal of
training “young specialists and students” (PSI website).
The research experiences for all students were provided
within the context of an international laboratory setting,
accompanied by many of the cultural characteristics of any
study abroad experience, such as travel and visits to local
landmarks. However, there were significant differences from
a traditional study abroad experience. Students who participated only in the research experience were not enrolled in
any course for credit and paid no study abroad fee. As participants in a large grant, students were paid for their research
work. Their travel, living expenses, and ETHZ tuition and
study abroad fees (for those who enrolled in courses at ETHZ)
were covered by the NSF grant.
There is much to be learned from this particular grant with
respect to study abroad for science students, as well as for
what makes successful undergraduate research experiences. It
demonstrates how undergraduate research and study abroad

can be mutually reinforcing. These findings are generalizable
and scalable.
The Pixel PIRE grant period ran from 2007 through 2013 with
a budget of $2.8 million. It involved a collaboration among
four U.S. Midwest universities: the University of Kansas,
Kansas State University, University of Illinois-Chicago, and
University of Nebraska Lincoln, plus the University of Puerto
Rico-Mayaguez and the two Swiss institutes noted above, PSI
and ETHZ. Although the ultimate goals of the grant were
primarily scientific in nature, one of the specific goals was to
create a study abroad opportunity involving study, cultural
exposure, and research. The core of the student research
experience involved carrying out a defined project. The projects emerged from discussions among the PSI staff, U.S. Pixel
PIRE faculty, and Pixel PIRE postdoctoral researchers located
in Switzerland.
Students worked under the direction of the postdoctoral
research associates in close consultation with senior PSI or
ETHZ staff members, with oversight from U.S. faculty members. Participating faculty members and students attended
a PIRE conference in the fall of each year of the grant at
which students presented their work, study abroad representatives and research administrators from participating
institutions met, and faculty met to discuss progress on the
grant. Conferences on occasion also included specific mentoring activities, such as a lunch to discuss graduate school
preparation.
Over the course of the grant 26 undergraduates, 13 graduate students, and four postdoctoral researchers spent at least
two months in Switzerland. Each of the five participating
U.S. universities, all of which are major research universities,
sent at least four undergraduate students and at least three
graduate students to participate. As noted earlier, 11 students
(nine undergraduate and two graduate) spent at least one
semester enrolled at ETHZ (Table 1). Of the student participants, 11 were from traditionally underrepresented minority
groups (10 Hispanics and one Native American) and 10 were
women. In any single year, there were from nine to 13 student participants in the grant.
The research projects typically involved instrumentation
and electronics. There was little differentiation between
what was expected for a graduate student and an undergraduate student project. The main difference was how much
time the student spent abroad to work on the project, which
could have been from two months to a year. An example of
a student summer project was one measuring the electric
charge collection efficiency of a set of silicon sensors after
they had been exposed to radiation. Some of this instrumentation research was published in refereed journals, and the
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results have been presented at international research conferences. All of the researchers participating in this grant became members of the CMS collaboration and thus took part
in the discovery of the Higgs boson, which was announced
on July 4, 2012, and for which the 2013 Nobel Prize was
awarded to the theorists who predicted it.
One of the key aspects of the Pixel PIRE grant was a verticalmentoring model consisting of grant faculty and scientists,
postdoctoral researchers, graduate students, and undergraduate students. Graduate students were intentionally
paired with undergraduate students for peer reviews of talks
and papers. The postdoctoral researchers checked daily on
the students for whom they were “responsible.” The senior
faculty members worked closely with the postdoctoral researchers as well as the students. The vertical-mentoring
model is based on the principle that by spending time with
colleagues who represent all stages of one’s potential career,
one develops a community and will develop cross-generational as well as international collaborations. For instance,
undergraduate students get to find out from graduate students what the real issues are with graduate school as they
spend time both inside and outside of the lab together.

Table 1. Description of Student Participants in the Pixel
PIRE Summer Research
Participation Category

Number of
Participants

Level
Undergraduate students

26

Graduate students

13

Participating University
University of Illinois Chicago

10

University of Kansas

10

University of Puerto Rico Mayaguez

8

Kansas State University

6

University of Nebraska Lincoln

5

Gender and Race/Ethnicity

Pixel PIRE also provided a forum for scientists and study
abroad administrators to meet and learn from each other.
Study abroad and research administrators from each participating institution attended each of the Pixel PIRE conferences.

