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Lisa M. Piazza, Drew Smith, Richard S. Pollenz, University of South Florida

CUR Focus
Librarians Partner Across Campus to Support Undergraduate Research
Abstract
University librarians serve a critical role in educating undergraduate students about information literacy, which is
extensively documented in the research literature. However,
faculty librarians, especially those affiliated with large research-intensive universities, also possess highly specialized
training and knowledge that position them as highly effective mentors to undergraduates. Yet there is scant research
documenting the contributions of faculty librarians who
serve as mentors to undergraduate researchers (Harwood
and McCormack 2008). This article describes an innovative
program model, the Undergraduate Research Experiences
Library Program (URELP), which was developed by the directors of the Office for Undergraduate Research in partnership
with academic librarians at the University of South Florida.
Now in its third year, the program creates additional opportunities for students in all disciplines and at all levels
seeking interdisciplinary undergraduate research experiences. Another program, Creating Research Experiences and
Activities Through Teaching Enhancement (CREATTE), has
increased UR capacity in the context of structured courses
that also frequently rely on faculty librarians.
The extensive literature on undergraduate research investigates the practice from a variety of perspectives including
student gains, capacity issues, faculty engagement, and
summer research experiences (Bauer and Bennett 2003;
Frost and Teodorescu 2001; Karukstis and Elgren 2007; Kuh
2008; Thiry, Laursen, and Hunter 2011; Urias, Gallagher,
and Wartman 2012). However, little attention has been focused on how faculty librarians mentor undergraduates. Two
recent studies do provide models for librarians as research
mentors (Harwood and McCormack 2008; Hayes-Bohanan
2013), although both involve projects that center on information literacy, and one project was specifically designed
for students interested in library careers (Harwood and
McCormack). While these projects represent excellent opportunities for student engagement with research, this article
fills a gap in the literature by focusing on the contributions
of librarians as both information-literacy educators and
research mentors, thus illustrating librarians’ work beyond
their “traditional” roles.
Faculty librarians, especially those affiliated with large research-intensive universities, possess specialized training and
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knowledge that position them to be highly effective mentors to undergraduates. While an abundance of literature
focuses on the role of librarians as purveyors of information
literacy (Ross and Sennyey 2008; Smith and Daily 2013),
there are few examples in the literature that document the
contributions of faculty librarians who serve as mentors
of undergraduate researchers (Harwood and McCormack
2008). In addition, the bulk of literature on the practice of
undergraduate research (UR) centers on the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines,
with limited published research focusing on undergraduate
research experiences in the humanities and the arts (Klos,
Shanahan, Olin, and Young 2011).
The two programs described in this article, the Undergraduate
Research Experiences Library Program (URELP) and the
Creating Research Experiences and Activities Through
Teaching Enhancement (CREATTE) program illustrate UR
in non-STEM disciplines. Each program, in distinct ways,
aims to expand undergraduate research capacity at our
research-intensive university, and both programs use the
institution’s rich and varied library resources, the research
expertise of faculty librarians, and the resources of the
Office for Undergraduate Research (OUR) to expand students’ opportunities for research.
Established in 2012, the URELP program was developed by
OUR in partnership with USF academic librarians. Students
who participate in URELP projects work closely with librarians to develop projects based on their interests and to
identify library collections of interest. The CREATTE program, also established in 2012, aims to increase UR capacity within the context of a structured course. Students who
participate in CREATTE courses work closely with faculty
mentors to develop projects. Several CREATTE projects have
been developed around the library’s archival collections,
with librarians serving as consultants and/or co-mentors on
these projects.
Designated as a very high research activity institution by the
Carnegie Foundation, USF is one of the largest universities
in the nation with a total system enrollment of more than
48,000 (USF Pocket Facts 2014-15). Student success, research,
and preparing students for a globally competitive environment are at the center of the university’s mission and
vision, which also strongly emphasize high-impact educa-
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tional practices (Kuh 2008) such as undergraduate research.
A major challenge in an institution of this size is the ratio
between students seeking to do research and the availability
of faculty and graduate student mentors. Thus, a primary
feature of the OUR’s mission involves the development of
collaborative initiatives to increase UR capacity on campus
across all disciplines.
OUR was relocated to the USF Tampa Library in 2011 and
became part of the library’s Learning Commons, which includes several academic support services such as the SMART
Lab, Academic Success Center, and Writing Studio. The central location of OUR within the USF Library has facilitated
numerous collaborations among OUR, library units, and
faculty librarians. Author Smith, for example, serves as the
librarian liaison to OUR, providing library support to both
OUR staff and undergraduate researchers. OUR itself is a
small unit but serves a population of more than 30,000 undergraduates.
With a collection of more than one million books, 52,000
e-journals, 400,000 e-books, 800 databases, and a voluminous Special Collections unit, the USF Tampa Library offers
numerous possibilities for undergraduate research. URELP
involves comprehensive instruction in the research process,
hands-on experience with research objects such as archival
materials and oral histories, and an emphasis on tangible
student outcomes including students’ presentation of research findings at the annual USF OUR Research and Arts
Colloquium. Since 2012, USF faculty librarians have mentored close to 20 undergraduates majoring in a variety of disciplines. URELP students’ projects have explored a diversity
of topics including genocide in the African and Armenian
contexts, local Tampa history, and genealogical research.

The URELP Program
The details of URELP, specifically the process and aims of
the program, emerged from a close collaboration between
OUR and the library and a shared vision for supporting
students’ success. Over the course of several months, OUR
directors and research librarians met to discuss the design of
the program, including program outcomes and assessment,
and strategies for carefully aligning the program with the
strategic goals of the units and those of the institution. For
instance, early discussions focused on the URELP application
process. OUR directors and faculty librarians decided that
the application process should be designed to encourage students to take an active role in the process. Thus, for example,
URELP applicants must research and identify a specific collection of interest and propose a relevant research question

as part of the application process. This introduces student
inquiry and discovery into the application process.
Since program outcomes were also a central consideration in
the program’s design, URELP projects have specific learning
goals that include developing search skills in choosing and
using appropriate online databases, being able to analyze
print and digital documents, evaluating and combining evidence from primary source material in order to create valid
research conclusions, and sharing research results with an academic audience through documentation and presentation.
Students who participate in URELP projects learn the foundations of the research process, gain hands-on experience with
research objects such as archival materials and oral histories,
and gain valuable experience through the presentation of
research findings at the annual spring research colloquium.
This experience also serves to showcase the interdisciplinary research that utilizes the rich repository of the library’s
Special Collections. To date, 14 students have presented
URELP projects at the colloquium, and three URELP students
have been awarded Excellence in Undergraduate Research
Awards since 2013. A summary of URELP student and librarian participation and outcomes is presented in Table 1.
Table 1. URELP Participation and Outcomes, 2013-2015
YEAR

Librarian
Mentors

Students
Mentored

Colloquium
Student
Presenters

Research
Excellence
Awards

2013

4

4

4

1

2014

4

7

7

1

2015

2

3

3

1

Total

10

14

14

3

As indicated above, URELP also was designed around key strategic goals of OUR, the USF Library, and the larger strategic
goals of the institution. For example, the URELP program
targets a strategic goal of the USF library: Sustain and expand
a library instruction program in collaboration with faculty which
is continuously assessed for its effectiveness and impact on student
academic success. The program also aligns with OUR’s strategic goal: Collaborate with university partners to develop creative
initiatives that promote undergraduate research.
OUR directors and faculty librarians created a survey instrument to capture student perceptions about their URELP
experiences, which students complete at the beginning and
end of the URELP experience. Qualitative excerpts of the
comments of student respondents include:
Many people are under the impression that research
projects are directed mainly to Scientific and Medical
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concentrations. I feel very lucky to have seen this project when I did and participated. This will also help
in my future efforts to get projects in the editing field.
(an English major)

librarians. As a result of feedback from all the librarians, the
students felt better prepared for the actual event.

