Contextual Statement
Undergraduate Research Programs

Colleges and universities have long recognized the value of student scholarship as the culminating hallmark of an engaged and successful undergraduate career. Research experiences and creative practice projects—conducted in collaboration with and/or under the mentorship of concerned and dedicated faculty—have the potential to be transformative, moving our undergraduates to deeper understanding of and engagement with the world around them. Undergraduate research and creative practice also provide an important measure of cumulative student learning. (AAC&U, 2007)

This position of the Association of American Colleges and Universities crystallizes the value of undergraduate research programs. All too often these activities are loosely connected to the overall academic program and are implemented as boutique opportunities. The CAS undergraduate research program standards are designed to integrate undergraduate research across the institution and implement a vision of undergraduate education that offers students the opportunity to emphasize their identities as learners and scholars.

Although the origins of the undergraduate research concept are not clear, it is likely that credit for this phenomenon of American higher education resides in the undergraduate liberal arts college. In 1958 the US was awakened to deficiencies in science education by the launching of Sputnik by the USSR. In the early 1960s the National Science Foundation created its Undergraduate Research Program to encourage faculty-student science research. Credit needs to be given to two organizations that have been instrumental in promoting undergraduate research. 

The Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR), founded in 1978, is a national organization of individual and institutional members representing over 900 colleges and universities. CUR and its affiliated colleges, universities, and individuals share a focus on providing undergraduate research opportunities for faculty and students at predominantly undergraduate institutions. CUR believes that faculty members enhance their teaching and contribution to society by remaining active in research and by involving undergraduates in research. CUR’s leadership works with agencies and foundations to enhance research opportunities for faculty and students. CUR provides support for faculty development (www.cur.org). 

The National Conferences on Undergraduate Research (NCUR), established in 1987, is dedicated to promoting undergraduate research, scholarship, and creative activity in all fields of study by sponsoring an annual conference for students. Unlike meetings of academic professional organizations, this gathering of young scholars welcomes presenters from all institutions of higher learning and from all corners of the academic curriculum. Through this annual conference, NCUR creates a unique environment for the celebration and promotion of undergraduate student achievement, provides models of exemplary research and scholarship, and helps to improve the state of undergraduate education (www.ncur.org).  
The National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) has contributed to the undergraduate research movement through its influence on honors programs and colleges. Although there is not a standard requirement for research projects and theses, most programs offer that track for interested students.

There is a rich tradition of highly developed college and university undergraduate research programs, awards and grants, symposia, workshops, research presentations, poster sessions, and journals (print and online). Student organizations, particularly honor societies, also offer regional and national conferences that feature oral reports, poster sessions, and awards. Mercyhurst College maintains a directory of undergraduate journals and conferences (www.upd.mercyhurst.edu). About 30 institutions have formed the Undergraduate Research Community for the Human Sciences (URC) that seeks to develop a dynamic and pervasive culture of the human sciences for developing the next generation of scholars (www.kon.org/urc/undergraduate_research.html). All of these initiatives advance undergraduate learning and development.

The undergraduate research standards and guidelines provide a basis for institutional self-assessment and program development. In addition, because a comprehensive assessment of student outcomes has not had a high priority in undergraduate research, the student learning and development outcomes can be instrumental in raising the bar for assessment.

Reference:

AAC&U. (2007). The student as scholar: Undergraduate research and creative practice. www.aacu.org.

Contextual Statement – URP – Draft 1 – page 2

