An Enhanced Education:  Undergraduate Research
In today’s world, economic success increasingly relies on educational achievement.  Larger numbers of high school students now pursue college degrees than at anytime in the past and, so, methods of improving student success are critically needed.  While some similarities certainly exist, colleges and universities are not and never have been simple extensions of high school.  Today, to meet the demands of a knowledge-based economy many more educational opportunities exist for students in higher education than ever before.
Over the past 30 years, original research in the discipline has become a major force in improving undergraduate education.  This teaching method improves student learning, retention, and college graduation rates at all types of colleges.  Universities have had three traditional purposes, the well-known first involves transmitting information from faculty members to students, the others, equally important, are the creation and discovery of new knowledge and serving the broader community.  Historically, research was restricted to students enrolled in graduate programs and a few, very adventuresome undergraduates.  This is no longer the case. The modern university’s educational program encourages, supports and promotes undergraduate research that fuses the teaching and creative missions of the institution.  In the long-term, the economic impact of the scientific, technological and social innovation that comes out of university research endeavors serves the community, state and nation.
A wide spectrum of colleges and universities across the country now encourage or even require students to engage in research or other “Capstone” projects. Undergraduate research allows students to use what they learn in real life applications and requires them to pull together concepts learned in class in a way no other teaching technique can accomplish.  Students are energized by tackling problems no one else has solved and rewarded by finding those answers with faculty mentors who are experts in that particular field.  Engaging in research expands the range of careers students consider and enables them to make better decisions regarding both their interest in and aptitude for graduate and professional schools.  For this very reason, undergraduate research also greatly increases a student’s chance of admission to the graduate and professional schools of his or her choice. 

Undergraduate research is particularly important in the fields of science and technology where the United States is in danger of loosing its competitive edge world-wide and the economic benefit that derives from it.  As pointed out by Kevin Finneran in the Winter 2007 issue of  “Issues in Science and Technology” published by the National Academy of Sciences, there is a desperate need for the basic skills of critical thinking associated scientific and technical literacy in all walks of life from the grade school classroom to the Congress, from the factory floor to the boardroom. The skills students learn through undergraduate research will make them better practitioners and citizens, irrespective of their final chosen field of endeavor.”
For the individual, undergraduate research can provide one of the most special moments of a student’s college experience.  In many projects, they get to know something that no one else has ever known before and then share it with others.  Roles are reversed and the student teaches the professor.  The thrill associated with discovery and the effect on self-esteem and self-confidence are immeasurable.  Students report that their undergraduate research experience changed their life for the better. 
This week, on Thursday, February 8, over 100 students and their faculty mentors from more than two-thirds of the State’s colleges and universities, public and private, will travel to the State Capitol to present their discoveries to Governor Manchin and members of the state legislature.  The students will show how our colleges and universities provide one-on-one instruction, increase the body of human knowledge, and, in many cases, work specifically to solve challenges facing our State.  Details describing Undergraduate Research Day at the Capitol may be found at www.marshall.edu/urdc.  
Students planning to attend college should ask prospective colleges about research opportunities and seek them out once they arrive.  Undergraduate research challenges the mind and expands students’ horizons.  In doing so, students become more successful.  In so many ways, society benefits from this revolution in undergraduate education.  On Thursday, we celebrate it.
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