
 
 

 
 

-- 



 
 
 

 

 

  



 
 

 
 

The Researcher: An Interdisciplinary Journal 

Volume 29, Number 1 

Fall 2016 

 

Published semi-annually at Jackson State University, Jackson, Mississippi, The 

Researcher: An Interdisciplinary Journal is a peer-reviewed journal that 

welcomes scholarly submissions from all disciplines. 

 

 

 

 

 

General Editor 

Candis Pizzetta, Jackson State University 

 

 

Jackson State University Advisory Board 

College of Business, Dr. Ramin Maysami 

College of Education and Human Development, Dr. Ingrad Smith 

College of Liberal Arts, Dr. Robert Luckett 

College of Public Service, Dr. Gauri Bhattacharya 

School of Public Health, Dr. Manoj Sharma 

College of Science Engineering and Technology, Dr. Tor Kwembe 

 

 

 

 

© 2017 All Rights Reserved 

U.S. ISSN: 0271-5058 

 

Permission to reproduce material from articles published in The Researcher is 

managed on behalf of The Researcher by the general editor. In order to gain 

permission to reproduce material under The Researcher copyright, contact The 

Researcher general editor at editor.researcher@jsums.edu. 

mailto:editor.researcher@jsums.edu


 
 
 

 

 

  



 
 

 
 

Table of Contents 

Volume 29, Number 1 

Fall 2016 
  

ORIGINAL ARTICLES 
 

School Violence: The School Environment                                                           1 

and Its Impact on Learning 

Brian E. Anderson, Trenia L. Allen, and Patrice R. Jenkins 

 

Tweeting for Votes:  How Candidates Utilize                                                    15 

Twitter as a Campaign Tool 

Allison Pingley 

 

Undergraduate Student Perceptions of Stemming                                             29 

Public Health Challenges: Are Historically  

Black Colleges and Universities the Answer? 

Jan Hill, Felix Okojie, Thomas Durant, Jr., Jennifer N. Sims 

 

Cultural Insiders’ Narrative Writing: A Thematic Analysis                           51 

Kalpana Mukunda Iyengar 

 

Mississippi Academy for Science Teaching (Project MAST)                                    71 

Capturing Teachers’ Long-Term  

Change: A Follow-Up Study of Professional  

Development in Science 

Nisaa Kirtman and Mehri Fadavi 

 

Community Partnership Curricular Support through a                                    105 

Domestic Violence Forum 

Kristie J. Lipford, Shonda Lawrence, and Regina Lacking 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 



 
 

1 

 

School Violence: The School Environment and Its Impact on 

Learning 

Brian E. Anderson, Trenia L. Allen, and Patrice R. Jenkins 

Jackson State University 

Abstract 

Although a vast majority of students will never experience school violence, 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2013), argues that approximately 

2% of all homicides among school-aged children occur on school property.  

Varying factors contribute to this violence, more specifically, dysfunctional 

behaviors among youths.  However, further research is needed to examine its’ 

impact on a student’s ability to learn.  To address issues of school violence, 

demands have been placed on various systems within schools and have mobilized 

support from policy makers, practitioners, researchers and educators as a whole.  

Students, families, communities, and school administrators respond daily to 

occurrences of confusion and conflict, as well as catastrophic incidents of school 

violence.  Both the event of violence and responses to such events can have a major 

impact on a student’s overall learning experience and cause various teaching 

disruptions.  This article discusses the perceptions of predominantly African 

American middle school students regarding school violence, the responses of 

administrators to school violence, the role of family structure, and the effects on 

learning.  

 

Introduction 

Although schools in the United States (U.S.) are relatively safe, headlines 

of school violence are a testament to the fact that every individual, family, and 

community is impacted by even a single event of school violence.  Within the past 

several decades, schools across the U.S. have experienced catastrophic events such 

as the 1987 shooting at DeKalb High School in Missouri, by a 12-year-old student 

who was teased because he was overweight; the 1994 shooting at Margaret Leary 

Elementary School, in Montana, by a 10-year-old student who was teased because 

his parents had AIDS; the 1997 Pearl High School shooting, in Mississippi by a 

student; the 1999 Columbine High School shooting, in Colorado, by two students; 

the 2006 killing of students at Georgetown Amish School, Pennsylvania by an 

adult; the 2011 Millard South High School, Nebraska shooting by a student; the 

killing of students and faculty in 2012 at Sandy Hook Elementary School, 
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Connecticut by an adult; the 2013 Sparks Middle School, Nevada shooting by a 

student; and the 2014 Marysville-Pilchuck High School, Washington shooting by a 

student (CNN News, 2014).  Perpetrators in these cases either committed suicide 

or are serving life sentences, reflecting the lifetime impact of a single event on the 

individual, family and community levels.  These events are but a few examples of 

school violence that have changed the nature of schooling in the U.S. forever.    

Literature addressing the impact of school violence on African American 

middle school students is limited.  However, the severity of violence in the schools 

has immensely affected African American middle school students’ perception on 

safety and learning.  School violence also produces devastating psycho-social-

spiritual outcomes for these students, their families and communities (Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2013).   

Students, families, communities, and school administrators respond to daily 

occurrences of confusion and conflict as well as, catastrophic incidents of school 

violence such as described above.  School violence has demanded responses from 

various entities within schools and mobilized support from policy makers, 

practitioners, researchers and educators alike.  In general, both the event of violence 

and responses to such an event can have an effect on learning and teaching.  This 

article discusses the perception of predominantly African American middle school 

students regarding school violence, and the response of administrators, and the 

effects of these factors on learning.  

 

Literature Review 

During the past decade, school violence has been at the center of national 

attention. It is a public health issue beyond behaviors that violate the mission, 

climate, and need of a school to be free of drugs, weapons, aggression against 

persons or property, and other forms of disorderly conduct (Center for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2014).   

In a national study, Gaughan, Cerio, and Meyers (2001) noted that more 

than 10 percent of American teens were predisposed to violence and about 2.5 

percent were outright dangerous, indicating the propensity toward violence and the 

means to accomplish it.  Even more alarming was the indication that violence was 

escalating among younger students.  Toppo (2003) found that in California, "crimes 

against persons" committed in elementary school doubled in 2000-2001, while 

Minneapolis schools suspended 500 elementary school students for fighting.  

Similarly, in Massachusetts, violence among elementary school students accounted 
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for 5 percent of the violent crimes committed at school in 2000-2001.  In terms of 

gender, Flannery (1997) found that girls were not as involved in aggressive acts as 

boys were, and that nearly 18 percent of boys carried a weapon to school compared 

to only five percent of girls.  However, Webster, Gainer and Champion (1993) 

observed that in schools characterized by large numbers of boys carrying weapons, 

there is a correspondingly high rate of girls with weapons, although boys may carry 

guns while girls carry knives. 

Additionally, many experts suggest that youth gangs are the single most 

serious threat to school safety (Elam & Rose, 1994).  The severity of the ever-

increasing school-related gang problems across the U.S. is well-documented 

(Miller, 1975, 1982, 1992).  The U.S. Departments of Justice and Education 

conducted a joint study on high profile shootings in schools in which results showed 

that of the students who reported gangs in their schools, 7.5 percent had been the 

victim of a violent crime at school, compared to 2.7 percent of the students who did 

not report a gang presence in their schools.  Thirty-one percent of public schools 

and 7 percent of private schools reported a gang presence (Tischler, 1998).  Clark 

(1991) also found that up to 40,000 school students in the U.S. reported being 

threatened or attacked by a gang and/or an individual gang member.  Miller (1992) 

also found other school-related gang activities included the failure of students to 

acknowledge the teacher's authority, school vandalism, and students wearing gang-

specific colors or clothing. 

In relation to impacts on students, school violence can contribute to mental 

health problems such as depression, substance abuse, uncontrolled anxiety, fear of 

leaving the house, suicide, and other health issues (Jacobson, Riesch, Temkin, 

Kedrowski, & Kluba, 2011).   

According to a recent study by the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (2009, 2010), approximately 6 percent of high school students who 

participated in the study reported being absent from school because they felt unsafe 

on their way to and from school and in school.  Findings also indicated that 

approximately 700,000 adolescents are treated in emergency rooms annually for 

injuries resulted from violence-related assaults including those occurring on school 

property, and an average of 16 adolescents are murdered each day in the U.S.  

Likewise, Mercy, Butchart, Farrington, and Cerdá (2002) indicated that in addition 

to injury and death, any type of violence affects entire communities in terms of 

increased health care costs, decreased productivity, decreased property values, and 

decreased availability of services. 



 
 
 

4                                                                            Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

Although there has been a slight decrease in school violence in recent years, 

the numbers remain high (NCES, 2014). In the 2013-2014 school year, 

approximately 1.4 million nonfatal victimizations occurred at elementary and 

secondary schools in the United States. Nonfatal victimizations include theft and 

violent acts classified as simple and aggravated assault. Further, over 400,000 

victimizations were theft, and almost one million were violent acts (NCES, 2015). 

These research findings also support a higher rate of victimizations occurring in 

school settings than occurrences away from school. In 2014, nonfatal victimizations 

decreased by approximately 50 percent which included 363,700 theft victimizations 

and 486,400 violent victimizations.  At least one violent incident had occurred in 

65 percent of public schools, accounting for almost 800,000 crimes (NCES, 2015).  

Other relevant findings from the 2014-2015 school year included the following:  

 about 10 percent of males and 5 percent females reported being in a 

physical fight during school;  

 about 4 percent of students reported carrying a weapon, which 

includes a gun or knife to school;  

 9 percent of teachers reported feeling threatened by a student and 5 

percent reported an actual attack by a student from their school; 

 assault with a weapon, intimidation, bullying, and possession of 

alcohol in school has doubled (CDC, 2016)  

As responses to these incidents in the schools, students reported increased security 

measures at school such as a code of student conduct, visitors sign in, presence of 

adult supervision in the hallway, security cameras, security guards and/or police 

officers, and metal detectors (NCES, 2014).  Effective response to school violence 

requires a clear understanding of the sources of risks including for example, 

individual student’s behavior, family violent histories, poverty, community 

incoherence and other disadvantaged circumstances (NCES, 2014).   

 

Conceptual Framework 

There are various ways to conceptualize school violence. Bandura’s social 

learning theory (1971) provides valuable insight relative to behavioral influences 

and school violence.  In relation to this study, Bandura’s notion of the self, consisted 

of a “self-system”, comprised of cognitive structures and sub-functions for 

perceiving, evaluating, and regulating behavior, and not necessarily a psychic agent 

that controls action.  Bandura and McDonald (1963) presented conclusive evidence 

that the behavior (self-reinforcement) of children provided the reinforcement they 
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received.  Bandura (1977) pointed out that most human behavior takes place in the 

absence of any immediate external reinforcement.  However, self-reinforcement 

takes place in the sense that individuals set standards for their own and others’ 

behavior and then responds to their own actions in self-rewarding and/or self-

punishing ways.  The main tenet of social learning theory is that behavior occurs 

from experiences or exposure to certain environments.  This theory offers an 

intuitive explanation of school violence because, in today’s society, many youth 

have witnessed traumatic incidents, including murder and domestic violence on a 

daily basis.  Other forms of exposure to violence for children and youth include 

television, movies, and video games. 

 

Methods 

This quantitative study examined school violence among predominantly 

African American middle school students.  Table 1 presents the demographic 

characteristics of the sample including race, age, gender, grade, free lunch and 

student's residence.  The research questions examined in this analysis included: Do 

middle school students’ feel safe at school?  Do students feel that school 

administrators respond in an appropriate manner to incidents of violence in school?  

Do students feel that the levels of violence in their schools prevent them from 

learning?   

 

Procedures 

Upon obtaining proper approval from the School District and University, 

the selected middle school principal and the researcher discussed the details of the 

research project including the survey to be administered.  It was decided that 

English teachers would administer surveys during their class period, primarily 

because students are required to take English at all grade levels.  The researcher 

developed a packet for survey administration, which included a description of the 

procedures and copies of the survey questionnaire.  The principal distributed the 

survey to teachers.  As a token of appreciation, participating teachers received a 

food coupon. 

Parents’ consent and youth assent were signed prior to data collection.  A 

completed and signed consent/assent form must be on file in order to participate in 

the study.  Of the 390 consent forms distributed to students, 273 were completed, 

generating a response rate of 70%, an excellent response rate for survey research 

(Labovitz & Hagedorn, 1981).  The teachers distributed the survey at the beginning 
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of each class.  The students completed the survey and received a coupon for a food 

item.  The teachers gave the completed surveys and consent/assent forms to the 

principal, who forwarded them to the researcher. 

 

Measures 

Data collection for the larger study use a four-part survey instrument 

comprised of items that solicited demographic information, perception of school 

violence, self-esteem, and aggression.  Utilized for this analysis are data generated 

from Parts I and II.  Part I, the Student Survey consisted of demographic questions 

on race, age, gender, grade, gang involvement and family structure.  This survey 

also contained questions related to the student’s feelings and perceptions of their 

school environment, home environment and community environment.  Part II, The 

School Violence Inventory consisted of 14 items assessing students’ self-reported 

measure of violence developed by the researcher.  This measure was developed 

with the assistance of two Public School District representatives using the district’s 

Notice of Suspension or Expulsion Form.  The items selected consisted of the most 

prevalent and severe disturbances exhibited in a school setting.  These items also 

represented the types of violent acts identified in the review of literature.  Two 

sample items included “Fighting (three or more students involved)” and “Physical 

and/or verbal assault on teachers, administrators, or other staff members”.  This 

measure was in a Likert scale format, ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 4 (7-9 times a 

year).   Possible scores on this scale ranged from 14 to 56.  The reliability of the 

scale was an alpha = .93.   

 

Statistical Analyses 

Because of the significant amount of missing data, SPSS utilized the list 

wise exclusion of cases with missing data that more accurately reflected the 

participant’s responses.  Descriptive statistics portrayed the distribution of middle-

school students in the sample by race, age, gender, and grade whereas correlations 

and one-way ANOVA were used to test relationships.  Statistical findings were 

significant at the p < .05 level.   

 

Findings 

Participants 

Participants for this study were 273 students, male and female, grades 6-8, 

at a middle school in a Public School District in a Southern State.  At the time of 
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the study, the total enrollment in the school selected for the study was 675.  This 

school was selected because of the dramatic increase in violent school acts.    

Table 1 provides a description of the 273 middle school students included 

in this study.  This study consisted of 264 African American (96.6%), 1 Caucasian 

(.4%), and 4 Native American students (1.5%).  Four of the participants listed other 

as race preference.  In regards to age, 99.8 percent of the participants ranged from 

11-15+ years of age.  Forty-six percent of the participants were males and 53 

percent were females.  Eighty-four percent of the participants were in grades 7 and 

8.  Over 80 percent of the participants indicated that they received free lunch at 

school.  Forty-eight percent of the participants reported that they reside in two 

parent households and 43 percent in one- parent households.  Two parent 

households included mother and father, mother and stepfather, and father and 

stepmother.  The findings of the study also indicated that 6 percent of the 

participants resided with extended family (grandparents or other relatives of the 

mother/father). 

 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Sample 

 

Characteristics    n    percent 

Race 

 African American/Black  264   96.6 

 Caucasian/Non-Hispanic  1   4 

 Native American    4   1.5 

 Other    4   1.5 

Age  

 11 years    2   .7 

 12 years    46   17 

 13 years    94   34.4 

 14 years    85   31.1 

 15+ years   46   16.8 

Gender 

 Male    127   46.5 

 Female    146   53.5 

Grade  

 6    42   15.4 

 7    97   35.5 

 8    134   49.1 

Free Lunch  

 Yes    231   84.6 

 No    42   15.4 

 

 



 
 
 

8                                                                            Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

Where students reside 

 2-parent households  132   48.4 

 1-parent households  119   43.6 

 Extended family   18   6.6 

 Foster home   2   .7 

 Other    2   .7 

Note: Total sample is N=273.  The N may not total 273 because of missing data. 

 

School safety, administrator’s response and impact on learning  

In relation to students’ perceptions of their school environment, overall, the 

students reported feeling safe at school, with 47.5 percent of the students stating 

they felt safe or very safe at school and another 37.4 percent reported feeling 

somewhat safe (see Table 2).  Safety at school does not appear to be a concern for 

students in the study.   

Furthermore, relative to whether students felt that violence prevented them 

from learning, 56.5 percent of the respondents indicated that violence at school did 

not prevent them from learning.  However, 43.5 percent of the students indicated 

that violence did indeed prevent them from learning at school (see Table 2).   

Finally, in terms of whether students felt the school principal responded 

appropriately to acts of violence at school, the majority (70.8 percent) of the 

participants indicated that the school principal responded appropriately to violence 

at school, while only 29.2 percent of the sample reported that they felt the school 

principal did not respond in an appropriate manner (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2 

Perception of School Environment, Learning, and Administrator Response 

Characteristics     n  percent 

How safe students feel at school? 

 Very safe    42  15.6 

 Safe      86  31.9 

 Somewhat safe    101  37.4  

 Unsafe     20  7.3 

 Very unsafe    4  1.5 

 Undecided    17  6.3 

Does violence prevent students from learning? 

 Yes     118  43.5 

 No     153  56.5 

Do you feel school principal responds appropriately to acts of violence at school? 

 Yes     192  70.8 

 No     79  29.2 

Note: The N may not total 273 because of missing data. 
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Discussion 

The majority of study participants indicated that they either felt “safe” or 

“somewhat safe” at schools.  This finding is surprising because the popular 

perception of public schools is that they are unsafe (Fitzpatrick, 1999; Josephson 

Institute of Ethics, 2001; Keynes, 2001).  The finding is also unexpected because 

this school has been described as an “out of control” school (Hayden, 2002).  

Location of the school is an important consideration relative to safety, yet it did not 

appear to have affected students’ perceptions of the safety of their school in this 

study.  Perhaps they felt safe in school, in spite of the violence, because of other 

environmental factors such as teacher support and trust and/or administrators’ 

response to violence (Foster, 2002; Hammond, 2002).   

Results also showed that the majority of the study participants were not 

affected academically by the prevalence of violence in the school.  If the majority 

of students report feeling safe at school, then it is reasonable to assume that their 

academic performance is maintained.  However, this finding counters other 

research in this area such as Elliott, Hamburg, and Williams (1998) who reported 

that violence in schools affects students’ ability to learn, is detrimental to the school 

environment, and that disruptive students may have a negative effect on the 

classroom environment (North Carolina State Department of Public Instruction, 

2002). Greene (2001) also concluded that middle-school students did not report 

safety concerns at school because they were “afraid of retaliation.”  

The majority of participants in this study also agreed that the school 

administrators responded in a satisfactory manner to incidents of school violence.  

Respect for new school administrator may have resulted in the majority of students 

feeling safe at school and still learning.   

