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Undergraduate Research: A Core Element of 
Texas Tech’s Movement to Tier One 

Guy Bailey* and Bob Smith** 
 

“The collaborative research of students and faculty ‘anchored in 
the process of discovery’ challenges the convenient categories of teaching 
versus research and learning versus doing. Taken as a strategy for 
programmatic reform, undergraduate research may offer a solution to the 
challenges of producing the next generation of scientists, entrepreneurs, 
and the science-literate society that our leaders claim is essential for the 
future of our nation.” 

—David Lopatto (1958-  ) 
 Professor of Psychology and  

Samuel R. and Marie-Louise Rosenthal 
Professor of Natural Science and 
Mathematics, Grinnell College, Grinnell, 
Iowa 

 
Developing research expertise will become increasingly critical to twenty-first century 

professionals. For members of earlier generations, research was not a part of undergraduate 
curricula. This is not the case today at many top-tier research universities as well as smaller 
institutions that have developed a variety of undergraduate research structures as part of an 
overall recruitment, retention, and graduation strategy. 

Although compiled in the late 1990s, the Boyer Commission Report issued by Stony 
Brook University with funding from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
(Boyer Commission, 1998) remains a seminal compilation of issues that frame the need for fully 
integrating undergraduate research at the heart of a research university. Indeed, as stated in the 
report: 

 
Research universities must be willing to approach the issue of undergraduate 
education free from the blinders of past practice, to ask basic questions and be 
prepared for answers that require radical reformation of methods of operation. 
Given the scale of the institutions and the multitude of interests touched, change 
will be anything but easy. The commitment to dramatic change, not half 
measures, must be made now, and action must respond to the urgency of the 
issue. 

 
During the past two decades, many if not all US research universities have developed 

infrastructure and other resources to enhance undergraduate research opportunities (UROs) 
across disciplines. Among the student benefits of these commitments are: (1) increased 
awareness, confidence, and understanding; (2) persistence and retention toward graduation; (3) 
enhanced educational experiences; (4) enlarged expectations of earning advanced degrees 
(especially PhDs), particularly in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
and social and economic sciences fields; (5) the development of general academic skills that are 
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transferable across content areas; and (6) evidence that equivalent benefits exist across different 
genders and ethnic backgrounds (Russell, Hancock, and McCollough, 2007; Lopatto, 2009).  

Undergraduate research at Texas Tech University (TTU) has provided a dynamic 
environment for student researchers to engage with faculty mentors, peers, and the research 
community. Our experiences and others (e.g., Hunter, Laursen, and Seymour, 2007; Lopatto, 
2009) also confirm benefits to faculty members who mentor undergraduate researchers in terms 
of teaching effectiveness and satisfaction, and research productivity. There are many accounts of 
the richness that undergraduate research can bring to pedagogy in the classroom, in experiential 
learning and in mentoring undergraduates. In fact, undergraduate research can become 
foundational to the education and discovery continuum. It also is important to note that 
undergraduate research encompasses all scholarship, not only that tied to the STEM disciplines. 
Rather, it embraces the continuum of disciplines from performing arts, humanities, social 
sciences, and the STEM disciplines involved in discovery and rediscovery of knowledge. 

Texas Tech has embraced and supported UROs through funding from the TTU Howard 
Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI), the National Science Foundation’s Research Experience for 
Undergraduate program grants, the National Institutes of Health, and other agencies. In fact, 
Texas Tech is one of only a few universities nationally that had continuous TTU HHMI grants 
for more than 15 years. Student support through the Honors College, the Center for 
Undergraduate Research (formerly funded by a McNair federal TRIO program), and the Clark 
Scholars Program have broadened the scope and involvement of undergraduates in research at 
TTU. The Honors College has a wonderful scholarship support system for undergraduates, which 
includes provisions for a growing and successful undergraduate research program. Moreover, 
many departments and colleges have well-established undergraduate research programs and 
activities. Despite these developments and successes, we believe that TTU has not integrated its 
undergraduate research resources and services as effectively as it might to take full advantage of 
opportunities and ensure expanded responsiveness as our undergraduate population grows during 
the current decade. Thus, we have considered a planning effort to address current and emerging 
needs. 

This paper offers a blueprint for expanding and enhancing UROs at Texas Tech. But, as 
described above, we have many of the components already in place for TTU to advance as an 
exemplar of discovery-based undergraduate research. As we do, we should be able to 
differentiate ourselves from our peers in Texas and beyond in important ways. Thus, the 
blueprint we seek must be in sync with the nationally recognized importance of undergraduate 
research, a dedication to its further development, empowering a team effort across the academic 
and research divisions of the institution, and a commitment to benefit from best practices 
observed among our research university peers. 

Building on the Past 
 
 In Texas Tech’s 2010 Strategic Plan for Research, the legacy of premier undergraduate 
education and our commitment to undergraduate research is stated as follows:  
 

One outcome of our strategic plan will be the strengthening of our undergraduate 
research programs and profiles. . . . Our focus on undergraduate research spans 
the spectrum of scholarship at Texas Tech—from the performing arts, humanities, 
and social sciences to the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) disciplines. 
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Thus, compatibility is affirmed between the university’s ambition to be a Tier 

One research university and ensure excellence in undergraduate education—all with an 
understanding of how critically important undergraduate research is as a component of 
teaching excellence, a tool for active learning, and a contributor to students’ preparation 
for a competitive and innovative workforce. 

Affirming the Power of Undergraduate Research 
 
 TTU baccalaureate graduates during the 2010-2020 decade will face a world with 
stunning new realities: 
 

• Having to translate college-level experiences into life-long learning commitments to 
grow professionally and to function in a research-directed world 

• Experiencing an average human lifespan of 100 years with possible career periods of 50 
years or more 

• Witnessing unstinting expectations that working professionals develop abilities to 
conduct research or, at minimum, effectively use research results in making decisions 

 
All of the above points suggest a goal for the university to maximize opportunities for 

faculty-directed undergraduate research, independent scholarship, and creative efforts. Meeting 
this goal will be augmented by opportunities for engaged research with communities, service 
learning and internships, and cooperative ventures. Collectively, the experiences should offer 
unparalleled empowerment for students to function effectively in the twenty-first century world 
of work. Indeed, undergraduate research experiences will continue to benefit students across 
disciplines and enable student success. And, through their participation in research at a 
university, students will be ensured “benefit by career clarification, improvement of technical 
and research skills, and experience with the research community.” Individual benefits will also 
include “greater independence of work and thought, tolerance for obstacles, and growing self-
confidence” (Lopatto, 2010). Moreover, the goal of learning through research, service, and 
hands-on experiences will enhance our efforts at recruiting and retaining the very best students 
well into the decades to come. 

The opportunities for faculty members to engage students—particularly as researchers 
and productive scholars—will also bode well for the attraction of outstanding future faculty. 
Thus, the combined goals cry out for a plan that taps the creativity of our faculty and senior staff. 