I think research projects, like this one, that focus on
a historical perspective are very important. With so
many changes in health care and health care policy,
it is important to understand that while the health
system is not perfect, it has made significant steps
forward. (a biomedical science major)
The main reason that I chose to participate in the
research project was my interest in the material.
Therefore, having a deeper understanding of that
material was the major goal of my research. (mass
communication major)
In addition, several URELP mentors are also collecting student case studies to document and assess programming and
the experiences of URELP students. For example, in the
spring of 2014, a USF Tampa librarian with experience in
genealogical research sought undergraduates’ help for a research project to locate the living relatives of boys who had
died at the Arthur G. Dozier School for Boys, a state-operated
reform school located in the Florida Panhandle that had
closed in 2011 after operating for more than 100 years. The
intent was to compare the DNA of living relatives with DNA
extracted from remains buried at the school in an attempt
to identify the remains for family members. The librarian
crafted an ad for the OUR website, reviewed the resulting
applications, and selected three of the applicants for the
project. Of those three, two chose to join the research project
and stayed with it for more than a year.
During the research project, the librarian mentored the two
students, training them in genealogical research techniques
using available online databases. The students were given
access to digitized documents unique to the Dozier School
and to the deceased boys. The students met regularly with
their mentor, sharing their progress and working together to
decide upon research strategies. As a result of their research,
several additional sets of living relatives were identified, and
in at least one case, a successful DNA match was made between a set of remains and a family of living relatives. The
students submitted their research project to the OUR spring
colloquium, and were selected to present. The librarian gave
the students feedback on their presentation ahead of time
and scheduled a practice presentation attended by other

6

Students learn about the USF Special Collections from faculty librarian Andy
Huse.

The CREATTE Program
Like URELP, the CREATTE initiative was designed around
targeted program outcomes and assessment and in alignment with the strategic goals of OUR and the institution.
The program is restricted to non-laboratory courses, and it
was specifically designed to support UR experiences within
structured courses in the social sciences, humanities, and
the arts. The program encourages faculty scholars to design
and implement creative pedagogy and utilize innovative
strategies to actively engage students in the research process. One such strategy that has been encouraged by OUR
and employed by several CREATTE scholars is the design
of courses around the library’s archival collections. Several
of these courses have been designed with the assistance of
faculty librarians and with librarians serving as consultants
and co-mentors on student projects.
For example, in the fall 2013 semester, the general education course LIT3301, Cultural Studies & the Popular Arts:
Dime Novels at USF was re-imagined as a digital humanities
course. Students in the course received comprehensive instruction in humanities research and the development of an
online exhibition. Course objectives included developing a
research question, identifying and evaluating resources, and
composing research briefs to record research progress.
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Weekly classes were held in the library with easy access to
the Special Collections. Student outcomes for the course
included digitizing two dime novels from the USF collection, preparing a plot summary of each novel, and providing
contextual analysis using primary and secondary sources.
With the assistance of Special Collections librarians, students also created several online exhibitions using Omeka,
an open-source platform. Several groups of students in the
course presented their research projects at the 2013 spring
research colloquium, and one group received an award for
the excellence of their poster. This example demonstrates a
high level of collaboration between faculty, librarians, and
OUR. Students in the course received research training and
instruction and support from a variety of mentors including
faculty, librarians, and graduate student assistants, resulting
in a highly supportive research experience.

Table 2. CREATTE Student Colloquium Participation, 2012-2015
2012

2013

2014

2015

Total

Total Colloquium
Presenters

176

290

296

387

1142

CREATTE Presenters

0*

88

45

79

212

Library-focused CREATTE
Presenters

0*

13

12

8

33

*CREATTE established fall 2012

Preliminary CREATTE assessment data has revealed encouraging trends in students’ reported learning gains in
library-focused CREATTE courses. For instance, in response
to a question about proficiency in use of library resources,
86 percent of students who participated in a library-focused
CREATTE course indicated that they had developed much
or extensive experience with this competency, and 90 percent noted much or extensive experience in ability to locate
resources to solve a problem. In addition, 89 percent of
students indicated that they developed much or extensive
experience with making connections among the research
problem, subject area, and the stimulation of new ideas. The
distribution of responses is presented in Table 3.

To assess CREATTE program outcomes, OUR staff designed a
Likert-type survey, which more than 60 students now have
completed at the conclusion of the course. The survey collects student evaluations of the project and of the research
mentors, and reports students’ confidence in mastery of 16
research competencies. A primary feature of all CREATTE
courses is presentations at the spring research colloquium.
Through 2012, 212 CREATTE participants presented their
research, including 33 students who were enrolled in libraryfocused CREATTE courses (Table 2).

Table 3. Student Reports of Gains in Library-Proficiency Measures
After taking the CREATTE course
please rate your competency to
the measure below

No experience or
not confident in
proficiency

Little experience

Some experience

Much
experience but
not mastery

Extensive
experience and
ability to show
mastery

Total

Percent
of total

Total

Percent
of total

Total

Percent
of total

Total

Percent
of total

Total

Percent
of total

Ability to use USF library resources

0

0

0

0

9

14

17

27

37

59

Ability to navigate/locate
resources to solve a problem

0

0

0

0

6

10

10

16

47

74

Understanding of how the solution
to the problem contributes to the
subject area and stimulates new
ideas

0

0

0

0

7

11

23

37

33

52

N= 63 total responses to each measure
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can adapt many, if not all, of the features of the URELP
and CREATTE models described here. Research-intensive
universities with similar library units and research offices
can easily adapt the URELP and CREATTE models to serve
the unique needs of the student population and to increase
student capacity in undergraduate research. Finally, collaborative partnerships such as the two models described here
add value to a student’s educational experience and enrich
the entire university community. The important scholarship
that these student researchers have contributed to the body
of knowledge is the epitome of the undergraduate research
experience.
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Jenna Steiner, University of Michigan

CUR Focus

Engaging Students in Community-Based Research in Detroit
Abstract
The Detroit Community-Based Research Program (DCBRP)
is a summer internship program run through the University
of Michigan Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program.
The DCBRP matches students with community-based organizations in Detroit and offers them full-time research
positions for ten weeks. Students conduct research projects
initiated and identified by the organizations, addressing issues such as social and environmental justice, food security,
human rights, urban development, public health, youth development, and sustainability. During the program students
live together at Wayne State University in Detroit’s Midtown
neighborhood, attend weekly seminars taught by community partners about current topics affecting Detroit and the
region, blog about their experience living and working in
Detroit, and lead weekly group meetings to build a greater
sense of community among program participants. Each year
the program conducts exit interviews with students, and in
summer 2015, 100 percent of respondents reported having a
positive experience. The effectiveness of the DCBRP can be
attributed to several factors, including the fact that students
and community organizations benefit equally from the program, community partners are left with a tangible product at
the end of the program, students live in the city where they
are conducting research, and students take part who would
otherwise not be able to participate in community work or
summer programs due to financial restraints, contributing
to a more diverse range of participants and a richer overall
experience for all involved.

Introduction
The Detroit Community-Based Research Program (DCBRP)
is a summer internship program run through the University
of Michigan Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program.
The DCBRP matches students with community-based organizations in Detroit and offers them full-time research
positions for ten weeks. Students conduct research projects
initiated and identified by community based organizations
in Detroit, addressing issues such as social and environmental justice, food security, human rights, urban development, public health, youth development, and sustainability.
Students are awarded $2,500-$3,500, depending on financial
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need, for participating in the program and transportation is
provided. There is no cost to community organizations other
than the time and mentoring required to host a student researcher.
The program begins with an orientation that allows students
to meet one another before the program begins. It is designed
to help them begin thinking about what it means to enter
a community respectfully. The orientation also includes a
panel of former student researchers so that new participants
can hear from peers who have already been through the program. During the program students:
■■ live together at Wayne State University in Detroit’s

Midtown neighborhood.
■■ attend weekly seminars taught by community partners

about current topics affecting Detroit and the region.
■■ blog about their experience living and working in Detroit.
■■ lead weekly group meetings to build a greater sense of

community among the program participants.
The program concludes with an exhibition of student presentations and panel discussions attended by community
partners, Detroit residents, and university faculty and staff.
Students discuss what they learned about their research topic
and Detroit over the summer and what they believe they
were able to contribute to their organization.
During the weekly seminars mentioned above, our community partners present on current events in the Detroit area,
giving students the context to understand the environments
in which they are working. For example, in summer 2015 a
senior organizer from the Detroit chapter of Food and Water
Watch spoke about the water shutoffs that have plagued
Detroit for the past two years, leaving many of the most
vulnerable residents without access to water. A key takeaway
for students last summer was that the vast majority of issues
Detroit is currently dealing with are the result of the racial
discrimination that continues to plague the city.
The program began in 1998 as a way to combine two highimpact educational practices: undergraduate research and
service learning (Kuh 2008, 10-11). The program has gone
through a variety of changes over the years, but since 2013
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has operated under the current model. Students work exclusively with nonprofit and public organizations; this allows
them to not only complete a research project, but also to
experience what it is like to work in a community-based
organization. Students are encouraged to take an active role
at their placements, learning the challenges and opportunities their organizations face daily. They are not students for
the summer, but full-time employees of the organizations
in which they are placed. Without the added pressure and
time commitment of coursework, students have ample time
to explore and learn about Detroit. This structure means
students have a research, internship, and community-service
experience in one program, combining the power of three
high-impact learning practices (Kuh 2008, 10-11).
The program’s numerous goals include:
■■ Exposing students to the realities, both good and bad, of

what is going on in Detroit.
■■ Giving students the opportunity to experience working

in the community sector. In particular, we want students
to gain an understanding of what it means to work in a
community that is, in many cases, different from their
own. We have a strong cohort of students from Detroit,
but even they have been away from their neighborhoods while at school and are coming back with new
experiences that may separate them from others in the
community.