 

Limitations of the Study 

As in other studies on this topic, this study has limitations such as self-

reported responses reflecting the individual’s susceptibility to responding in a 

socially desirable manner and the developmental stage of preadolescence.  Another 

limitation is the selection of a school that was identified as “out of control” which 

could have produced biased results in opposed to a school that did not have such a 

reputation.  In addition, because this study only included one middle school, the 

results are not generalizable to all schools.  Also, the use of a comparison group 

would have improved the study’s design.    
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Implications for Policy, Practice, Education, and Research     

Despite limitations, this study offers several implications.  Since school 

social workers serve as liaisons between the schools and families, it is important 

that school districts actively engage them in the policy making process.  Examples 

of policy implications may include changing institutional level policies to advocate 

for more mental health services available in the schools, advocating for funding to 

create programs that enhance the educational experiences of students and teach life 

skills for a well-rounded student body, as well as provide needed parental education 

classes.   

Likewise, social work must reclaim its role in practice by being active 

participants in planning and implementing strategies that are particular to the school 

social work field of practice.  Social workers must take a lead in facilitating crisis 

management teams and the training necessary to respond to crises with the ultimate 

goal being the safety of all involved.  With the enormous increase in school 

violence, schools of social work must dedicate more curriculum attention in the 

area of school social work to educate and train a competent workforce.  

Additionally, school districts and school social workers must make a yearly 

commitment to researching contributing factors to violence within its respective 

district.  These findings would benefit in addressing district specific problems, 

assist in the development of violence prevention programs, and provide empirical 

data on the local, state, regional, or national level.  Schools of social work may 

possibly create more research opportunities for students as a way of engaging and 

recruiting students into this field of practice.  
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Tweeting for Votes:  How Candidates Utilize Twitter as a 

Campaign Tool 
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University of South Carolina Upstate 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the differences between online and traditional 

campaign techniques by content analyzing tweets by Barack Obama and Mitt 

Romney during the 2012 general election campaign.  Specifically, this paper 

answers the research question:  are candidates sending more negative campaign 

messages online?  Through content analyzing over 800 tweets and conducting a 

logit analysis, it is determined that candidates do take a more negative approach 

online as well as making different appeals than they would through traditional 

media sources. 

 

Introduction 

The Internet has given candidates a number of new outlets to share their 

messages with potential voters.  Candidates first experimented with the Internet as 

a campaign tool during the 1996 elections (Johnson, Braima, & Sothirajah, 1999).  

Although few candidates had websites then, by the 1998 midterm elections two-

thirds of candidates did (Dulio, Goff, & Thurber, 1999).  Just ten years later, 

candidates were also making use of social media sites such as Facebook, MySpace, 

and Twitter.   

This article will explore how candidates utilize online campaign tools as 

opposed to traditional ones.  By content analyzing over 800 tweets from the 2012 

presidential election, it will be determined whether candidates use a more negative 

tone online and what types of appeals are most frequently made.  It is expected that 

candidates will be more different approach and be more negative when 

campaigning online.  The results will help further our understanding of the role new 

technology is playing in campaigns. 

 Before delving into the results, it is first necessary to examine what other 

studies have found regarding the role of negative messages and social media in 

campaigns.  Next, data and methodology, including the hypotheses and coding 

scheme, will be discussed.  Finally, results will be revealed and conclusions drawn. 
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Negativity in Campaigns 

 Even though most voters claim to dislike negative campaign messages, they 

are thought to be effective (Martin, 2004).  In fact, the longest lasting appeals made 

by candidates are negative (Ansolebehere & Iyengar, 1995; Damore, 2002; 

Jamieson, 1992; Jerit, 2004; Kaid & Johnston, 1991).  This is because negative 

information can be “arousing and attention grabbing” to potential voters (Martin, 

2004, 548).  Candidates are motivated to use negative messages because they are 

memorable, and likely to stimulate interest in campaigns (Ansolebehere & Iyengar, 

1995; Jamieson, 1992; Jerit, 2004; Kaid & Johnston, 1991; Lau, Sigleman, & 

Rovner, 2007; Martin, 2004).  Negative messages tend to focus mainly on salient 

issues and personal characteristics of the opposition (Damore, 2002; Martin, 2004; 

Skaperdas & Grofman, 1995).  

 Certain types of candidates are more likely than others to pursue a negative 

strategy.  The main four factors affecting whether a candidate goes negative are:  

incumbency, standing in the polls, competitiveness, and proximity to Election Day.  

In regards to incumbency, challengers are more likely to make negative appeals 

mainly because incumbents already have a voting base (Skaperdas & Grofman, 

1995).  Additionally, incumbents are likely to pursue a positive strategy because 

they are typically also the frontrunner (Damore, 2002; Skaperdas & Grofman, 

1995).  It is usually the candidate trailing in the polls who goes negative, mainly in 

an attempt to undercut the frontrunner’s support (Damore, 2002). 

Negative campaigns are also more likely in competitive races (Martin, 

2004).  This is due to candidates wanting to set themselves apart from their 

opponent.  Plus, once one candidate goes negative, it will often spur the other 

candidate to go negative as well (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995; Damore, 2002).  

Finally, candidates tend to go negative later in the campaign (Damore, 2002).  As 

it gets closer to Election Day, candidates start doing whatever necessary to win.   

 It is expected that these same factors will apply to online campaigns.  Even 

though studies initially showed that candidates only posted positive information on 

their websites (Bimber & Davis, 2003; Corrado & Firestone, 1996; West, 2010), by 

2004, candidates were using their websites to promote themselves positively while 

negatively attacking their opponent (West, 2010).  Candidates can potentially get 

away with posting more negative messages online because voters are most apt to 

access information consistent with the beliefs they already hold (Hindman, 2005).  

Therefore, potential voters are less likely to be offended by negative information 

found on a candidate’s website or social media page. 
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Social Media in Political Campaigns  

Candidates have started turning to online campaign tools predominantly 

because of the Internet’s cost effectiveness (Bimber & Davis, 2003; Connell, 1997; 

Leong, Huang, & Stanners, 1998; Lupla & Phlipot, 2005).  Internet campaigns are 

much cheaper and have the potential to reach more people than traditional 

television campaigns.  Internet campaigns also contain a higher quality and quantity 

of information and have an interactive component not possible in television 

campaigns (Corrado, 1996; Kaid, 2002).    

Social media in particular is appealing because it allows candidates to 

circumvent traditional media and interact more directly with potential voters 

(Lassen & Brown, 2011; Parmalee & Bichard, 2012; Price, 2012; Tumasjan, et al, 

2010; Vergeer, Hermans, & Sams, 2013).  Social media sites such as Facebook and 

Twitter allow candidates to send unfiltered messages to potential supporters, as well 

as allow those potential supporters to respond (Price, 2012).  In other words, Twitter 

is a combination of multi-media content, socializing, and blogging (Vergeer, 

Hermans, & Sams, 2013).   

 Twitter was created in 2006 with the intent of users posting primarily status 

updates called “tweets” in 140 characters or less.   It has since evolved into users 

not only posting status updates, but also discussing endless topics, and posting links 

to items such as pictures and videos.  Politics is one of the main topics discussed, 

and due to the interactive nature of Twitter, has the potential to greatly increase 

participation (Tumasjan, et al, 2010). 

 The first president to use Twitter was George W. Bush in 2007.  As it was 

relatively new at the time, he used it mainly to give basic information about his 

schedule and not personal information (Owen & Davis, 2008).  Barack Obama – 

the first presidential candidate to use Twitter – took a much different approach.  

Obama, as well as other candidates, are now utilizing Twitter for a variety of 

functions including participation, the organization of supporters, and fundraising 

(Larsson & Moe, 2012; Price, 2012; Vergeer, Hermans, & Sams, 2013).   

Candidates can also use social media to post personal information, which helps to 

humanize them (Parmalee & Bichard, 2012; Vergeer, Hermans, & Sams, 2013). 

 There are several other potential advantages to using Twitter as a campaign 

tool.  One is that Twitter potentially allows politicians to better interact with 

constituents and meet constituent needs (Owen & Davis, 2008).  Political leaders 

often use tweets to direct followers to online news sites or blogs, campaign 

websites, petitions, photos of themselves, and government-based sites that provide 



 
 
 

18                                                                            Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

constituent services (Parmalee & Bichard, 2012).  Candidates can also use social 

media to speak to voters in a more conversational manner, as opposed to the more 

formal tone of traditional media (Price, 2012).   

Another advantage of Twitter is that it allows candidates to emit information 

faster than other forms of social and traditional media (Elmer, 2013; Price, 2012; 

Vergeer, Hermans, & Sams, 2013).  Instead of having to compose a press release 

or response ad when attacked by the opposition, candidates can respond almost 

instantly.  The downside is that the “real time” format of Twitter also means that 

news gets buried almost as quickly as it is posted.  Unless a message is retweeted 

within the first hour that it is posted, it is unlikely that anyone will see the message 

(Elmer, 2013).  However, messages that are retweeted can possibly reach a large 

audience.  For example, during summer 2010, Senator Jim DeMint had about 

38,000 twitter followers, but his tweets were reaching audiences of about 100,000 

because of retweeting (Parmalee & Bichard, 2012).  

Another advantage is that Twitter can also be a great medium for candidates 

to try out messages (Price, 2012).  Depending on how users respond to a tweet – or 

do not respond at all – candidates can tweak the message to elicit a more positive 

or negative response before sending it out to a larger audience.  This highlights 

another benefit of using Twitter – candidates are able to directly communicate with 

potential voters without going through a middleman.  That being said, even though 

candidates are able to dictate the initial message sent, they lose most control over 

it after it is tweeted (Price, 2012).  Similar to the effects of traditional media, a 

message is likely to get distorted the more it is discussed. 

There is some evidence that discourse present on social media sites reflects the 

offline political landscape (Hong & Nadler, 2012; Tumasjan, et al, 2010).  In other 

words, candidates may be using social media not only to try out new messages, but 

also to amplify messages they are already sending through more traditional media.  

Additionally, candidates can turn to Twitter to send information being largely 

ignored by traditional media.  For example, after Obama’s inauguration in 2008, 

Republicans utilized Twitter a lot as an alternative source of media (Parmalee & 

Bichard, 2012).   

Twitter is especially conducive to this tactic since tweets can only be 140 

characters long, and candidates prefer sending shorter messages.  This is because 

they are more likely to be heard by voters, and less likely to be condensed by the 

media (Jerit, 2004).  That being said, oftentimes much of the information emitted 

through Twitter is not contained in the Tweet itself, but on other linked sites 
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(Tumasjan, et al, 2010).  This makes tweets shorter and less substantial, and 

therefore different from other types of social media. 

 

Who is using Twitter? 

Studies have shown that about two-thirds of Americans use social media 

regularly (Price, 2012).  And it is not just younger voters.   While people under 30 

are still the most likely to use social media, about one-third of people over 65 say 

they also participate (Price, 2012).  This growing use of social media makes it 

especially attractive to candidates because they get a captive audience at a very low 

cost. 

However, the audience may not always be the one candidates are hoping to 

reach.  Studies show that most users fall into the ideological extremes – either 

liberal or conservative instead of moderate (Hindman, 2005; Price, 2012).  This 

means that while candidates may be successful at reaching the electorate through 

social media, they may not always be reaching the moderate and independent voters 

whose votes they need most. 

Just as there is variation in the type of people who use Twitter in the general 

public, there is also wide variation in the number of candidates using Twitter and 

how often they are using it (Vergeer, Hermans, & Sams, 2013).  While most 

candidates have a Twitter account, that does not mean they use it regularly.  When 

looking at congressional use of Twitter, it was determined that members from more 

competitive districts and those further ideologically from their constituents are 

more likely to use Twitter (Lassen & Brown, 2011). 

One factor that can affect a candidate’s success using social media is length of 

use – the longer a candidate has been a user, the more contacts he or she is likely to 

have, and therefore the more people they are likely to reach with their messages.  

Therefore, incumbents are likely to be advantaged.  For example, during the 2012 

election Barack Obama had an online incumbency advantage over Mitt Romney 

(Price, 2012).  Since Obama had been utilizing social media longer, he had more 

followers so more potential voters received his messages.  Therefore, incumbents 

are likely to benefit more from free media than challengers (Jerit, 2004). 

 

Data and Methods 

 Based on the literature reviewed, the main research question for this study 

is:  do candidates send predominantly negative messages online?  To answer the 

question, 803 tweets posted by Barack Obama and Mitt Romney were content 
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analyzed.  All tweets posted by Obama and Romney during the general election 

period – between September 6 and November 6, 2012 – were included.  I 

hypothesize that candidates will post more negative tweets based on literature 

stating that candidates tend to post negative messages online (West, 2010), and that 

negative messages are more likely to grab the attention of voters and be 

remembered (Ansolebehere & Iyengar, 1995; Damore, 2002; Jamieson, 1992; Jerit, 

2004; Kaid & Johnston, 1991; Lau, Sigleman, & Rovner, 2007; Martin, 2004).  

Therefore, candidates could try to attract voters to their campaign by posting 

negative messages on Twitter, and hope that interest translates into support. 

The unit of analysis for this research was a single tweet.  Each tweet was 

first coded for overall tone (0=negative, 1=positive), which served as the dependent 

variable.  A negative tweet focused on the opponent, whereas a positive tweet 

centered on the candidate making it (Damore, 2002).  An example of a positive 

tweet was this one made by Romney on October 9, 2012:  “My vision for a vibrant 

rural America puts forth agriculture policies that support farmers and ranchers.”   

A tweet was considered negative if it attacked an opponent’s issues, 

personality, or party (Skaperdas & Grofman, 1995).  For example, on October 27, 

2012, Obama tweeted, “On Romney as governor of MA: ‘When he left office, there 

were only 3 states in the country that had created fewer jobs than Massachusetts.’”  

Therefore, a tweet was coded negative if it indicated disapproval of a specific 

policy, a candidate’s opponent, or discussed a negative action. 

Additionally, a tweet was considered positive if it was a statement of fact.  

No neutral category was used, so anything non-negative was coded positive.  Logit 

analysis was used to model determinants of negative tweeting because the 

dependent variable was dichotomous. 

 A variety of independent variables were used to account for other factors 

that may affect the tone of a message, such as the type of appeal being made, who 

was posting the tweet, and certain contextual factors of the election. 

 

Types of Appeals 

 Secondary to the main research question is:  what types of appeals 

candidates are using?  Each tweet was coded for whether it contained a policy 

mention, candidate characteristic, and/or a call to action.  It was expected that 

candidates would make these types of appeals because they can help indicate to 

voters a shared system of values and goals (Jerit, 2004).  Additionally, research 

indicates that candidates often use Twitter to send out information about their 
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policies and personalities (Paramlee & Bichard, 2012).  By showing voters that they 

are attune to their concerns and providing them with information, candidates can 

often win votes.   

 A policy mention was coded as a dichotomous variable (0=no policy 

mention, 1=policy mention).   Policy mentions were most often related to salient 

issues in each election, and could refer to either domestic or foreign policies.  An 

example of a tweet containing a policy mention would be, “FACT: Thanks to health 

care reform, the number of uninsured young adults fell by one-sixth in 2011. 

http://OFA.BO/yK4P2t  #progress” (Barack Obama, 9/10/12).  If a tweet contained 

a policy mention, then was the specific policy was also recorded. 

 Another independent variable was candidate characteristics (0=no character 

trait mention, 1=character trait mention).  A candidate characteristic was the 

mention of a personality trait or character issue of the candidate posting the tweet, 

or his opponent.  For example Mitt Romney questions Obama’s leadership skills 

by tweeting, “If @BarackObama cannot lead his own party, how can he lead 

America? http://mi.tt/PNF5dC” (9/23/12).  Both policy mentions and candidate 

characteristics could be either positive or negative.   

 A third independent variable was whether each tweet contained a call to 

action (0=no call to action, 1=call to action).  A call to action was simply asking 

the reader to do something.  This could be registering to vote, watching a debate, 

donating money, volunteering time, etc.  For example, both candidates posted 

numerous tweets on Election Day similar to this one:  “Election Day is here! 

Confirm your polling place and bring a friend with you to vote. OFA.BO/8QHTRN, 

pic.twitter.com/qq2nQHFD” (Obama 11/6/12).  If a tweet contained a call to action, 

then it was also recorded what that specific action was. 

 

Additional Independent Variables 

Additional information about the tweets such as whether the opposition 

candidate was mentioned (0=no, 1=yes) and whether a specific city or state was 

mentioned (0=no, 1=yes) was also recorded.  The presence of hashtags or links to 

websites and/or pictures also coded (0=no, 1=yes).  Information about the two 

candidates such as incumbency (0=challenger, 1=incumbent); party (0=Democrat, 

1=Republican); election outcome (0=loser, 1=winner); and the candidate’s share of 

the vote (percentage) was also recorded. 

 

 

http://mi.tt/PNF5dC
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Results 

 There were 803 tweets analyzed, of which 546 were made by Barack Obama 

and 257 by Mitt Romney.  Almost a quarter of all tweets – 23.4 percent – were 

negative, meaning the vast majority were positive.  The most common appeal made 

in the tweets was policy mentions.  Approximately 34.6 percent of tweets 

mentioned a policy.  The next most prevalent appeal was a call to action, utilized 

in 30.3 percent of tweets.  The least common type of appeal was a character trait 

that was only mentioned in 11.1 percent of tweets. 

 

Positive Tweets 76.6% 

Negative Tweets 23.4% 

Policy Mentions 34.6% 

Character Traits 11.1% 

Calls to Action 30.3% 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics 

 When looking at how the candidates were utilizing Twitter, it was apparent 

that Romney was taking a more negative approach.  Romney was responsible for 

58 percent of all the negative tweets, or 42.4 percent of the tweets he made.  In 

comparison, only 14.5 percent of Obama’s tweets were negative.  This is consistent 

with literature that suggests the non-incumbent and candidate trailing in the polls 

will be more likely to go negative than an incumbent frontrunner (Damore 2002; 

Skaperdas & Grofman, 1995). 

 More revealing though is the relationship between positive/negative tweets 

and the types of appeals being made.  The vast majority of negative tweets – 71.3 

percent – mentioned a policy.  Both Obama and Romney used Twitter to attack 

each other’s policy positions.  In fact, 73.9 percent of negative tweets included 

some mention of the opposition.  The correlation between negative tweets and 

policy mentions is significant at the .01 level.  Pearson’s R is .426 indicating a fairly 

strong positive relationship, with the number of policy mentions increasing along 

with the number of negative tweets. 

