
W
hen the family of one of the authors was
young, the wing of the local children’s
museum devoted to human perception was a
favorite destination. The exhibit featured a
“crooked house” which looked normal when
peering through its windows from outside,
but whose deceptive angles and incline inside

sent visitors tumbling. With perceptions challenged, it required focused effort
to reorient one’s self and stay upright. Tumbling aside, trying a new
perspective or viewing things from a slightly different angle is a worthy goal.
The theme of this issue of NCURA Magazine has us reflecting upon the
assumptions society often holds about research, where it happens, and its
impact. As research administrators at a predominantly undergraduate
institution (PUI), it also has us reflecting upon why we do what we do where
we do. Sometimes seemingly small things can add up for a big impact.

Where does research happen, and what difference does 
context make?
When we think of our national research enterprise and where it happens,
it is natural to think about the many “big” research universities across the
country—those with doctoral programs and very high research volumes.
These institutions have long held research and the production of new
knowledge as central tenets of their missions, and are one of the primary
ways in which the US invests in the national research enterprise through
its deployment of federal research and development dollars. But in the
midst of all of that big impact, it is important to ask…Is that the entire
picture? What else are we not seeing?
The publication Partnerships for Emerging Research Institutions:

Report of a Workshop (National Research Council [NRC], 2009) cast a
light upon our nation’s research enterprise from a different angle. The
report reminds us that to focus too exclusively on the research universities
would be to miss important opportunities:

Emerging Research Institutions [ERIs] (master’s colleges and
universities, baccalaureate colleges, and tribal colleges) constitute
one-third (1,463) of the 4,392 institutions of higher education that
are listed in the 2005 Carnegie Classification system…and they
enroll over 30 percent of the U.S. post-secondary student population.
In addition, excluding the associate colleges, they enroll the largest
number of undergraduates and the largest proportion of the minority
student population…Many workshop participants shared the belief

that ERIs potentially can contribute more significantly to innovative
research and must play a more prominent role in sustaining the
nation’s technological competitiveness. However, the research
universities receive 83 percent of total federal obligations for research
and development (R&D), according to NSF FY 2005 data… (p. 2-3)
The authors go on to discuss the benefits of research to students at ERIs,

the variety of challenges faced by researchers in these contexts, and suggestions
for overcoming them so that these institutions, their faculty, and their students
may more fully contribute to the nation’s research enterprise.
The report resonates with our experience here at Keene State College, a

predominantly undergraduate, public liberal arts institution which has been
working in recent years to grow its research culture, capacity, and
administrative infrastructure. Ascribing to the teacher-scholar model, one
of Keene State’s key drivers for investing in and growing our research
enterprise is the synergy between teaching and research. The practice of
faculty engaging undergraduates in research specifically as a means of
encouraging deeper learning is associated with positive student outcomes
(Kuh, Chen, & Laird, 2007). These opportunities make a difference, and
our students tell us so:

The opportunity to conduct biological research, funded by nationally
competitive grants from NSF and NIH, engaged me in my major more
than I could have thought when I first began at Keene State. The
opportunity to conduct this work allowed me to make connections
in the science community and present relevant research to other
students and scientists throughout the state. (Keene State College
Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, unpublished student
survey results, 2015)
We now also know from our participation in the 2014 National Survey of

Student Engagement [NSSE] that by the time they are seniors, Keene State
College students are more likely to have worked with a faculty member on a
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research project than their peers at similar
institutions (NSSE, 2014). Our grant portfolio is
modest compared to research universities, but the
impact on our students and our educational
mission is big.

Building research capacity at non-
research intensive institutions: 
The Role of Research Partnerships
As would have been predicted by the NRC report
(2009), the cultivation of research partnerships
has been essential to producing these desired
outcomes. Federally funded state-wide networks
spearheaded by the research universities of our
state are allowing PUIs like Keene State College
to further advance our research enterprise,
adding up to a big impact at the local, state, and
federal levels. New Hampshire INBRE, funded by
the National Institute of General Medical
Sciences’ IDeA program, is one such network
providing direct support for top quality
biomedical, behavioral, and health science
research at PUIs, increased research training
opportunities for undergraduates, and enhanced
research collaboration around the state.
Similarly, New Hampshire’s EPSCoR program is
building STEM research capacity, and represents
another opportunity for faculty at PUIs to
collaborate with researchers around the state.
These networks have had a significant impact on
both our faculty and students, and we are a
different institution than we were just five years
ago in part because of them.
Forming these networks does require buy-in,

however, from both senior leadership and faculty.
People “on the ground” have to share a vision 
of the research culture they hope to build at 
their institution and in their state, and why it 
is mission-centric to do so. Yes, it is about
advancing science and the public good. But, the
biggest public good of all is preparing the next
generation of researchers, and that includes the
sizeable portion of students enrolled in
institutions other than our nation’s research
universities. Fostering a campus climate that
supports faculty scholarship and research is
essential to making that a reality.

Building research capacity at non-
research intensive institutions: The Role
of the Sponsored Research Office
At Keene State and at most PUIs, research
administration is centrally located without
dedicated research support at the department
level. Our pre-award specialist not only tends to
central office issues such as compliance with
federal regulations and institutional policies but

functions like a departmental research
administrator would at larger, more research
intensive institutions. In terms of capacity
building, this dual role and the research
development support it provides allows our
sponsored projects office to have a significant
impact on both institutional and faculty research
goals. By strategizing our outreach to faculty and
providing comprehensive proposal development
support, we are able to capitalize on capacity-
building programs like NH-INBRE and EPSCoR.
Keene State faculty who participated in these
partnerships have been well-positioned to
successfully apply to federal programs and
receive independent funding for their research.
Key to our faculty cultivation strategy is

thinking about a single proposal not in isolation
but within a Principal Investigator’s research
trajectory. We talk with faculty about their overall
research agenda and help them strategize their
scholarly goals for the next several years. One
does not have to be an expert in the faculty’s field
to provide this support—asking questions and
expressing genuine interest provide an excellent
springboard for a fruitful and inspired
conversation. For faculty who are new to grant-
seeking or starting new lines of inquiry, we look
for smaller grant opportunities like fellowships
and travel support to fund collecting and
analyzing pilot data or to provide time for writing,
especially for faculty in the humanities. A key to
building our campus research culture is making
it as inclusive as possible, so that faculty from all
disciplines share a sense of collective purpose
emanating from the teacher-scholar model.
These funding opportunities help position faculty
to apply for larger grants, often federal, with
increased confidence and a greater chance 
of success.
PUI faculty typically carry a heavy teaching

load, and helping them manage additional grant
planning and writing activities is an important
part of the support we provide. We try to help
faculty balance interest and capacity so they 
do not feel overwhelmed or defeated by the
grants process. Starting with smaller funding
opportunities is an important way to bring faculty
along, demystifying the grants process while
helping them manage the activities required to
complete the submission. We want faculty to have
positive proposal submission experiences so they
will continue to pursue grants even as the
funding landscape becomes smaller and more
competitive. Our approach, therefore, is
necessarily high-touch and driven by a high level
of customer service, regardless of the size of the
grant or the recovery of indirect costs. These

small but significant investments in our faculty
have a big impact: growing individual research
agendas, increasing our institution’s impact on
undergraduate scholarship, and contributing to
the research vitality of the state and the nation. N
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