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Learning Today, Leading Tomorrow 
Undergraduate	Research	at	Penn	State	Berks

They’re modeling the wireless networks of the future. They’re rediscovering forgotten chapters in history. 
They’re developing guides to protecting endangered species. They’re making a difference in their fields and 
disciplines, but they’re not top academics or industry leaders—yet. They are undergraduates at Penn State 
Berks, and through research projects across all fifteen majors offered at our campus in Reading, Pennsylvania, 
they are experiencing the kind of hands-on learning that deepens their own understanding even as they help 
our institution to contribute to the strength of our region and our nation.

Across higher education, undergraduate research opportunities are now recognized as one of the most 
powerful ways to enhance the academic experience for students who, in generations past, might have gradu-
ated with “book learning” alone. Today, both employers and graduate programs are demanding candidates 
who know how to take the knowledge they’ve gained in the classroom and apply it to real-world problems, 
and these expectations extend across almost every field. While undergraduate research might once have just 
meant an assistantship in a science professor’s laboratory, it now offers students and faculty a way to change 
the dynamic of teaching and learning in areas as diverse as business and English, history and information 
technology. In the Chronicle of Higher Education, David Chapman, Samford University’s dean of arts and sci-
ences, has written, “The chance for students to conduct research may well be the best measure available of 
the quality of an institution’s undergraduate education.”

For Penn State Berks, undergraduate research offers an important means of fulfilling our potential as an 
institution and our promise to southeastern Pennsylvania. The recent and continuing growth of Penn State 
Berks is guided by The Pennsylvania State University’s vision of our campus as a four-year institution, and 
students who work closely with our world-class faculty through undergraduate research are more likely to 
complete their degrees here—and build their post-college careers in our region. Our talented faculty mem-
bers are also more likely to remain at our campus when their own work is invigorated by the energy and 
ambition of undergraduate researchers. Many of the research projects pursued by our students and faculty 
connect them even more closely with the community, whether they’re investigating the history of the tex-
tile industry in Reading or helping today’s local businesses to plan for the future. 

In the last few years, Penn State Berks has laid the groundwork for even more exciting collaborations and 
connections: We are hiring and cultivating faculty members who are dedicated to working with under-
graduates beyond the classroom, and we have created a state-of-the-art new facility, the Gaige Technology 
and Business Innovation Building, that provides a home for research on our campus. But just as success-
ful research requires real partnership between students and faculty, a successful undergraduate research 
program requires real partnership between Penn State Berks and visionary donors who see the importance 
of hands-on learning not only for our undergraduates but also for our campus. Through private support, we 
can make these opportunities available to even more undergraduates and reaffirm the Penn State Berks mis-
sion of education, research, and service to the larger world.
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Stories	of	Discovery,	Stories	of	Success

What is undergraduate research? For the more than 25 faculty members and nearly 150 students across Penn 
State Berks who engaged in collaborative research projects last year alone, it’s a way to go beyond coursework 
to real work in every field. Undergraduate research is not simply drawing upon student efforts to further a 
faculty member’s investigations; instead, students are encouraged to define, pursue, and communicate their 
own interests within a discipline, guided by faculty members who serve as mentors and partners.  Each of 
the three academic divisions at Penn State Berks—Science; Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences; and Engi-
neering, Business, and Computing—offers such opportunities, and the students and faculty involved in these 
projects tell compelling stories about how undergraduate research can enrich the academic experience and 
the value of a Penn State Berks degree.

Science
Each summer, assistant professor of biology Dr. Jennifer Arnold leads a group of Penn State Berks students 
to the Great Lakes to study common terns in Lake Ontario. Common tern populations in this area have 
declined more than 40 percent since the 1970s. Through their research on the terns’ life cycle and breeding 
biology, Dr. Arnold and her students provide information directly to wildlife managers and policy-makers 
charged with protecting this species. “Before students ever set foot on the island to collect data, I ask them to 
spend a semester or two reading the literature on this subject, learning basic field skills, and preparing to be 
responsible researchers,” she says. 

For some students, the trip to Canada is the first time that they’ve ever left Pennsylvania, and for all, it is 
the first time that they learn how much they can contribute to an important field.  “This experience is life-
changing for them,” says Dr. Arnold. “It builds their confidence and helps them to discover new directions 
for themselves. So many students think that if you like biology, the only thing you can do is go into a medical 
field. Through this kind of research and fieldwork, they learn about a much broader range of options.”

Christy Wails, a junior from Reading, is one student who has discovered her educational and career path 
through the project. “I have always loved wildlife, and I liked the idea of working hands-on with animals,” 
says Christy, who is also a Penn State Berks Conservation Intern and pursues study of owls as well as terns. 
“Now I know that I want to do this as a career, and I want to stay at the Berks campus so that I can continue 
working on my research.” 

Christy will be returning to Lake Ontario with Dr. Arnold to continue developing a field guide to be used by 
wildlife professionals to age tern chicks. She says, “Not only am I helping myself out with my future, I’m also 
helping these animals to survive.”

Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences
“Hands-down, working on this project was the best experience I’ve had so far in college,” says Brittany Maack, 
a senior majoring in Communication Arts and Sciences at Penn State Berks. Along with her classmates in a 
course led by Dr. Laurie Grobman, professor of English and women’s studies, Brittany created a photographic 
record of Jewish history in Reading and the surrounding area. The students collected images from the local 
Jewish community center and synagogues and reached out to individuals throughout Berks County, and they 
used the materials and stories they received to develop a book, printed by Arcadia Publishing, whose sales 
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benefit the Jewish Federation of Reading and the Penn State Berks Center for Service Learning and Com-
munity-Based Research. The students learned that the writing of history is selective, and as the writers, they 
had some control over what was and was not included. “The experience taught me how to think critically and 
ethically when you’re creating something that will be in the public sphere,” says Brittany, who is planning a 
media and marketing career. “This community trusted me to tell its story, and that’s a kind of leadership that 
you just don’t learn in the classroom.”