Table 1. Student Profile, Detroit Community-Based Research
Program
2013

2014

2015

Total Number

21

20

24

Female

15 (71%)

16 (80%)

15 (62.5%)

Male

6 (29%)

4 (20%)

9 (37.5%)

Caucasian/White/European
Descent

7 (33.3%)

10 (50%)

11 (45.8%)

Asian/Asian-American

6 (28.6%)

4 (20%)

0 (0%)

Black/African American

7 (33.3%)

4 (20%)

9 (37.5%)

Latino/Hispanic

1 (4.8%)

0 (0%)

2 (8.3%)

Middle Eastern/Arab American

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

1 (4.2%)

Biracial/Multiracial

0 (0%)

2 (10%)

1 (4.2%)

First-Generation College
Student

8 (38%)

7 (35%)

7 (29%)

What Makes this Program Successful?
While our community-based program has components
that make it similar to other programs on the University of
Michigan campus and across the country, we believe its effectiveness can be attributed to several factors:

■■ Creating a diverse cohort of students, broadly defined

■■ Students and community organizations benefit equally

(by race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, hometown, socioeconomic status, etc.), to introduce students
to others who share an interest in social justice, community work, and/or Detroit (Table 1).

■■ Community partners are left with a tangible product

■■ Providing students with the opportunity to broaden and

enhance their professional skills.
■■ Placing students with site supervisors who can provide

mentoring and share their knowledge and experience
working in the community sector and in Detroit.
■■ Contributing to capacity-building for organizations in

Detroit that may have limited resources.
■■ Allowing students to work on a needed project that pro-

vides community partners with something useful at the
end of each program cycle (documentary, reports, survey
results, focus group results, data summaries, etc.).

from the program.
that they have sought at the end of the program.
■■ Students live in the city where they are conducting re-

search.
■■ Students who would otherwise not be able to partici-

pate in community work or summer programs due to
financial restraints can take part, contributing to greater
diversity of participants and a richer overall experience
for all involved.
Students and community organizations benefit equally. The
DCBRP is designed to create engaged-learning experiences
for students, but it is equally critical that community partners find participation beneficial. If our community partners
do not have rewarding and fruitful experiences they will not
continue with the program. Our community partners have
continuously given us very positive feedback, however, and a
good percentage come back each year (Table 2). The majority
of cases in which community partners did not return have
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Table 2. Community Partners, Detroit Community-Based Research Program*
2013
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

2014

Chandler Park Promise Coalition
Chiwara Permaculture Research & Education L3C
Detroit 300 Conservancy
Detroit Food & Entrepreneurship Academy
Detroit Hispanic Development Corporation
Detroit Public Schools
Food System Economic Partnership
Food & Water Watch
Focus: HOPE
Fresh Corner Cafe L3C
Friends Of Parkside
GenesisHOPE
Grandmont Rosedale Development Corporation
InsideOut Literary Arts Project
LAND, Inc
Michigan Suburbs Alliance
Nortown Community Development Corporation
Peace, Immanuel, & Transfiguration Lutheran Churches
Restaurant Opportunities Center of Michigan
(ROC-MI)
• Sierra Club

2015

• 48203/HP Collaborative
• Detroit Food Academy
• Detroit Hispanic
Development Corporation
• Detroit Public Schools
• Focus: HOPE
• FoodLab Detroit
• Food & Water Watch
• Friends Of Parkside
• Grandmont Rosedale
Development Corporation
• InsideOut Literary Arts
Project
• Michigan Suburbs Alliance
• Neighborhood Service
Organization
• Nortown Community
Development Corporation.
• Southeast Michigan
Regional Energy Office

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

American Indian Health and Family Services
City of Detroit, Mayor’s Office
Detroit Food Academy
Detroit Future City
Detroit Hispanic Development Corporation
Detroit Public Schools
EcoWorks
Focus: HOPE
Food & Water Watch
FoodLab Detroit
Friends Of Parkside
Metro Matters (formerly Michigan Suburbs
Alliance)
Nortown Community Development
Corporation
Sierra Club
Southeast Michigan Regional Energy Office
Community Alliance
Southwest Detroit Environmental Vision
Summer in the City
Voices for Earth Justice

*Organizations in bold type participated for at least two years.

typically been the result of our main contact leaving the
organization. There have also been a small number of cases
in which organizations were not invited to return due to students’ having a less-than-optimal experience. Our program
is based on the creation of reciprocal community-student
relationships. When our students and community partners
both have a positive experience with the program, we consider that a successful partnership.

Since the program started running under its current model,
all the community partners that filled out the exit survey
(14 organizations in 2013, nine in 2014, and eight in 2015)
stated they would recommend the program to other organizations. Other questions on the exit survey include:

Throughout the summer, students submit weekly timesheets
and work plans. These serve as tools to help keep students
on track given the relatively short time span of the research
program. Every other week our community partners approve
their student’s timesheets, which include a space for them
to comment on what the student is doing well and where
there is room for improvement. In addition to check-in
points throughout the program, at the end of each summer
we ask our community partners to give us feedback through
an exit survey.

■■ What was the final product produced by your student(s)?

12

■■ How did having a research intern(s) benefit your orga-

nization?

■■ How will the research be used by your organization/

community?
Organizations also give the DCBRP a large amount of informal, positive feedback through email and in-person interactions, particularly at our end of summer student exhibition.
Community partners help design the projects. The DCBRP is
run on a community-driven research model, in which the
participating organizations have a high level of control over
the design and execution of the research project (Rowe and
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O’Toole 2013). This is one of the keys to the program’s impact and usefulness, as well as the philosophy of community
engagement to which we adhere. Table 3 contains a selection of the questions and other information groups provide
when they apply to the program. The information helps
groups design their projects and think about what they can
realistically expect a student to complete over the course
of ten weeks. It also helps the DCBRP determine if the projected research is something a student can feasibly complete.
As an example of the type of project our students work on,
an application in 2015 from the Detroit Food Academy
(DFA) stated:
Detroit Food Academy is a youth-led leadership program that encourages young Detroiters
to grow and explore by building their own
community-focused food business. Too often,
those served by organizations have little to no
role in deciding how those programs are developed, implemented, or improved. To improve
our organization, we are interested in learning
from our students what they are getting out of
Table 3. Selected Items from the Community Organization
Application for the Detroit Community-Based Research Program
Briefly describe your organization.
Project description (please include the specific issue this project
will address).
Briefly describe the neighborhood, community, or group that will
be served by the proposed project.
What impact do you hope this research project will have on your
organization/community?
What tasks will the student(s) work on for this project?
What prior skills/knowledge will the student(s) need to work on
this project?
What do you expect the student(s) to complete by the end of
the program? What will the final research product be?
Will this project involve interacting with community members?
In what capacity will the community interaction take place?
What skills/knowledge should the student(s) gain after completion of this project?
How will having this research intern benefit your organization?
What support/mentorship/supervision will you provide to the
student(s)? Please be specific.