Methods and Findings
Data were collected at various points during the grant period
with the primary focus being evaluating grant progress for
NSF. Post-trip questionnaires were collected from students
during several years of the grant (2009, 2010, and 2012) for a
total of 22 completed student questionnaires. The questionnaires asked participants to report on a series of experiences
covering outcomes associated with the research experience,
as well as on traditional study abroad outcomes (see Table 2).
The items changed from administration to administration in
order to explore themes learned from the prior year’s data
collection. The post-experience questionnaire also contained
an open-ended item asking students to identify five specific
skills they learned and the most significant component of
the program. Administered toward the end of the grant, the
2012 questionnaire asked somewhat different questions. Due
to the small number of participants and the consistency of
themes across years, we report only descriptive statistics from
the survey.
To probe findings from the post-experience questionnaires in
greater depth, focus groups were conducted with students in
the fall of 2010 and fall of 2012 at the annual Pixel PIRE conference. Focus-group interviews were also conducted with
study abroad representatives, university research administrators, and faculty who attended the 2010 and 2012 Pixel PIRE
conferences. Notes were taken and analyzed for themes. The
qualitative findings confirmed and extended the survey data.
To report the findings most effectively and efficiently, given
space limitations, we weave both the qualitative and quantitative findings together in our discussion.

Female

10

Male

29

First we report the student outcomes and then we report
findings for study abroad administrators. In doing so, we address the following questions:

Hispanic/Native American

11

1.

Study at ETHZ
Spent at least one semester at Eidgenössische
Technische Hochschule Zürich (ETHZ)

12

Additionally, postdoctoral researchers get a taste of teaching
both undergraduate and graduate students while providing a
bridge (at least in this study) between very busy internationally recognized scientists and students.

9 undergrads
(11 total)

What were the self-reported outcomes for those who
participated in the Pixel PIRE program and what program characteristics contributed to these outcomes?
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2.

3.

How did participating in the Pixel PIRE grant affect study
abroad officials’ approach to study abroad for science
majors?
What do perceived program outcomes suggest about
the role of study abroad and effective undergraduate
research experiences?

As reported in Table 2, the outcomes across the first years
of the grant with which students most strongly agreed included: positive relationships with the postdoctoral mentors,
development of close friendships, work on their project
was a positive learning experience, and appreciation of the
opportunity to work with faculty. In the final grant year,
student participants strongly agreed that the project was a
positive learning experience, that they were able to travel,
and that they learned the importance of collaboration. They
also agreed that they developed a positive relationship with
the postdoctoral mentor and with faculty members and that
they had frequent interactions with people from other countries. When asked to identify the single best thing about the
program, nearly all of the students named the opportunity to
go abroad and work with outstanding faculty and students in
an internationally known lab.
These findings are reinforced by the most significant skill
gains identified by student participants (Table 3). Student
participants were asked to identify up to five specific skills
they had developed or improved as a result of participating
in Pixel PIRE. The skills fell into four categories: scientific/
technical, professional, personal development, and cultural
competence. In the scientific category, (computer) programming was the specific skill mentioned most frequently by
students across years. In the professional category, gains
in communication skills were mentioned most often.
Participants reported personal outcomes often associated
with study abroad, such as making new connections and
new friends, and learning how to adapt to new situations. In
the area of cultural knowledge, learning a foreign language
and interaction with other cultures were the most frequently
reported gains.
These findings were elaborated on in the student focus
groups. Students explained that at PSI one has to collaborate
because one cannot do the work alone. There were many
opportunities to collaborate through e-mail, weekly video
conferences, and day-to-day work in the lab. In fact, the
students described PSI as a culture unto itself. Being in another culture taught two of them “how lazy I’ve been all my
life” and “what hard work really is.” Another student noted,
“You will find no one with a case of the Mondays [at PSI].”
The PSI daily “mandatory” coffee breaks in which students,

Table 2. Students’ Self-Reported Outcomes by Year
Outcome

Mean*
2009
(n=7)

2010
(n=8)

2012
(n=6)

Positive relationship with postdoctoral mentors

6.9

6.8

3.3

Developed friendships I want to
continue after PIRE

6.4

6.8

Working on my project was positive
learning experience

6.4

6

Enjoyed participating

6.3

6.4

Had opportunity to interact closely
with faculty

6.1

6

3.5

I understood what my project was
about

6

6.3

3.2

Enjoyed working with European
students and faculty

6.8

Learned new skills in particle physics
and detector development

6.6

Developed research collaborations

6

Learned more about particle physics
than would have in the U.S.