 The book was one of several similar collaborations that Dr. Grobman has overseen over the last five years, 
including histories of the African American and Hispanic communities in Reading. As a published authority 
on undergraduate research, she understands how important it is to structure opportunities that both chal-
lenge students and give them the support to succeed. “Thanks to the Internet, undergraduates are used to ev-
erything being at their fingertips, but when students are telling a community’s history for the first time—and 
these are groups who have been left out of traditional narratives—they are forced to be creative and courageous 
in their research,” she says. “The students who complete these projects are really proud that they are creat-
ing a legacy for the community, and by opening their doors to the students, the community is giving them a 
tremendous educational opportunity.”

Engineering, Business, and Computing
Dr. Abdullah Konak, an associate professor of information sciences and technology, has seen firsthand how 
participating in research can change undergraduates’ perspectives on education—and themselves. “When I 
met one student, he was just planning to finish a two-year degree at Penn State Berks,” recalls Dr. Konak. “I 
told him that he had the skills to be successful and complete a four-year degree. Through the research he did 
at this campus, he published a paper, and he went on to a very good position at Lockheed Martin. Now he’s 
looking at master’s degree programs. His research experience changed the way he thought about what he 
could do.”

Dr. Konak offers that kind of experience through guided work on swarm intelligence, an approach to maxi-
mizing the connectivity of wireless networks by looking at the flocking behaviors of birds and fish. Even 
without the advanced mathematical skills that come through graduate study, students can write computer 
code and collect data that helps to advance the field. “Most importantly, students learn the kind of integrity 
that is essential to research,” he says. “It’s not about just doing ‘well enough’ on an assignment; it’s about the 
need to look carefully at results before you share them with the world.”

Research also enhances the value of a Penn State Berks degree, according to both Dr. Konak and his students. 
Recent graduate Linda Camacho worked with him on setting up a virtual computer system at Penn State 
Berks that’s now used as a teaching tool for courses on information security, and she partnered with Dr. 
Sadan Kulturel-Konak, Dr. Konak’s wife and fellow faculty member, to develop an electronic waste program 
for communities in Kenya. “Every job interviewer has been interested in these projects, and I know that 
having the experience in virtualization qualified me for my current position at Northrop Grumman,” says 
Linda. “My research work has opened so many doors for me, and it’s what I talk about when I talk about Penn 
State Berks.”
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Supporting	Undergraduate	Research,	Investing	in	the	Future

Education, inspiration, transformation: Stories like these are unfolding every day at Penn State Berks. 
Undergraduate research allows us to capitalize on our greatest strengths—the caliber of our faculty mem-
bers, the personal attention of our close-knit academic community, and the ambition and talent of our 
students—and it gives both our graduates and our degree an important edge in an increasingly competi-
tive marketplace. 

While the experience of undergraduate research is invaluable, however, many students find that they can’t 
afford the cost. Eighty percent of our students meet the need criteria for financial aid, and time spent in the 
library or the laboratory is time not spent at part-time or full-time jobs, earning tuition dollars. Additional 
expenses, such as travel or special materials, are beyond not only student budgets, but often also beyond the 
resources available to faculty. While some faculty members are able to draw upon grants from the National 
Science Foundation and other sources to provide student stipends and purchase vital equipment, this kind 
of funding is increasingly difficult to secure.

 The leadership of Penn State Berks provides as much support as possible from its resources, but in an era of 
increasingly restricted budgets, philanthropy is the best—and the only—way to ensure that our campus can 
continue to pioneer undergraduate research opportunities. Endowments for these opportunities have helped 
to change teaching and learning at other Penn State campuses, including those in Schuylkill and Abington. 
As Penn State Berks affirms its place as one of the fastest-growing and most progressive undergraduate col-
leges in the University system, a similar endowment at our campus can help us to address needs such as:

n Direct student support: Stipends and assistantships can help to free students from work-study and 
other paid positions that may not enhance their education in the same way as undergraduate 
research. 

n Travel expenses: Whether students want to pursue fieldwork or present their findings at national 
conferences, the cost can be prohibitive, particularly for undergraduates from lower-income house-
holds.

n Equipment and materials: Software for information sciences students, cameras and recording de-
vices for biology fieldwork, online archives for history research—access to these and other resources 
changes the nature of the projects students can pursue.

n Publications and presentations: By covering printing costs for projects such as those undertaken by 
Dr. Grobman’s classes and supporting events that highlight undergraduate research, an endowment 
can ensure that student work reaches a wider audience.

These are only examples of the impact that private giving can have on undergraduate research and un-
dergraduate researchers at Penn State Berks. A permanent endowment, generating support in perpetuity, 
can allow our efforts to evolve as the interests and needs of our students evolve, and even as the economy 
of higher education continues to shift, the fund’s income will keep undergraduate research a top priority 
at our campus. 

Learning today, leading tomorrow:  The students who engage in research at our campus will not only 
graduate prepared to make a difference in their professions and disciplines, but they will also be ambassadors 
for our institution over many decades to come. A gift to undergraduate research is an investment in their 
future, and it is also an investment in the future of Penn State Berks. 
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To learn more about giving opportunities at Penn State Berks, please contact  
David Delozier, Director of Development, at 610-369-6006 or dcd11@psu.edu.

Penn State is committed to affirmative action, equal opportunity, and the diversity of its workforce. 
U. Ed DEV12-12 ajs 

Berks white paper.indd   8 2/3/12   8:35 AM