the program: What goals they set for themselves
over the summer, reflection on how they are
achieving these goals, best practices in programming and learning as identified by the students,
suggested areas for growth/improvement. DFA
hopes to gain more than valuable and usable
insight from our young leaders as a part of this
project: DFA hopes to establish a system of reflection, interviewing, and analysis that can be
used and built upon during subsequent summers
as well as during our year-round program.
Students live in the city where they are conducting research. The
experience of living and working in Detroit, as opposed to
just working there, gives students a deeper and more engaged learning experience. Having students living together
also gives them the chance to form a tight-knit community
and regularly share their experiences. Students who are from
Detroit are given the option to live at home, but they are encouraged to live with the other participants at Wayne State
and the majority did so in summer 2014 and 2015. Students
often cite the ability to live in Detroit as a major highlight of
the program and appreciate being able to venture into parts
of the city with which they were unfamiliar. It is hoped that
the time students spend in Detroit will make them more
likely to continue working on regional issues during the
remainder of their undergraduate years and beyond.
Student participants are diverse and enrich the experience. The
student researchers are paid which benefits students who
would otherwise not be able to participate in community
work or summer programs due to financial restraints. This
contributes to greater diversity among participants and a
richer overall experience for everyone involved. Because
of their knowledge and community connections, students
from Detroit are actively recruited for the program. Further,
in the summer of 2015 participants were split 50-50 between minority and majority students (Table 1), and the
cohort also had a robust representation of first-generation
college students at 29 percent (Table 1).
The DCBRP student profile is particularly important, considering that high-impact educational practices have an
even greater effect on underrepresented students than on
majority students (Kuh 2008, 17). Further, 62.5 percent
of students in the 2015 program received the full stipend
amount ($3,500) from the program due to financial need, as
demonstrated through a personal essay and the University
of Michigan financial aid statement. The program also
provides housing and covers the cost and arrangements for
transportation for all students, which removes what could
pose an additional barrier for some students.
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Students’ Reactions
There are many ways to evaluate the impact a program such
as this has on students. Since the program is still relatively
new and students tend to participate early in their academic
careers (11 of 24 students in the 2015 program were rising
sophomores, seven rising juniors, and six rising seniors), we
do not yet have a large cohort of former participants to assess. Thus the program currently relies heavily on qualitative
feedback from students, such as exit interviews, to evaluate
their experience and make changes based on their feedback.
Each week the students are given a blog prompt. Their subsequent posts provide invaluable insight into the impact
the DCBRP has on them as students, people, and engaged
citizens. During the first week of the program the prompt
is: “Write a letter to yourself. This letter should address your
expectations and what you hope to gain from the program,
what you intend to contribute to your organization, as well
as your current perception of Detroit.”
During the first week students are often nervous and unsure
what to expect from their experience. As the weeks progress,
their confidence grows and they are better able to articulate
their experience in Detroit and their knowledge of the communities with which they are working. In the final week of
the program we ask students to revisit that first blog post
using the prompt: “Read the letter you wrote to yourself in
your first blog post and write a reaction to it. What have you
learned? How have your perceptions or opinions changed?
How have you evolved? Did your expectations meet reality?”
See sidebar for an example of a student’s final post.
The sidebar is an excerpt from the final blog post during the
summer of 2015 from Laura Vincinanza, a rising sophomore
from Atlanta, Georgia. Her words illustrate what we hope all
students take from the program.

Conclusion
As noted above, each year program personnel conduct exit
interviews with students to learn more about what they
gained from the program and how the experience will inform
their future plans. In summer 2015, 100 percent of students
reported having a positive experience. One of the goals of the
program is for students to see that living in Detroit and doing
community-based work is a possibility after graduating. This
program has a natural pull for students who are interested in
nonprofit or social-justice careers, but it also attracts students
who are interested in experiencing Detroit on a deeper level
and native Detroiters who want to give back to their community.

Week 10:
A New Chapter by Laura Vicinanza
Well, reading over my initial letter to myself, I think
that I have fulfilled most of what I wanted to accomplish this summer. I explored the city and its boroughs,
made an impact in my organization, kept an open
mind, and learned more about the socio-economic history of Detroit than I ever thought possible. Still, I could
have explored more and there is still so much to learn!
Overall, the past 10 weeks have been very eye opening and humbling for me; eye opening because I have
learned about atrocities that have happened in this city
such as mismanagement, water shutoffs, and structural
racial segregation; and humbling because this experience made me realize some of the things I often take for
granted such as socio-economic advantage, legal status,
and educational quality.
Detroit is an interesting place. Most people only see
the tip of the iceberg, but THERE IS SO MUCH MORE
BELOW THE SURFACE. There are so many amazing
things happening in this city: revitalizations, community organizing, inclusive development and social
change. Some people call Detroit a “blank canvas,” but I
think that negates the incredible people and places that
are already thriving here. Detroit is more like a sturdy
foundation for real positive change if policy-makers and
investors can learn to include long-time Detroiters in
their future plans for the city.
During my exit interview, Jenna asked me if I would
consider moving to Detroit after graduation. I said maybe, if it didn’t mean that I would be gentrifying. I wonder how white people can move back to the city without
gentrifying? Will Southeastern Michigan always be as
segregated as it is now? I still have so many unanswered
normative questions regarding Metro Detroit and its
changing dynamics. I hope to keep learning about the
city and the region as I continue my collegiate studies.
I know that throughout college, I will encounter ignorance regarding the city of Detroit. I hope I have the
courage to speak up when someone makes a racist/
ignorant/naïve comment about the city or its residents.
There is still so much work that needs to be done in
Detroit, but I think that programs like the Detroit
Community-Based Research Program can have a lasting
positive impact in the city.

During exit interviews, students who entered the program
with plans to pursue a career in public service stated that
their experience in the DCBRP enhanced this desire. Students
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who did not enter the program with plans to pursue a nonprofit career after graduation reported that this was now
something they were more likely to consider. For example,
several of our pre-medical students said they were now contemplating community medicine, public health, and the
like. When asked, “Do you see yourself living and working
in Detroit in the future?” 83 percent of students who completed the program said they either “definitely” or “maybe”
see themselves living and working in Detroit. The students
who responded “no” to this question all cited valid reasons,
such as limited public transit (a student with a disability),
not being a big city person, or lack of family in the area. All
native Detroit students stated they intended to return to
Detroit at some point after graduating.
While the feedback we have from community partners and
students is primarily qualitative at this point, the positive
reactions we have had indicates that the program is meeting
the major program goals. In addition, we have seen growing
interest from a diverse range of students at the university
(92 applications for the 2016 program, up from 70 in 2015).
We hope to continue the program with 24 students each
year and include as many community partners as possible,
while maintaining the integrity and quality of the program’s
structure and partnerships. In the future, we look forward to
following up with our DCBRP student alumni to see if the
goals of encouraging more of them to work in Detroit and
in the community setting are being met.

Jenna Steiner,
University of Michigan, jennaste@umich.edu
Jenna Steiner is an assistant director of the Undergraduate Research
Opportunity Program (UROP) at the University of Michigan, where
she has remodeled and directs the Detroit Community-Based
Research Program and leads UROP’s community-outreach initiatives. Her work focuses on responsible community engagement, the
city of Detroit, and educating students about the role of research in
social justice and activism, including the impact of the built environment on community-health outcomes. She holds a master’s in
public health with a concentration in health behavior and health
education from the University of Michigan’s School of Public
Health and a bachelor’s in psychology from Oakland University.
doi: 10.18833/curq/36/4/3
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CURQ Vignettes
Special Education Collaboration: Undergraduates
Provide Voice and Perspective for Students
and Families Living with Disabilities
Vaughn Bicehouse,
Edinboro University, vbicehouse@edinboro.edu
Our special education course on collaboration and development of individual education plans has been instrumental
in affording our undergraduate students the opportunity to
collaborate and build partnerships in the field, increasing
their skills in qualitative research. Every student is required
to engage in field research and spend time with a family that
has a child with a disability. Each student chooses a casestudy family based on a particular interest he or she has in
the field. The students clarify their conceptual framework,
decide on what qualitative design to use, develop research
questions and conceptualize problems, and collect and organize their own data. Ultimately, the students put their
findings in writing and share them with the family studied,
faculty members, and their fellow classmates. Some of the
students publish and present their findings at educational
events and conferences. These collaborative experiences
benefit everyone involved, as well as the university and the
field of disability study at large.
The current statistics on disabilities, albeit important, do
not convey the human impact of the disability. Therefore,
the collaborative partnerships our students form with families dealing with disabilities provide a voice for the children
and their families living twenty-four hours a day with a disability. This is what Featherstone (1989) terms “a people’s
scholarship”—a study in which “scientific facts gathered in
the field give voice to a people’s experience.”
After spending time with each family and collecting data for
their case studies, students analyze data, individually and
then in groups, to identify significant statements, code data,
and eventually discover emerging themes. They seek interrater reliability and report the results.
The study consisted of the families of seven females and 13
males, aged five to 53 years, whose primary disabilities included intellectual disabilities (ID), autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD),
as shown in Table 1. Three of the six individuals with ADHD
had a secondary diagnosis of a specific learning disability
(SLD), and one also had a mild intellectual disability. One
individual qualified as having Asperger’s Syndrome, and two
others had a pervasive developmental disorder.
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Table 1. Participants: Individuals with Disabilities
Male Female

Primary
Disability

Age

N=13

N=7

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder

4

2

Autism Spectrum Disorder

5

1

Intellectual Disability

4

4

0 – 5 years

0

1

6 – 10 years

6

0

11 – 15 years

2

1

16-20

5

2

21-25

0

2

>26

0

1

Not only does engaging in action research provide valuable
experience in collecting and analyzing data, but students
gained invaluable insights that they can implement to better collaborate with the families and children they will serve
during their teaching careers (Rogers 2007). Through interviews and discussions, students learned that families experience a wide range of emotions when their child is first
diagnosed with a disability including, most commonly, sadness, fear, guilt, and hopelessness. For example, the mother
of a child with ADHD, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and a
mild intellectual disability said, “I felt as if I had done something wrong or let my daughter down when she was diagnosed at age eight.” A mother of a nine-year-old boy with
autism reported, “I feel fear every day; it’s the not knowing.
… You do not know what autism will dish out day to day.” A
mother of a six-year-old boy with autism lamented, “I think
I was mourning the loss of the child I thought I would have.
As any parent, I had dreams of the star athlete or scholar,
and now I had to let go of those dreams.” Finally, hopelessness came through in a quote from a mother of an eighteenyear-old with an intellectual disability who said, “I felt so
alone, like no one was on my side. I wanted him to go to the
same school as his siblings, but the district was very small,
and they didn’t think they could educate him. I became
hopeless.” Although far fewer, some families also expressed
feelings of anger, frustration, and denial. Conversely, some
parents also described more positive emotions, including relief, hope, and purpose. From the results, pre-service teachers developed greater empathy for families and ascertained
practices that they would need to employ to better meet the
needs of the families and students.
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While many of the families in the study reported positive experiences with schools, teachers, and service providers, our
students also learned best practices from parental reports of
negative experiences. The results of this study demonstrated
overwhelmingly that families value communication, understanding, support systems, and non-academic experiences as
part of the collaboration between families and schools.