Negative tweets were less likely to include character traits and calls to 

action.  Character traits were mentioned in only 22.3 percent of negative tweets, 

with the candidates more likely to attack each other’s policies than personal 

characteristics.  
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 Positive Tweets Negative Tweets 

Policy Mention 23.4% 71.3% 

Candidate Trait 7.6% 22.3% 

Call to Action 37.9% 5.3% 

Table 2.  Positivity/Negativity of Types of Appeals 

Almost all of the tweets containing calls to action – 94.8 percent – were 

positive.  The correlation between negative tweets and calls to action is significant 

at the .01 level.  Pearson’s R is -.300, meaning that as the number of negative tweets 

increase, the number of calls to action decrease.  In other words, positive tweets are 

much more likely to contain calls to action.   

 

Volunteer 7.4% 

Contribute 8.4% 

Vote 52% 

Table 3.  Calls to Action 

Most of the calls to action were trying to get people to contribute, volunteer, 

and/or vote (see Table 3).  The most common call to action – 52 percent – was 

asking people to vote and/or get their friends and family to vote too.  These calls 

increased tremendously the closer it got to Election Day.  Some of the calls to action 

were simply asking people to tune into a speech or debate the candidate was giving. 

 

Logit Results 

 Logistic regression was used to estimate the model for the dichotomous 

dependent variable, tweet tone (0=negative, 1=positive).  The model’s unit of 

analysis was an individual tweet.  The results indicated that certain variables made 

tweets more likely to be negative.  The determinants of negative campaign ads are 

shown in Table 4 and interpreted using the odds ratio. 

 Two of the model’s four independent variables were significant at the 95 

percent level of confidence.  Tweets making policy appeals and mentioning the 

opposition were more likely to be negative.  The odds-ratios demonstrate that 

tweets containing policy appeals were 7.5 times more likely to be negative.  This 

suggests that candidates were more likely to criticize each other over policy than 

less substantive issues. 
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Independent Variables Odds Ratio (Std. Errors) 

Policy Mention 7.488***     (.344) 

Character Trait 2.949**        (.439) 

Opposition Mention 184.878***   (.444) 

Call to Action .525              (.474) 

n = 803 

Pseudo R-squared .483 

*p<0.05  **p<0.01  ***p<0.001 

Table 4.  Determinants of Negative Tweets (Logit) 

 Mentioning the opposition was even more likely to result in a negative 

tweet.  Table 4 shows that tweets mentioning the opposition were 185 times more 

likely to be negative.  This is logical since it seems unlikely that candidates would 

say something nice about their opponent.   

 Significant at the 95 percent confidence level, personal appeals also are 

more apt to result in a negative tweet.  The odds-ratios show that tweets mentioning 

character traits are three times more likely to be negative.  While not as strong of 

an indicator as policy appeals, it does show that candidates also sometimes made 

more superficial criticisms of each other. 

 The only variable not significant was call to action.  That was somewhat 

surprising considering that virtually all the tweets that made calls to action were 

positive.  

 

Conclusions 

 Based on the results, it appears that instead of candidates using social media 

much in the same way they do traditional media – mainly to send negative messages 

– that candidates are using social media primarily for positive messages and 

mobilization efforts.  For example, in this study only 23.4 percent of tweets were 

negative, compared to almost 80 percent of television advertisements in 2012.  This 

suggests that candidates are not using the Internet to attack their opponents, and 

therefore my hypothesis was incorrect. 

 Instead, a large majority of tweets tried to organize and mobilize voters.  

Almost 40 percent of positive tweets asked voters to do something, with almost half 

of those calls being to vote.  Given Twitter’s interactive nature, candidates could 

include links for people to register to vote or find their polling place.   Therefore, 

Twitter could be a useful tool for mobilization. 

 Additionally, Twitter could prove useful for fundraising.  Obama posted 

numerous tweets asking readers to donate (often only $5 or $10) and providing 



 
 
 
The Researcher                                                                                                    25 

 

 

them a link to do so online.  There is evidence that Obama has had fundraising 

success getting more, smaller donations.  For example, a study by the Campaign 

Finance Institute found that in 2011, half of the money Obama raised was in 

donations of $200 or less.  While it is not clear how much soliciting donations on 

Twitter contributed to this, candidates should still consider Twitter as a possible 

fundraising tool. 

 In looking at the negative tweets that were posted, candidates were more 

likely to make policy appeals.  This suggests that candidates were using substance 

to differentiate themselves from their opponents, as opposed to character 

differences.  Personal appeals were significant, but not nearly as prevalent.   

One clear finding was that when candidates were posting negative tweets 

they were not afraid to openly call out their opponent.  Additionally, Romney – the 

challenger and candidate typically trailing in the polls – was more apt to post 

negative Tweets than Obama.  Like other studies (Damore, 2002; Skaperdas & 

Grofman, 1995), this suggests that certain types of candidates may be more likely 

to go negative than others.  However, with only two candidates contained in this 

study it is not possible to make any generalizations. 

 Overall, Obama used Twitter more and was the ultimate victor in 2012.  

While this study does not establish causation, other studies have claimed that use 

of social media by Obama was one of the reasons for his victory in 2008 (Tumasjan, 

et al, 2010; Parmalee & Bichard, 2012).  Due to Obama’s success, the 2008 

campaign made Twitter a legitimate communication channel in the political arena 

(Tumasjan, et al, 2010).  Obama’s success also encouraged other politicians to start 

using Twitter.  When Obama was inaugurated only 69 members of Congress had 

Twitter accounts.  Three months later, 134 members had Twitter accounts, and by 

May 2011, 387 did (Parmalee & Bichard, 2012). 

 Therefore, Twitter can be seen as a useful campaign tool for candidates.  

While its use may provide more of an amplification of messages already being sent 

using traditional campaign tools, it has the potential to serve many functions.  This 

study has shown though that Twitter is being used more for voter education, 

organization, and mobilization, than attacks on the opposition. 
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Abstract 

Opening pipelines that facilitate the transfer of public health education to 

minority undergraduate students is critical to the health and well-being of urban 

communities. The purpose of this study was to investigate minority student 

experiences and perceptions of participating in a Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs) Wellness Project at a private HBCU in the Southeast region 

of the United States. The wellness project grew from the challenge of identifying 

and recruiting the next generation of minority and underserved undergraduates to 

consider health careers (Parks, McClellan, & McGee, 2015). This study was 

twofold as it sought to: (1) understand how implementing an undergraduate public 

health program would have multilevel benefits; population health, student body, 

and institutional and (2) gain an understanding of how students perceived the role 

of our nation’s HBCUs in reducing health disparities in urban communities. The 

researchers employed a phenomenological approach to inquiry, utilizing three (3) 

undergraduate students from the HBCU Wellness Project as research subjects. The 

results reveal the important role of HBCUs in adopting undergraduate degree 

programs that educate and prepare minority students for public health careers. Also, 

the results of this study bridge the gap in scholarship that explains minority 

students’ perceptions of the value of utilizing social capital to achieve health equity 

in urban communities. Understanding the value of undergraduate public health 

education and its relationship between minority students, HBCUs, and urban 

communities is the foundation for this research. The results are presented and 

discussed within three overarching themes that emerged from data collection and 

analysis.   

 

Introduction 

Currently, the United States public health workforce is headed for a crisis 

which includes a shortage of 250,000 local, state, and federal governmental public 
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health workers by 2020 (Association of Schools of Public Health, 2008).  In an 

effort to stem this challenge, Healthy People 2020 recommended an increase in the 

proportion of 4-year colleges and universities that offer public health or related 

majors and/or minors (Healthy People, 2020). The development of new 

undergraduate public health pipeline programs will also provide an additional 

avenue to recruit, educate, and increase the minority healthcare workforce. 

However, these programs remain insecure yet continue to be a national priority. 

According to Noonan et al., (2013), a focused national strategy to enhance the role 

of HBCUs in the training of health professionals would increase the representation 

of people of color in the primary health professions and the effectiveness of the 

national health equity strategy. 

In 2005, through Tennessee’s legislative funding, the Meharry Medical 

College HBCU Wellness Project began from the challenge of identifying and 

recruiting the next generation of minority and underserved undergraduates to 

consider health careers (Parks et al., 2015). This program was designed to provide 

public health education to undergraduate students attending HBCUs in the state of 

Tennessee with an outcome of stemming public health disparities in urban 

communities. In an effort to accomplish this goal, students were required to develop 

community health initiatives aimed at providing resources and healthcare services 

to the student body at their respective academic institution and to residents of their 

local communities. Recruitment of student participants in the program relied on 

students self-reporting an interest in stemming urban health challenges. In an effort 

to gain public health education, professional skills, and practical experiences 

needed to meet program objectives, students were required to attend a summer 

training program under Meharry Medical College’s School of Public Health in 

Nashville, Tennessee. This research study was conducted in Tennessee, where 

Meharry Medical College is the only HBCU in the state with an accredited public 

health program offering a Master’s Degree in Public Health (MPH). However, this 

school is yet to offer public health as a standalone undergraduate major (CEPH, 

2015).     

As previously noted, opening pipelines that facilitate the transfer of 

undergraduate public health education is critical to the health and well-being of 

urban communities, specifically among minority students who choose an HBCU 

for academic preparation that lead to careers in the public health field. Since 

HBCUs were created to fill a gap in the higher education of black students (U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights, 2010) this objective naturally aligns with the mission 
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of minority-serving institutions. According to Noonan et al. (2013), the number of 

degrees conferred by HBCUs in public health underscores the inadequacy of the 

number of programs in HBCUs, their funding, their value in the eyes of prospective 

students, and the overall support they receive for their potential to address the 

nation’s most important health goals. In stemming the inadequate number of 

minority students who enter into public health programs, researchers Krueter et al., 

(2011) conducted a study focusing on factors that influence the recruitment of 

minorities to the field of public health. This study revealed significance in the 

recruitment outcomes of minority graduates who attended and graduated from 

HBCUs. From 1999 to 2009, the Eliminating Health Disparities Fellowship 

Program received over 200 program inquiries and 149 applications from 

prospective fellows in 22 states. Of these applications, 52% derived from students 

or former students of HBCUs. These data are a reflection of the interest minority 

students, particularly those attending HBCUs, express in assuming careers that 

address public health challenges.  

Not only does the current research study bring attention to the interest 

minority students and HBCUs have in addressing issues of healthcare inequity, it 

also describes minority students’ perceptions of the value of utilizing social capital 

to achieve health equity in urban communities. Secondly, this research highlights 

the important role of HBCUs in adopting undergraduate degree programs that 

educate and prepare minority students for public health careers. There is an 

overwhelming amount of research that associates improving the minority 

healthcare workers pipeline with reducing health disparities as a means to 

accomplish the nation’s healthcare goals. In an article entitled, Keeping the 

“Public” in Schools of Public Health, the authors contend that public schools of 

public health enroll a higher proportion of black students than that of private public 

health schools. The abovementioned article makes the assertion that since public 

schools enroll a higher proportion of black students, public schools are naturally an 

important contributor in “preparing a workforce that serves populations with 

greater health needs” (Freudenberg, Klitzman, Diamond, El-Mohandes, 2015).  

However, even though HBCUs represent only 3% of all colleges and universities, 

they enroll 16% of African-American students at the undergraduate level (Gasman, 

2009). Due to mere access of minority undergraduate students and appropriateness 

due to the mission of minority-serving institutions, the abovementioned data sheds 

light on the potential role of HBCUs in training and educating the minority 

undergraduate public health workforce. Noonan et al., (2013) concurs and believes 
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the American postsecondary education system must recognize HBCUs as a 

valuable resource for educating underrepresented groups as health professionals. 

This article provides a literature review that highlights the value and urgency of 

undergraduate public health education in our nation’s HBCUs. Included in the 

literature review are health statistics that disproportionately plague urban 

communities, specifically in Tennessee, the state in which the research study was 

conducted. Secondly, the theoretical framework along with research questions used 

to guide this study is introduced. Third, thematic findings that emerged from 

interviews with three students participating in the HBCU Wellness Project are 

presented and discussed. The conclusions drawn from this research intend to 

describe minority undergraduate students’ perception of the vital role of HBCUs in 

preparing undergraduate minority students for public health careers. In highlighting 

this role, issues of healthcare equity and justice are addressed among three levels: 

the student body, population health, and the institutional level.    

 

Literature Review 

In 2003, educators were challenged to view undergraduate public health as 

needed curricula for undergraduates in all colleges and universities in the U.S. 

(Smedley, Stith, & Nelson 2003).  Shortly after this challenge, the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities recommended a new objective encouraging 4-

year colleges and universities to offer minors and/or majors in public health and 

related fields (AACU, 2012). Surveys conducted by ASPH and APTR in 2005 and 

2006 of public health schools and programs indicated that the majority of the 

approximately 40 accredited schools and over 60 accredited programs was offering 

course work in public health to undergraduates (Riegelman, 2008). Even with the 

increase in programming, Riegelman (2008) notes that despite the popularity of 

public health studies, public health is still rarely represented in the degree or minor 

offerings of the approximately 1,900 4-year colleges and universities without 

schools or programs in public health. To stem this challenge, in 2013 the 

Accreditation Criteria for Standalone Baccalaureate Programs were adopted by the 

Council on Education for Public Health Board of Councilors (CEPH, 2015).  

Understanding the lack of undergraduate public health programs in the 

southern region of the United States and the lack of community health education 

among minorities, requires an understanding of the history of American public 

health education. After the civil war Southern states resembled an underdeveloped 

country within the U.S.; the levels of literacy, agricultural production, and 
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economic efficiency were all low as a consequence of slavery (Welch & Rose, 

1992). The aforementioned determinants had a profound impact on population 

health during this era. Segregation, discrimination, poverty, inadequate medical 

facilities and medical personnel, poor housing, and malnutrition all wreaked havoc 

on the health of minority communities (Sullivan & Mitt, 2010). In 1909, Wickliffe 

Rose, a philosophy professor in Tennessee, became the Director of the Sanitary 

Commission and was charged with eradicating hookworm disease in the South 

(Welch & Rose, 1992). As a result of his experiences in the south, this professor 

decided that a new profession of public health must be created, with full-time public 

health workers specifically trained for the job, and whose loyalties would be 

committed to community health rather than clinical medicine (Welch & Rose, 

1992).  

The Welch-Rose Report of 1915 has been viewed as the basis for the critical 

movement in the history of the institutional schism between public health and 

medicine as it led to the establishment of schools of public health supported by the 

Rockefeller Foundation (Welch & Rose, 1992). In the 20th century, public health 

education in the U. S. existed as a professional degree program only, with training 

at the master’s and doctoral level. In 1916, John Hopkins University located in 

Baltimore, became the only independent, degree-granting institution for research 

and training in public health, and the largest public health training facility in the 

U.S. (Welch & Rose, 1999). By 1960, there were 12 schools of public health with 

growth from 12 schools of public health which grew to 20 in 1975 (Rosenstock et 

al., 2011).   

 The public health educational system began by training physicians with a 

desire to practice at the health department or similar setting (Welch & Rose, 1992). 

During the 1950s and 1960s, blacks represented 10% of the total U.S. population, 

though they made up only 2.2% of physicians (Sullivan et al., 2010). Two HBCUs, 

Meharry Medical School and Howard University, assumed the primary 

responsibility of educating three quarters of the nation's black doctors (Sullivan et 

al., 2010). By 1953, HBCU's only enrolled 3,200 students in graduate programs 

(U.S. Dept. of Ed, 1991), with the public health degree being offered strictly on a 

graduate level basis, accessibility for black students in public health programs was 

severely limited.  

Today, public health education is rapidly evolving to include undergraduate 

majors. College graduates are being prepared to fill the gaps the nation faces in the 

public health workforce crisis; gaps that until now were traditionally filled by 
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people with graduate degrees (Arnold & Schneider, 2010). Moreover, public health 

is identified as one of the five most rapidly growing undergraduate majors 

(Kirkwood & Riegelman, 2011) providing students the opportunity to explore 

various public health disciplines at an earlier stage in their academic journey than 

previously possible. President Obama’s administration to reform health care 

recognizes that the most critical issues facing the U.S. health-care system, is 

ensuring the adequate supply of physicians, dentist, and other healthcare 

professionals to keep pace with the disease-specific health care and prevention 

needs of the country’s population (Norris et al., 2009). As literature reveals, 

HBCUs have a long history of producing minority healthcare graduates and the 

trend of those graduates assuming leadership roles in underserved communities as 

a mechanism to reduce health disparities have also been well-documented (Bessent 

& Fleming (2003; Schmiedling, 2000). Currently, there is a paucity of research that 

highlights the role of HBCUs in adopting undergraduate degree programs that 

educate and prepare minority students for public health careers. Opening pipelines 

that prepare minority undergraduate students to assume professional careers that 

meet the prevention needs of the nation is critical, specifically to communities 

located in Southern states like Tennessee that report disproportionate rates of health 

disparities among minorities.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Statistics show that health disparities in Tennessee disproportionately 

impact urban populations. According to the State of Obesity Report (2014), 43.9% 

of African American children in Tennessee are obese. Tennessee is ranked the 5th 

highest in cardiovascular disease’s death rates in the country (American Heart 

Association, 2009).  The overall infant mortality rate in Tennessee was 8.7 deaths 

per 1,000 births, with the rate among African American babies at 16.8 and among 

white babies at 6.6 (Tennessee Department of Health, 2006).  Nationally, Tennessee 

ranks fourth in cancer deaths per 100,000 citizens in African American men and 

women (American Cancer Society, 2013). The Tennessee Department of Health 

(2013) reported that HIV incidence among African American men is nine times 

higher than that of white men. The abovementioned statistics reflect an obvious 

deficiency in health equity among minority populations in the state of Tennessee.  

The concept of culture sharing among students and the community they 

serve is another critical factor that demonstrates the important role of HBCUs in 

providing undergraduate public health education to students. The Institute of 

Medicine’s (Smedley, Stith, & Nelson, 2003) report, Unequal Treatment, 

documented that people of color prefer providers of color and that providers of 
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color are more likely to serve minority communities. According to Noonan et al., 

(2013) health professionals of color are accepted more readily by communities of 

color-which are often the least healthy communities. The set of resources available 

to a person by virtue of his or her membership in a particular network or community 

is referred to as social capital. With respect to health, those individuals who are 

better able to exploit the social capital found in their networks are healthier than 

those who do not (Kronenfield, 2010).  Noonan et al., (2013) believes that the 105 

HBCUs in this country, that were created to advance minorities, are a significant 

and underused resource in the effort to achieve health equity in our nation. 

Freudenberg et al., (2015) concurs and notes in an article entitled, Keeping the 

“Public” in Schools of Public Health, that healthcare pipeline programs should 

recruit students more representative of populations carrying the heaviest burden in 

health disparities. These researchers believe that professionals who have lived in 

such communities (urban) may be better equipped to meet the social, cultural, and 

healthcare needs of populations. Moreover, a focused national strategy to enhance 

the role of HBCUs in the training of public health professionals would increase the 

representation of people of color in the primary health professions and the 

effectiveness of the health equity strategy (Noonan et al., 2013). To help meet this 

strategy, administrators at Meharry Medical College, created an innovative project 

that utilizes the bonds of social capital to promote health equity. The Meharry 

Medical College HBCU Wellness Project was developed as a service-learning 

community-based participatory research undergraduate training program designed 

to address health disparities in Tennessee (Parks et al., 2015).  