 
Going Forward 
 

To help propel Texas Tech to the forefront of undergraduate research and decision-based 
learning, a task force has been commissioned and is led by Texas Tech’s Vice President for 
Research Taylor Eighmy. The task force includes faculty from all ranks and a range of 
disciplines, but it engages faculty members who are already involved significantly in 
undergraduate research. Furthermore, the task force includes senior staff members from the 
Offices of the Provost and Vice President for Research, along with faculty members who hold 
Paul Whitfield Horn Professorships and key staff members who have contributed to the 
development of undergraduate education for many years. 
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Finally, we will ask two Honors College students and a graduate student to participate. 
Thus, a number of our very best faculty members, scholars, and students will help us direct a 
critical effort. 

The Appendix contains a roster for the undergraduate research task force, which has been 
charged as follows: 

 
• Consider national best practices for promoting and supporting undergraduate 

research, scholarship, and independent creative efforts; particularly with the Boyer 
Commission recommendations 

• Catalog and describe the sometimes disparate units and efforts that drive 
undergraduate research at TTU 

• Given best practices and our existing areas of strength, provide a blueprint for most 
effectively improving undergraduate research opportunities and experiences—
recognizing the necessary interfaces of centralized versus decentralized units and the 
important roles that the university’s colleges and departments will play in all future 
efforts 

• Describe specific targeted efforts that will help us meet the goals articulated in the 
university’s strategic plan for 2010-2020 (Making it possible . . .) and TTU’s 2010 
Strategic Plan for Research 

• Recommend methods for maximizing appropriate financial support for the preferred 
undergraduate research opportunities that are brought forward 

• Suggest ways to engage both faculty members and students in our jointly held goals 
 
With a plan in place, we anticipate a TTU community better poised to serve our 

undergraduates and the needs they will have to function most effectively in the professional 
world of the twenty-first century. As you consider this proposal and have ideas to contribute that 
might assist Vice President Eighmy and the undergraduate research task force members, please 
feel welcome to contact Dr. Eighmy (taylor.eighmy@ttu.edu). Thank you for sharing your 
interest in this important topic. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



All Things Texas Tech, 3(1), February 2011 
	  

	   5 

 
Bibliography 

 
Boyer Commission on Education Undergraduates in the Research University. 1998. Reinventing 

Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research Universities. Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, report archives at Stony Brook University, 
New York; 
http://naples.cc.sunysb.edu/Pres/boyer.nsf/673918d46fbf653e852565ec0056ff3e/d955b61
ffddd590a852565ec005717ae/$FILE/boyer.pdf  

 
Hunter, Anne-Barrie, Sandra L. Laursen, and Elaine Seymour. 2010. “Becoming a Scientist: The 

Role of Undergraduate Research in Students’ Cognitive, Personal and Professional 
Development.” Science Education 91: 36-74 (2007); 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/sce.v91:1/issuetoc  

 
Lopatto, David. 2009. Science in Solution: The Impact of Undergraduate Research on Student 

Learning. Tucsan, AZ: Research Corporation for Science Advancement; 
http://www.rescorp.org/gdresources/downloads 
/Science_in_Solution_Lopatto.pdf  

 
Russell, Susan H., Mary P. Hancock, and James McCollough. 2007. “Benefits of undergraduate 

Research Experiences.” Science 316: 548-549;  
http://fhs.mcmaster.ca/pediatrics_research/documents/benefitsofundegraduateresearchexp
eriencesScienceMay2007.pdf  

 
Texas Tech University. 2010 Strategic Plan for Research; 

www.ttu.edu/stratplan/docs/StratPlanResearch0410.pdf 
__________________________________________________________________ 
*Guy Bailey is president and professor of English at Texas Tech University. 
**Bob Smith is provost and senior vice president, and professor of chemistry at Texas Tech 
University. 
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Appendix 
Task Force on Undergraduate Research 

 
Taylor Eighmy, Vice President for Research 
Bob Baker, Horn Professor, Biological Sciences 
Kazuko Behrens, Assistant Professor, Human Development and Family Studies 
Joaquin Borrego, Associate Professor, Psychology 
Cristina Bradatan, Assistant Professor, Sociology 
Mindy Brashears, Professor, Animal and Food Sciences 
Dom Casadonte, Professor, Chemistry and Biochemistry 
Thomas Cimarusti, Assistant Professor, Music 
Tina Delahunty, Assistant Professor, Geography 
Lou Densmore, Professor and Chair, Biological Sciences 
Jeannie Diaz, Director, Center for Undergraduate Research (CUR) 
Mary Diaz, Associate Vice President of External Relations 
Steve Fritz, Interim Dean, Honors College 
Micah Green, Assistant Professor, Chemical Engineering 
Sybil Hart, Professor, Human Development and Family Studies 
Ann Hawkins, Associate Professor, English 
Julie Isom, Associate Program Director of Administration, Center for the Integration of Science 

Education & Research (CISER) 
Jennifer Moore-Kucera, Assistant Professor, Plant and Soil Sciences 
Audra Morse, Associate Professor, Civil Engineering 
Juan Munoz, Vice President for Institutional Diversity, Equity, and Community Engagement and 

Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education 
Michelle Pantoya, Professor, Mechanical Engineering 
Valerie Paton, Vice Provost for Planning and Assessment 
Dennis Patterson, Associate Professor and Chair, Political Science 
Rich Rice, Associate Professor, English 
Michael San Francisco, Associate Vice President for Research and Professor, Biological 

Sciences 
Sindee Simon, Horn Professor, Chemical Engineering 
Roman Taraban, Professor and Associate Department Chair, Psychology 
Susan Urban, Professor, Computer Science 
Mark Webb, Associate Professor, Philosophy 
Two undergrads from the Honors College 
One graduate student 
 
Total = 32 
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Are Students Customers? Many Factors Should Inform 
Our Judgment. 

Bob Smith* 
 

“A customer is basically passive. Consumers actively choose what 
they want, but the company produces it for them. In contrast, our students, 
readers, and community partners actively co-produce knowledge with us. 
They are colleagues rather than customers. We need to teach them to see 
themselves that way . . . ” 

—Peter Levine (1967-  ) 
Director, Center for Information and 
Research on Civic Learning and 
Education (CIRCLE), Tufts University 

 
 Having worked in higher education for decades, I have often heard arguments 
such as: “We should spend money on things that matter most to the customers/students,” 
and, "Higher education should be focused on serving its customers—its students.” Such 
arguments are based on a somewhat simplistic model of education that focuses nearly 
exclusively on undergraduates and neglects several factors that influence greatly the 
higher education of undergraduate and post-graduate students alike. This paper offers 
some counter arguments to the strict customer model and suggestions for a more 
comprehensive view beginning with the concept of customer in a commercial milieu. 
 