A Distributed REU Site Focused on Serving Physics
and Astronomy Students from Comprehensive and
Community Colleges

Each student’s case study highlighted the strengths, needs,
challenges, hopes, and the fears of each family. Their findings were authentic, multifaceted, intimate, and holistic. As
Donlevy (2001, 8) has said, “In special education, the most
significant variables have little to do with curriculum details
and mandated exams; they have everything to do with the
lived experience of important human relationships.” This
means building a relationship of trust between the student,
the parent, and the teacher for every child. Special education
is a dynamic and diverse field, and professionals, teachers,
students, and parents are desperately seeking best practices
to meet the needs of those with disabilities. We hope the collaborative efforts of our education students are helping to
fill voids in the research, discourse, and practices that in due
course will benefit children with disabilities and their families.

John F. Mateja,
Goldwater Scholarship and Excellence in Education Foundation,
goldwaterpres@vacoxmail.com
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This project sought to provide students with their first faculty-mentored research experience. The principal difference
between this National Science Foundation (NSF) Research
Experiences for Undergraduates (REU) initiative and the more
traditional, single-campus physics and astronomy REU is that
our program used a distributed model with students conducting their research at different institutions across the nation.
Seven universities participated in hosting REU students during the program, including Central Washington University
(CWU), College of Charleston, Embry Riddle Aeronautical
University, SUNY-Geneseo, University of Wisconsin-La
Crosse, Weber State University, and Wright State University.
The CUR Physics and Astronomy (CURPA) Division’s distributed REU had some features that resemble those found in a
traditional, single-institution REU and others that are not.
1. As with a traditional REU, the CURPA program featured
faculty mentors who were seasoned researchers. Most
had significant experience mentoring undergraduates, including students in their early years of college.
Faculty members without prior mentoring experience
were coached by experienced faculty.
2. CURPA REU undergraduates joined two learning communities: other students in the CURPA REU cohort
and students at each host site supported by other programs. Thus all CURPA students had on-campus peers
with whom they could work and interact. CURPA REU
students “networked” with one another electronically throughout the summer, in much the same way
that today’s large-scale research groups communicate
(e.g., webinars and email). All CURPA students participated in an end-of-summer, face-to-face multiday
networking experience at the principal investigator’s
campus, Central Washington University, an activity
identified by other programs as necessary and important (Hubenthal and Judge 2013).
3. Participants received feedback from their immediate
supervisor and from the broad array of faculty and students participating in the project. This exposed partic-
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ipants to individuals with a diverse range of physics
and astronomy sub-disciplinary knowledge and skills.
4. Colleges report that about one-third to one-half of undergraduates change their majors at least once (Foraker
2012). Through webinars, informal discussions with
faculty mentors and peers, the CURPA REU program
provided formative experiences, generally early in
participants’ academic careers, that will assist them in
making better-informed decisions earlier in their undergraduate years.
5. CURPA REU students, who generally came from smaller schools, had the opportunity to pursue a research
experience at an institution with a relatively similar
academic and “community” environment.
6. By using CURPA councilors and faculty members, students had access to a diverse range of disciplinary expertise and research topics. Additional mentors could
also be readily recruited to accommodate a greater
number of participants.
7. The project benefitted from collaboration with the
CUR National Office for assistance with recruiting through the NSF-funded Community College
Undergraduate Research Initiative (CCURI) (Hensel
and Ambos 2011; Hewlett et al. 2011).

of expectations between the student and mentor, outlined
what research was to be accomplished, established a deliverables timeline, and enabled mentors to provide a context for
how the student’s work fit into the bigger scientific picture.
Weeks 1 – 9: Students conducted their research. To promote
communication among the REU cohort and engage members
as a learning community, participants interacted through
weekly webinars, with additional interactions available
through other mechanisms (e.g., Canvas, the course-management program used for the program). Several students
wrote weekly research blogs using WorldPress’ Undergraduate
Research Reports.
During weekly webinars, students interacted with practicing
physicists and astronomers, discussed their research projects, and participated in a number of targeted activities such
as the American Institute of Physics’ Careers Toolbox (AIP
Career Pathways Project 2015).
Week 10: Students and PIs traveled to an end-of-summer
meeting at Central Washington University to finalize the
students’ deliverables (i.e., presentations, written reports, assessment of the program). This five-day event also provided
participants with a bonding experience that included activities and field trips (e.g., a visit to the Laser Interferometer
Gravitational Wave Interferometer in Richland, Washington).

Research Projects and Products
NSF’s Division of Physics funded the CURPA REU as a twoyear pilot for six students in each summer. Additional support from the Washington Space Grant Consortium and
CURPA enabled the project to support an additional student
each summer. The program’s two-year student demographics
included six males and eight females with students identifying themselves as Hispanic (2), African-American (1), Asian
(2), and Caucasian (9). Two students identified themselves
as veterans. Of the 14 participants, eight were first-generation college students. Two of the program’s undergraduates
were rising seniors, eleven were rising juniors, and one was a
rising sophomore. Four students were from community colleges, five students were from comprehensive institutions,
and five students were from research institutions.
The format used by our REU each summer was:
Week 1: Participants traveled to their respective host institutions and were introduced to the campus, work place,
and that university’s cohort of summer research students.
Participants completed training in safety and in responsible
conduct of research and developed a work plan with their
research mentor*. This work plan facilitated the discussion
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Research projects were designed and developed by mentors
to advance students’ fundamental knowledge within the
discipline and to provide them with an opportunity to engage in research and make meaningful contributions to the
investigation. The research performed by REU participants
was either experimental or computational and represented
a diverse array of physics and astronomy subfields (e.g.,
Properties of CU doped ZnO thin films grown by spray pyrolysis, A search for pulsations in the sdB star EC20117-4014,
etc). These projects also introduced students to the scientific
literature, ethical conduct of research, and procedures for
oral and written scientific presentations.
During the first year of the project, the students’ work resulted in one peer-reviewed manuscript published in a
professional journal (Jackson et al. 2015), with a second
manuscript in preparation. Three presentations were made
by the REU students at NCUR, with two additional presentations made at local/regional meetings. Two students received
local awards for their research. Four of the students participated in a second research experience the following summer.
To address NSF reviewers’ concern that the CURPA model
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might lead participants to feel isolated, the PIs and faculty at
the host institutions implemented several measures:
1. A mechanism was put in place that enabled the REU
participants to regularly communicate with one another through Canvas.
2. Ice-breaker and collaborative/competitive activities
were conducted throughout the summer at the host
sites.
3. As noted, a final face-to-face meeting was hosted at
CWU, and field trips were funded using non-NSF funds
from CURPA and CWU.
4. The PIs communicated at least weekly with the REU
students, providing program updates and feedback.
Evidence that these measures were effective in addressing
isolation can be found in the students’ exit surveys. Asked
what elements of the REU had the greatest impact or benefit,
the fourteen participants of the program listed:
■■ “Social interactions with Mentor at the Host Institution”

(mentioned 12 times),
■■ “Social interactions with Students at the Host Institution”