 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is based on theories drawn from the fields of 

public health, sociology, and education. The first segment of the theoretical 

framework is based on the concept of adoption; the rate of adoption to include 

innovative programs that align with the mission of minority-serving institutions. 

The second segment of the theoretical framework is based on the concept of 

connections; connections among individuals and communities of the same ethnic 

background and the institutions designed to help them both prosper.  

The Diffusion of Innovations Theory (DOI), developed by Everett Rogers 

in 1963 examines the social processes that occur when new innovations, or new 

ideas are diffused throughout a community, organization, or institution. An 

innovation is an idea, practice, or object perceived as new by an individual or other 
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unit of adoption (Rogers & Kincaid, 1981).  Rogers explains diffusion as a process 

by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among 

the members of a social system. According to Rogers et. al, (1981) this form of 

communication is more effective when individuals “share common meanings, a 

mutual subcultural language, and are alike in personal and social characteristics, 

the communication of ideas is likely to have greater effects in terms of knowledge 

gain, attitude formation in change, and overt behavior change.”  

 Rogers (2003) contends that there are five categories of adopters in the DOI 

process: (1) the innovators, those “launching the new idea into the system”; (2) the 

early adopters, those who “help trigger the critical mass when they adopt an 

innovation” at the local level (3) the early majority, those who “follow with 

deliberate willingness in adopting innovations but seldom lead”; (4) the late 

majority, those who are eventually pressured by external forces to adopt an 

innovation; and (5) the laggards, those who are last to adopt an innovation. In public 

health, DOI is used to accelerate the adoption of important public health programs 

that typically aim to change the behavior and health outcomes of a social system. 

This study examined how minority students perceived their experiences in 

participating in a novel project aimed at reducing health disparities in urban 

communities. DOI provided a foundation to examine the social processes that 

contributed to the success of this innovative project and why this project is 

important to HBCUs, urban communities, and minority students. The DOI provides 

a framework to examine critical factors that impact the adoption of new innovations 

and how the rate of adoption can potentially add value and complement the mission 

of minority serving institutions. The implications of this study and the student’s 

experiences confirm how social capital influences health through the DOI via 

information channels that exist within a network (Kawachi, 2010). Putnam (2000) 

asserts, “Social capital refers to connections among individuals- social networks 

and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.”  The 

concept of social capital allows taking resources and showing the way they can be 

combined with other resources to produce different system-level behavior or, in 

other cases, different outcomes for individuals (Coleman, 1988). By using the 

theory of social capital and the DOI, the researcher draws the connection between 

minority students, urban communities, and minority-serving colleges and 

universities that exist to serve them both. The researcher posits that curriculum and 

program expansion is vital to the growth and the sustainability of any institution. 

Student perceptions of the value of an undergraduate degree in stemming public 
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health challenges and the responsibility of minority serving institutions in providing 

the information channel is key to developing substantive programs that prepare 

students to contribute to the undergraduate public health workforce.  

 

Methodology 

A qualitative research design was selected for this study. The main strength 

of qualitative research is its ability to create knowledge about a new phenomenon 

and complex interrelations that have not yet been researched thoroughly or at all 

(Seipel & Rieker, 2003). The goal of this study was to understand how students 

participating in the Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) Wellness 

Project perceived the role of HBCUs in preparing undergraduate public health 

students for professional careers aimed at reducing local and national health 

disparities. Therefore, the research methodology encompassed a qualitative 

phenomenological approach to inquiry. Phenomenological studies do not explain 

or analyze the phenomenon, but rather, describe and interpret the experience as 

explained by the research subjects.  Participants were selected from one (1) HBCU 

in Tennessee. The population from which participants were selected consisted of 

undergraduate students who completed public health curricula requirements to earn 

the title of Student Health Ambassador (SHA).  The curriculum, offered through 

Meharry Medical College, provided epidemiology instruction related to key health 

disparities (breast cancer, prostate cancer, human immunodeficiency virus [HIV] 

infection, infant mortality, and obesity); the basic tenets of wellness and disease 

prevention and social determinants; and the fundamentals of writing and executing 

ethical community interventions. The HBCU Wellness Project operates through 

five HBCUs throughout the state of Tennessee: Fisk University, Knoxville College, 

Lane College, LeMoyne Owen College and Tennessee State University.  

The sampling criteria required that participants were classified as a (a) SHA 

and (b) full-time student at the selected research site. The population of students 

were chosen purposely because of their sizeable exposure to undergraduate public 

health education. All of the participants were minority students: one black male and 

two black females. Due to the criteria of serving as a SHA, purposeful sampling 

was utilized in recruiting research subjects. The HBCUs Wellness Project 

Coordinator at the research site assisted with recruiting participants and 

determining students who met the research criteria. Participants agreeing to 

participate in the research study met with the researchers to take part in an one-on-

one interview. The interviews were audio recorded and averaged 60-90 minutes in 
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length. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed and used to ensure 

consistency with open-ended research questions. The overarching research 

question sought to understand if adopting an accredited undergraduate public health 

program at a HBCU would provide value to program offerings, and how students 

qualified the value in population health outcomes and student preparedness as they 

began to seek careers in public health. Participants were not compensated for 

participation.  

The researcher received approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at Jackson State University and the IRB at the research site to conduct this 

study. The research had two assumptions. One assumption was the 

phenomenological design of the study. Assumed was the design would be an 

accurate tool through which to capture the essential meaning of the lived 

experiences of the SHAs. Secondly, the researcher did not have control over the 

validity of the participants’ responses to the interview questions. Therefore, also 

assumed was participants would share a true an accurate account of their lived 

experiences highlighting their perspective concerning the phenomenon.   

Interviews were later transcribed and analyzed by the researchers. The 

researchers utilized a conceptual structure in the data analysis phase of the research 

project. During the data analysis phase, the researchers followed three forms of 

analysis and interpretation. Those forms included: (1) categorical aggregation, (2) 

patterns, and (3) naturalistic generalizations. The researchers collapsed the 

categories into appropriate themes. The researchers then employed a cross-case 

synthesis as an analytic technique. Next, the researchers compared and contrasted 

data extracted from the interviews conducted from the research participants. 

Finally, the researchers developed generalizations regarding the phenomenon. 

 

Findings 

The findings are presented within the framework of the questions and 

themes. The research questions guiding this study were the following: (1) describe 

the motivating factors that contributed to student participation in the HBCU 

Wellness Project and (2) describe the value of becoming a SHA in relationship to 

the student, institution, and community health. Findings have been categorized into 

three overarching themes: (a) HBCUs are inextricably connected to the plight of 

urban communities, (b) intrigue among the student body due to a new innovation 

and (c) shared culture. 

HBCUs are Inextricably Connected to the Plight of Urban Communities 
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Study participants discussed the role and value of HBCUs in providing 

public health undergraduate education to its student body once the HBCU Wellness 

Project, a new program, became integrated to the undergraduate program studies at 

the research site. The respondents described HBCUs as institutions that were 

founded intently to advocate and support the betterment of African Americans. The 

student respondents felt the HBCUs had a “duty” and “obligation” to provide 

students and urban communities with public health education simply due to their 

mission of advancing and ensuring the betterment of minorities. One student was 

hopeful that the HBCU Wellness Program would continue and viewed her 

participation in the program as an “obligation” to do the necessary work that 

ensures improved health outcomes among urban communities.  

The male participant affectionately referred to himself as “a product of an 

urban community” and felt that he and the institution could not afford to separate 

themselves from the needs of the local community. He felt his participation in the 

HBCU Wellness Project was a self-fulfilling prophecy. He points out that he grew 

up in an environment with limited healthcare services and added that he understood 

what it was like to seek government assistance for basic needs such as dental 

services. As a graduating senior, he expressed concern for the lack of undergraduate 

programs in public health specifically at our nation’s HBCUs, stating, “If we expect 

a change in some of these alarming statistics, especially in urban communities, then 

it’s going to come from minority people and it’s going to come from people with 

the credentials to create change.” He offered that an undergraduate degree would 

give students who are interested in public health the foundation to explore all facets 

of the discipline. He expressed displeasure with individuals who associated public 

health with clinical medicine. The student stated: 

I think it goes back to the whole idea about what public health is, I 

think sometimes we get confused and try to align everything that’s 

health related to public health. People don’t understand that issues 

such as domestic violence, crime, and poverty impact public health. 

I think that if we had individuals who can get an understanding about 

what public health is and what the areas of public health are, I think 

that you would have professionals that could then go out early and 

start to engage and be a part of other areas of healthcare other than 

the clinical part of it which can help reduce public health burdens in 

our community. 
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This student talked a great deal about preventative measures and spoke about 

diseases such as HIV/AIDS that disproportionately impact African Americans, that 

were in fact, preventable diseases. He spoke of the need for students to enroll in 

undergraduate public health education so that students could be more than just 

generalists, they could have a specialization in public health which could be more 

impactful to the community. This student stated:  

if we expect a change with health then it’s gone come from us 

[minority people] and its gone come from folks with the credentials 

to do so.”  He advises, “if they [minority students] are not graduating 

out of white institutions for whatever reason, be it racism that 

prevents them from being able to pass classes or whatever the 

situation may be. We know at an African American institution; we 

know historically that that is not the case. They [students] go, they 

graduate, they are empowered to then go to graduate school and go 

to public health professional programs and become successful. 

Going to an institution that cares about your success and where you 

are more than just a number, I think that it helps motivate you to 

become a better student and professional. 

 

Intrigue Due to a New Innovation 

The introduction of a public health curriculum seemed to be a novel and 

intriguing concept to all of the participants. The processes mirrored aspects of the 

DOI.  One of the female participants explained the social processes that occurred 

when the HBCU Wellness Project was integrated to the undergraduate program 

studies at the institution. She described interest in the program among students as 

an idea that “spread like wildfire.” She compared the program’s recruitment process 

to that of the snowball effect, students recruited other students, filling all the seats 

in classes, resulting in a wait list for the next session of classes. This particular 

respondent described the instructional pedagogy as interactive, peer-led, and 

engaging. This respondent voiced excitement about being introduced to research 

methodology and training that prepared students for conducting research with 

human subjects. She offered, “Students began to network among each other to gain 

insight, knowledge, and research support.” This group of students [SHAs] became 

educated on positive health-seeking behaviors and not only dispersed the new 

knowledge through their circle of friends and family members but also promoted 
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the ideas in local urban communities as a means to empower and modify negative 

behaviors that typically lead to poor community health outcomes.  

All of the participants deeply identified with many ‘health ills’ of society, 

especially those preventative health issues that plague underserved communities. 

One of the female participants commented, “Your health resembles that of your 

network, if your parents and friends have bad health and lack health literacy those 

unhealthy patterns and conversations are infiltrated throughout your network.” This 

respondent described an experience with a relative who had high cholesterol.  She 

explained how a poor diet consisting of fried foods and dense vegetables 

contributed to her family’s health challenges. After receiving didactic public health 

training through Meharry Medical College, the respondent seemed empowered and 

obligated to share this “new way of living” with friends, family, and community 

members. The respondent believed the information to be life-changing and 

considered the application of the information as the beginning to improved health 

among her circle of friends, family members, and the local community. In 

disseminating public health knowledge and resources that improve population 

health outcomes, this student chose to organize a community health fair designed 

to offer free healthcare screenings and health resources to urban communities. This 

respondent noted that community members expressed gratitude in knowing college 

students cared enough to give back to the community. She adds, “People don’t seek 

goods that they don’t feel entitled to.” She explained that most of the community 

members she communicated with felt that poor health outcomes were an expected 

consequence to living in poverty. This supports the notion that optimal healthcare 

is not a ‘good’ that urban populations feel is available or accessible if there 

continues to be a shortage of minority students receiving undergraduate public 

health training the dissemination of information regarding preventative healthcare 

services and resources will continue to be a scarce commodity in urban 

communities.  

 

Shared Culture  

The concept of culture-sharing among students, the institution, and the 

community was a reoccurring theme among the participants. The students 

highlighted instances of overwhelming participation in community events 

organized by the SHAs. One of the participants organized a free community health 

fair and noted that over 500 community members, students, and faculty attended 

the event. When reflecting on interactions with community members when 
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informing them of this free event, she described the communication as “relatable” 

and “trusting” due to shared culture. Literature reveals that people of color prefer 

providers of color and providers of color are more likely to serve minority 

communities (Gebbie, Rosenstock, & Hernandez 2003).  When one of the 

participants spoke about encouraging men to receive HIV testing and prostate 

examinations during an organized healthcare event, she felt as though she was at a 

recruitment advantage because of shared identity, cultural competence, and 

familiarity. She notes, “I am able to identify with men who work in the ‘trap house’ 

and in corporate America.” She described the ‘trap house’ as a place where urban 

men gather to discuss the happenings throughout the community. She adds, 

“Minorities welcome healthcare services from people they can identify with and 

people they trust.”  The male participant agreed and offered that people like to have 

something in common with people that provide their care and health resources. He 

stated: 

I think sometimes we [minorities]are apprehensive about asking 

questions and receiving services from someone that doesn’t look 

like us. We don’t have that same level of fear of asking questions to 

people who resemble us, we [minorities] sometimes feel that some 

issues are specific to a certain culture and feel more comfortable 

speaking about those health issues with someone who shares our 

background. 

The DOI notes communication that seeks to change health behavior is more 

effective when individuals “share common meanings, a mutual subcultural 

language, and are alike in personal and social characteristics; the communication 

of ideas is likely to have greater effects in terms of knowledge gain, attitude 

formation in change, and overt behavior change” (Rogers, 1981 p.19). 

     The concept of shared culture also transcended into the student 

respondents’ perception of organizing successful health initiatives throughout the 

community. All of the participants attributed the success of their individual health 

initiatives to culture-sharing activities such as networking and garnering support 

from local community businesses and community leaders who too have an interest 

in improving urban population health. When speaking of collaborations, the 

students discussed the importance of building relationships with the local health 

department and local schools of public health to ascertain statistical data and best 

practice methodology. One participant commented, “There is power in numbers.” 
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Meaning, it will take a collective effort from HBCUs, minority students, business 

owners, and community leaders to heal urban communities.   

Summary 

 In this study, minority undergraduate students interested in public health 

careers report a natural propensity to conduct the professional work needed to 

reduce health disparities among urban communities. Heavily documented in the 

literature is the significant role of culture in understanding the varied healthcare 

needs of vulnerable populations (IOM, 2002; Pardasanj & Bandyopadhyay, 2014). 

Few studies have examined the perception of achieving national health goals from 

the vantage point of attending a minority-serving institution or utilizing the bonds 

of social capital in reducing public health disparities (Noonan, et al., 2013). 

Moreover, current research identifies the need to understand how minority public 

health students make the decision to enter into careers that focus on reducing health 

disparities on both state and local levels (Duffus, Trawick, Moonesinghe, Truman, 

& Dean, 2014). Through data collection and analysis several reoccurring themes 

emerged that reflect the participants' perception of undergraduate public health 

education and its relationship to minority students, HBCUs, and urban 

communities. Student respondents expressed a duty and obligation to develop 

practices and conduct the work to ensure health equity among urban populations. 

In acknowledging this responsibility, students simultaneously acknowledged the 

importance of HBCUs in preparing minority undergraduate students for 

professional public health careers. Respondents revealed that HBCUs are 

inextricably connected to urban populations and serve as an ideal resource in 

stemming the shortage of minorities enrolled in undergraduate public health 

programs as well as an ideal resource in building an educated citizenry aimed at 

ensuring the conditions in which urban populations can be healthy. Minority 

students are ingrained in their culture and have a deep-rooted desire to understand 

theory and proper application of undergraduate public health education that 

advances policy and practice designed to achieve health equity among the 

underserved. It has been established that despite the popularity of public health 

studies, public health programs are still rarely represented in the degree offerings 

of the approximately 1,900 undergraduate colleges and universities in the U.S 

(Riegelman, 2008).  The Institute of Medicine (Gebbie, Rosenstock, & Hernandez 

2003) recommends that in order to create an educated citizenry all undergraduates 

should have access to education in public health. Literature purports that higher 

education will need to embed public health and epidemiologic learning where it 
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does not exist now; in general education, in the arts and sciences disciplines, and 

throughout liberal education (Albertine, 2008). Although HBCUs remain an 

untapped resource in the effort to provide undergraduate public health education in 

the U.S. (Riegelman, 2008), the findings from this study reflect the value of HBCUs 

in providing undergraduate public health education to its’ student body and the 

urban community. As an early adopter of accredited undergraduate public health 

programs, HBCUs can open a pipeline to public health professions among minority 

students creating a critical mass of professionals capable of creating health equity 

among urban communities. Consistent with the findings from this research study, 

Williamson (2008) explains that black students are not simply enrolled in school to 

get an education; many black students care deeply about the plight of black people, 

and they do much to ensure that their schools address issues of justice and equity.  

 

Conclusion 

In order to address the nation’s healthcare challenges, we must recognize 

HBCUs as a valuable resource for educating underrepresented groups as health 

professionals (Noonan at al., 2013). In a 2008 report entitled, Schools of Public 

Health Goals toward Eliminating Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities the 

researchers offered a major recommendation to eliminate ethnic health disparities: 

increase the number of racial and ethnic minority students enrolled in schools and 

graduate programs of public health (Kreuter et al., 2011). In public health, the 

number of degrees earned by African Americans has grown from 820 in 2000 

(11.5%) to 1,859 in 2008, an increase to 15.6% (Noonan et al., 2013). The growth 

in degrees earned among African American represents the interest minorities’ 

express in receiving public health education. 