Characterizing Customers 
 
 We have all heard the adage: “The customer is always right.” We also know that 
customers are principally receivers of goods and services, which are preferably purchased 
with a sense of caveat emptor or “buyer beware”—knowing that the commercial world 
has a dark side that includes poor-quality products and sales practices with come-ons, 
high-pressure tactics, bait-and-switch schemes, and outright scams. Let’s consider how 
these elements may or may not apply to higher education and the suggested 
characterization of students as customers. 
 The concept “customers are always right” is a commonly accepted marketing and 
management notion, but it is inherently intellectually dishonest. No individuals—
customers, students, or clients—are always right, particularly from an individual-case 
perspective. In higher education, students seek certification—through degrees (often in 
accredited programs)—of learning, abilities, and skills. The certification requires 
objective faculty and staff judgments and assessment that should not be trumped by the 
customer lest program integrity be threatened. 
 Thoughtful reflection will also lead to questioning of the concept of students 
being receivers of the products of higher education, because in our information-based and 
innovation-driven global economy, students cannot simply be passive learners. Rather, 
students, faculty, and staff must be partners in learning paradigms that involve 
contributions from fellow learners, including other students. Thus, in the most robust and 
vibrant course offerings and learning environments, we find components such as group 
projects, debates, service learning, and independent research and scholarship with direct 
contributions by both undergraduate and graduate students. 
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 Students—as opposed to customers in a commercial setting—also have a vested 
interest in the institution providing their credential. Thus, while the purchaser of a 
branded shoe might care less about the long-term health of the company producing the 
product, the same is not true for students and alumni. Indeed, alumni will often contact 
their home institutions when events occur that seem to devalue or besmirch their alma 
mater. Moreover, students and alumni frequently contribute resources and volunteer 
efforts to projects that may add value to their institution and, therefore, to their own 
degrees! 
 The final student-customer conundrum revolves around costs of credentials (e.g., 
certificates and degrees) received. While the commercial world is awash in sales and 
discounts, more often, customers pay full price for goods and services, and business 
people know well that unless full cost—including profit—is built into business 
operations, the latter will cease to exist. Contrast this situation with the so-called student 
customer. In public institutions, where the vast majority of US in-state students pursue 
their education, students rarely, if ever, pay the full cost of education. Nationally, the 
median annual cost (tuition and fees) of a bachelor’s program for in-state students in 
public institutions is about $7,000 (Singletary, 2009). The full-cost for offering such 
degrees in public institutions is typically more than double this figure, and it is common 
for subsidies to come from state appropriations derived from general revenue (i.e., in 
Texas, driven by a state formula), funding through grants and contracts, and private 
donations. Thus, a student’s education, particularly in a public four-year institution, is 
funded by a myriad of sources. 
 While all that has been noted above pertains to students and their relationships in 
academic programs, the student as a customer model does apply more fully to auxiliary 
services provided by a college or university. Some explanation is in order. 

In contrast to academic offerings, college- or university-provided meals, housing, 
and parking services, among others are typically provided by units that are self-
sustaining. That is, units are established through university-based finance and 
administration or student affairs divisions where the full cost of services (with the 
exception of specifically designated scholarships) must be recovered through fees, such 
as those for parking and meals. Accordingly, students purchasing these services generally 
pay full-cost, thus mimicking the actions of a customer in the private sector. 

One other point cries out for attention before going on to a more unsavory side to 
the student-customer story. Specifically, the student—regardless of whether he or she is 
seeking academic or auxiliary services—whether he or she is an undergraduate, graduate, 
or post-graduate professional student—deserves respect and a level of friendly and 
courteous service that is generally a mark and a legend at Texas Tech University (TTU). 
In instances where this is allegedly not the case, administrators throughout the chain of 
command have an obligation to adjudicate solutions. Following is a more global 
perspective on such matters—starting with student and family choices of higher learning 
institutions. 

 
The Dark Side of the Student-Customer Story 
 
 Customers generally try to avoid the unsavory aspects of business: poor quality 
products, come-ons, high-pressure sales tactics, bait-and-switch schemes, and scams. 
Thus, the concept of caveat emptor should be ever-present in the consumers’ minds. 

Notwithstanding the recent allegations of shady dealings in some for-profit higher 
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education institutions (Golden, 2009; Gimein, 2010), the incidence of questionable 
practices (of the type enumerated above) in accredited private and public higher 
education institutions is rare.  Nevertheless, students and prospective students and their 
family members are wise to seek out information on the differing quality, characteristics, 
commitments, and values of institutions before applying and certainly before enrolling 
therein. 

 
 Illuminating the World of Higher Education Institutions 
 
 Fortunately, there is much illuminating information available about higher 
education institutions. Even the novice seeker will be aware of ranking and assessment 
systems published by the U.S. News & World Report (2010), The Princeton Review 
(2010), Fiske Guide (2010), and Peterson’s Planner (2010), among others. Besides these 
mostly commercially based reports, a large number of reputable public higher education 
institutions in the United States are now members of what is referred to as the Voluntary 
System of Accountability (VSA), which plays out in so-called college portraits (College 
Portrait, 2010) that are readily available on the Web. 
 VSA is an initiative of the non-profit American Association of Public and Land-
grant Universities (APLU; formerly the National Association of State Universities and 
Land-Grant Colleges) and the American Association of State Colleges and Universities 
(AASCU), which represent collectively more than 500 public colleges and universities 
throughout the nation. The purpose of the initiative is to improve transparency and 
accountability among the nearly 300 participating APLU and AASCU members. These 
aims have been accomplished primarily through the development and accessibility of a 
College Portrait for Undergraduate Education for each participating institution. The 
college portraits—billed as No rankings, no spin . . . just the facts!—contain information 
vital to choosing an institution for studying and learning. According to information 
contained on the APLU website 
(https://www.aplu.org/NetCommunity/Page.aspx?pid=183):  

 
Participating institutions use the College Portrait to highlight common 
information prospective students and families seek in an easily understood 
format. College Portrait data elements include: admissions requirements, 
retention and graduation rates, campus community highlights, academic 
programs, safety, and cost of attendance, to name a few. In 2010, a 
College Cost Calculator was added to help prospective students estimate 
their individual net cost to attend a specific university. The application is 
available at no additional charge for participating institutions and will 
meet the requirements of the Higher Education Opportunity Act. 
 
After logging onto the College Portrait website (http://www.collegeportraits.org), 

prospective students can access individual portraits through an interactive map of the 
United States or through a more specific set of search functions based on institutional 
name, proximity to home address, or institutional size. TTU is a participant in the VSA, 
and its college portrait can be found at http://www.collegeportraits.org/TX/TTU. 

In addition to its college portrait, Texas Tech is in full compliance of House Bill 
2504 (i.e., passed in 2009 by the Texas Legislature), and makes available to enrolled and 
prospective students cost of attendance and other Internet-based information on courses 
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and instructors of record at the university. Specifically, syllabi are available for all 
courses within three clicks to the public, along with information on the educational 
background and research productivity of all instructors of record, including results of 
student evaluations of courses taught previously. Thus, while the metaphor of customer 
does not entirely fit the academic life of college or university students, consumer-type 
information on colleges, universities, and instructors and their performance is readily 
available, especially in Texas. 