(9 times), and
■■ “End-of-the-summer activity at Central Washington

University” (9 times).
One student described her interactions with the REU faculty
and students as the “best part of the research experience.”
Seven of the fourteen participants entered the summer research interested in obtaining a PhD. By the end of the summer, 11 of the 14 students (79 percent) indicated such an
interest. Although the desire to pursue a doctoral degree is
neither the focus of our program nor necessarily an indicator of its success, it is indicative of students’ increased confidence in their ability to perform research. It also suggests
that a distributed REU is as effective in building students’
confidence in their ability to do graduate-level work as is the
more traditional single-campus REU.
Funded by National Science Foundation Award #1358879
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doi: 10.18833/curq/36/4/19
Research Collaboration Creates Opportunities
for High-Impact Undergraduate Research
Ann E. Ellis,
Grinnell College, ellisa@grinnell.edu
Lisa M. Oakes,
University of California, Davis, lmoakes @ucdavis.edu
It is well known that authentic undergraduate research contributes to positive student growth by developing students’
disciplinary knowledge, general critical-thinking skills, and
broader career plans. In our disciplinary field, psychology,
providing such high-impact experiences can be a challenge,
particularly at smaller institutions with potentially limited
access to resources such as appropriate study populations
and technological expertise. Over 15 years, however, we have
maintained an active collaboration—author Oakes at the
University of California Davis and author Ellis at Grinnell
College—investigating early development of cognition in infants and toddlers. We collaboratively—and often with our
students—develop research questions, design experimental
procedures, and create study materials. We collect and analyze data at both institutions, typically combining our efforts
in presentations at conferences and published manuscripts.
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This work is labor intensive and involves conducting inlab assessments of infants’ and toddlers’ abilities. Students
at both of our institutions, Grinnell College, a small liberal arts institution, and the University of California, Davis,
a research university, have been directly involved in this
cutting-edge research. Students at both institutions receive
mentoring from both of us, sometimes in person (e.g., when
Dr. Ellis and Grinnell students visit UC Davis) and sometimes via teleconference and e-mail. We leveraged programs
at both institutions to create contexts in which undergraduate students participated fully in the research process from
inception to completion, in order to create high-impact research experiences.
One example of a program we have utilized is the Mentored
Advanced Project (MAP) program at Grinnell College. MAP
provides the opportunity for Grinnell students to receive
mentoring from both of us while engaging in a research
project at one or both institutions. Over the years, this MAP
experience has ranged from Grinnell students physically remaining on campus for the entirety of the experience while
receiving joint mentoring locally and remotely, to Grinnell
students participating fully in both labs by spending days or
weeks in each laboratory, to Grinnell students spending the
majority of their research time at UC Davis, while receiving
joint mentoring from both of us during on-site visits by Dr.
Ellis and remotely when we are in different locations.
In each iteration, students became immersed in the research
process while interacting with both of us and with staff and
students at UC Davis. Although we have not engaged UC
Davis students in a similar formal program, the undergraduates in the UC Davis lab gain from these experiences through
collaboration with Grinnell students and through working
remotely and during on-site visits with Dr. Ellis.
In the summer of 2015, we mentored a Grinnell student at a
distance. The student spent the summer at UC Davis, receiving local mentoring and supervision and also remote supervision from Grinnell (e.g., weekly go-to-meeting conference
calls, daily on-line journals). As with all MAP students, while
conducting her project under our joint mentorship this student gained a broad base of discipline-specific knowledge
and skills. The student proposed and designed a project,
used the resources at UC Davis to create study materials, acquired programming skills, and engaged in data acquisition.
Importantly, because the UC Davis lab is a cooperative environment, the student worked closely with other undergraduates working in the lab. With local guidance from both of us
during Dr. Ellis’s on-site visit, the student processed and analyzed her data. Throughout the process, the student devel-
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oped independence and self-confidence. She presented her
findings at an event at Grinnell College and at the national
meeting of the Cognitive Development Society.
This example illustrates the approach we have taken with all
of our MAP students. Regardless of where students ultimately
conducted the work, students worked within the parameters
of our collaborative research program to interpret the primary literature, design experimental protocols, and write research proposals for projects that could be completed in our
labs. Our laboratories at the two institutions are configured
with identical equipment so that student research projects
are transportable between the two institutions, and so that
data collection can occur at both locations simultaneously,
if necessary. Because our work involves teams of student researchers, our MAP students became fully immersed in laboratory research activities, contributing to the day-to-day
activities in the labs. The Grinnell students gained valuable
experience in the larger Davis lab, which has undergraduates,
graduate students, postdoctoral scholars, and professional
research staff. They acquired critical technical, data, and
management skills, and developed a broad understanding of
the diversity of individuals who contribute to the research
process.
Because multiple studies are conducted concurrently in each
location, and because the UC Davis lab is engaged in several grant-funded projects, students in the program became
knowledgeable about the work of others. At the UC Davis
lab, in particular, students helped conduct experiments on
a range of infant cognitive abilities. They attended lab meetings and participated in the greater research community at
the Center for the Mind and Brain. These experiences served
to build students’ intellectual curiosity, heighten their ethical sensibilities, develop their understanding of the depth
and breadth of the field, and forge their understanding of the
tight connections between research and application.
Moreover, when MAP students and the Grinnell faculty mentor were actively engaged in both locations, these experiences
were particularly rich not only for the Grinnell students, but
also for the UC Davis students and staff who interacted with
them. Grinnell’s open curriculum requires students’ active
engagement in the creation of their own individualized educational paths, and the MAP program selects students who
are self-motivated and who have a strong desire for independence and self-sufficiency in their research program. UC
Davis students, in part as a function of their experience at a
much larger institution, may not have experienced the same
level of educational autonomy expected of Grinnell students.
Hosting Grinnell MAP students in the lab, therefore, provided an excellent model for the local UC Davis students. In
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addition, UC Davis students gained exposure to a scholar (Dr.
Ellis) who works in a different educational context than they
experience at Davis, thus enhancing their understanding of
the range of potential career paths in the field. All students
learned to work collaboratively and cooperatively to conduct
the research, to develop technical and quantitative skills, and
to advance psychological research.

Spreading High-Impact Practices from the Genomics
Lab to the Entire College and Beyond

There are several challenges to developing a program like
ours. The first is to identify an appropriate research context.
We have been effective because we have a long-standing ongoing collaboration. Thus, although student projects were
self-contained, they fit into a broader research context. This
has allowed us to combine student work with other work for
the purposes of publication, and it has allowed us to fully
engage in the research at both institutions. The second challenge is to identify appropriate student projects. Although
our collaboration provided a context for student projects,
it can also inhibit students’ exploration of diverse topics.
Because our work is often tied to federal funding, student
projects must address the aims outlined in those grant-funded projects. This can provide students insight into how research is supported, and about the constraints placed on the
research process by external funding. However, because of
these constraints, we have worked with students to come up
with creative solutions for them to be able to insert their own
ideas into a project that fits within the scope of our ongoing work. Finally, our success depends on having laboratories
that are identically equipped. Even slight changes in equipment or software would mean that data from our two labs
could not be combined. We constantly are vigilant to maintain laboratory equivalence.

In the 21st century, community colleges are emerging as the
backbone of higher education in the United States. Nearly
half of all undergraduates start their education at community colleges and the percentage is even higher for students
from groups underrepresented in higher education. National
Science Foundation (NSF) grants are valuable for developing
high-impact practices by individual faculty at various institutions, including collaborations between community colleges
and research institutions. However, these practices will not
change the higher education landscape unless they are scaled
up to spread across the institution and across multiple institutions. Here we describe our ongoing endeavor to expand a
model from two NSF-funded programs and to identify critical
components and strategies in this process.

In summary, our collaboration has created high-impact
learning environments that develop undergraduates’ intellectual curiosity, ethical sensitivity, independence, and selfconfidence in the context of conducting authentic research.
All Grinnell College students who have participated in our
collaborative research currently are enrolled at Grinnell, are
in formal research or fellowship positions, or are pursuing or
have earned advanced degrees. Experiences in our laboratories set our students on a course for more challenging work
and have served to positively shape their career trajectories.
doi: 10.18833/curq/36/4/20

Gita Bangera, Cheryl Vermilyea,
Bellevue College, gbangera@bellevuecollege.edu
Kim Harrington,
Tacoma Community College