Stemming health challenges in urban communities will require a 

commitment from our nation’s HBCUs to provide necessary public health 

education through undergraduate course offerings. Research suggests that there is 

a direct correlation among student performance, student career aspirations and 

choice of higher education institution. Students at HBCUs have been found to have 

better academic performance, greater social involvement and higher occupational 

aspirations than do blacks attending traditionally white institutions (Noonan et al., 

2013). Currently, HBCU’s are operating at an intellectual public health deficit with 

no HBCU offering a standalone public health baccalaureate program (CEPH, 

2015). 
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The history of public health reminds us of the deleterious effect on 

population health due to lack of education, training, awareness and pipelines that 

prepare minority students for public health careers.  In 1953, HBCU's only enrolled 

3,200 students in graduate programs (U.S. Dept. of Ed, 1991), with the public health 

degree being offered strictly on a graduate level basis.  This resulted in limited 

access to public health education among minorities.  Consequently, by 1961, the 

profile of a public health student was a white physician or nurse who pursued a 

master's in public health in order to practice at the health department or similar 

setting (Rosenstock, Heisling, & Rimer, 2011). In an article entitled, Blacks in 

Public Health, written by Harold Applewhite (1974) he notes, as long as this system 

of education persists, there will continue to be shortages of black healthcare 

providers and the health crisis will grow worse. This statement foreshadowed the 

future of healthcare challenges in the United States and the current American higher 

educational system, which in the 21st century, still continues to struggle with 

achieving diversity in the health professions. Recognizing the role of HBCUs as a 

valuable resource in undergraduate public health education will ensure a 

sustainable health equity strategy at the individual, community, and national levels. 
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Abstract 

Gayathri Vidapeeth, Haridwar, India is an educational institution that offers 

elementary, middle, and high school education to children from low SES status. It 

is affiliated with Dev Sanskrithi Vishwavidyalaya (DSVV), Haridwar.  In the 

summer of 2015, a delegation from the University of Texas at San Antonio 

(department of Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching) offered professional 

development to instructors and students at DSVV through an invitational summer 

institute. The institute was modeled after the San Antonio Writing Project, a site 

network of the National Writing Project.  One of the co-directors of the Haridwar 

Writing Project collected narratives from high school students at Gayathri 

Vidyapeeth after teaching classes using the writing workshop model for a week. In 

this study, a San Antonio Writing Project teacher consultant analyzed the data 

collected at a local high school. Data was analyzed utilizing four different 

approaches to narrative writing – Bruner’s ten features of narrative, Riessman’s 

thematic, and Frawley’s therapeutic and semantic scales analysis.  

 

Introduction 

 The San Antonio Writing Project (SAWP) anchored in the department of 

Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching at the University of Texas at San Antonio 

is site network of National Writing Project. The SAWP instituted the Haridwar 

Writing Project (HWP) at Devsanskrithi Vishwavidyalaya, India in the summer of 

2105. The SAWP teacher consultants offered the professional development 

summer institute to fifteen fellows that were recruited by the pro-vice chancellor of 

the university. During our tenure in India, we visited the elementary, middle and 

high schools affiliated with DSVV, taught classes for a week and collected the 

narratives from high school students to explore the students’ expression of culture 

and heritage (Caughey, 2006). We were interested in stories that were culturally 

framed, empirical in nature, and those that addressed the students’ cultural wealth 

and funds of knowledge (Ityerah & Zarzokini, 2011; Koenig-Kellas, 2013; Pufall-

Jones & Mistry, 2006; &). This article examines the themes that emerged through 
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three different approaches that pertain to sociology, psychology, and narrative 

writing. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 The present study draws on Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), 

strengthened by Engeström (1999): 

First, activity theory is deeply contextual and oriented at 

understanding historically specific local practices, their objects, 

mediating artifacts, and social organization (Cole & Engeström, 

1993). Second, activity theory is based on a dialectical theory of 

knowledge and thinking, focused on the creative potential in human 

cognition (Davydov, 1988; and Ilyenkov, 1977). Third, activity 

theory is a developmental theory that seeks to explain and influence 

qualitative changes in human practices over time. (p. 377-378). 

The narratives analyzed here had a heavy presence influenced by CHAT and its 

impact on high school students’ epistemology. 

 

Literature Review 

Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry is another theoretical lens to view the current research. It 

is a theory that developed from John Dewey’s (1998) contribution to social sciences 

and psychology. According to Dewey (1998), experience is both individual and 

communal, and the community experience is derived from the constructivist 

paradigm, especially exogenic and endogenic experiences. Exogenic is world-

centered and endogenic is mind-centered (Gergen, 2009). Narrative has the power 

to combine both the “cultural world-view and self in relation to personal 

experience” (Orellana & Sanchez, 2006, p. 211). 

According to Fisher (1989), “Narrative Inquiry accepts the idea that 

knowledge can be held in stories that can be relayed, stored, and retrieved” (p. 

59).  Narrative inquiry follows the constructivist paradigm of how people learn 

about their world.  Boix Mansilla (2000) argued, “As constructionist, the 

epistemological framework proposed posits that the purpose of inquiry (and 

learning) is the advancement of understanding (p.7). Hence, narrative inquiry is 

how students understand life through sociocultural experiences. Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) further claimed that: 
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Educators are interested in life. Life, to borrow John Dewey’s 

metaphor, is education. Educators are interested in learning and 

teaching and how it takes place; they are interested in the leading 

out of different lives, the values, attitudes, beliefs, social systems, 

institutions, and structures, and how they are all linked to learning 

and teaching (p. 6). Educational researchers are educators, and we 

too are interested in people. Therefore, teachers can focus on 

instructing diverse students using the students’ lived experiences 

(Dworin, 2006). 

 

Research Question 

How do cultural insiders, who write stories based on their prior knowledge 

appreciate the deeper levels of life experiences within these narratives? 

 

Overview of the school 

Gayatri Vidya Peeth School, affiliated to Central Board of Secondary 

Education (CBSE) was established in 1982 and is affiliated with Sri Ved Mata 

Gayatri Trust and it located in Shantikunj, Haridwar, Uttarakhand. Ved Mata 

Gayathri Trust was established to instruct people about the value of human life and 

service to less fortunate and underserved in rural areas of India. The Institutions 

work towards inculcating cultural, moral, and intellectual decorum in students so 

they become contributing members of the Indian society.  This is one of the best 

schools in Haridwar that offers education to students from all walks of life. The 

school is attached to shantikunj, the philosophical think tank in Haridwar.  The 

school has a library and science laboratories attached to a computer laboratory. The 

school offers cricket and basketball, volleyball, table tennis, badminton and other 

sports. The admissions process begins in the month of May. The academic session 

commences in the month of July. 

 

Shantikunj 

Spreading the ethical and spiritual awakening along with the unique 

knowledge of national unity, peace and brotherhood, Shantikunj is a place for 

spiritual awakening. Shantikunj, founded in 1990 by Pandit Sri Ram Sharma 

Acharya, a freedom fighter, saint, and philosopher has become a place for seekers 

of divine knowledge: 
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Shantikunj is an academy for social and spiritual awakening. It is a 

spiritually charged pilgrimage center that has given righteous direction and long 

lasting peace-happiness to the lives of crores of people. Here, about 24 lakhs 

(24,00,000) Gayatri Mantra are chanted daily by dedicated spiritual seekers and 

about 1000 people take part in the Gayatri Yagya (para 1, n.d).  

The All World Gayatri Pariwar (AWGP) is a working model of a 

progressive society, led by principles of harmony and egalitarianism. With seventy 

million followers all over the world, AWGP is working towards teaching people 

about humanitarianism. Shantikunj offers camps and training courses regularly 

including the spiritual development course, Yug Shilpi advance training course, 

music workshops, etc.  Besides these, Dev Sanskriti Vishwavidhyalaya offers a 

range of professional courses for youth empowerment. Shantikunj is also popular 

for conducting the Vedic vivah (wedding in the Vedic format). One of the reasons 

why these institutions are successful is because of the willingness of the staff to 

serve the cause by volunteering their expertise and time in the institutions attached 

to Shanti Kunj.  

 

Research Design 

Context and background for the study 

 The study took place in a school that had students from lower kindergarten 

(LKG) to 12th form (grade) and is located in a village in Uttarakand, which is in 

northern India. The building accommodates 2000 students each year. Most of the 

students are Hindus and come from various socio-economic backgrounds. The 

students are day scholars and are transported on school buses from different parts 

of the town. The school also educates girls from a nearby orphanage called 

Matranchal. Most of the teachers and paraprofessional staff are volunteers and they 

live in a nearby university campus of DSVV.  

 

Methodology 

Participants  

 All of the 100 participants of this study are dual language speakers. Hindi 

is their mother tongue and the medium of instruction is Hindi and English at school. 

The writers were from 9th, 10th, and 11th grades. The participants were both girls 

and boys ranging from 14 to 16 years of age. The institutional review board at 

UTSA and the host institution (DSVV) approved the study and the principle 
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investigator procured consent from the participants before data collection 

procedure.  

Participants were selected using purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013) 

because according to Chambliss and Schutt (2006), “the informants [are] 

knowledgeable about the cultural arena or situation or experiences being studied” 

(p. 101).  Purposeful sampling also enabled the researcher to ascertain that the 

participants were willing to cooperate with the topics under study and had a deep 

first-hand knowledge of the research topic.  

 

Data Sources 

 The data source for this qualitative study were narratives written by high 

school students. Data was collected after the co-director taught classes on narrative 

writing using the writing workshop model and a sample story written by an Asian 

Indian American student as mentor text for one week. The students generated drafts 

in the classroom, peer reviewed the stories, and then edited the stories at home 

before they submitted the same to the principal investigator.  One of the English 

teachers from the school audited the classes during the writing workshop and she 

also translated the instructions to Hindi for those students who may have had 

difficulties understanding the researcher’s instructions.  The principle investigator 

consulted with the classroom teacher about the students’ English language 

proficiency. The teacher expressed her concern about some students’ inability to 

process information in English because of their prolonged and continued use of 

their heritage languages at home and textbooks used that were not culturally 

relevant to the students.  

 

Data Collection 

 The co-director of the Haridwar Writing Project approached the principal 

of the school and submitted the request for teaching classes for a week. Before that 

request was made, the co-director also applied for an institutional review board 

(IRB) approval at the pro-vice chancellor’s office (also the chairman of the school). 

The students were asked to write narratives on topics of their choice and no specific 

length was required. The writers had fifty minutes to write before they could engage 

in the peer review process. The participants were given an opportunity to present 

their stories and several students shared their texts. Data was collected through the 

writing workshop (WW) model. The principal investigator conducted the WW in 
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9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th forms at the school. The following section is a description of 

the model.  

The PI followed the “Share First Strategy” for writer’s workshop as 

described by Peha (2010). Share First includes sharing, mini-lesson, status, and 

writing time activities. The PI asked the participants to share their topics after they 

brainstormed for a few minutes on the first day. Then, the PI asked if students 

needed help with the topics and offered a mini lesson on their topic of choice. The 

PI later asked them to rethink, and list a few topics where they expressed interest. 

Then, the participants shared the topics again, and chose one to write on. The next 

day, the participants wrote for 45 to 60 minutes uninterrupted when we started class. 

Finally, they shared their narratives to the entire group, three times, taking turns. 

The PI offered mini lessons depending on the participants’ needs at the end of each 

workshop.  The participants engaged in thinking, writing, sharing, and editing 

consistently and periodically for one week. The following section describes the 

daily activities. 

Day 1 

a. The PI discussed the purpose of narrative writing and the writing 

workshop, including the mini-lessons for participants who needed help 

with specific topics. 

b. The participants brainstormed for topics and listed a few to be shared to 

the entire group. If anyone needed a mini-lesson on topic choice, the PI 

did so in small group conference sessions or one-on-one conference.s If 

there were more than two participants needing mini-lesson, the PI 

followed the small group conference format. 

c. The participants wrote for 45 to 60 minutes on the second day, and then 

shared their writing willingly each day. No one was forced to share. 

d. The participants took their writing pieces home to edit and add more 

information. They were instructed participants not to seek help from 

their parents or siblings at home. 

Day 2 

a. We began the next four days with sharing. The participants who wanted 

to share their updated narratives did. The PI asked if the participants 

needed help with editing or adding information, and offered a mini-

lesson on those or any other topics depending on the participants’ 

requests. Some asked the PI to share her own personal narrative and she 

did. The PI also wrote a narrative along with the students because this 
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is one San Antonio Writing Project strategy for students to experience 

their teachers writing and sharing along with them.  

b. The participants engaged in sustained silent writing for 45 minutes each 

day after the first day. The participants wrote on the same topic that they 

brainstormed and chose the first day, although they were allowed to 

write on a different topic. 

c. The PI held individual conferences with each participant to find out if 

there were issues that needed to be addressed. She then offered mini-

lessons in those areas. The participants shared their writing before 

leaving each day. 

Day 3 

a. The participants shared their updated text when class began. 

b. They asked if anyone needed help with any aspect and offered a mini-

lesson on that topic. 

c. Then, the participants wrote for another 45 minutes uninterrupted. They 

continued to write on the same topic from day 2, to day 5.  

d. The PI then looked for commonalities in terms of topics and then 

grouped the participants to find out if they needed help. She offered a 

mini-lesson in a group session. 

e. The PI also talked to the others who had written on different topics and 

asked if they needed any help. She then offered mini-lessons using a 

one-on-one conference format. 

f. Everyone went back to polishing their narratives minutes before they 

shared their finished product to the entire group on the last day. 

g. The writer’s workshop culminated with sharing what the participants 

had written. Since this was the last session, we shared to the entire 

group.  

h. The participants took the stories home to edit and add information, but 

they were asked to hand over the same to their English teacher the next 

day. 

The PI collected all of the writing samples for analyses after five days. Second, a 

questionnaire was provided for the participants to indicate their choices and provide 

pertinent explanations that affirmed what they wrote through their narratives. Third, 

the researcher conducted informal conversations with the participants about the 

narratives. The researcher kept field notes about the process, product, and 

outcomes. The same questions were used for both written and oral responses. After 
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analyses, the researcher member checked with the participants. The PI spoke to 20 

participants from four different grade levels. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Data was analyzed utilizing the following four different approaches. The 

four different analytical methods were applied to the narratives because of the 

applicability of the methods in the process of extracting rich themes. The 

approaches were: (1) Bruner’s ten features of narrative; (2) thematic analysis that 

emerged while reading and rereading the stories; (3) Frawley’s semantic scales 

analysis- the students ability to overcome obstacles through their stories, and 

finally; (4) Frawley’s therapeutic narrative analysis.  These metaphors were 

culturally contextualized to the Asian Indian experiences that prompted us to apply 

Frawley’s semantic scales analysis. In the process of data saturation, we applied all 

of the four approaches to all of the narratives - Bruner’s (2008) ten features of 

narratives, thematic analysis (Riessman, 2001), three features of therapeutic 

narratives (Frawley, Murray, & Smith, 2003), and semantic scales analysis 

(Frawley, Murray, & Smith, 2003).  

 

Figure 2: Data Analysis 

Bruner’s Narrative Features 

 

First, data was analyzed using Bruner’s (1991) ten features of narrative. 

According to Wertz, et al (2011), “Within psychology, Jerome Bruner (1990) has 

championed the legitimization of what he calls ‘narrative modes of knowing,’ 

1. Bruner's Features of  Narrative

2. Riessman's Thematic Analysis

3. Frawley et al's Therapuetic Narratives 

4. Frawley et al's Semantic Scales Analysis
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which privileges the particulars of lived experiences” (p. 225). Bruner’s ten features 

of narrative are as follows: narrative diachronicity, intentional state entailment, 

hermeneutic composibility, canonicity and breach, referentiality, genericness, 

normativeness, context sensitivity and negotiability, and narrative accrual.  

Narrative diachonicity is the shift between psychological and chronological times 

over a period of time. Bruner calls this shift a mental model. It is also is the record 

of events in a narrative over a period of time against at a point of time 

(synchronicity). Particularity refers to the interpretation of stories depending on 

prior knowledge based on the kind of the narrative.  

Intentional state entailment is how stories are about people in a particular 

social milieu and how people represent their “beliefs, desires, theories, and values” 

(p. 7) through their stories. It refers to the characters’ perception and interpretation 

based on the characters’ view. Hermeneutic composability deals with the aspect of 

holistic content analysis to make sense of the content of the story.  Hermanuetic 

composibility is the interpretation of narrative based on the plot points that make 

up a story. Canonicity and breach deals with the peculiarity in stories that are not 

typical. It is the normal and the change that contravene the normal due to life 

experiences 

Referentiality relates to the power to represent human suffering, joy, and 

other significant events. It also deals with the interpretation of such events. 

Genericness is the classification of narratives in terms of genre. Normativeness, 

dictates the events in a story. This feature follows canonicity and breach. Content 

sensitivity and negotiability deals with the collaboration between the writer or text, 

and reader. Finally, narrative accrual believes that stories are collective and there is 

connection between new and old stories.  

Referentiality is the reference to real life events in stories, not always 

directly, but could be referred to. Genericness is the opposite of particularity; 

genericness refers to the particular genre. Normativeness is the prescriptive aspect, 

where by telling through the narrative of how one must act. Context sensitivity and 

negotiability is the understanding between the text and the reader and the 

interpretation. Finally, narrative accrual refers to the collective nature of narrative; 

how older stories provide stimulation for new ones. Figure three lists Bruner’s ten 

features of narrative (see figure 3 below). 
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Figure 3: Bruner’s Features of Narrative 

 

Narrative Diachronicity – Participant 56 describes her sense of fulfillment 

after her visit to the Chandrabadni in Uttarakand. That is where the family diety, 

Bhagawati resides. A family deity is the god/goddess that is worshipped by the 

family and this practice is an established tradition carried on for generations. Figure 

3 is an example of a family deity (see figure 3 below). 

 

 

Figure 3: Family Deity 
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Recollecting the journey, the participant says,  

I was excited to visit that place at last because it was the auspicious 

festival Navarathri time for us…The Ganga river float [sic] in very 

distance from the road. It looked so beautiful and just like the 

heaven…Now I was in my home and gave the Prasad as blessing of 

Maa Bhagawati to all. 

The writer feels content when she thinks of his visit to the mysterious place after 

she returned home. 

Particularity – One must have prior knowledge of the history of Ganga to 

recreate the events as done by one of the participants He admires the river and 

narrates: “Ganga is sacred which originates from Gaumukh (cow’s mouth) at 

Gangothri in the holy Himalayas.” This writer’s descriptive language stems from 

his background knowledge surrounding the river Ganga. 

Intentional state entailment – The illustration of Asian Indian values are 

illustrated in this narrative by another writer. He writes: “By the study of these holy 

books & [sic] scriptures we can infer the specialties of Indian culture as follows – 

welfare of others, speaking the truth, Respect for our teachers to work without the 

desire for its renumeration (sic), ahimsa… Because of these things I [am] proud to 

be an Indian.” The epistemological understanding of life as inferred in this writer’s 

text was also found in other participants of this study.   

Hermeneutic Composibility – About thirty-five participants wrote about 

their relationships with other people and animals, such as parents, grandparents, 

cousins, friends, teachers, and pets. In order to understand the interpretations of the 

texts, we must read the entire narrative. For example, writers 15, 35, 76, and 98 

wrote about their mothers, “…hence I love my mother.” These participants have 

done an inductive account of why they love their mothers and that can be fully 

understood only if the readers know the entire story. Participant 35 wrote, “After 

that day, my granny cane (sic) daily in my dream. It is sad to believe that really my 

grand maa [sic] is no more.”  

Here, the young adult is trying to come to terms with the death of his 

grandmother and the reason why he is attached to his grandmother can be fully 

understood only by reading the entire story. Writer 76 shares her attachment to her 

friend, “The girl is still my friend and will always will be. I thank God for giving 

such a friend to me.” The detailed description of how they met and how they bonded 

etc. is provided in the story. Participant 98’s relationship with his dog is captured 

in his story. He narrated: “My bond with my pet was broke [sic]. God snitch (sic) a 
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very precious thing from me. He took the life of my pet from me.” If we read the 

story in its entirety, we will follow the attachment and the disappointment later on. 