In summary, I have considered the concept of students as customers and 
appropriateness or lack thereof of relevant terminology—depending on the activities 
students are engaged in at public higher education institutions.  Offered too is a brief 
review of the participatory nature of students in their own education and how such 
participation takes form at a university such as TTU. I ended with a short description of 
information resources available to help prospective and enrolled students in decision 
making related to their own educational programs. Readers’ comments and suggestions 
are welcome and should be directed to Bob Smith (bob.smith@ttu.edu). 
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Inside ATTT: Illuminating Academic Life at Texas Tech 
Bob Smith and Katie Allen* 

 
 “It's all on the inside 
To say you can find it elsewhere 
Would be wrong. 
It's all on the inside . . . ” 

—Michael Franks (1944-  ) 
Composer, jazz singer and 
guitar performer; from his song, All 
on the Inside 

  

Reflecting on the publication of All Things Texas Tech (ATTT; The Journal of Higher 
Education at Texas Tech University [TTU]) during the past two years, we hope that it has 
contributed to a better understanding of the TTU academic enterprise. Indeed, through the past 
few issues we have covered topics ranging from strategic planning to budget planning to study 
abroad. But, in many instances, published articles have tended to portray the what of academic 
life at Texas Tech. On a few occasions, however, we have delved into the how and why of 
academic life with contributions covering such items as integrated scholarship, digitizing library 
resources, and modeling strategic planning for peer institutions. We would like to do more of 
these types of articles and have thus crafted the Inside ATTT feature to pursue that end. As 
importantly, we want to use this new feature to better engage our academic community—through 
contributions from faculty, students, and staff. This paper provides further elaboration on the 
idea of an Inside ATTT feature and offers examples of topics that might lead to future 
contributions—across many areas of the university. 

Background 

 Public universities and their operations often seem mysterious to our constituents, from 
students and their parents to local and state citizens to public officials. Even within public higher 
education institutions, the how and why of academic culture, operations, policies, and procedures 
are not always well understood by students, faculty, and staff. For example, recent discussions at 
TTU regarding Tier One status are often confounded by misunderstandings of the mission of a 
research university. On the one hand, you might observe external constituents or constituent 
groups espousing an exclusive role for teaching in the university’s mission. On the other hand, 
within the TTU community, you might hear criticisms about how the university administration is 
only interested in research. A simple reading of the university’s mission should help to set the 
record straight: 
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As a public research university, Texas Tech advances knowledge through 
innovative and creative teaching, research, and scholarship. The university 
is dedicated to student success by preparing learners to be ethical leaders 
for a diverse and globally competitive workforce. The university is 
committed to enhancing the cultural and economic development of the 
state, nation, and world. 

TTU Mission Statement, approved by the Board of Regents on 
May 14, 2010 

 Even with such core principles in place, there will be disbelievers who might charge, 
“That’s what you say, but that is not what you do.” The skepticism at best and cynicism at worst 
can lead to mistrust, dysfunction, and harm. Seeking an antidote to such misunderstanding, we 
can turn to our raison d’être—education.  And, we, as editors of All Things Texas Tech, believe 
that our academic community, our students, faculty, and staff, have the wisdom to help. 
Accordingly, we wish to offer the opportunity for contributions from our colleagues on the how 
and why of our emerging research university. 

Offering Some Specific Examples 

 We have already published articles in ATTT that contain how and why elements. For 
example, when the university needed to mount a new strategic planning effort in 2009, we asked 
Texas Tech’s Vice Provost of Strategic Planning and Assessment Valerie Paton to write an 
article (Paton, 2009) on earlier strategic planning efforts to place the then current efforts in 
context—specifically, offering some how and why background. 

The integrated scholar articles (Smith, 2009; Smith and Allen, 2010) all contain allusions 
to the how and why of motivations and actions that have helped the profiled TTU faculty to 
contribute to the multi-component mission of the university. In the 2010 integrated scholar 
article, we also asked the highlighted faculty members to tell their own stories through videos 
that were developed and published along with derivative podcasts (see AcademiCast: 
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/provost/academicast/index.php) and podcast transcripts.  In fall of 
2011, we will launch a companion series titled, Students of Integrated Scholarship, which will 
highlight learning, scholarship, and outreach efforts of TTU students who are best positioning 
themselves for life-long learning and societal contributions. This new student-oriented series will 
also be enhanced through video and podcast productions.  
 So, how might TTU student, faculty, and staff colleagues contribute to Inside ATTT? 
Here are some suggestions: 
 

• The TTU Teaching, Learning and Technology Center (TLTC) has helped numerous 
faculty members enhance their teaching efforts. We would like to hear from individual 
faculty members on how such interventions made a difference in their instructional lives 
at TTU. We would also be interested in learning why they sought out the TLTC for such 
help. 

• Many TTU academic departments already use peer-teaching assessments effectively in 
annual evaluations and cases that are made for promotion and tenure of faculty members. 
We would benefit by learning from selected chairs how peer evaluations of teaching can 
be more effectively institutionalized. We would also like to understand why the 
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representative chairs believe that peer evaluations make differences in the teaching 
performance of faculty members in their units. 

• We have done much to encourage faculty members to prepare and submit (through the 
Office of Research Services) competitive grant proposals to federal and other agencies, 
yet there might be faculty members who are not aware of how such proposals are 
reviewed and judged. Fortunately, many TTU faculty members serve on national review 
panels, and at least a few of them could provide a service to our academic community by 
offering insights on the how and why elements of review processes and how we may all 
avoid pitfalls in our proposal preparation and submittal processes. 

• In a recent ATTT article focusing on undergraduate research (Bailey and Smith, 2011), 
the suggestion was made that the university consider a goal of ensuring that every future 
TTU graduate engage in study abroad, a service-learning course or internship, or 
undergraduate research to help create strong frameworks for life-long learning. But, we 
would benefit from students writing about why one experience is chosen over another and 
how relevant experiences may have changed their lives.  

• People are getting information in more ways now than ever-before, and Web 2.0 
technologies, such as blogs, podcasts, and social media websites, can be rewarding to 
those who wisely make use of them to reach their target audiences (Paulson, 2009). At 
Texas Tech, there are numerous ways to find out about the university, aside from 
traditional print and broadcast media outlets. These more social outlets, including 
Facebook, Twitter, FourSquare, Flickr, and YouTube, more actively engage people in the 
conversation about Texas Tech and let us know how we are doing as a university 
dedicated to its students, faculty, and staff, as well as academic and research 
achievement. We would like to continue providing multiple information resources for 
those currently at our university and those interested in our university (e.g., potential 
students, alumni, political leaders to name a few), so they can see how and why we care 
about our academic integrity and are constantly becoming innovative in our teaching and 
research strategies. If professors, instructors, and graduate students have a favorite lecture 
they would like to share via our media channels, we would like to work with you. 
Likewise, we are looking for ideas from students, faculty, and staff to tell more research 
and other success stories about our great university across multiple news mediums. 

• As mentioned earlier in this article, AcademiCast is a podcast series dedicated to telling 
Texas Tech University's academic story, and it is part of our communications strategy to 
explain how and why Texas Tech is pushing towards becoming a Tier One research 
university. As we broaden the use and content of AcademiCast, we will need additional 
student, faculty, and staff contributions to make it more engaging and diverse in content. 
We welcome suggestions for podcast story ideas and are open to featuring interviews that 
provide a greater outlook of all the academic and research happenings at Texas Tech.  
 