The Community College Genomics Research Initiative
(ComGen), an NSF-funded program, started as a collaboration
between Bellevue College and the Root Disease and Biological
Control Research Unit of the United States Department of
Agriculture’s Agriculture Research Service. The USDA scientists provided a small fragment DNA library, technical advice,
and classroom visits. Students at Bellevue College (from firstyear to those with PhDs) enrolled in a stand-alone research
course modeled as a one-quarter, graduate school experience.
Without lectures or textbooks, students got a first-hand experience in being a scientist, including conducting original
research in genomics and analyzing primary literature. The
ComGen model focuses on a “hands-on, hands-off” method: hands-on for students and hands-off for the faculty. This
method encourages faculty to empower students to experience the ambiguity, failure, and recovery from failure that are
inherent in research. The ComGen program has drawn national attention, being featured in Science (McCook 2011) and
drawing an invitation from the White House to engage in a
pledge to increase the number of students in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields.
While the stand-alone research course had substantial impact, the number of students reached was limited since
the course was an elective that many students could not fit
into their schedules or afford. To expand the impact of the
ComGen pedagogy, we introduced critical components of
the original course into the cell biology course for biology
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majors at Bellevue College and Tacoma Community College
(Tacoma CC). This strategy allowed significantly expanded
numbers of students to participate in undergraduate research
early in their studies. Our second NSF grant is currently taking
this experience to students across the state of Washington.
Bringing undergraduate research into the regular curriculum
in this fashion has the potential to impact the diversity of the
research establishment (Bangera and Brownell 2014).
To expand incorporation of research practices into curricula
within our institutions, we have followed two different paths
based on institutional culture. At Bellevue College, we have
leveraged the success of ComGen into the founding of a new
division called the RISE (Research, Innovation, Service and
Experiential) Learning Institute, directed by a new dean of
undergraduate research. The RISE Learning Institute will take
innovative research and elements of the experiential-learning
curriculum to departments across campus, not just those in
STEM fields. The success of the original ComGen collaboration is helping to introduce these high-impact practices more
broadly at Bellevue College.
At Tacoma CC, transforming the culture started with the incorporation of ComGen elements into the curriculum of the
biology major, followed by incorporation of these elements
into multiple other courses developed by the faculty. The success of these courses was leveraged by faculty into a request
for funding to reenergize the science and engineering department and to integrate research and technology into courses,
to increase mentoring in engineering, and to institute a divisional retreat to discuss best practices.
Both Bellevue College and Tacoma CC have benefited from
the vision of their leadership, including their presidents and
boards of trustees. Bellevue funded the purchase of a $60,000
DNA sequencer and provided dedicated research space for
ComGen activities. This commitment has now expanded
through the development of the RISE Learning Institute,
including funds for the salary of the dean of undergraduate research and a $5-million remodeling of space to build
a trans-disciplinary undergraduate research lab. Additional
support has come through development of a “collaboratory” to showcase the process of research to all students and
partial funding of a research lab technician. The Tacoma CC
administration has approved reduced class sizes for research
courses, provided release time for faculty to focus on incorporating research into the curriculum, and funded equipment
and consumables. The college is now exploring the possibility of incorporating funding for research in both STEM and
non-STEM areas into the operations of the college.

from 18 different institutions (15 community colleges and
three universities) in using research as a pedagogical tool.
This rapid extension to almost half the community colleges
in Washington state has been possible because the ComGen
team has developed an easy-to-adopt model that allows faculty to embed this pedagogy into their existing curricula. To
extend engagement to other colleges, the ComGen team has
developed a comprehensive strategy that includes outreach
to faculty, technicians, administrators, and staff. In addition
to interested faculty, technicians are also invited to an annual summer workshop that covers the critical elements of
the ComGen philosophy. To encourage interest and investment by other stakeholders, the team made presentations at
venues such as the annual meetings of the vice presidents of
instruction and of the non-academic staff of all 32 community colleges in the state.
Our experiences indicate that taking research to students in
the context of their regular coursework is important, as is
making adoption of the research pedagogy easy for faculty.
Thus, building research into the normal functioning of the
college is essential to bringing a culture of research to a community college. Until research becomes as much part of the
culture at all community colleges as it is at Bellevue College
or Tacoma CC, funding from NSF and other sources to develop and support communities of practice is critical.
References
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RESEARCH Highlights
Novosel LM, Smialek SA. Nurse Practitioners Recognize,

Address Depression-Cardiovascular Disease in Older Adults.
Circulation. 2015; 132:A17979. (University of Pittsburgh)
Depression is a risk factor for cardiovascular disease (CVD)
in older adults. This mixed-methods study examined nurse
practitioner (NP) knowledge, screening, and risk-reduction
behaviors related to depression and CVD in older adults
based on a national sample of actively practicing NPs. NPs
were confident of their ability to address classic CVD risks
and stressed the importance of a quality patient relationship
in the care of depression. As the fastest-growing segment of
primary care providers, NPs felt prepared to incorporate care
for depression into CVD risk-reduction practices but reported
a lack of resources for depression counseling to optimize care
for depression. Dr. Lorraine M. Novosel is a faculty member
in the Department of Health Promotion and Development.
Salina A. Smialek was a senior BSN student actively involved
in the Undergraduate Research Mentorship Program (URMP)
for four years. She actively participated in subject recruitment and data collection with Novosel at the AANP national
conference and assisted in data entry and analysis. Smialek
was awarded the 2015 Mary Opal Wolanin Scholarship (undergraduate) at the 2015 National Gerontological Nursing
Association’s Convention in Indianapolis. This study was
funded by the Nurse Practitioner Healthcare Foundation/
Astellas Promoting Heart Health across the Age Span Award,
and the University of Pittsburgh Provost Funds and the
School of Nursing supported the URMP.

Iñiguez SD, Riggs LM, Nieto SJ, Wright KN, Zamora
NN, Cruz B, Zavala AR, Robison AJ, Mazei-Robison
MS. Fluoxetine Exposure During Adolescence Increases

Preference for Cocaine in Adulthood. Scientific Reports.
2015; 5:15009. (California State University San Bernardino)
We examined whether exposure to the antidepressant Prozac
(Fluoxetine) during adolescence would influence responses
to drugs of abuse, such as cocaine, later in life. Using a
preclinical model, we found that adolescent exposure to
Fluoxetine increases sensitivity to the rewarding properties
of cocaine in adulthood. Thus our findings indicate that
juvenile exposure to antidepressant medications may result
in enduring side effects that could potentially influence
drug-seeking behavior in adulthood. Sergio Iñiguez is an associate professor of psychology. Lace M. Riggs, was a DIDARP
(Diversity-promoting Institutions Drug Abuse Research
Program) scholar in 2015 and is a master’s student in the
General Experimental psychology program. Seven J. Nieto
(2014) is currerntly enrolled in a PhD program in developmental cognitive neuroscience at the University of Houston.
Norma N. Zamora (2013) was an undergraduate research volunteer and is currently in a PhD program in pharmacology
and toxicology at the University of Buffalo (SUNY). Bryan
Cruz, a RISE (Research Initiative for Scientific Enhancement)
scholar in 2014, is enrolled in a PhD program in neuroscience at the University of Texas at El Paso. The research was
supported by the NIH-NIGMS Grant 1SC2GM109811.

Kong K, Kocen K, Cooley D. Being a wài guó rén in China:
Akkurt M, Smolenski VA, Mohamed SK, Jasinski JP, Ahmed
EK, Albayati MR. Crystal structure of ethyl 2-phenyl-4(prop-2-yn-1-yloxy)-5,6,7,8-tetrahydropyrido[40,30:4,5]
thieno[2,3-d]pyrimidine-7-carboxylate. Acta Cryst. 2015;
71:o836–o837. (Keene State College)

This is one of two papers that report the crystal structures of
two new thiazole-containing compounds known to display
biological activity. Jerry Jasinski is a professor of chemistry at
Keene State College. Victoria Smolenski was a junior chemistry major who participated in this research project during
the 2014-15 academic year for independent-study credit and
in the summer of 2015 through funding from the Building
Excellence in Science and Technology (Best) Program at
Keene State College. Smolenski plans to apply to graduate
programs after her senior year. This research was supported
by the BEST program.

Reflection on a Study Abroad Project in China. Teaching
Chinese in International Contexts. 2015; 7:25-34. (University
of Wisconsin-Eau Claire)

This article reflects on a faculty-led community-service and
research project in China. Three undergraduates studying
Chinese at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire traveled
to China to teach a three-week English summer camp for
underserved children. This article documents the successes
and lessons from the project from both the faculty and
participants’ perspectives, shares students’ cultural experiences, and discusses significant implications. Kaishan Kong
is an assistant professor of Chinese in the Department of
Languages. Katherine Kocen was a freshman and Delaney
Cooley was a sophomore at UW-Eau Claire. This research
was based on a study-abroad program in the summer of
2015 that was sponsored by the UW-Eau Claire International
Fellows Program.
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Mila D, Calderon A, Baldwin AT, Moore KM, Watson M,
Phillips BT, Putzke AP. Asymmetric Wnt Pathway Signaling
Facilitates Stem Cell-Like Divisions via the Nonreceptor
Tyrosine Kinase FRK-1 in Caenorhabditis elegans. Genetics.
2015; 201:3:1047-60. (Whitworth University)

This study examines how the development of two daughter
cells is differentially controlled when a cell divides asymmetrically. Using a series of genomic mutants along with
RNA interference, the results suggest a novel mechanism by
which a non-receptor tyrosine kinase regulates asymmetric
Wnt signaling during stem cell divisions in the nematode,
Caenorhabditis elegans. In the absence of the non-receptor
tyrosine kinase, asymmetric cell division is lost and cellular
identity is compromised. Ultimately, the conclusions reveal
the complex nature of Wnt signaling in individual cells to
achieve two daughter cells with different identities. Aaron
Putzke is an associate professor of biology. Danielle Mila
worked on the project in 2013-2014 during the academic
year and during the summer and is now a science educator at Disney Corporation. Adriana Calderon worked on the
project in 2014-2015 and planned to attend medical school
after graduating. Kelsey Moore worked on the project from
2011 to 2013 and is now a PhD student in neuroscience at
the University of Minnesota. McLane Watson, who worked
on the project in 2013-2014, is currently a laboratory technician and is interviewing for PhD graduate programs in cancer
immunology. This work was supported by grants from the M.
J. Murdock Charitable Trust (to Aaron Putzke).