5.8

Learned new technical skills

5.3

Likely to apply to international
graduate school

5.1

Continue to do work in particle
physics

4.5

Attend graduate school in physics

3.4

3.83

Was able to travel beyond research
site

3.5

Frequent interactions with people
from other countries

3.3

Learned a lot about Switzerland and
its people

3

Learned about collaboration on large
science projects

3.5

Would have participated had not
been paid for work

2

*Note: The 2009 and 2010 questionnaires used a 7-point scale with
1=strongly disagree and 7=strongly agree; the 2012 instrument used a
4-point scale with 1=strongly disagree and 4=strongly agree.
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scientists, and staff came together to talk about everything
from science to their projects to traveling in Europe were
mentioned frequently as among the most memorable learning forums for students.
In the earlier years of the grant, the study abroad officials
involved thought that the students working at PSI were not
getting a true study abroad experience because they were
stuck in a lab most of the time. The focus-group participants
bristled at this characterization. They said that people stereotype them as “lab rats who don’t get out much.” They
described working at PSI as “a normal 8-to-5 job.” When
they were done with the job, they were on their own. They
traveled on their own, went on trips organized by the faculty members, and made Swiss friends. In this sense, their
experiences seemed similar to those on any short study
abroad program, plus they learned additional skills working
in an international setting driven by the norms and culture
of a world-class international scientific center.
Pixel PIRE yielded tangible outcomes as well. Of the undergraduates who have since graduated, 10 went on to graduate
school and three are employed in industry. Five students
obtained their masters degrees and have now gone on to
pursue PhD programs at other institutions. Three students
have obtained their PhDs and are now in postdoctoral research positions. As noted earlier, many of the students are
co-authors on published papers resulting from the grant.
Overall, the most significant outcome of participation as
reported in the questionnaires, and strongly reinforced in
interviews, was the benefit of international work experience
in a collaborative group of internationally recognized scientists. Students felt they were treated as real scientists, and
they learned what it was like to be a scientist. They noted
that they might have been good physics students before
they went to Switzerland but that while there they got real
experience and skills. As a result they gained a better idea of
what a career in physics would be like. One of the strengths
of the Pixel PIRE experience expressed most strongly in the
focus groups was that students were trusted partners in the
research process, not simply button pushers. Each student
identified a real project that contributed in some way to
the overall mission and work of the CMS collaboration.
Students got to see very tangible results of their work and
also had opportunities to present their work to faculty and
students at the annual Pixel PIRE conference.
The Pixel PIRE grant implemented a vertical-mentoring
model that contributed to and enhanced the research experience. Undergraduate participants worked mostly with
a postdoctoral researcher whom they affectionately called
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Table 3. Specific Skills Developed Through Participation
in Pixel PIRE
Skills*

Number of Students
Year
2009

2010

2012

Programming

4

8

2

Technical

4

1

2

Physics

2
2

1

Scientific/Technical

Professional Knowledge/Skills
Communications skills

3

Leadership

2

Networking

2

Documenting work and presenting it

2

Personal Development
New connections/friends

2

4

Adapting to new situations and
environments

1

2

Foreign language

1

4

Interaction with other cultures/
traveling/understanding

2

4

Specific Study Abroad Skills

*Only gains in skills mentioned more than once are included in this
table. Fewer students completed the post-experience survey in 2012
than in previous years.
“the king of the peons.” The postdocs helped students develop their projects and served as the main link between the
students and faculty members and PSI researchers whom
the students described as very busy. Although most of their
daily work interaction was with the postdoctoral researchers
and graduate students, undergraduates also developed close
relations with faculty participants in the grant—one of the
aspects of the grant about which students were very positive. These relationships were evident not only in what the
students said but also in how the two groups interacted at
the annual Pixel PIRE conferences.
Faculty members were very familiar with students’ work,
and thus when students made presentations, the level of
discourse was conference-like. One of the faculty members
commented after hearing the student presentations, “It is
hard to remember that you are undergraduate students.”
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Some students also presented their work at international
scientific conferences. Students realized firsthand the international dimension of physics and the importance of international collaboration, and they valued the skills they gained
in working across cultures.