 The above are just a few examples of how students, faculty, and staff might contribute to 
Inside ATTT. If you have other ideas and wish to share them with us before beginning to write an 
article, feel free to contact Bob Smith (bob.smith@ttu.edu) or Katie Allen (katie.allen@ttu.edu). 
We look forward to hearing from you. 
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Assessing Undergraduate Student 
Learning: Does it work? 
Valerie Paton* and Bob Smith** 

 
 “In recent years, national conversations about the value of higher education have led to 

renewed attention on the topic of general education and those educational outcomes that 
should be expected for any student who completes a college degree. Further, from an 
accountability perspective, there has been considerable interest in evidence that 
postsecondary students are attaining the knowledge, skills, and attitudes expected of them 
upon completion of a degree in a specific field. This has led to discussion of the importance 
of identifying effective ways of assessing student learning, both at the course and program 
level.” 
     —Belle S. Wheelan (1951-  ) 

President, Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
 
 Assessment: it comes in various forms, with various ends. In higher education, 
assessment may be of faculty performance, student learning, academic programs, colleges, and 
universities. 

This article is about standardized approaches to assessing the learning of undergraduates 
across the measures of critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills. Our 
purpose is to review what is known about the standardized assessment instruments, why the 
assessments are important to Texas Tech’s future, and how the assessments might be used not 
only to evaluate students’ knowledge and skills, but also to add value to undergraduates’ 
experiences and acknowledgments from the university. But, first we should put the assessment of 
student learning into perspective. 

 
The Big Picture 
 
 Great undergraduate education begins with general education in the liberal arts and 
continues with focused disciplinary education and training—all woven with pedagogical and 
sociocultural interventions that are intended to foster the development of students’ life-long 
learning skills. Let’s consider these components in turn. 
 At Texas Tech University (TTU), general education requires 47 semester hours in 
communications, natural sciences, humanities, social and behavioral sciences, visual and 
performing arts, and mathematics. Texas Tech also has a multicultural requirement, and one or 
two years of foreign language is required depending upon the degree pursued. These 
requirements provide a sound foundation in arts, sciences, and culture necessary for more 
advanced study in the disciplines and professional areas from architecture to business to 
communications to engineering and more. Besides the general education core courses, learning is 
supported through first-year experience offerings, writing-intensive requirements, and a host of 
curricular and co-curricular experiences aimed at improving critical thinking, complex reasoning, 
and communication skills. Recently, an area of focus has been added with the adoption of a new 
mission statement and inclusion of “ethical development,” commonly referred to as the “strive 
for honor” initiative, which began in 2005. As examples of the curricular and co-curricular 
experiences, we offer the following:  
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• Recent increased enrollments in ethics courses, in the humanities, sciences, and 

technology disciplines, coupled with ethics initiatives being led by the Student 
Government Association, Athletics, the Student Affairs Division, and the Texas Tech 
Ethics Center.  

• Introductory courses in composition that, according to Texas Tech’s Core Curriculum 
Committee (2011), infuse the use of technology while developing students’ abilities “to 
specify audience and purpose and to make appropriate communication choices.”  

• An institutional requirement, implemented in 1994, that focuses on increasing 
understanding of multiculturalism and diversity in society, with co-curricular learning 
facilitated through residence hall programming, student activities, international affairs, 
study abroad, and the Cross-Cultural Academic Advancement Center.  
 
With general education requirements completed, the majority of students go on to majors 

that require 63 to 82 hours of coursework. The latter requirements may be fulfilled through 
didactic offerings, including service-learning courses, undergraduate research, study abroad 
options, and internships—all providing opportunities for training and experience in problem-
solving, critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication. The latter skills can then be 
subject to assessment by a variety of methods, which is the primary subject of this article. 
 
Assessing Student Learning  
 
 Few would argue that critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills are 
not essential to personal and professional development along a path of life-long learning. Some 
policy makers and state officials would posit that these skills should be the focus of student 
learning assessment and in turn, the benchmarks for college and university performance. We 
believe, perhaps akin to most academics, that a variety of measurements are necessary to assess 
students’ learning during their pursuit of undergraduate degrees. Nevertheless, many 
commercially developed instruments have been used to assess critical thinking, complex 
reasoning, and communication skills, and it is important for all academics—students and faculty 
alike—to understand these instruments and their application. 
 The Voluntary System of Accountability (VSA) was formed by the National Association 
of State Universities and Land-grant Colleges (now the Association of Public and Land-grant 
Universities) to provide an institutional “portrait” utilizing a common set of information and 
learning assessments. The VSA utilizes a pre- and post-test methodology to assess learning while 
in college and has endorsed three instruments. These include: 
 

• Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA): Developed by the Council for Aid to 
Education (CAE), a non-profit organization founded in 1952 and based in New York 
City, the CLA is probably the most widely used instrument of its type. According to the 
CAE website (http://www.collegiatelearningassessment.org/), “The CLA presents 
realistic problems that require students to analyze complex materials and determine the 
relevance to the task and credibility. Students' written responses to the tasks are evaluated 
to assess their abilities to think critically, reason analytically, solve problems, and 
communicate clearly and cogently.” Texas Tech has utilized the CLA over a three-year 
period to assess cohorts of 100 freshmen and seniors.  
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• Collegiate Assessment of Academic Proficiency (CAAP): American College Testing 
produces the CAAP (http://www.act.org/caap). The CAAP includes six modules, which 
are administered separately through 40-minute sessions. The assessment areas include: 
reading (36-item multiple choice questions based on readings in prose fiction, 
humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences), writing (72-item multiple choice test of 
comprehension of written English “punctuation, grammar and usage, sentence structure 
(usage/mechanics), strategy, organization, and style in writing,” but not “spelling, 
vocabulary, and rote recall of rules of grammar”), writing essay (composed of two, 20-
minute writing assignments addressing hypothetical situations and written to hypothetical 
audiences that require taking a position and providing evidence appropriate to the issues), 
mathematics (35-item test of mathematics reasoning using elements from pre-algebra, 
elementary, intermediate and college algebra, coordinate geometry, and trigonometry), 
science (45-item test of scientific reasoning across the biological and physical sciences), 
and critical thinking (32-item multiple choice exam intended to assess abilities to 
analyze, evaluate, and extend arguments contained in four passages). In the fall of 2010, 
Texas Tech administered the CAAP science assessment, and in the spring of 2011, the 
CAAP math assessment will be administered in selected upper-division classes in most 
colleges. 

• Educational Testing Service (ETS) Proficiency Profile (also known as the Measure 
of Academic Proficiency and Progress [MAPP]): The ETS is an international non-
profit corporation founded in 1947 with headquarters in Princeton, New Jersey. It is best 
known as the developer of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT; now known as the SAT 
Reasoning Test and administered by the College Board), the Graduate Record Exam, and 
the Test of English as a Foreign Language. The ETS Proficiency Profile is a single 
multiple-choice examination that intends to measure proficiency in critical thinking, 
reading, writing and mathematics in the context of humanities, social sciences, and 
natural sciences. According to ETS website 
(http://www.ets.org/proficiencyprofile/about), the Proficiency Profile is designed to test 
academic skills developed, as opposed to subject knowledge taught, in general education 
courses. 