Canonicity and Breach – The normativity is broken in one story written by 

a 12th form writer when he names his dog ‘facebook.’ Facebook is not culturally 

relevant to Asian Indian students, because it was coined in America in the 21st 

century and it is the name for a social media site, where people connect using 

multimodal texts. Another writer narrates the struggles of street animals in India by 

imagining herself as a street dog. However, it is important to note that in India, 

cows and other animals roam around the streets and it is a common sight. 

Referentiality – Many participants capture the descriptions of life and 

suffering in India. One example is writer 43’s story about how a day went wrong 

in this boy’s life. He starts off saying, “Life is a mixture of joy and sorrow…I saw 

my grandpa standing like a statue with tears in his eyes…my father came into the 

house very emotional…my grand ma dies that day.” 

Genericness – All of the texts were written in narrative format, except for 

one journalistic text. The participant, 45, reports,  

Today newspapers play a very important role in our life. They have 

become as important as food and clothes…Sometimes they publish 

false news and spread rumors. Sometimes rich men use them for 

their personal gains. The advertisements are obscene at times. The 

news of rape, dacoity [sic], abortion and the poisonous minds.   

This report captures the intent and messages newspapers deliver to the public.  

Normativeness – Many writers explain the assumed code of conduct in the 

context of the participants’ milieu. Participant 5 recalls what is Indian culture in her 

narrative, “The culture in India is everything such as inherited ideas, way of 

people’s living, beliefs, rituals, values, habits, care, gentleness, knowledge, etc.… 

We can see culture in everything like dance, artistry, music, behavior, social norms, 

fashion, food, architecture, dressing sense.” This writer appreciates the values that 

her culture teaches her.  

Context Sensitivity and Negotiability – Many of the narratives can be 

interpreted using our own lens and experiences. The writers who wrote about 

festivals explained how they worshipped different deities depending on their family 

philosophy. Participant 16 wrote about Dipawali, the festival of lights and described 

the worship of Goddess Laxmi, the goddess of knowledge and wealth: “My mom 

said that first do worship of goddess Laxmi.” Another writer praises Lord Vishnu, 

who protected Prahalada: “We worship the Narasimha avatar of Lord Vishnu, who 
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protected Prahalada from Holika.” These episodes reveal the beliefs of children 

raised in the Hindu tradition and people from outside the religion and culture can 

misconstrue these descriptions.   

Narrative Accrual – Children build on stories that they hear when they are 

young. Participant 2 wrote about his visit to Haridwar, a holy city in North India. 

He recollects stories that he had heard about the place and the impact of Ganga 

water on people:  

When I first went to Gangaji for a snan [bath], I felt sacred…I 

wondered about the myths about haridwar. Another example where 

the young adult experienced amazement in Mathura, another holy 

city in North India. Firstly we go to Vrindavan…Then we go to 

Prem Mandir. It was too beautiful to see the nature and 

animals…When it was time to go back, I whispered to my cousin, 

“I don’t want to go back.” 

 

Thematic Analysis 

 Next, a thematic analysis was conducted because many writers expressed 

their appreciation to different leitmotifs in their stories. The four different topics 

that emerged from the data analysis were – culture, travel, relationships, life 

incidents, and miscellaneous topics (see table 1 for themes). First, we categorized 

the topics applying Risseman’s (2001) thematic analysis. According to Riessman 

(2001): 

Thematic analysis can be applied to stories that develop in interview 

conversations and group meetings, and those found in written 

documents. Several exemplars illustrate how stories can have effects 

beyond their meanings for individual storytellers, creating 

possibilities for social identities, group belonging, and collective 

action (p. 64).  

Through applying thematic analysis to the narratives we collected in India, I could 

identify five themes (see table 1 for topics and themes). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

64                                                                            Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

 

Table 1: Topics and Themes 

Culture 

Languages 

Festivals 

     Lohori 

     Diwali 

     Holi 

     Makara  

Shankranthi or 

Utaraan 

Dance 

 

 

Travel 

Delhi  

Mathura 

Mussoorie 

Calcutta 

Haridwar 

(River Ganga 

Shantikunj 

Bilkeshwar) 

Nainital 

Chandrabadni 

South India 

Relationships 

Grandparents 

Parents 

Friends 

Teachers 

Pets 

 

Life Incidents 

Birthday 

Marriage 

 

 

Miscellaneous 

Cricket 

Patriotism 

Superstitions 

 

 

 

Clustering the topics in the narratives enabled us to identify five different 

themes. The following figure is an example of how one of the themes, culture was 

formed by combining the different topics, such as languages, festivals, and dance 

in the narratives (see figure 4 below).  

 

Figure 4: Theme Culture 

Topics 

The themes were extracted through the different topics that the children conveyed 

in their narratives. The participants wrote about topics ranging from languages, 

festivals, dance, travel to different historical and religious places, birthdays, death, 

wedding, cricket, and superstitions. We categorized the topics to form the following 

themes:  
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1. Culture – Languages, Festivals (Lohori, Diwali, Holi, and Makara 

Shankranthi/Utaraan). The theme culture was obtained after 

clustering the topics languages and festivals.  

2. Travel - Delhi, Mathura, Mussoorie, Calcutta, Nainital, 

Chandrabadni, Haridwar (River Ganga, Shantikunj Bilkeshwar), 

and South India. The theme travel was formed after combining the 

topics including visits to different places of interest. 

3. Relationships – Grandparents, Parents, Friends, Teachers, and Pets. 

The theme, relationships was coined after combining topics such as 

grandparents, parents, friends, and pets 

4. Life Incidents – Birthday and Marriage.  

5. Miscellaneous - Cricket, Patriotism, and Superstitions. 

 

Semantic Scales Analysis 

Since the topics of students’ narratives also dealt with psychological influences, we 

applied Frawlrey et al’s (2003) three features of therapeutic narrative: (1) semantic 

networks, (2) metaphor, and (3) semantic scales. A semantic network is the 

connection established between the statements in the narratives. For example, 

participant ten describes her grandmother’s death by recollecting the day the writer 

heard the news and how it impacted her and her family members: 

…Wake up your grandma is no more”. I can’t believe these lines 

because I don’t want to lose granny…I saw grandpa and his eyes 

was full of tears. My brother is trying to talk to granny, but she is 

still quiet…Suddenly, my sister woke up and asked, “What’s 

happening?” My mother replied, “We lost granny”. After that she 

fell down. I don’t know what’s happening to us…”Ma, get up, I am 

your son”. All started to weep…The time came when I grandma 

went for “Dah sanskar” [Hindu cremation]…My mom is unable to 

stop her tears, in fact we all cried a lot. I miss my grandma so 

much… 

The writer’s recreation of family members’ emotional state after a death in the 

family is a ‘therapeutic exchange.’ The following figure (adopted from Herman 

(2003) is an example of therapeutic exchange in narratives (see figure 5 below). 
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Figure 5: Therapeutic Exchange 

 

 Next, I applied the metaphor analysis, which according to Frawlery et al 

(2003) is, “one instrument by which plausibility is established and sustained in the 

narrative” (p. 104). Although, the narrator and the other family members are in 

denial about the grandmother’s death due to the initial shock when they found out 

the first time, the metaphor used in the excerpt illustrates that they realized the loss 

eventually. The metaphor for death is Dah Sanskar, which is the Sanskrit phrase 

for cremation and the obsequies that follows when a Hindu dies (“The time came 

when I grandma went for ‘Dah sanskar’”). 

Finally, I conducted the semantic scales analysis to a few selected narratives 

that were dense with vocabulary. Given the sociological influences in the 

narratives, we applied the semantic scales analysis. According to Frawlery et al 

(2003), semantic analysis enables researchers to discover three aspects of narratives 

– (1) co-construction, (2) plausibility, and (3) reflexivity. Co-construction is the 

different interpretations extracted by the characters in a narrative. Plausibility is 

neither “the referential depiction of past events nor the development of hypothetical 

solutions, but something in-between-something like functional plausibility” (p. 88). 

Reflexivity is the expression of other people’s thoughts and our perceptions of those 

thoughts in narrative. 

 Co-construction – Children appropriate concepts that they learned in their 

communities and home. Participant 56 wrote about superstitions and said,  
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It wasn’t more then two years when Swarna came worried to Neha’s 

place and shut the door like something bad was going to happen. 

Neha was surprised to see Swarna in this way. Neha asked her, 

“Nothing much, but a black cat crossed my path!” It wasn’t a big 

deal for Neha. Swarna further told that it is not a good sign, 

something bad happens when the cat crosses someone’s way… 

Neha realized that Suvarna was superstitious.  

The speaker is sharing to rationalize the incidents and the listener is co-constructing 

knowledge based on the interpretation.  

 Plausibility – Even though Neha did not believe in superstitions in the 

beginning, after experiencing a near-to-death incident: 

Neha began to realize Swarna’s belief in superstitions, …A car 

coming in speed which was to struck her just stopped in front of her 

and she was afraid that she couldn’t think anything. She was very 

upset with what had happened and she started thinking about 

everything that she did day. She recalled it and all something banged 

her mind, a cat had crossed her way nearby.  

According to Frawley et al (2003), “ Insight itself refers to those retellings that 

make a beneficial difference in a person’s construction and reconstruction of 

experience and adaptively active conduct of life” (p. 89).  

 Reflexivity – Conversations between Neha and Swarna were beneficial to 

both in the end, although in the beginning, Neha did not believe in what Swarna 

was proposing about superstitions.  Neha had to rely on a self-directed action to 

begin to realize Neha’s point about believing in superstitions, “So all-in-all she too 

somewhat started believing in those superstitions. She even thanked Swarna for 

giving her the light in dense darkness. The irony is that the person who didn’t 

believe in something like superstitions, started believing in it.” This realization 

came after the interaction between two friends.  Frawley et al (2003 posit that “The 

semantic strategies of the participants, we hope to show, reveal how they are 

seeking to re-narrate their past lives in order to narrate their future” (p. 90).  

 

Findings 

The question posed for this study was, how do cultural insiders, who write 

stories based on their prior knowledge appreciate the deeper levels of life 

experiences within these narratives? The narratives written by high school students 

in India enabled the researcher to gauge the depth of first hand experiences about 
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the children’s culture. That aspect was expressed through their descriptions of 

languages they spoke, dances they performed and watched, the different festivals 

they celebrated at their homes (e.g. Navarathri and Deepavali) and with the 

community (e.g. Holi and Uttaraan), and the travel that helped them internalize 

their cultural experiences. The writers expressed their belonging and connectedness 

to their culture (“I am happy to be part of this rich Indian culture,” Participant 46). 

The writers described their travel experiences to different cultural, religious, and 

historical places of interest (E.g. River Ganga in Haridwar, Delhi, Rameshwaram). 

These visits were positive and made them aware of the regional differences that 

existed in India. 

Another finding focused on the participants’ relationships with family and 

friends. Children were attached to their grandparents and some lamented the death 

of these elderly members of their family. Others wrote about how their family 

members were instrumental in their emotional growth (“Shweta Kandwal is my 

mother. She is a very good mother…She is very smart and intelligent. She is a very 

good cook. I admire my mother”). The writers expressed their joy in attending 

weddings and how they regretted losing their loved ones. Most of the narratives 

revealed aspects of the children’s epistemologies that stemmed from their heritage, 

culture, experiences, and communities they belonged to. These young adults gained 

knowledge through their interactions with their family members, through traveling 

to places of interest, and engaging in community events.  

 

Conclusion 

Through this exploration, I have tried to highlight the importance of tapping 

into children’s creative writing. If given an opportunity to write stories based on 

children’s culture, experiences, relationships, and epistemologies, they will express 

themselves freely and construct stories that are culturally contextualized to their 

experiences (Yosso, 2005). Children will also use vocabulary that is framed to 

ameliorate their experiences giving the readers an authentic interpretation of 

cultural experiences. 
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Background 

MAST was funded by the Math and Science Partnership (MSP) program of 

NSF in 2008. The vision of this MSP grant is to improve the teaching and learning 

of mathematics and science throughout the state of Mississippi. Specifically, the 

mission of MAST is to improve educators’ science content knowledge and teaching 

efficacy in high school physical, earth, and space science. MAST served as a 

continuation of five previous Mississippi MSP grants: MAST I, II, III, MAST 4U, 

and MAST5 programs funded from 2004-2013 by the Mississippi Department of 

Education. Currently, MAST’s core professional development (PD) model has 

been adopted for the following two programs: Mathematics Advancement in 

Teaching Through Professional Development (MAT-PD), also funded by the 

Mississippi Department of Education in 2013, a math PD program for elementary 

and middle school math teachers in Mississippi; and Institutional Change Through 

Faculty Advancement and Institutional Change (ICFAIM), also funded by NSF in 

2013, a PD program designed to increase the retention of undergraduate students in 

the College of Science, Engineering, and Technology by improving the teaching 

and mentoring of undergraduate science faculty and graduate students at Jackson 

State University (JSU). 

MAST implements its objectives by engaging teachers in four weeks of 

graduate coursework on content and pedagogy in science (three weeks in the 

summer, five Saturdays during the school year). During these classes, teachers learn 

physical, earth, and space science through a combination of lectures and high-

school level hands-on activities. While MAST programming has focused on the 

Mississippi Curriculum Framework objectives (aka, MAST “Big Ideas”), the 

instructors and sessions have varied slightly every year based on the needs and 
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interests of the participants.  

After the workshops, teachers received all of the materials they had used, so 

that they can take what they had learned back to their students. They also received: 

 Memberships to the National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) 

and the Mississippi Science Teachers Association (MSTA), and 

travel stipends to those organizations’ conferences;  

 Tuition for two graduate courses worth $2000; and  

 A stipend of $4000 for successful completion of the program. 

During the school year, teachers also received visits from program staff to either 

observe and/or support teaching, or bring instructional technologies (a portable 

planetarium, iPods and then the iPads with science podcasts) to the classrooms. The 

combination of graduate courses, instructional materials, and classroom visits is 

expected to lead to short and long-term improvements in teachers’ content 

knowledge and teaching efficacy, and ultimately the growth in student content 

knowledge and positive attitudes toward science.  

In 2008, evaluators worked with the MAST principal investigator to 

construct a theory of change model (Weiss, 1995) that defined the relationship 

between the project's activities and outcomes (Figure 1). The program was expected 

to: (a) enhance teachers’ content knowledge, instructional practice, and confidence 

for teaching science, and (b) demonstrate changes in teacher outcomes would 

subsequently lead to improvements in students' content knowledge and attitudes 

toward science. We recognized that the magnitude of these changes would vary by 

teacher. Hence, the MAST model acknowledges that teachers' prior knowledge, 

attitudes and experiences as well as their perceptions of the quality of the PD may 

mediate MAST’s eventual impacts. 
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Figure 1. MAST Theory of Change 

 

 

Research Rationale 

Having conducted evaluations of MAST and its variants over the past seven 

years, Rockman and the MAST leadership believed in the potential value of an 

investigation of the long-term impact of the program. This study is an initial step 

toward investigating the long-term influence on teachers’ knowledge and practices. 

Participating teachers have graduated from the MAST program between 2004-2013 

(4-8 grade science teachers) and 2008-2014 (9-12 grade science teachers). Previous 

evaluations of MAST addressed the following research questions. 

 Quality of implementation. How do teachers engage and respond to 

MAST programming? What elements of the program do they find 

most and least valuable and why? 

 Teacher impacts. To what extent do teachers who participate in 

MAST demonstrate growth in (a) teaching practice and (b) self-

efficacy for teaching? 
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 Student impacts. To what extent do the students of MAST teachers 

improve their self-efficacy for learning science? 

 Relationship between teacher and student impacts. What 

connections can be made between teacher and student outcomes?  

Evidence previously collected from all REA evaluations has shown that MAST 

participants have gained in science content knowledge, pedagogical content 

knowledge, confidence, and teaching efficacy, and have expanded their teaching 

practices and in-depth conversations with teachers. However, we have no evidence 

of what happens in the years following teachers’ PD experience. The program has 

shown that it can be beneficial for teachers’ short-term professional growth, but 

what influence has it had on teachers over longer terms? Anecdotal information has 

been gathered through the years, but formal interviews and discussions have not 

been undertaken. The current study provides a unique opportunity to understand 

MAST’s long-term impact on teachers’ long-term attitudes and teaching practices. 

Our purpose is to gather quantitative data on the program’s long-term impact from 

a larger pool of MAST’s past participants, and utilize a qualitative perspective to 

evaluate this impact using data gathered from in-depth structured interviews with 

past participants in the program. 

 

Literature Review 

More than ever, K-12 science educators in the U.S. are encouraged to take 

a more rigorous approach with their teaching and PD. Prior to 2001, literature on 

PD for K-12 teachers focused on PD as a key determinant in improving teacher 

satisfaction, with the belief that teaching practices and student performance will 

improve as a result (Cohen & Hill, 2000; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; 

Elmore, 1997). The recent push for teacher development was fueled by the 2001 

No Child Left Behind Act, which mandated that teachers receive quality PD to 

supplement their practice. As of 2008, 48 out of 50 U.S. states require six hours of 

PD every year for five years before renewing their teaching licenses, and most 

states require 120 hours of PD over a 5-year period (Yoon et al, 2008; Loeb, Miller, 

and Strunk, 2009).  

Reiterated by the National Research Council (NRC), effective instruction is 

paramount in promoting students’ conceptual understanding of science (National 

Research Council, 2006, 2007, 2011, 2012). Almost two decades after the National 

Science Education Standards (NSES) were introduced by the National Research 

Council in 1996, high school science instruction in the U.S. still has not 
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successfully created learning environments where: a) the needs of diverse learners 

are met, and b) students are engaged with science (El-Hani & Mortimer, 2007). The 

movement toward “reform-based” science teaching has been restricted mainly 

because teachers must be knowledgeable about science content in addition to 

science pedagogical content (Penuel, Gallagher, & Moorthy, 2011; Vaughn et al., 

2011), and teachers must learn new skills to implement reform-based practices. 

Even still, while high-quality PD has been shown to provide support and guidance 

for teachers in need, little is known about the effectiveness of science PD in terms 

of fostering long-term change.  

