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Summary of Recommendations

The Subcommittee on Undergraduate Research recommends that the University of Saskatchewan consider the following actions to ensure continued and enhanced opportunities for undergraduate students to participate in the institution’s research, scholarly and artistic agenda and to raise awareness of the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution:

(I)
Develop an inventory of opportunities available for undergraduate students to engage in research, scholarly and artistic (RSA) activities at the U of S. 

(II)
Develop an understanding of student participation in research, scholarly and artistic work learning experiences with a view to identifying obstacles which may hinder greater availability and participation by undergraduate students.

(III)
Develop a University-wide communications strategy to ensure greater awareness of RSA learning opportunities at the U of S, the integral and unique nature of these to the learning environment at a research-intensive university, and ways they can be strengthened as part of the overall U of S student recruitment and retention strategies.

(IV)
Encourage the Research Communications Office and the Student and Enrolment Services Division to cooperate in developing a strategy to create greater awareness among prospective students of the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution.  The strategy should include not only communication with potential students and their parents and guidance counselors, but also with students entering their second and third year of study at the University of Saskatchewan.

(V)
Invite the University senior leadership, with wide consultation with the RSA community, to develop an appropriate leadership arrangement – perhaps a lead office or lead individual – to champion the undergraduate research experience.

(VI)
Allocate appropriate resources to ensure that University goals of enhancing the undergraduate research experience are articulated, receive appropriate approvals, and are achieved in keeping with the directions and initiatives identified in the Integrated Plan and other strategic planning documents.

U of S Engagement with the Teaching and Research Debate 
In 1998, the Boyer Commission released a report arguing that universities could improve the quality of their undergraduate education programs by forging tighter links between undergraduate learning and graduate and research programs. The recommendations of the Boyer Commission revitalized long-standing debates about the connection between teaching/learning and research in post-secondary institutions.  Subsequent years have seen both a resurgence of scholarship on this issue, and a number of Canadian institutions actively engage the question through programming initiatives.  For example, in December 2003, the University of Alberta established the Working Group on Teaching and Research to review the institution’s undergraduate learning environment and to recommend initiatives to better link teaching and research for undergraduate students.  The resulting Research Makes Sense for Students initiative focuses on raising awareness in both internal and external communities on the ways in which research impacts teaching and the importance of the undergraduate research experience.  Similarly, in its 2004 report, Stepping UP, the University of Toronto identified, as one of its priorities, linking undergraduate programs to research activities.  The Canadian discussion continues in other venues; in August 2005, the Canadian Summit on the Integration of Teaching and Research will provide an opportunity for Canadian university representatives to meet and discuss “the integration of teaching and research as a fundamental pillar of the undergraduate learning environment.”
Like most research-intensive post-secondary institutions, the University of Saskatchewan has been actively exploring and articulating the relationship between teaching/learning and research – including the intersection of these activities as it relates to the undergraduate student population.  With its long-standing tradition of quality undergraduate programming, the U of S is better situated than many institutions to address new ways of linking its teaching and research mandates.   However, it is clear that the institution must be vigilant in articulating and exploring the interaction between these two activities.  Recent planning initiatives at the U of S have placed this question in the forefront.  In The Foundational Document on Research, Scholarly & Artistic Work (January 2004), the University community committed to ensuring that “the benefits of participating in research, scholarly and artistic activities are extended to all members of the campus community.” For undergraduate students this means that “increasing student participation and the quality of their experience, in research, scholarly and artistic work at the University of Saskatchewan are critical objectives.”  Preliminary work on the Teaching and Learning Foundational Document has also embraced the concept that an enhanced learning experience be available to students as one of the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution.  Implicit in these documents is the conviction that these two university mandates – teaching and research – are fundamentally linked and, in best practices, inform each other.

In October 2004, the Research, Scholarly and Artistic Work Committee struck a subcommittee to develop an understanding of, and to explore opportunities to enhance, the undergraduate research experience at the University of Saskatchewan.  This subcommittee, composed of representatives from the Research, Scholarly and Artistic Work Committee of Council and members of the Office of the Vice-President Research, met three times between October 2004 and April 2005 (2 November 2004, 13 January 2005, and 13 April 2005). In addition, representatives from the Student and Enrolment Services Division (SESD) provided insight into current student recruitment practices and the research message. Subcommittee discussions focused on developing a clearer understanding of 1) the opportunities that currently exist for U of S undergraduate students to participate in research, scholarly and artistic activities, and 2) the ways in which these opportunities are communicated to the undergraduate student population and to prospective students of the University.  

Undergraduate Participation in Research, Scholarly and Artistic Activities

A preliminary review of the University of Saskatchewan’s undergraduate programs suggested that students are exposed to research, scholarly and artistic activities early in their university careers. This introduction takes a variety of forms including interaction with faculty and graduate students with active research programs; practice of research techniques in laboratory settings – particularly in the fine arts, and natural and applied sciences; and exposure to primary research material in class or tutorial environments.  Some disciplines provide additional first-hand exposure to research; students in PSY 110, for example, are encouraged to take part in research studies conducted by members of the department.