 
 As gleaned from above, the available assessment instruments endorsed by the VSA are 
similar though not identical. But, all are recognized through the VSA, which is discussed further 
in a companion article of this issue of All Things Texas Tech (Smith, 2011). The CLA is the 
assessment instrument that is most commonly used by Texas public universities and colleges, 
and it has been considered for adoption by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board as a 
possible measure of the value added to student learning by the university experience. As 
importantly, the State of Texas is currently attempting to identify a methodology to measure the 
construct of value added as an indication of institutional performance. 
 Whatever our views on assessment of student learning, when administered with a large 
enough sample, each instrument mentioned previously can provide some information about 
student learning in general education content areas and skills. Furthermore, the role of 
institutions in developing skills such as critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication 
skills has been the subject of debate and controversy. Some would say, for instance, that 
standardized assessment is an insufficient measure of the effectiveness of an institution’s 
educational experiences and their impact on student learning. Others would cite evidence that 
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significant numbers of students are not acquiring even these basic skills during their collegiate 
experience. 
 Arum and Roksa (2011) recently published a study with results of standardized tests of 
critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills of students at 24 diverse higher 
education institutions. The longitudinal study began during 2005, with 2,341 students all taking 
the CLA. In 2009, 1,666 students from the same cohort were re-tested. A total of 64% of this 
group gained by 18% in average CLA scores; 36% gained nothing in measured critical thinking, 
complex reasoning, and communication skills. As strikingly, 50% of the students took no courses 
in one semester where they had to write a paper of 20 pages or more; 30% took no courses where 
they had to read more than 40 pages per semester. Perhaps as notable were Arum and Roksa’s 
findings that of the student cohort’s weekly hours, the students spent on average only 9% 
attending class and 7% studying, but 51% socializing. Indeed, study times were observed to drop 
from 25 hours per week in 1960 to 12.5 hours per week in 2005. The students who performed 
best on the CLA generally were those who had taken courses from instructors who had high 
expectations and required considerable reading and writing assignments. Thus, Arum and 
Roska’s research contributes to the conclusion that, while the results of CLA or similar 
assessment should not serve as a proxy for an institution’s total worth, these instruments offer a 
potentially important measure of the instructional quality and student learning in the important 
areas of critical thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills. However, the testing 
robustness and validity are challenged by at least two factors. 
 First, longitudinal studies of the type described by Arum and Roksa (2011) are difficult 
and very expensive to conduct, especially if you wish to derive collective as well as individual 
assessments. The alternative approach, involving singular cross-sectional testing of students 
(typically in their junior or senior years), can provide measurements that mirror longitudinal 
results (Lumina studies) so long as students are motivated to contribute their best efforts during 
the taking of examinations. But, here’s the rub. 
 One finds few students who like to take exams or participate in assessment activities. 
Thus, unless the assessment has a significant impact on a student’s academic program, 
motivation for high performance is low. There is some evidence that a modest payment, perhaps 
$50-100 makes a difference in student performance on assessments, but there are skeptics. 
 So, here we are at a critical nexus in this paper. We can see value in assessing critical 
thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills. And, there is no doubt that high 
performance in these skills are valuable to students in their subsequent careers, not to mention 
the positive impact of such skills on life-long learning and functioning as good citizens. Such 
thinking is not only consistent with the work of Arum and Roksa (2011) but also that of Richard 
Light (2001), who studied more than 1,600 Harvard students over several years. A key factor in 
accurate and reliable assessment, however, is student motivation to perform well. Here’s where 
we offer a new proposal. 
 
Finding Mutual Benefit in Standardized Test Taking 
 
 If the results of assessments are beneficial to an institution and its oversight agencies, 
provide useful markers for instructional effectiveness and student skills, but are challenged by 
student motivation to perform at a high level, why not find a mutually beneficial solution? The 
solution could come with a straightforward voluntary program. 
 One reason for a paucity of student motivation in assessment activities, as suggested 
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above, is that there is no apparent benefit from performing well. However, if demonstrable value 
can be vested in notable assessment scores, including perhaps value assigned by future 
employers, why not offer the potential for university recognition of high performance in critical 
thinking, complex reasoning, and communication skills? Here’s what we have in mind. 
 Imagine a system where students are offered the opportunity as freshmen to begin to 
develop an academic portfolio of their work, including assessment results. The latter could be 
taken from classroom assessments as well as institution-wide assessments. Students could be 
assigned electronic portfolios in which samples of freshmen work would be stored; faculty in 
specific disciplines with emphasis on critical thinking, complex reasoning, problem solving, 
communication skills, and other core competencies would encourage students to upload work 
samples as benchmarks of their work as freshmen. Then, each year, students would be 
encouraged to continue to archive work samples that exhibit their best performance or learning to 
date. In their senior year, results for institution-wide assessments, capstone courses, and senior-
level writing courses could be included, along with a resume that had been developed with the 
assistance of the Career Center’s services. Then, at graduation, students would be acknowledged 
for developing a Texas Tech portfolio that could be used to include samples of their best 
academic work and assessment results, as well as their diploma. Students could subsequently 
submit this documentation to prospective employers or bring it to a job interview. Thus, Texas 
Tech students would be equipped with writing samples, videos of speeches, senior projects, 
along with their transcript and diploma. 

We think the above idea and its voluntary program linkage is worthy of consideration at 
Texas Tech and nationally. But, we would appreciate learning thoughts from our academic 
community—faculty members and students alike. Feedback could be helpful in formulating 
plans for going forward with a pilot of the voluntary program idea offered herein. So, let’s hear 
from you. An e-mail to Bob Smith (bob.smith@ttu.edu) or Valerie Paton (valerie.paton@ttu.edu) 
is all that it takes. 
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Dream Big, but Have a Backup Plan 
Ginger Kerrick*	  

	  
Thank you Chancellor Hance, President Bailey, distinguished administration, and faculty, 

friends, family, and most importantly, the graduating class of 2010 for allowing me to speak to 
you today. 

I met Chancellor Hance about a year ago when I gave a talk in his leadership class. Last 
month he called and asked if I would like to be the commencement speaker at this weekend’s 
graduation. I thought he had the wrong number! But once I confirmed, I said, “You know, I have 
never given a commencement speech before. What am I supposed to say? What do you 
recommend I share with the students today?”   

To which he replied, “Why don’t you tell them about your big dream and how you had a 
really big dream for your life, but then that didn’t go so well and so you had to come up with a 
backup dream? And that backup dream was pretty much as good as that great first dream. Why 
don’t you tell them about that?”   

I said, “That is an excellent idea.” So that is what I want to talk to you about today. I 
want to tell you about some of the dreams I had, some of the challenges that I faced along the 
way in hopes that I may offer some lessons for your lives. 

If your story is like mine, some of you may be sitting here thinking, “Wow, it took a heck 
of a lot for me to get here. I can’t believe I finally made it.” My Texas Tech story actually began 
back in my freshman year when I was at the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP). I had 
decided, having graduated from high school in El Paso that I was too sheltered to go off on my 
own. My mom kept a really tight rein on me. In fact, so much so that she is still here sitting in 
the audience today.  