Numerous research studies have outlined key aspects of effective PD (for 

review, see Gusky, 2003) and many of these show overlapping characteristics and 

solutions to strengthening secondary science instruction. In “What Makes 

Professional Development Effective,” Garet (2001) argued that the more common 

approaches to PD, which include improving content knowledge and teaching 

practices, are becoming less popular and effective. PD that includes mentoring and 

study groups is becoming the norm for change in teacher practice (Garet, 2001; 

Ingersoll and Strong, 2011). In support of this argument, in “Teacher Professional 

Development: It’s Not an Event, It’s a Process,” Harwell (2003) argued that 

“professional development in which participants are given the opportunity to learn 

new classroom practices in similar contexts that those practices will be used is far 

more effective than more traditional methods of PD (Harwell, 2003, page3). Using 

a less process-oriented approach, Yoon et al. (2008) identified five specific criteria 

that constitute “high quality” PD: 

1. It is sustained, intensive, and content-focused. 

2. It is aligned with and directly related to state and academic content 

standards, student achievement standards, and assessments. 

3. It improves and increases teachers’ knowledge of the subjects they 

teach. 

4. It advances teachers’ understanding of effective instructional 

strategies founded on scientifically based research. 

5. It is regularly evaluated for effects on teacher effectiveness and 

student achievement. 

In a more expansive take on Yoon et al.’s criteria that is more evidence-based, 

Desimone (2009) provides a comprehensive framework for how to best evaluate 

the effect of PD, and the most effective components that all PD programs should 

encompass. This approach has been supported by both theoretical literature and 
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empirical studies. Desimone’s model (2009) points to three main characteristics of 

PD evaluations that can better link teachers’ and students’ outcomes: 

 Core features of effective PD are content focused, active learning, 

coherence, duration and collective participation; 

 Examination of these core features should include the way that the 

PD affects a teacher’s knowledge, teaching practices, and student 

learning; and  

 Contextual factors such as teacher, student, and school 

characteristics are correlated to the effectiveness of the PD. 

Based on the review of literature, there are a few main ideas about “quality” PD 

that we found to be universally accepted. First, PD should be viewed as an ongoing 

process, and is most effective when it is extended beyond just a few days. Second, 

PD is most effective when it is designed with the specific goal of improving student 

achievement and learning. Third, the context of the learners and the environment 

must be considered. Lastly, it entails “instruction that enables a wide range of 

students to learn” (Darling-Hammond, 2012). While many models of PD have been 

proposed (Joyce and Showers, 1988; Desimone, 2009; Bell and Gilbert, 1996; 

Supovitz and Turner, 2000), we would like to situate the current MAST study and 

evaluation within Desimone’s (2009) conceptual framework. 

The strength in Desimone’s (2009) model is that it is a broad, macro-level 

view of PD that encompasses all of the core features, and is, yet, applicable. This 

model encompasses all of the core features of quality training that is most relevant 

to teachers and their students, including, “…interactive, non-recursive relationships 

between the critical features of professional development.” The theory of action 

proposed by Desimone (2009) illustrates four attributes: (1) the PD should be 

content focused, incorporate active learning, coherence, duration, and collective 

participation; (2) the PD should increase teachers’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

beliefs; (3) teachers should use their new knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs 

to improve their teaching and/or their approach to teaching; and (4) the instructional 

changes will improve student learning. 

The MAST PD model, intervention, and theory of change include all of the 

critical components of Desimone’s (2009) model, including the context of the PD 

and participants (e.g., teacher and student characteristics, school leadership, policy 

and reform initiatives). The previously discussed characteristics are aligned with 

many models that are consistent with effective science PD program and 

opportunities for science teachers (Supovitz and Turner, 2000; Duschl et al., 2007; 
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Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998, Heller, Daehler, Wong, Shinohara, and Miratrix, 

2012). 

Summer professional development programs are the most commonly 

implemented type of “standardized PD” for in-service teachers, which utilizes 

training sessions, the “workshop” model, conferences, and the “cascade” (or Train-

the-Trainer) model (Gaible and Burns, 2005). The MAST program differed from 

such standard models in that it consists of a combination of pedagogical and 

content-based summer workshops, in addition to workshops offered during the 

school year, in-school workshops, and year-round MAST staff support and school-

visits. The MAST model was developed and implemented based on current findings 

on effective PD, but also with an emphasis on strengthening Mississippi state 

science teachers’ understanding of state-level science content standards, as well as 

the Next Generation Science Standards starting in 2010. In addition, the MAST 

model provides participating teachers with ample opportunities for reflection, and 

feedback in order to shape the content and quality of their PD experience. 

Not only was the MAST program specifically designed using key findings and 

strategies suggested in the science education literature, it was also designed using 

lessons learned, and direct feedback from MAST participants. It is important to 

mention that several other PD models have similar frameworks with regard to 

characteristics, objectives and goals, such as: (a) opportunities for teachers to learn 

in similar settings as their students (Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998); (b) continuous 

assessment and reflection of the PD; (c) strong content focus (Desimone, 2009; 

Sickel and Friedrichsen, 2013); (d) inquiry-based instruction (Desantis, 2009); and 

e) pedagogical content knowledge. Thus, further empirical evidence is needed on 

the specific elements of professional learning opportunities that promote teacher 

change in the science domain over long-term.  

Many studies have examined the effects of science PD on teachers’ content 

knowledge, Examining whether these positive attitudes and the strong impact are 

maintained over time can be critical in determining how future PD programs, such 

as MAST, should be implemented. In addition, exploring the impact of follow-up 

feedback, coursework, and support can help inform a more refined MAST PD 

model and, ultimately, program development model. 
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Current Research Questions  

Our current evaluation addressed the following research questions: 

 Does the MAST program affect the long-term teaching and learning 

of in-service teachers who participated between 2004-2013? 

 What effect did teachers think the PD program had on them years 

after the fact? 

 Do certain external factors, such as participation in other similar PD 

programs, play a role in the program’s long-term impact? 

 

Research Design and Methods 

Design  

REA employed a mixed methods approach with both quantitative and 

qualitative components. The goals of the design are to provide summative 

evaluation information to yield evidence of the long-term impact of the MAST PD 

program. 

Participants 

Evaluators worked closely with MAST program man-agers to recruit alums 

from either the MAST I, MAST II, MAST III, MAST4U, MAST5 or the MAST 

program, all of which followed near identical formats for each cohort (Table 1).  
 

 

 

1

3

2

2

13

11

15

16

15

2004-2005

2005-2006

2007-2008

2008-2009

2009-2010

2010-2011

2011-2012

2012-2013

2013-2014

Table 1. Participating Years of MAST 

Alums (frequencies) (N=78) 
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We emailed a total of 7071 alums that taught elementary (N=155), middle (N=266), 

and high school (N=278) to request their participation in this follow-up study. Of 

the 278 alums total that taught high school, 78 completed a follow-up survey, a 

28% response rate of high school teacher alumni. 2 In the current analysis we only 

included data from teachers who taught high school while participating in MAST. 

All but two of the past participants in this study still work in the field of education 

(93%) and are still teaching. The majority of teachers were female (83%) and more 

than half of the teachers (69%) identified as African American. All teachers were 

certified, and 54 held master’s degrees. The teachers’ years of experience in the 

classroom ranged from four to 45 years.   

 

Surveys and Interviews  

Data collection occurred between October 2014 and February 2015. Each 

teacher completed an online survey, and 20 of those 78 high school teachers were 

interviewed. We administered follow-up surveys online to teachers to measure 

affective outcomes. Teacher surveys included questions adopted from the Surveys 

of Enacted Curriculum Follow-up Teacher Professional Development Survey for 

Science (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2003), an online tool designed for 

teachers and schools to improve instruction. Specifically, these questions were 

selected to help assess how MAST has had an impact on their teaching practices 

and growth as educators. Each interview lasted approximately one hour, and was 

recorded and transcribed. The interviews centered on how teachers perceived their 

own professional changes due to their participation in MAST, including summative 

feedback on the program years after completing the it. For instance, the interview 

assessed teachers’ perceptions of how and why he or she had changed since their 

participation in the MAST program ended.  

We analyzed all interview data using the Grounded Theory method, a 

systematic methodology in the social sciences involving the discovery of theory 

through the analysis of non-numerical data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In employing 

the Grounded Theory approach to the analysis, evaluators: (a) simultaneously 

collected and analyzed all qualitative data and transcriptions; (b) created analytic 

codes and categories developed solely from the data; (c) discovered basic social 

                                                            
1. Included in this total are also 8 K-12 teachers whose students change throughout the year; they 

teach special needs students.  

2. Survey data of elementary and middle school teachers will be analyzed and used internally for 

program development and future proposals pertaining to those grade levels. 
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processes within the data; (d) performed inductive constructions of any abstract 

categories; and (e) integrated all categories into a theoretical framework. The 

Grounded Theory method has become the paradigm of choice for qualitative 

research and analysis, in that it provides a set of procedures and a means of 

generating a theory that is reflective of the data. This particular method of research 

and analysis provided insights to help guide the formation of theoretically relevant 

implications for future research. 

 

Findings 

The following section synthesizes two data sources to describe the long-

term impact of the MAST program and some of its key benefits for teachers and 

students. Our report concludes with a summary of findings and final discussion. 

 

Survey Findings 

We selected items from three subscales of the Council of Chief State School 

Officers’ (2003) Survey of Enacted Curriculum Follow-up Teacher Professional 

Development Survey to measure MAST’s impact: (1) changes knowledge and 

skills, (2) changes in teaching practices, and (3) expansion of teachers’ community 

of practice. Items from these subscales were used in order to measure the extent to 

which teachers’ felt their knowledge and skills have been enhanced in the following 

ways as a result of participating in the program: (a) instructional methods, (b) 

deepening knowledge of science, (c) use of technology in instruction, (d) adapting 

teaching to meet Mississippi State Standards or the curriculum framework 

requirements, (e) adapting to meet Mississippi State assessment requirements, and 

(f) strategies for teaching diverse learners. The instrument contains 53 items, but 

because it was one of several sets of questions we planned to include in our survey, 

we were concerned about survey fatigue. We therefore cut the scales down by 

selecting the five or six items per scale that were best aligned with the outcomes of 

interest.  

As seen in Figure 2, using a 6-point scale with 6 being “to a great extent,” 

former participants reported deepening knowledge of science (M=4.65), use of 

technology in instruction (M=4.42), and instructional methods (M=4.33) as being 

enhanced the most. Strategies for teaching diverse learners were the most 

infrequently cited (M=3.91). When asked about changes in their teaching practices 

as a result of MAST, using a 6-point scale with 6 being “to a great extent,” three 

changes in practice rated well above 5 points: (a) use of technology in instruction 
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(M=5.25), (b) the cognitive challenge of science activities (M=5.24), and the 

instructional methods employed (5.23) (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 2. 

Changes in Knowledge and Skills (Mean Ratings): To what extent do you feel that your knowledge 

and skills have been enhanced in each of the following areas? – Mean Ratings (N=76) 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Changes in Teaching Practices (Mean Ratings): To what extent have you made changes 

in your teaching practices as a result of MAST? – Mean Ratings (N=75)  

 

 

 

Past MAST participants were asked a series of questions related to the expansion 

of their community of practice since graduating from the MAST program. 

Engaging in more self-directed learning (e.g., discussion with colleague about 

science or science education topics, read a journal article on science or science 

education, use the internet to enrich knowledge and skills) (M=4.65) was the most 

frequently cited professional activity teachers participated in since graduating from 
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the MAST program. An increase in self-directed learning was followed by: (a) 

acting as a coach or mentor to other teachers and staff at their respective school 

(M=3.59), and (b) participated in a teacher network or collaborative or teachers 

supporting professional development (M=3.35). After participating in MAST, 34% 

of teachers reported giving presentations at conferences related to science or 

science curriculum following their participation in MAST (34%) (Figure 4). Of this 

group, the frequency of teacher presentations prior to and after MAST remained 

unchanged.  

 

Conference Attendance  
 

Figure 4. Have you given presentations at conferences related to science or science curriculum since 

MAST? (N=76) 
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Figure 5. Expansion of Community of Practice (Total Frequencies): Between the time you 

participated in MAST and now, how frequent have you engaged in each of the following activities? 

(N=75) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5

30

34

7

21

9

21

9

35

27

35

45

23

16

21

3

17

12

16

12

8

11

21

11

3

2

4

8

18

10

14

5

8

12

4

28

2

2

2

2

2

12

8

Engaged in informal self-

directed learning (e.g.,

discussion with colleague…

Participated in profesional

development in science

Led professional development

in science

Received a reward for your

teaching

Attended conferences related to

science or science education

Participated in a teacher study

group

Acted as a coach or mentor to

other teachers or staff in your

school

Participated in a committee or

task force focused on

curriculum and instructions

Never Once or twice a year Once or twice a  semester

Once or twice a month Once or twice a week Almost daily



 
 
 
84                                                                          Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

 

Figure 6. Expansion of Community of Practice (Mean Ratings): Between the time you participated 

in MAST and now, how frequently have you engaged in each of the following activities compared 

to before MAST? (N=75) 

 
1=Never, 2=Once or twice a year, 3=once or twice a semester, 4=Once or twice a month, 5=Once 

or twice a week, 6=Almost daily 
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In an effort to illustrate a more global view of the consistency of MAST’s 

impact, we averaged the mean scores of each subscale and broke down each of the 

three subscales by year and cohort. Results showed a fairly even distribution of 

means over a seven-year span, as well as a consistent trend amongst cohorts. Alums 

reported changes in their teaching practice the most each year, followed by changes 

in knowledge and skills, then expansion of their community of practice. The 

average means reported did not deviate drastically over the years, and all reported 

changes seemed to gradually increase with time. 

When we looked at changes in mean scores from two groups of alums - 

those who participated in MAST between 2004-2010 and 2011-2014 - we found a 

significant difference in scores. An independent samples t-test showed that those 

who had participated in MAST four years ago or more had significantly lower 

scores on many key items on two subscales: changes in teaching practice and 

changes in knowledge and skills (Table 2). The questions “To what extent have you 

made changes in knowledge of science as a result of MAST” and “To what extent 

have you made changes in your teaching practices related to science content 

curriculum” showed a significant difference (p<.001; p<.01). There were slightly 

less significant differences in the questions related to “changes in instructional 

methods employed” and ”cognitive challenges of science activities,” and 

“knowledge of instructional methods” (Table 2). The lower scores shown by alums 

who completed MAST furthest back may be due to several factors, including, but 

not limited to, smaller sample sizes in the earlier cohorts and the time between the 

treatment and survey completion. When we looked at changes in knowledge and 

skills, teaching practices, and expansion of teachers’ community of practice by high 

school grade level (e.g., 9th, 10th, 11th, 12th grade) and by science subject taught 

(e.g., physical science, chemistry, physics, biology, etc.) we found no significant 

changes in scores. While the data did not show any significant changes in scores 

when using science subjects taught and high school grade levels as covariates, it is 

important to note that the reported impact of MAST remains strong over time. 
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Table 2. Independent T-Test Significant Results Between Recent and Non-recent Alums (N=78) 

 

 

Based on the survey data alone, MAST appears to have had a moderate 

impact on teachers’ self-reported content knowledge and skills over the long-term. 

With regard to changes in their teaching practices, the long-term impact appeared 

to be much greater, with scores of 5 out of a 6-point Likert scale (“to a fairly great 

extent”). In years prior, high school teachers had the opportunity to learn science 

through inquiry in the summer and fall workshops and then bring those same 

lessons and materials back to their students. That nearly all teachers reported fairly 

moderate changes in their content knowledge and skills based on what they had 

learned in MAST, and considerable changes to their teaching practice, are 

indicators of the program’s sustained relevance, practicality and sensitivity to 

teacher needs. After attending MAST PD it appears that teachers have expanded 

their community of practice (a considerable amount) by engaging in self-directed 

learning of science (M=4.65). 

While teachers reported these changes, some up to seven years after 

attending the PD, it would be important to look at the pre and post outcomes of this 

particular group when they first started in the program (as early as 2008), and 

compare these short-term gains (or losses) to the same pre-post measure today. A 

selected group of past participants returned to MAST and participated in PD during 

the summer of 2015. Using the same outcome measures we used in our prior 

evaluations (Science Teacher Efficacy Beliefs Instrument (STEBI), Patterns of 
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Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS)), we will be able to compare scores from before 

their initial participation in MAST to after completing the second iteration in the 

spring of 2016. Reporting pre and post efficacy and adaptive learning scores 

together may suggest that the MAST PD model may be (at least to some extent) 

instilling and maintaining, long-term change in teachers’ content knowledge, skills, 

and pedagogy. 

 

Interview Findings 

The second section of this report will summarize findings from 20 individual, 

hour-long interviews with teachers who graduated from MAST between 2 and 7 

years ago. These teachers spoke candidly about how the MAST program impacted 

their beliefs and practices years after the PD. Teachers were asked questions about 

the following topics: 

 Professional changes since attending MAST 

 Perceived student benefit to teacher PD 

 Application of the PD to teaching (short and long-term) 

 Expansion of teachers’ community of practice 

 Additional long-term impacts 

 

Professional changes since attending MAST 

There was no shortage of feedback from past participants about some of the 

lasting impacts of MAST. Teachers discussed some of the professional changes 

they have made as a result of participating in MAST. Three-quarters of the teachers 

interviewed (15) discussed how the program changed their approach to teaching 

science. Two teachers commented on the benefits of adopting new perspectives and 

introducing new materials; one teacher spoke of this as a result of having more 

confidence: 

I was able to present concepts in a new way to my students. And you 

know after you taught something for so long you kind of go back to 

the same material. It was nice to have a new perspective and new 

layouts and sometimes new equipment to try to change things up a 

bit. (2011-2012 MAST participant) 

 

I've gained some confidence in myself in understanding that I'm not 

too old to learn. I'm not too old to change…I can still adapt. I can 
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still change. I can still improve and make it better for my kids. 