Institutional Outcomes for Study Abroad
Administrators
As sensible as it may be to combine undergraduate research
with study abroad, this study suggests that such integration
will not happen without significant changes in thinking on
the part of study abroad officials, as well as by scientists.
One of the goals of Pixel PIRE was to create an institutional
infrastructure to support study abroad in collaborative sciences such as physics. One of the specific goals of the principal investigator was to have study abroad offices recognize
non-credit research experiences as study abroad, just as they
would the for-credit study at ETHZ. Such recognition would
allow students on the research-only experience to be covered
by insurance and other institutional services, while not expecting or requiring them to enroll in and pay for academic
credits. Having study abroad officials more involved would
also ease logistical burdens of study abroad on research faculty.
While student perceptions of the program were consistent
across grant years, the focus-group interviews with study
abroad administrators revealed fairly significant changes in
their perceptions and actions over the period of the grant regarding the efficacy of undergraduate research as a legitimate
study abroad experience. In fall of 2010, two years into the
grant, study abroad officials had not made much progress
in creating institutional structures and processes to facilitate
non-credit-bearing research experiences. Their early focus
had been overcoming significant problems in organizing
the formal study abroad experience at ETHZ. In 2010 study
abroad officials were reluctant to acknowledge that the Pixel
PIRE summer work experience was actually a study abroad
experience, complete with substantial exposure to a foreign
culture. They saw such experiences as outside their purview
and belonging to academic departments. In their view, students participating in the Pixel PIRE grant should pay study
abroad fees and enroll in independent study credits for their
efforts as a way of formalizing the work on students’ transcripts. In contrast, participating PIRE faculty members were
less concerned about records on transcripts than the records
on resumes. In 2010, this was a point of some contention
between study abroad officials and faculty members involved
in the grant.

In the fall of 2012, study abroad administrators were
still struggling with some aspects of the infrastructure issues raised by Pixel PIRE, but the tenor and substance of
the conversation had changed substantially. Participating
institutions had not made progress in creating or accepting non-credit-bearing (thus no cost to the student) study
abroad research experiences in the sciences as legitimate
study abroad. However, by 2012 there was more pressure on
study abroad offices to reach out to the sciences. A renewed
emphasis on undergraduate experiential educational experiences, as well as availability of new scholarship monies
to promote study abroad in STEM fields, motivated study
abroad officials to think differently about how to integrate
research experiences such as that offered by Pixel PIRE into
science majors’ programs of study. For example, one study
abroad administrator talked about the importance of taking
a curricular-integration approach, locating a study abroad
experience (research or otherwise) in a student’s program
of study that would enhance the educational experience by
providing something that students could not get at home.
Another talked about examining institutional policies more
carefully. In general, study abroad administrators reported
learning about how important research experiences are to
science majors.
Although external forces motivated some of the change in
thinking, change was also a result of persistent and intentional effort by participating faculty members. Participating
study abroad officials credited the grant’s principal investigator with raising awareness on campus concerning the issues
students in STEM fields faced in study abroad and for forcing a conversation about how to facilitate such study. The
grant facilitated learning by intentionally creating spaces
(the conferences) for study abroad administrators to interact
with grant faculty members and students. The study abroad
administrators at participating institutions came from the
fields that have traditionally been more highly represented
among study abroad students: the humanities and social sciences. They reported knowing little about the sciences. One
study abroad administrator described learning to work with
faculty in the sciences as a cross-cultural experience in and
of itself. The gap in knowledge and experience was exacerbated by turnover in study abroad staff. Only two of the five
universities’ study abroad officials participated for the entire
duration of the grant.
As a result of participating in the grant, however, study
abroad officials reported coming to realize how important
research experiences are in the sciences, and faculty members
reported learning more about the logistical challenges of organizing study abroad. Study abroad administrators credited
Pixel PIRE with leading them to think more creatively about
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Physics students, postdoctoral researchers, and faculty members join research and study abroad administrators at the Pixel PIRE conference with
hosts from the University of Puerto Rico-Mayaguez.
research
came to
students
students

experiences for study abroad. In addition, they
realize the importance of educating faculty and
about scholarships that actually may favor STEM
in obtaining for-credit, study abroad experience.