Opportunities to engage in research, scholarly and artistic pursuits are more extensive for upper year students, particularly those pursuing honours degrees; most undergraduate programs at the University of Saskatchewan feature a three or six credit unit honours or research project (e.g. AGRIC 494.6 Research and Thesis; ANAT 401.6 Undergraduate Research Project; ECON 489.3 Research Project in Economics; LAW 495.6 Individual Directed Research; NURS 491.3 Research in Nursing; PHYS 491.3 Physics Research Project;  RELST 425.3 Honours Paper). These courses, along with the special studies options available in every discipline, offer undergraduate students an opportunity to complete an original research project under the supervision of a member of faculty.  Students in some disciplines have further opportunities to explore research through design or fieldwork courses.  For example, Geology and Archaeology offer two- and six-week long field camps in which participants learn and practice research techniques.  The College of Engineering offers students opportunities to experience the application design process.  Capstone design courses allow students, working from a layperson’s description, to design and produce a working unit of a product or system (e.g. C E 495.6, EE 495.6, EP 495.6, Geo E 495.6, M E 495.6).

Undergraduate students benefit from numerous experiential learning opportunities to engage in the scholarly or artistic discourse of their chosen discipline.  In addition to the research experience, honours or research courses usually involve student presentation and discussion around discovery. Undergraduate students interact with the larger university, local, national and even international communities through a variety of forums:  students in drama showcase their abilities through Greystone Theatre productions; the Snelgrove Gallery on campus routinely features honours, individual or group showings of undergraduate student artists; and music ensembles open to undergraduate students present concerts on campus, in local venues or in international competitions and tours. Similarly, students in professional colleges engage, and consistently do well, in university and national competitions: the University has had successes in national moot, engineering innovation and design, business strategy, and software design competitions.  Student research is featured in poster competitions, conferences or through undergraduate-focused journals (e.g. the Undergraduate Physics Journal).
In recent years the University of Saskatchewan has introduced a growing number of work experience, internship and co-operative education programs for undergraduate students.  These initiatives frequently combine research experiences with the opportunity to work in a business or industrial environment; these are sometimes formalized as an optional part of a student’s program (e.g. the Engineering Professional Internship Program EPIP 401.0). Successful experiential learning opportunities include placements with professional theatre companies, biotechnology and agriculture firms, and government bodies.  Similar opportunities to combine research and professional development are available through University and external agency sponsored summer work programs.  Science and Engineering Research Canada (NSERC) offers awards to students, usually in their third or fourth year of study, to undertake research positions either within the University or with an industry partner.  Similar, albeit on a smaller scale, awards are available through the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR).  The University of Saskatchewan Summer Student Employment Program (USTEP) provides U of S and provincial funding to allow academic and administrative units to employ students during the summer – these placements allow students to participate with faculty in research projects, partake in professional performing opportunities, and engage in the practice of their professional skills.

The above overview is an illustrative, but by no means exhaustive, accounting of the variety of research experiences available to undergraduate students at the University of Saskatchewan. It is clear that students are able to access a number of quality options to enhance their learning experience.  Although this type of anecdotal evidence is a good starting point in understanding and enhancing the undergraduate student experience as it relates to research opportunities, a comprehensive, program-by-program inventory would be an appropriate next step.  A systematic approach will enable the University community to identify and celebrate best practices, to identify overall and program-specific areas for further development of research experiences, and to better communicate to students the opportunities available to them. Efforts to develop a complete inventory of undergraduate research experiences would be complemented by further investigation into student participation – including examining possible obstacles in policy, time or communication that prevent students from accessing possible research opportunities.
Recommendation I:  Develop an inventory of opportunities available for undergraduate students to engage in research, scholarly and artistic activities at the U of S. 

Recommendation II:  Develop an understanding of student participation in research, scholarly and artistic work learning experiences with a view to identifying obstacles which may hinder greater availability and participation by undergraduate students.

Benefits of Attending a Research-Intensive Institution
The undergraduate learning experience is enhanced because it occurs within a vibrant research community.  As a research-intensive institution, the University of Saskatchewan boasts of research and scholarly expertise spread across thirteen colleges and numerous research centres and institutes; of corresponding laboratories, studios and research spaces including some of Canada’s most significant scientific facilities; and of the infrastructure – such as libraries and computer networks – essential to the support of scholarly activities. These facilities and people impact undergraduate student learning experiences.  

The University’s greatest investment is in its faculty.  The introduction of the Canada Research Chairs (CRC) program has allowed the University to continue to add nationally and internationally recognized or emerging scholars to its faculty complement.  These individuals act as lodestones attracting to the institution extensive research funding to be invested in their scholarship, research infrastructure and students.  In addition, CRCs also take part in undergraduate teaching.  As with all best case teaching scenarios, the classroom provides a forum through which faculty can share their research experiences.

Excellent research facilities similarly impact the student experience.  A recent case-study of the relationship between the U of S and the Canadian Light Source (CLS) highlighted the structure’s impact on attracting top-quality faculty (including CRCs), encouraging visits to campus from scientists and research organizations utilizing the facility, and providing new opportunities for faculty collaborations.  The impact on the undergraduate student population has also been very direct.  Approximately fifty undergraduate classes on campus use the synchrotron as a potential source of information for lectures or focus specifically on synchrotron science.  In addition, the University has introduced a new degree program in structural biology which specifically takes advantage of the CLS presence on campus.