I started off at UTEP, but I knew I wanted to transfer. I knew I wanted to come to Texas 
Tech in my junior year. My dad was a student here, my granddaddy went here, and I knew that if 
I went to Tech I could possibly take advantage of an established co-op program with NASA. So I 
started writing letters. Now, some of you may be thinking, “Letter? What’s that? Can’t you 
text?” No. At the time, we didn’t have texting or cell phones, or even e-mail. That’s how old I 
am. So I started writing letters to the chairman of the physics department here at Texas Tech. 
After we exchanged a few letters, he suggested I come for a visit. So I grabbed my mom, and we 
drove to Texas Tech to talk to Dr. Walter Borst about the potential of transferring. I explained to 
him what my financial situation was. My mom was raising the four of us on her own. I didn’t 
have a college fund. So I was going to UTEP on a scholarship and a job. Thus, I asked Dr. Borst 
if he might be able to help me find scholarship support and a job that would help me out. I also 
told him about my dream: to become an astronaut and work at NASA. Dr. Borst had faith in me, 
and by the time our visit was over he found me two scholarships and two part-time jobs. So I was 
able to transfer to Texas Tech in the fall of 1989. 

That fall was my first semester away from home. I had a really, really good time. I was 
out with my friends until all hours of the night. I was dating. My mom wouldn’t let me date even 
when I was at UTEP, so oh I was living it up. Now, I may have had a good time, but my grade 
point average (GPA) did not! I had a 4.0 GPA at UTEP. But, when you transfer from one 
university to another, you start from scratch—grade-wise. And, my new start from scratch GPA 
was a 2.7, after the first semester. I had never seen a 2.7 in my life. I called my mom. I didn’t 
know what to do. I went to the physics department chair, my head hung in shame. This man who 
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had great faith in me, who had taken a chance on me—I had to go and explain why the heck I 
had a 2.7 GPA. I really didn’t have an explanation aside from my being an idiot. But I was only 
an idiot for one semester.  

That was enough to wake me up, because I no longer had that solid financial plan for my 
schooling here. I had to go out and get a third part-time job. I worked three part-time jobs for the 
remainder of my undergraduate days until I found myself sitting where you are today. I had 
finally gotten my GPA to a respectable 3.3, which was good, because at a 2.7, NASA was having 
no part of me. They wanted to make sure that I got my GPA back up to a 3.2. So by the time that 
I graduated, I called NASA where I had an internship lined up. 

Actually, I had applied for about 200 different jobs, but nobody knew what to do with a 
physicist with a bachelor’s degree. So I couldn’t line up a job, but I did have the NASA 
internship and plans to go to graduate school at another university, where I was thinking about 
studying astronomy. Or so I thought.   

I went off to my summer internship at NASA, but this internship was a one-shot deal. In 
reality, I didn’t want a one-shot deal at NASA. I wanted a permanent position there. So for the 
whole summer, I worked a little bit extra, meeting people outside of the organization that hired 
me, and by the end of the summer I had letters of recommendation. In fact, I dragged my boss 
with me to the co-op office after pleading, “You need to tell them to convert me from an intern to 
a co-op.” 

And he said, “OK.” Thus, he asked, and they said, “OK.” You never know until you ask! 
So, by the end of the summer I was converted over to a co-op. Why was that important? Well, it 
guaranteed that I could come back for another semester, and then when I graduated with my 
master’s degree, NASA would more likely give me a preferential hiring chance. 

So I thought, “Alright I have all my NASA stuff lined up, now I am going to run off to 
graduate school.” And, I did go to graduate school at a university that will remain nameless, but 
it took me only about three weeks when I said, “Oh, no. I do not want to be here. I don’t want to 
study astronomy.”   

I met some astronomers and observed what they did every day, and I said to myself, “Oh, 
no. I don’t want to do that.” Yeah, I could have checked out the astronomy field beforehand, but 
I didn’t. I had to learn the lesson the hard way. But that’s OK. I didn’t want to be stuck there, so I 
called the Tech physics department, because that’s what you do when you’re in trouble! This 
time it was Dr. Charles Myles who was the chair of physics, and I said, “I am so sorry. Please 
take me back. Please, please take me back to Texas Tech.” 

He said, “Sure, we’ll take you back.” He secured a research grant and a part-time job for 
me. So I was able to come back and finish up the first year of my graduate studies at Tech. I 
went to NASA for a second summer session, and then came back the following fall to Tech.   

It was now the fall of 1993. I had just defended my master’s thesis. I was excited, 
anticipating my graduating in December, just like you are today. And, I was looking forward to 
January—starting at NASA in Houston. Well, it didn’t quite work out that way.   

In late November, I got a letter from NASA that noted, “We regret to inform you that 
President Clinton has put a hiring freeze on all government agencies. So we will be unable to 
hire you upon graduation in December.”   

I thought, “You have got to be kidding me.” All this work: getting through my 
undergraduate program; I got scholarships; I got jobs; my GPA went down, but I brought it back 
up; and, now the president is standing in my way? For a moment I considered a small march on 
Washington, but then I thought that’s not going to get me anywhere. So I thought, “What can I 
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do, what can I do? This is something I have no control over.” However, what I did know was that 
the hiring freeze was not going to last forever. At some point the government was going to lift 
the hiring freeze and NASA would be hiring “X” number of people. So I just had to make sure 
that I was part of that “X.”   

As time proceeded, I began thinking, “What can I do to set myself apart?” Well, I knew 
that NASA hires people in cooperative programs or co-ops preferentially, at least active co-ops. 
But, since I had graduated with my physics master’s, I was no longer an active co-op.   

I had saved some money, and so I decided to enroll in the Tech MBA program for the 
spring 1994 term in case the hiring freeze went through the spring. So I had that lined up.   

But, over the holidays I began thinking that if I was just competing against the December 
graduates that was one thing, but now this hiring freeze was rolling over into the spring, thereby 
making it possible that I might have to compete against December and spring graduates. I called 
NASA and asked them about how many people were on their prospective hiring list. They said 
60. My thought: “Great, there’s no way they’re going to reverse the hiring freeze and hire 60 
people. I have to find something to set myself apart.” I racked my brain, but I couldn’t think of 
anything to do. Finally, in a last ditch effort I thought, “I’ll be annoying. I can be annoying.” I 
was taking a chance here, because sometimes you can be annoying and that throws you out of the 
boat. What I decided to do was to call weekly, so at 1 p.m. on the first Friday in January I called 
the co-op office. “Hello, my name is Ginger Kerrick, I’m a co-op from Texas Tech University 
calling to inquire about the status of the hiring freeze.” 

The voice at the NASA end replied, “Oh yes, we will let you know when the situation 
changes. There is no need to call us. We will keep you posted on that.”  

Next Friday and 1 p.m. rolls around, “Hello . . .” Thereafter, I called the co-op office 
every Friday at 1 p.m.—all of January, all of February, all of March. April rolls around, and I’m 
looking at my bank account and thinking, “Man, I need to go out and get a real job. I don’t have 
enough money to be doing this.”  