Significant challenges remain. For example, scientists (at
least at research universities) are accustomed to paying
graduate research assistants for work done, and they want
to be able to facilitate that for undergraduate researchers
as well. Study abroad administrators argued that undergraduates are accustomed to paying for credits, including
study abroad, and would do so for undergraduate for-credit
research experiences if they were integrated into the major
and offered something to the students not available at their
home universities. On the other hand, students indicated
they likely would not have participated in Pixel PIRE if they
had not been paid and had they not had their tuition paid
by the grant for study at ETHZ. Had the students been able
to take a research experience for credit that was part of their
undergraduate major and for which they could get scholarship money, they might have thought differently. At least
one participating university’s revised general education curriculum might allow an experience such as the Pixel PIRE
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research (or participation in something like the German
RISE program) to count for general education credits. But
the faculty would have to submit a proposal showing how
the experience met some of the goals of the curriculum. This
same university is also working on a project to integrate
study abroad into the major.

Conclusions and Implications
Several important conclusions emerged from this study that
carry implications for successful undergraduate research, as
well as for international research experiences as a vehicle
for increasing the number of STEM students who “study”
abroad.
Our findings confirm those of Lopatto (2003) about the
positive outcomes to be gained from undergraduate research
and reinforce those of Blumenthal and Grothus (2009) that
undergraduate research conducted abroad yields cultural
learning as well. Our findings shed light on characteristics of
undergraduate research that make it particularly successful
as both a research and study abroad experience.
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First and foremost, the undergraduate research/work component of Pixel PIRE was very successful in the eyes of participating students and faculty members, primarily because
students were trusted partners in doing real and important
work, and they knew it. The CMS collaborators relied on
the students’ work. Although some of the students described
themselves as “grunts and peons,” they understood that their
small project was a piece of important work being done by
the CMS collaboration. The European scientists based at PSI
and ETHZ and CERN, as well as the U.S. faculty, recognized
the students’ contributions as important.
Second, through Pixel PIRE, students gained a colleague-like
relationship with participating faculty members and research
scientists abroad. The vertical-mentoring model was an important and effective way to get undergraduates involved
in faculty members’ research and to facilitate meaningful
undergraduate research by having a postdoctoral researcher
do much of the day-to-day work with students. Students
learned first-hand that science is done in research groups
with students, postdoctoral researchers, and senior scientists.
Student-faculty relationships are at the heart of much of the
current research on effective undergraduate education. The
vertical-mentoring model promoted such relationships and
critically assisted students in their research and the process of
learning to be a scientist. Both the seriousness of project and
on-site mentorship by a more senior doctoral student were
highlighted as strengths of the RISE program (Blumenthal
and Grothus 2009).
Third, the students learned how to collaborate with other
scientists and the importance of doing so. The nature of the
project and the culture of PSI demanded that students collaborate with faculty researchers, with other students, and
with their postdoctoral mentors. What made this experience
different from a U.S.-based research experience was the fact
that students also learned to interact and collaborate with
individuals from other countries. They gained programming
and other specific skills related to doing physics but also
came to understand culturally specific norms and practices.
They learned about particle physics, new technical skills, and
particle-detector development.
In sum, the Pixel PIRE grant suggests that the impact of
undergraduate research experiences is maximized when the
experience is authentic, when students are participating in
research that is part of an ongoing faculty research agenda
and in which student work plays an important part. This
happens when faculty members and postdoctoral researchers
intentionally mentor student researchers as part of ongoing
research. This finding supports previous research and has
implications for all STEM undergraduate research whether at
home or abroad.