Recommendation III:  Develop a University-wide communications strategy to ensure greater awareness of RSA learning opportunities at the U of S, the integral and unique nature of these to the learning environment at a research intensive university, and ways they can be strengthened as part of the overall U of S student recruitment and retention strategies.

Communicating Undergraduate Research Opportunities

Members of the Subcommittee met with representatives from the Student Enrolment and Services Division (SESD) to review current efforts to incorporate information on research opportunities into student recruitment and communication strategies.  SESD recruitment practices focus on prospective students, parents and guidance counselors.  An impressive array of recruitment publications and the verbal presentation do an excellent job of highlighting the breadth of academic and extracurricular opportunities available to students attending the University of Saskatchewan.  The materials also draw a correlation between excellent faculty and facilities and an outstanding and unique student experience.   Testimonials are used effectively to personalize the opportunities available at the U of S as well as careers available to its graduates.  

As the above overview of student research experiences demonstrates, the University of Saskatchewan offers a number of opportunities through which undergraduates participate in, and benefit from, the institution’s research, scholarly and artistic work agenda.  Reference to these research experiences and the uniqueness of learning opportunities at a research-intensive institution are embedded within the SESD promotional material.  Nevertheless the message of the research opportunities available during a student’s undergraduate degree could be further articulated.  SESD has expressed an interest in developing this theme in its promotional material and in maintaining it in other recruitment and retention initiatives such as Surviving US and Orientation.  In addition, SESD and Subcommittee members discussed other initiatives to use research experiences as a direct recruitment device.  For example, an entrance scholarship which provided guaranteed employment on a faculty research project would both be attractive to students and raise the profile of the University’s research, scholarly and artistic work agenda.

Much of SESD’s work is focused on the incoming and first-year student. Experience US, Surviving US, and University 101 are designed to provide new students with the information and tools they need to register and succeed in their first years of study.  First-year students are often overwhelmed by the amount of new information and experiences to which they are being exposed; the message around research is easily lost within this flood of information.  Most students would be receptive to strategies to re-iterate the opportunities for undergraduate students to engage in research, scholarly and artistic activities, and the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution.  Subcommittee brainstorming produced a number of possibilities to raise awareness of research.  These included:  an orientation for second-year students focusing on the research experience, and a year-long lecture series targeted at undergraduate students which showcases scholarly work being done on campus.  These, however, are only two of a number of valuable options. 

Recommendation IV:  Encourage the Research Communications Office and the Student and Enrolment Services Division to cooperate in developing a strategy to create greater awareness among prospective students of the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution.  The strategy should include not only communication with potential students and their parents and guidance counselors, but also students entering their second and third year of study at the University of Saskatchewan.

Raising Awareness and Coordinating Initiatives

The undergraduate student experience is an intersection point for the research and teaching/learning mandates of the University of Saskatchewan. As such, a number of different offices have a pivotal role to play in the advancement of this issue; for example, the Office of the Vice-President Research is charged with introducing initiatives to enhance the research, scholarly and artistic culture of the University, SESD is focused on the student experience, the Gwenna Moss Centre facilitates best practices in teaching at the post-secondary level, and the Students’ Union champions the rights of students.  An approach to enhancing undergraduate research opportunities needs to consider and coordinate the current work of these units.  To facilitate campus discussion and action on all aspects of the undergraduate learning experience, the University needs to identify not only the key participants but also an appropriate lead office or individual. Institutions have taken a variety of approaches in assigning primary responsibility for this issue. In some institutions, the champion for undergraduate research has been drawn from the Provost’s Office (e.g., University of Calgary ‘Special Advisor to the Provost on Enhancing the Undergraduate Learning Experience’). In others, a Presidential appointment has been made and the mandate expanded to incorporate research, scholarly and artistic work experiences and other aspects of ‘Student Life.’  At the University of Saskatchewan, a lead individual should be considered within our impressive tradition and history of undergraduate programming.
Exploring both research, scholarly and artistic work experiences for students, and the communication strategies to raise awareness of the benefits of attending a research-intensive institution requires an investment of time and resources. Within the context of the priorities outlined in A Framework for Action:  University of Saskatchewan Integrated Plan 2003-07, the campus community must articulate its commitment to the undergraduate research experience and provide sufficient resources to pursue this initiative.  The University of Saskatchewan has in place many of the key pieces necessary to ensure an enhanced undergraduate experience.  However, continued efforts are needed to build upon this foundation and explore additional opportunities.
Recommendation V: Invite the University senior leadership, with wide consultation with the RSA community, to develop an appropriate leadership arrangement – perhaps a lead office or lead individual – to champion the undergraduate research experience.
Recommendation VI: Allocate appropriate resources to ensure that university goals of enhancing the undergraduate research experience are articulated, receive appropriate approvals, and are achieved in keeping with the directions and initiatives identified in the Integrated Plan and other strategic planning documents.
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