So I called NASA again and they said, “No, no hope.” So I took a job in Lubbock at 
Texas Instruments. I started working there on a Monday. At 1 p.m. the following Friday I was 
literally hiding underneath my desk hoping nobody spotted my trying to call NASA. But this 
time when the NASA person picked up the phone, I detected that I was on a speakerphone, and 
there was giggling in the background.  I was intrigued, but I gave them my little speech and 
waited.   

A woman’s voice came back, “Well Ginger, we’ve been waiting for you to call. We got 
permission this morning to hire 12 of the 60 graduating co-ops, and you are one of the 12.”   

I responded, “Yeah! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Then something occurred to me, 
and I questioned: “Just out of curiosity, you had 12 positions and 60 applicants. Did you review 
the qualifications of each of the applicants and try to best match them with the 12 open positions, 
or were you just tired of me calling you on Friday?” 

The lady responded back, “Honey, you’re never gonna know.” And so to this day, I have 
no idea why they hired me, and truthfully, I don’t care. 

So here I was: I earned my graduate degree; I was in the door at NASA; but, that wasn’t 
my entire dream. I wanted to be an astronaut. The minimum requirements for candidacy as an 
astronaut are a master’s degree and one year of technical experience. So I started at NASA in 
May of 1994. In May of 1995, I marched my little astronaut application form down to the 
astronaut selection office and handed it to the office manager who happened to be the uncle of a 
guy I worked with at one of my jobs in the Texas Tech physics department. So I knew him. I 
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said, “Duane, here’s my application. Thank you very much. Looking forward to it. Thanks for 
your consideration.” At this point, I was thinking, “I’m 26 years old. I’m going to get the world’s 
coolest rejection letter. And I’ll frame it.”  

But oddly, five months later I get a call from NASA with the message, “Out of the 3,000 
applications that we reviewed for this year’s astronaut class, we have decided to interview 120, 
and you are among the 120.”  

I was sitting there going, “You have got to be kidding me. I am 26 years old. I haven’t 
been more than two years out of graduate school, and I am this close to reaching my dream.” I 
was really excited. I called everyone in the Tech physics department. I called my mom. I called 
all of my friends. 

A couple of months passed before the interview, which was only an hour long, but I did 
really well. Subsequently, I went through psychological, physical, and medical tests. They found 
out that I wasn’t crazy, and as a former athlete, I did well on the physical tests. So I was feeling 
really good about myself. But then the results of the medical tests came in, and I learned 
something that would change the course of my life. During these tests, NASA did a CAT-scan 
and found I had kidney stones. I didn’t know I had them. I had never passed one. But, as soon as 
I saw those little white dots on the CAT-scan screen, I just broke out into tears. I just started 
bawling, because I knew that the ability of your body to form kidney stones (not the fact you had 
them and had them cleaned out) is a lifetime disqualification from astronaut candidacy.   

I don’t even know how I made it home that day. When I reached home, I was crying. I 
called my mom. I didn’t know what to do. I was 26 years old and being an astronaut was all I 
ever wanted to do. I thought, “What am I supposed to do now?”   

After a few days of wallowing in complete misery, I said to myself, “Alright, you have 
got to snap yourself out of this. You have two options. You can sit here and continue to feel 
sorry for yourself and cry and make those circles under your eyes worse, or you can suck it up. 
You can be strong and figure out how to make the best of the situation.” So I chose the second 
option. 

At the time when all this was happening I had a job teaching astronauts that would fly on 
the (International) Space Station. As I was sitting at home trying to figure what in the world to 
do, part of me was thinking, “Do I really want to go back to work on Monday and face these 
astronauts, the very job I wanted, and deal with them on a day-to-day basis? Wouldn’t that be 
like torturing myself every day?” And then I realized, no, that’s the negative Ginger talking. 
Let’s see if we can find the positive Ginger. I said to myself, “Look at this from a different 
perspective. What if you think of the fact that you are teaching these astronauts? Every single 
astronaut that goes on Space Station will have to go through you for a class, and they will be 
taking a little bit of something that you have conveyed to them up into space. So it would be like 
a little piece of you would be going up with each one of the astronauts.”  

I thought, “OK. I can sell that to myself.” And, it was a sales pitch. Every morning I 
would wake up miserable and crying, but I would say to myself, “No, no, no. Let’s look at this 
from the positive side.” And after a few months I didn’t have to remind myself every morning. It 
started to become natural for me. What’s funny is that the more natural that attitude became for 
me, the more doors seemed to open with hidden treasures that I never thought possible. For 
example, a couple of years after I was disqualified from astronaut candidacy, I got an 
opportunity. There were only two people that were given this chance and it was to provide 
operational and instructional support for the first crew that would fly onboard the International 
Space Station. I did that for almost four years. If Space Station crewmembers were in Houston 
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for training, I was in Houston for training. If they were in Florida looking at one of the modules 
that we were going to launch on board the shuttle, I was with them inside that module. If they 
were in Moscow, if they were in Kazakhstan, I was there. So every class that they took, every 
trip that they took to see hardware, I was right there alongside them. So I got my astronaut 
training—everything but the flying part. I had this unique set of experiences following the Space 
Station crew around. When they finally flew I supported their mission from mission control in 
Moscow, and when they landed, yet another door opened. I was offered a new position, and it 
was a capcom, short for capsule communicator. Basically it’s the person in mission control who 
talks to the crew. There is only one voice that goes up to the crew. Up until the time it was 
offered to me, an astronaut had always held the position. And the only reason they offered it to 
me was because I had had that unique set of first experiences with the first Space Station crew. 
So I took the job. I was nervous at first. But I did it for four years. And, I really, really enjoyed it.   

The capcom in mission control sits right beside the flight director. So I began watching 
flight directors, watching what they do running the ship, and I thought, “I could do that.” So I 
applied, thinking, “I don’t know if I have a chance.” But I did apply, and in 2005, I was selected 
as a flight director. I didn’t know anything about it before I got into mission control, but in the 
history of the program there have been 80 flight directors. And I was one of them! As the 
chancellor stated earlier there have been 500 astronauts. So I could have been an astronaut, but 
now I am part of a more elite group.   

Although my life did not take the course that I thought it would when I was sitting where 
you are sitting today, I am really, really happy that it didn’t. I have enjoyed every set of 
experiences I have had. I have gotten to do things that no one has ever gotten to do before. I am 
really happy with where I have been and where I am now. Because of that experience I am really 
happy and hopeful for the future.  

As you start the next phase of your journey, I hope you will remember my story. Life is 
not going to go exactly as you have planned. There are going to be bumps in the road. Some of 
those bumps you can just plow through and keep going on your path. But some of those bumps 
are going to be too big to overcome. They will be beyond your control. They will be your kidney 
stones. You’re going to need to divert course and go around them and go on a new path. That’s 
OK. When you go on that new path, I want you to be open-minded, because you might be very 
pleasantly surprised at what lies in store for you. So, dream big but always have a backup plan! 

	  
*Ginger Kerrick is a flight director at NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas. She is a 
1991 (B.S. in physics) and 1993 (M.S. in physics) graduate of Texas Tech University. This paper 
is based on her December 17 and 18, 2010, commencement addresses to Texas Tech University 
graduates in Lubbock, Texas. 
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