In the case of collaborative physical sciences, the benefits
are maximized when that experience is in an international
laboratory. The students learn, in the words of one student,
“everything that matters.” But they also gain traditional
study abroad experience such as travel, independence, and
familiarity with different cultures and languages. Although
students who participate in projects such as RISE also have
doctoral mentors, they do not receive the added benefit of
working on their own professors’ research and of developing
close relationships with them that persist on the home campus. These relationships are important for the future careers
of the students and for the faculty members as the students
progress to graduate school or to industry.

Institutional Challenges and Implications
The international nature of the sciences demands that researchers be able to operate across cultures, collaborate, and
develop a global competency. For this reason, international
research experiences for undergraduate physical science
majors are critical for their training. Experiences such as
the Pixel PIRE provide an opportunity for students to learn
these skills without participating in a traditional coursebased study abroad program. However, this study points to
some institutional obstacles that must be overcome to aid
scientists in promoting research abroad for undergraduates.
First, institutions must find ways to recognize undergraduate research as legitimate study abroad without it necessarily being tied to credit-bearing courses. This study suggests
that both scientists and study abroad professionals must
aggressively work to bridge a gap in understanding between
the two groups in this project. Both groups admitted to
being unfamiliar with the interests and needs of the other.
Although time spent together during the grant increased
mutual understanding, faculty members and study abroad
administrators have somewhat competing interests that are
not easily overcome. Study abroad professionals need to
get students into (and to pay for) study abroad programs to
make their operation financially viable and to receive credit
for the number of students they send abroad each year.
Meanwhile the Pixel PIRE faculty participants were more
concerned about providing an enriching work/research experience for students that would help them in their careers.
As long as study abroad is self-supporting, it is unlikely they
can or should offer services at no cost to students (e.g., no
study abroad fee).
This argues for finding ways to integrate undergraduate research abroad into majors or into general education requirements for which students might be willing to pay, especially
given the benefits. Availability of scholarship funds would
also make paying for an undergraduate research experience
abroad more palatable. Short of scholarship funds, even
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small grants could subsidize the study abroad fee, allowing
students to have insurance, for example. Finding ways to pay
for such experiences is only part of the challenge. Involving
undergraduates in authentic, international, faculty-driven
research abroad is perhaps easier to accomplish at research
universities than it may be at smaller institutions. Project
RISE provides one model by accepting students from any
institution and providing the postdoctoral mentors for the
students. The limitation of Project RISE is its capacity; it is
small and not limited to U.S. college students.

members as well as postdoctoral researchers (or in the case
of smaller institutions, more-advanced students) and have
an international dimension that brings together researchers
from various countries and cultures to solve real scientific
problems in the collaborative methods of science. However,
the research also suggests that, short of grant funding, these
experiences will be difficult to institutionalize unless colleges
and universities build them into the regular curricular structure and count them as legitimate study abroad.

External funding agencies such as NSF could encourage
grants that involve not only a vertical-mentoring model
but that also encourage involvement of different types of
institutions. The concept of vertical mentoring could be
adapted depending on institutional type with seniors mentoring freshmen, for example, or master’s students mentoring undergraduates. The Pixel PIRE model also suggests that
alternative approaches involving institutional collaborations
may encourage more women and students from underrepresented groups to major in STEM fields. Over the course of
the grant, Pixel PIRE included 10 women and 11 Hispanic
or Native American students out of a total of 39, and by
all accounts was successful in attracting a diverse group of
participants.
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CURQ Web Vignettes
Supporting Undergraduate Research Through
Targeted Alumni Groups
Kristi L. Haik and Keith Walters, Northern Kentucky University,
haikk@nku.edu