Ngu-Schwemlein M, Chin SF, Hileman R, Drozdowski C,
Upchurch C, Hargrove A. Carbon Nanodots as Molecular

Scaffolds for Development of Antimicrobial Agents.
Bioorganic and Medicinal Chemistry Letters. 2016; 26:1745–
1749. (Winston-Salem State University)
This article examines the potential of carbon nanodots
(CNDs) as a molecular scaffold for enhancing the antimicrobial activities of small dendritic poly(amidoamines)
(PAMAM). Transmission electron microscopy and infrared
and fluorescence spectroscopy analyses showed that starchderived carbon nanodots are readily polyamidated. These
PAMAM-coated carbon nanodots exhibit significant in vitro
antimicrobial properties, and they show synergistic effect
in combination with tetracycline or colistin against some
resistant bacteria. Maria Ngu-Schwemlein is a professor of
chemistry. Chris Drozdowski graduated as a chemistry major
in May 2015 and participated in this research during his senior year as a research assistant. He is currently employed at
OriginLab Corp. April Hargrove participated in this research
study in 2014 under a summer undergraduate research experience (SURE) program. She is currently pursuing a master’s degree at LSU-Shreveport. This research is supported
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by an NIH SC3 grant (1SC3GM088134), an AAAS Women
in International Research Collaboration grant, and an NSF
HBCU-UP grant awarded to Ngu-Schwemlein.

Simpson EL, Fillmore DL, Szajna MJ, Bogner E, Malenda
MG, Livingston KM, Hartline B. Enigmatic Spheres from the

Late Triassic Lockatong Formation, Newark Basin of Eastern
Pennsylvania: Evidence for Microbial Activity in MarginalLacustrine Strandline Deposits. Palaeobiodiversity and
Palaeoenvironments. 2015; 95:521-529. (Kutztown University
of Pennsylvania)
This study documents a new type of microbially produced
structure from a 210- million-year-old lake system in eastern
Pennsylvania. This new microbial structure aids in reconstruction of the paleoecosystem that was developed along the
lake’s shoreline. E. Bogner and M. Malenda are undergraduate geology majors who will graduate in 2016-2017. Both
have summer internships lined up and plan to attend graduate school in fall 2017. K Livingston graduated in 2015 and
is currently working for an environmental consulting firm.

Sanchez Zayas M, Gaitor JC, Nestor ST, Minkowicz S,
Sheng Y, Mirjafari A. Bifunctional Hydrophobic Ionic

Liquids: Facile Synthesis by Thiol-ene “Click” Chemistry.
Green Chemistry. 2016. (Florida Gulf Coast University)
We describe the facile, robust, and orthogonal fabrication
of a structurally comprehensive library of hydrophobic
trimethoxysilyl-functionalized ionic liquids with C7-C15
thioether spacer, using thiol-ene “click” chemistry. The
synthesized ionic liquids displayed very low glass transition
temperatures, high thermal stability, and were hydrophobic
in character. And the ability to serve as surface coating agents
was tested by immobilizing them on the surface of iron oxide
supermagnetic nanoparticles and the organic loading was
quantified. Arsalan Mirjafari is assistant professor of chemistry at FGCU. Manuel Sanchez Zayas worked on this project
for two years, received a Sheffield Scholarship, and will begin
graduate school at the University of California Santa Barbara
in fall 2016. Jamie Gaitor, Stephen Nestor, and Samuel
Minkowicz are undergraduates who will graduate next year.
This research was supported by the Alice and Karl Sheffield
Scholarship.

Chartas G, Rhea C, Kochanek C, Dai X, Morgan
C, Blackburne J, Chen B, Mosquera A, MacLeod C.

Gravitational Lensing Size Scales for Quasars. Astronomische
Nachrichten. 2016; 337:4: 356 – 361. (College of Charleston)
We present results from our observations of lensed quasars
performed in the optical, UV, and X-ray bands. Modeling of
the multi-wavelength light curves provides constraints on
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the extent of the optical, UV, and X-ray emission regions.
One of the important results of our analysis is that the
optical sizes as inferred from the microlensing analysis are
significantly larger than those predicted by the theoreticalthin-disk estimate. We also present the analysis of several
strong microlensing events where we detect an evolution
of the relativistic Fe line as the magnification caustic traverses the accretion disk. These caustic crossings are used
to constrain the innermost stable circular orbit and the accretion disk inclination angle of the black hole in quasar
RX J1131-1231. George Chartas is an associate professor of
physics and astronomy at the College of Charleston. Carter
Rhea, a senior math and astronomy major, participated in
the research for independent-study credit and is applying to
graduate programs. The research was supported by NASA via
the Smithsonian Institution grant G03-141l0B.

Ye H, Curcuru A. Vesicle Biomechanics in a Time-varying
Magnetic Field. BMC Biophysics. 2015; 8:1. (Loyola
University Chicago)

Biological cells deform in a strong electric field (electrodeformation), suggesting an interesting control of cellular biomechanics by the electric field. An alternative method used to
generate an electric field is by a time-varying magnetic field.
References reporting the magnetic control of cellular mechanics have recently emerged. However, theoretical analysis
of the cellular mechanics under a time-varying magnetic
field is inadequate. The present study developed an analytical theory to investigate the biomechanics of a modeled cell
under a time-varying magnetic field. Hui Ye is an assistant
professor of biology at Loyola University Chicago. Austen
Curcuru, who participated in the research for undergraduate research credit as a senior biophysics major, is currently
employed by Washington University in St. Louis and is applying to graduate programs in biomedical engineering. The
research was supported by a research support grant from
Loyola Univerity Chicago.

Bleske-Rechek A, Morrison K, Heidtke L. Causal Inference

from Descriptions of Experimental and Non-experimental
Research: Public Understanding of Correlation-versusCausation. Journal of General Psychology. 2015; 142:48-70.
(University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire)
In three different studies, we presented people with one of
four research vignettes generated from the combination of
two independent variables: whether the vignette described
an experimental or non-experimental design and whether
the vignette revealed a positive or negative association.
Upon reading their vignette, participants selected from a
number of potential inferences that could be drawn from
the findings. Participants drew causal inferences from nonexperimental vignettes as often as they did from experimen-

tal vignettes, especially when inferences matched intuitive
notions. Our findings imply that people in the community
regularly conflate correlation with causation. We suggest
that those who conduct research and present research to others need to explicitly address the conclusions that can and
cannot be drawn from their findings. April Bleske-Rechek is
a professor of psychology. Katelyn Morrison graduated from
UWEC in 2014 and now works in health care administration.
Luke Heidtke graduated in 2014 and is currently pursuing
a master’s degree in counseling at UW-Stout. The students
were funded by summer research experience grants from the
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at the University
of Wisconsin-Eau Claire.

Rohrabaugh Jr. TN, Doverspike JC, Geib SJ, Sawyer ED,
Stibbard MR, Malosh TJ. Diruthenium Tetracarbonyl

Sawhorse Complexes Bearing N-heterocyclic Carbene and
Phosphine Ligands: Synthesis, Structural Characterization,
and Catalytic Activity. Journal of Organometallic Chemistry.
2016; 802:1-8. (University of Pittsburgh Johnstown)
This article describes the synthesis and characterization of
three novel, and two previously reported, diruthenium(I)
organometallic complexes. The characterization of the new
compounds includes their solid-state structures, which were
obtained through a collaboration with the University of
Pittsburgh X-Ray Diffraction Facility. All five diruthenium(I)
compounds were assessed toward their ability to catalyze
the isomerization of primary alkenes. One of the novel complexes was an exceptionally active catalyst. Correlations were
found between catalytic activity and solid-state structural
features. Additionally, the five complexes were modeled,
using density functional theory, to elucidate their optimal
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