A

s new department chairs in the Departments of
Biological Sciences and Chemistry at Northern
Kentucky University (NKU), a rapidly evolving
institution, we find ourselves trying to reconcile shrinking
budgets, increased administrative responsibilities, and high
scholarship expectations on our faculty. As a result, we
have expanded the scope of our jobs to include fundraising.
Since we both lead departments with strong undergraduate
research programs, we constantly seek ways to raise funds
for students’ research stipends and modest supply budgets
for their projects. Research on our student and alumni
populations revealed two important factors that drove the
thinking behind this project to target particular alumni
as potential donors. First, NKU pre-med students have an
excellent track record of placement in and completion of
medical school (75 percent). Second, almost all of our pre-med
students over the last 10 years completed an undergraduate
research experience in one of our departments. In fact, over
the last 10 years, NKU undergraduates who became medical
students reported that their research experiences played a
vital role in both their interviews for medical school and
success in their coursework in medical school. Given that
NKU now has more than 225 alumni who are physicians or
are completing medical school, we have created a new group
from our alumni pool called the “NKU Alumni Physicians.”
This model, including specific engagement activities for this
group, is the first of its kind at NKU.
Beginning in 2013, we worked with an emeritus faculty
member who started the NKU Pre-Med Review Board in
1974. This board reviews the progress of all upper-division
pre-medical students at NKU, assists them in applying
to medical school, and provides a written evaluation of
their NKU careers to the appropriate medical schools. We
identified 15 alumni, a few of whom were still in medical
school, who have worked with the review board and who
have been very involved with NKU since graduation and
asked them to serve on a steering committee for the NKU
Alumni Physicians. These alumni and their spouses or
partners attended an exclusive reception in the fall of 2014
with the university’s president, the dean of the College
of Arts and Sciences, faculty members who serve on or
have chaired the review board, and members of the NKU
development staff.

20

As the chairs of departments in which a majority of pre-med
students reside, we led a discussion at this event that was
driven by alumni physicians’ responses to three questions:
(1) What helped you prepare for medical school while you
were at NKU? (2) What does NKU need to do better to prepare
you for medical school? (3) What activities should we raise
money for to improve our pre-med program? The discussion
and feedback was very meaningful and provided us with
a roadmap to improve the program. Feedback from the
administration was incredibly positive, with our president
communicating that this model should be employed with
other alumni groups.
The top fundraising priority identified was undergraduate
research, followed by medical study abroad experiences,
and funding for textbooks. Since the initial reception,
we have held other events for the entire NKU Alumni
Physicians group, including at basketball games in the
president’s suite. Since we had six biology and chemistry
majors on the womens’ basketball team, we invited the
NKU Alumni Physicians to one of their games and provided
background information on these women, many of whom
are participating in undergraduate research.
In each event with the NKU Alumni Physicians, we also
involve current NKU pre-med students and key department
faculty members, in hopes of establishing mentoring
relationships with the involved alumni for our pre-med
students. We recently mailed the entire NKU Alumni
Physicians a solicitation for funds that included categories
of giving based on the type of activity their donation
would support. For example, “$4,000 pays for a student’s
undergraduate research experience” and “$2,000 allows a
student to study abroad.” Although our initial returns have
not met our desired targets, we hope to improve our yield
after additional activities during the coming academic year.
A small group of these alumni will lead a study-abroad
experience for our pre-med students and the chair of the
Pre-Med Review Board in 2016. This small-group process
for engaging alumni as donors can serve as a model for any
group of alumni and has proven a success in raising money
for undergraduate research and more.

The VCU Quest: Forging New Paths to Support
Undergraduate Research
Herbert Hill, Virginia Commonwealth University, hhill@vcu.edu
In 2011, Virginia Commonwealth University introduced a
new strategic plan, “Quest for Distinction,” which sought
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to build upon our existing assets as a university and better
realize our vision of VCU as a highly ranked public research
institution with a strong commitment to student learning.
The “Quest” steering committee developed a framework for
the strategic plan grounded in four central themes:

creative expression, and clinical practice to advance
knowledge and enhance the quality of life.

Theme I: Become a leader among national research
universities in providing all students with high-quality
learning/living experiences focused on inquiry, discovery,
and innovation in a global environment.

Theme IV: Become a national model for community
engagement and regional impact.

Theme II: Attain preeminence as an urban, public research
university by making contributions in research, scholarship,

Theme III: Achieve national recognition as a fully integrated
research university with a commitment to human health.

The Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP)
was institutionalized within the VCU Office of Research and
Innovation in 2010 just prior to the introduction of the
four-themed strategic plan. The program was well positioned
to meet the call to provide students with opportunities for
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experiential learning and to support research faculty members
through our Fellowships for Undergraduate Research and
Creative Scholarship. Fellowships are a common component
of many undergraduate research programs, and ours offers
funding for undergraduates and faculty mentors to partner
on original research projects. With an initial budget of
$50,000, the program was a solid foundation on which to
build, and the strategic plan created the impetus for new
campus partnerships and innovative strategies to meet the
goals set forth by Quest.
Like any journey, ours did not unfold without challenges,
as the implementation of our strategic plan coincided
with a significant decrease in our annual state funding
and an uncertain economic climate in higher education
in general. While VCU has been fortunate to receive grant
funding for student research programs in the past, the VCU
Undergraduate Research Advisory Committee envisioned
the strategic plan as an opportunity to build new systems
of campus support for a broader array of undergraduate
research experiences.
To bring this vision to reality, the Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Program identified potential partners among
our campus units that shared the goals of UROP and Quest
but did not historically support students’ engagement with
undergraduate research. We asked these units to provide
financial support for a number of “themed fellowships” that
aligned with both the mission of each partner and the themes
of our Quest strategic plan. Our inaugural group of campus
partners for 2013-2014 included the Global Education Office
(GEO), the Division of Community Engagement (DCE), and
the Center for Clinical and Translational Research (CCTR).
With the addition of our newest partner, the Office of
Inclusive Excellence (OIE), these units pledged continuing
support in the amount of $16,000 (for a total of eight
undergraduate fellowships) through 2014-2015.
Each themed fellowship corresponds with the mission
of its respective campus patron. The GEO fellowships
support proposals with a focus on global learning that
show evidence of significant engagement with a nonU.S. culture different from the applicant’s native culture.
The aim of the fellowships is to increase the student
researcher’s knowledge, skills, and experience in order
to demonstrate successful functioning across a variety of
borders, including national, linguistic, cultural, or religious.
The Division of Community Engagement offers funding
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for collaborative community-engaged projects that create
and disseminate knowledge or creative expression with the
goal of contributing to the discipline and strengthening
the well-being of the community. The Center for Clinical
and Transitional Research awards proposals that translate
scientific discoveries into improved human health and
wellness. And the OIE fellowships support projects focused
on “diversity” as it relates to ideas, cultures, backgrounds,
and experiences through the lens of gender, race/ethnicity,
religion, socio-economic status, disabilities and/or
international issues.
Our selection of campus partners was based on their
status as “administrative” rather than “academic” units.
Administrative units serve as supporting infrastructure for
the implementation of institutional policy and initiatives,
but they do not directly intersect with undergraduate
education. By providing a proven model in the form of the
UROP fellowships, we offered a method by which these units
could engage with undergraduate education by offering
their own respective brand of funded experiential-learning
opportunities. The administrative units were also able to
satisfy a number of their Quest strategic goals through
supporting the new themed fellowships. And because they
also provide support to research faculty on campus, our
new partners were well positioned to assist in identifying
potential mentors for interested undergraduate applicants
and stakeholders for proposal-review panels.
The student research fellows develop original research
proposals under the mentorship of VCU faculty members
and ultimately embark on summer research that culminates
the following spring semester with their presentations at
the VCU Poster Symposium for Undergraduate Research and
Creativity. Many fellows go on to present their scholarship
at national conferences and symposia and publish their
research in both undergraduate and professional journals.
Through these campus partnerships, we have been able
to increase the level of institutional funding available to
undergraduate researchers and their faculty mentors. The
arrangement carries the added benefit of moving us closer to
realizing our shared goals by providing our undergraduates
with high-quality, experiential-learning opportunities
through research, a central component of our strategy at
VCU to grow the next generation of civic and globally
engaged scholars, innovators, and professionals.

Council on Undergraduate Research

ON THE WEB
COUNCIL ON UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH

A Practical, Hands-on
Guide for Mentoring
Undergraduates in the
Arts & Humanities
Designed for faculty members and administrators hoping to develop opportunities for
undergraduate research, scholarship, and
creative work in the arts and humanities,
the book contributes new ideas for meaningful student participation in the scholarship of these disciplines. Written by faculty
members with long experience working with
undergraduates, the book’s eleven chapters
offer models of successful practice in a wide
range of disciplines and cross-disciplinary
programs.

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