(2009-2010 MAST participant) 

One teacher spoke about using more hands-on activities and inquiry as a 

result of MAST, and implementing what they learned from the program, as a way 

to keep students actively engaged and involved: 

The fact that I teach science, of course, we do labs and experiments 

and things. But I think one of the most significant things that I 

started doing after I left MAST was just doing, not necessarily labs, 

but just more hands-on activities. Smaller hands-on activities to get 

my students excited about learning science. (2011-2012 MAST 

participant) 

Moving away from teacher-centered learning and more towards student-

centered instruction and inquiry was frequently mentioned as a distinct shift in their 

approach to teaching. Some teachers seemed to struggle with the idea that teaching 

is more than just delivering content, that it involves adapting strategies and 

techniques that promote student learning. The following teacher discussed the 

transition from lecture-style teaching to inquiry-based learning as a result of 

MAST: 

I have learned through Project MAST it's not about the teacher 

imparting knowledge as the great guru, it is letting students 

experience, letting students have the opportunity to put their hands 

on materials, helping them to develop the right ideas. It's more 

guided.  The teacher should be the facilitator and not the be-all, end-

all guru. I've had to learn not to do that. (2006-2007 MAST 

participant) 

Teachers reflected on improving their science content knowledge, and drew 

parallels to how having a better understanding of the science content benefits their 

students. The following teacher reiterated this point, and also mentioned how 

MAST sparked her interest in science subjects, particularly electrical models: 

I incorporate more physics principles into my classes and this has 

helped me add more STEM activities, labs and projects to my 

courses. It also helped me understand the subject so that my students 

can understand it better. If I don’t know something, how can I 

effectively teach it? Recently I ran across an old issue of a 

physiology education journal. While flipping through it I noticed a 

nervous system model of a reflex arc without pain and one with pain 
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associated with it. The models were built using electrical switches, 

lights, buzzers, wires and motors. Before MAST I would have 

skipped over this information but because of MAST and the week 

of half-day workshops on electricity I am now incorporating the 

models into both of my AP classes and my AP Biology class. I have 

purchased all of the electrical parts, made kits for groups of 4, and 

am teaching neural circuits with my electrical models. My students 

and I are getting a much clearer understanding of sensory neurons, 

interneurons, motor neurons, the spinal cord, ascending and 

descending tracts, and the flow of information within the nervous 

system. (2008-2009 MAST participant) 

One teacher discussed how understanding of the science subject matter increased 

confidence, which, in turn, likely benefited students: 

With teaching the upper-level kids, I have more confidence. For 

example, I teach marine biology, which I told you, and we had a lot 

of earth concepts. After going to MAST and learning earth science 

and chemistry, I have a better way of communicating that with my 

kids and have a more thorough understanding of it and appreciation 

for the subject. (2011-2012 MAST participant) 

Several teachers reflected on their time before participating in MAST, and 

that because of the program, they now encourage their students to meet higher 

expectations. One teacher summed up this point with the following comment: 

I expect more from the students. I expect them to have more higher-

level thinking. I expect them to be able to do more physical content. 

I think my expectations of my students before I went to MAST was 

too low, and so we've kicked it up a notch, definitely. (2013-2014 

MAST participant) 

Teachers also learned how to balance content coverage, such as how to better align 

the content covered in class with student assessment content: 

I think sometimes I’m more reflective on how I’m going to test 

things at the end, to make sure that I fully covered things, to make 

sure that that’s going to be incorporated, you know, that everything 

that I teach - I might over-teach the content, but I’d rather over-teach 

than under-teach what’s going to be tested on my students. So that 

has helped. It made me actually think about that skill. (2013-2014 

MAST participant) 
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Finally, some teachers mentioned additional ways MAST has changed their 

approach to teaching over the long-term, such as different ways of teaching science 

with inquiry, teaching diverse learners, and classroom management techniques.  

 

Implementation and application of PD to teaching and use of materials  

At the time of the interviews, the majority of teachers (14) mentioned that 

they continue to implement lessons learned from MAST; 12 teachers reported 

implementing lessons as is, or as they were taught during the PD, and nine teachers 

reported adjusting the lessons to better suit their students’ needs (e.g., scaling back 

the level of difficulty to better suit the learning curve of their students; substituting 

materials or not having enough materials). The following outlines the most 

frequently cited MAST lessons still used today, along with the number of teachers 

who cited each activity: Newton’s Laws lessons (N=6); Stomp rocket activity 

(N=6); Vernier Software (Labquest) (N=5); Rock collection activity (N=5); Water 

bottle activity (N=4); Marshmallow activity (N=4); Probe activities to measure pH 

and temperature (N=3); iPad/iPod (N=3). 

A teacher who participated in 2013 outlined in detail all of the materials she still 

uses in her classroom: 

I still use so many of the MAST materials. The iPad, Vernier 

LabQuest, Science Formative Assessment book, MAST notebook 

for ideas, rock box, tuning forks, grant writing guidelines, personal 

white board. I got a set for my class after MAST, which I use when 

teaching math in physics. I start class with an agenda and clear 

objectives now for the day or week. I use bowling balls that I 

received through the MAST grant and the "thinking small" strategy 

and getting students to diagram what is happening on a molecular 

level, using science composition notebooks to record activities and 

data collection…the 'making claims' and 'defending your claim' in 

science strategy. I learned this in the chemistry portion of MAST. 

(2012-2013 MAST participant) 

When asked why she continues to use the MAST lessons and materials, one 

physical science that graduated in 2010 mentioned: 

I incorporate MAST information and ideas into my teaching 

throughout each year. The attributes that spoke to me were the fact 

that the material was new to me, easy to use, and expanded my 

knowledge base. (2011-2012 MAST participant) 
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Eleven past participants specifically talked about the ease of implementing 

MAST lessons even today, and using the materials given to them back when they 

participated. Teachers also liked the PD activities because they were easy to plan 

and modify when necessary. A 2012 graduate described one example of how she 

modified a MAST lesson to better suit her students: 

Well, I did that yesterday because I learned the lesson as in you do 

a pattern like, "Okay, this is the lesson. You're supposed to do it like 

this, and then go ahead and do separating this material and come 

up." That's the lesson I learned from there. When I taught the class, 

I had to modify the lesson because my students, like I said, they're 

special education students, so I had to utilize the instruction. So what 

I did was instead of writing everything what they learned from the 

lesson, some students I gave a bubble map. They put life on the Mars 

in the middle of the bubble and around that…plants or sand and 

water, that kind of stuff. Whereas with some other students, they just 

go ahead and put the things, and other children write the chart and 

talk about it. That kind of modifications I did. (2013-2014 MAST 

participant) 

Another teacher reiterated the need to make minor modifications to a lesson but, 

for the most part, implements the MAST materials and activities in the same way: 

I put my own personal thinking on it and everything, but it is still - 

all the information was the stuff they gave us down there. And then 

I just tweaked it a little bit, and made it fit me. 

Most of the teachers interviewed described in detail the ways in which they 

continue to utilize MAST resources. The fact that nearly all teachers continue to 

implement the lessons and use materials in the same way (or similar ways) learned 

during the PD is an indicator of the program’s long-term relevance, practicality and 

sensitivity to teacher needs. While past participants seem to report long-term 

change in many areas of their teaching, we still do not have measured outcome data 

(e.g., science content knowledge, teaching efficacy, etc.) to support that these 

changes have occurred over the long-term. Our upcoming evaluation, which is 

discussed in the Conclusion section, will outline our approach to capturing this 

information. 
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Perceived student benefit from the MAST coursework 

Teachers did not hesitate to claim that their students’ benefited from MAST since 

integrating new activities and instructional strategies into the classroom. The long-

term impact of the MAST program on students, however, is yet to be determined; 

little can be stated beyond the self-reported comments from former participants. 

Since we only have indirect data on student impact from 17 teachers, the 

generalizability of the findings is limited. With that in mind, some clear themes 

emerged based on the teachers’ reported student impact. First and foremost, 

teachers reported that their students enjoy the hands on activities from MAST over 

lecture-style instruction. Second, teachers recognized that MAST helped improve 

their science content knowledge; in their eyes, a better understanding of science 

content may result in a heightened understanding of the content for students. 

Consider the following interview response to the question “In what ways has 

MAST influenced your students’ knowledge, confidence, and/or learning? In what 

ways have you seen this?”  

The MAST lessons are very hands on and student centered. This is 

what appeals to me the most. Activity based lessons drive student 

thinking and this allows students to explore and correct their own 

misconceptions. They become responsible learners. (2010-2011 

MAST participant) 

Overall, comments from teachers suggested that the MAST program provided them 

with engaging hands-on lessons, from which, in turn, the students reaped benefits. 

Additionally, several teachers reported the importance of having a better 

understanding of science concepts themselves so that they are, in turn, better able 

to teach these concepts to their students.  

 

Community of practice 

MAST alums were asked to reflect on the ways in which the program helped 

them expand their community of practice. Specifically, teachers were asked: 

 In what ways has MAST influenced your professional activities 

related to teaching (e.g., staff development, demonstration lessons, 

attending conferences, work groups with other teachers) 

 Do you talk about your MAST experience and the use of MAST 

materials with others? 

 Do you share the resources with others in your school or at school 

meetings? 
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All 20 of the past participants interviewed reported sharing their MAST materials 

and resources with other teachers, and almost all (16) alums admitted to sharing 

general information about the program and attending more conferences since 

graduating. Half of the alums interviewed reported increasing their science teaching 

community with more professional connections since MAST. One past participant 

who graduated four years ago discussed recruiting other teachers and sharing 

MAST materials. The participant planned on attending the Alum PD program 

during the summer of 2015 and spoke of other ways her community of practice has 

expanded: 

After my MAST experience, I recruited 2 more of my faculty 

members for the following summer. They have both applied already 

for the alumni MAST and I will finish my application this weekend. 

We have MAST discussions and all 3 of us incorporate MAST 

principles into our teaching. One teaches physics: one chemistry, 

and I biology. I have distributed materials and books that I received 

at MAST to many of the teachers in my department, some to Lower 

School, some to Middle School, and some in Upper School. Many 

friendships were forged during MAST with teachers from around 

the state as well as with some in my home city. There are several 

that I keep in touch with and we continue to discuss professional 

topics related to many that we learned at MAST. I presented a talk 

at MS Science Teachers Association with one of my MAST friends. 

(2010-2011 MAST participant) 

During the individual interview, one participants specifically referenced the 

National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) and how the conference and 

affiliation has helped expand their community of practice. 

The NSTA Conference MAST sent me to was an eye opening 

experience.  It let me know a wealth of opportunities to educate 

yourself are available.  I try to incorporate a demonstration into as 

many lessons as possible. Suggestions from other MAST 

participants led me to use Edmodo in the classroom. The Edmodo 

Science Teacher's group has new ideas and suggestions posted daily. 

(2012-2013 MAST participant) 

In short, the interview findings suggest that MAST instructors and programmers 

implemented their MAST PD to the satisfaction of those who were arguably the 

best positioned to judge it: the participating teachers over a period of seven years. 
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Most teachers thought MAST was among the best PD they had ever received at the 

time they were a participant—and still do even today. When prompted, MAST past 

participants could single out the benefits of particular opportunities years later. 

Conversations with MAST alumni about their experiences might give new 

participants strategies for overcoming potential obstacles (requesting leave time for 

conferences, etc.) that might get in their way. At the same time, the MAST alums 

discussed a few ways the program could improve.  

 

Suggested program improvements 

While the feedback from teachers has consistently been overwhelmingly 

positive over the past seven years, alumni offered a few suggestions for the program 

after years of implementing MAST lessons and materials. The most frequently cited 

suggestions on how to improve the program include:  

 Either too much or less than expected content covered on a topic 

(N=9) 

o More coverage of life sciences (N=5) 

o More coverage of the Next Generation Science Standards 

(NGSS) (N=3) 

o Less coverage of space science (N=1) 

 Divide the group of teachers based on experience teaching, class 

level, and/or content knowledge (science content knowledge, 

pedagogical content knowledge), which has proven to be effective 

in several studies (Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders, and Goldenberg, 

2009) (N=7) 

 Align the course coverage with teacher assessment content (N=7) 

 Strategies for incorporating the math component of physics to the 

classroom (N=4) 

 Include a more detailed agenda of the PD courses prior to the 

program starting (N=3) 

 Improved administrative bookkeeping (e.g., payment schedules, 

email communication about course agendas, etc.) (N=3) 

The following quote indicate additional areas for improvement mentioned by just a 

couple of alums, such as: a) providing a resource list of materials used during the 

PD that were not distributed to teachers, b) more hands-on activities in physics, c) 

more inclusion of computer programming/coding, and d) more course credit 

leading to a higher teaching degree: 
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For activities that I haven’t implemented yet, it would help to have 

a resource list (where the instructors got their materials and the exact 

brand and cost). It would also help to have more things provided by 

MAST or at least more samples. There are some physics activities 

with electricity and magnetism I'd like to do but I need magnets and 

compasses and a lab set of multi-meters that don't have the battery 

soldered in place.  I also could use a lab set of the constant velocity 

cars and equipment to teach dynamics.  Or, possibly MAST could 

order materials on request, or buy some materials in bulk at a 

reduced cost to provide to schools.  I know they have a room to 

check out supplies but I live a long distance from JSU and it is not 

convenient for me to plan when I have to wait on a shipment to be 

delivered and then pay to have it shipped back. (2010-2011 MAST 

participant) 

Alumni encouraged minor refinements to the content covered, greater emphasis on 

NGSS, improved alignment with course and assessment content, support with 

lesson implementation, and more structure and organization with regard to 

teachers’ skills, knowledge, and administrative support. Conversations with more 

MAST alumni about their experiences might give MAST programmers further 

strategies for refining the PD model. In addition, talking to teachers who have 

implemented the most MAST lessons, and attended the most PD courses, could 

help inform the program’s structure. 

 

Conclusions  

Our evaluation data from previous years (2009-2014) have demonstrated 

the following trends: MAST helps give teachers strategies and materials that they 

use in their classrooms in an effort to engage students in hands-on learning. Results 

in the past have shown small to moderate improvements among teachers in the 

following areas: confidence in knowledge of physical science, earth science, and 

astronomy, confidence in using MAST pedagogical techniques (e.g., inquiry), 

personal science teaching efficacy, and science content knowledge. Collectively, 

student results in the past showed small, significant group-level gains in the 

following areas: confidence in knowledge of physics and earth science and physical 

science content knowledge. 
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It is important to note, though, that some educators have questioned 

highlighting content knowledge in professional development evaluations. The 

pressure to document yearly achievement may blind evaluators, funders and policy-

makers to other important outcomes necessary for the sustainability of school, 

district or state science initiatives (St. John, 2013). Within MAST’s various 

instantiations, for instance, we have heard numerous stories of teachers who have 

become administrative leaders and science advocates in their departments and 

schools. Inspired by their experiences in MAST, these teachers have disseminated 

what they have learned and promoted instructional change on a larger scale. We are 

in the process of documenting teachers’ post-MAST activities more systematically 

and plan to explore the role that MAST may have played in any scaling efforts. 

With this in mind, our current evaluation included surveying MAST alums, 

followed by interviews, to help us identify these and other long-term outcomes, 

thus broadening our evaluation horizon beyond just test scores. 

With this study, we sought to explore how MAST helped continue to shape and 

improve the teaching practices and skills of MAST alumni. The results indicate that 

the program has maintained a lasting impact on a selected group of MAST past 

participants. The findings, extracted from our survey analysis and interviews—and 

consistent with MAST’s theory of change—show that teachers have, in fact, 

improved their learning, and the benefits of this program have been sustained. 

Finally, it is possible that students of MAST-trained teachers may improved their 

knowledge across a variety of sciences, even if their teachers participated in the PD 

years prior; additional research is necessary to link these findings to MAST. While 

past participants are continuing to implement MAST lessons, use MAST materials, 

and still praise the improvements in their content knowledge and teaching practices, 

there were two main limitations to this study.  

First, the data included in this follow-up study is all self-report and we 

lacked outcome data on improved content knowledge and pedagogy, efficacy, and 

student gain over long-term. After seven years of continued summer PD sessions, 

MAST programmers decided not to hold summer workshops during the summer of 

2014 or the 2014-2015 academic year. Instead of conducting an evaluation that 

year, we focused on conducting further analyses and research in an effort to address 

the previously outlined research questions, including a literature review to compare 

and contrast elements of MAST's PD model to ones developed and implemented 

elsewhere with proven success. The goal is to incorporate some of the suggested 

improvements to the program model and further explore additions to fine tune the 
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model based on successes in the current literature. In addition, MAST alumni were 

invited back for customized PD during the summer of 2015, with a new cohort of 

teachers. For the next evaluation of MAST, REA plans to measure program 

outcomes on content knowledge, teaching efficacy, teaching practices, and 

evidence of MAST implementation (e.g., how teachers are using the materials, how 

teachers are incorporating teaching strategies learned from the PD) by the MAST 

alumni who participated in the PD, as well as comparing the new cohort of teacher 

outcomes to a control group of teachers. Unlike previous MAST PD courses, the 

program for alums only will include: (a) more advanced science content, (b) entire 

courses that cover just one science subject (e.g., physics courses, chemistry courses) 

rather than a mix of science domains per course, and (c) courses on engineering 

design which will be part of the physics curriculum. 

The second limitation speaks to the challenge of attributing our findings to 

implementation of the MAST program, especially years after first participating in 

the PD. Without extensive data on how teachers implement what they learn from 

MAST years after in their classrooms and the potential influence of other PD 

interventions, it is difficult to attribute any self-reported changes in teacher 

knowledge, skills, professional practice, and student outcomes to the PD. For the 

next evaluation, REA proposes to measure outcome data (self-efficacy, content 

knowledge, confidence in ability to teach science) for those MAST alums that have 

chosen to participate in additional PD. 

 

Future Evaluation 

One way to uncover how teachers re-enact what they learn from MAST 

years after the PD is to ask all participants to plan and execute a series of "MAST 

lessons" during an academic year. These lessons should incorporate elements of 

MAST so that evaluators can compare and contrast these same elements to what 

was taught during the PD at the time (e.g., use of materials from the PD, 

instructional techniques learned from the PD such as inquiry-based learning, etc.). 

Evaluators might use video recordings, journaling, written lesson plans, 

observations and follow-up interviews to study how teachers replicated 

components of the PD during the "MAST lessons." For example, evaluators may 

utilize archived video footage of MAST PD to compare and contrast how MAST 

instructors represented inquiry-based learning during the PD versus how MAST 

alumni replicated that same strategy with his or her students. Some current research 
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suggests that video footage is assuming a more prominent role in the field of teacher 

PD, specifically in the form of video of in-service teachers in order to evaluate their 

practice (Star and Strickland, 2007) and has been shown by several studies to 

improve teaching practice and/or student achievement (Roth, Garnier, Chen, 

Lemmens, Schwille, and Wickler, 2011). Comparing MAST lessons to non-MAST 

lessons can help explain the variations in lesson implementation, and illustrate ways 

in which teachers customize and adjust what is learned from the PD to better suit 

their students.  

While it is difficult to examine what outside factors, over time, may have 

affected past participants’ feelings related to MAST having improved their teaching 

and knowledge over time, it is significant to note that the positive feedback and 

reported impact of the program remains over a long period of time. The long-term 

contact between the in-service teachers and MAST, through continued feedback, 

online blogs or courses, might provide teachers with the extra support they may 

need. Ongoing support and contact with alums can help teachers better bridge the 

gap between the MAST PD model and theory of change, and the classroom 

application of what they learned.  

The evaluation for the new cohort of MAST teachers will include: 

1. Implementing a refined PD model for past participants and the new 

cohort, based on the current findings and teacher suggestions. 

2. Evaluating teacher outcomes and feedback from MAST alumni 

from 2015 summer workshops. 

3. Using a randomly assigned control group of MAST teachers 

accepted to the program to compare teachers exposed to the new 

alumni PD workshops to those not exposed. The control group will 

experience “delayed exposure” to the new MAST alumni workshops 

(or intervention) and start MAST the following year.  

4. Evaluating teacher and student outcomes (e.g., increased 

pedagogical content and science content knowledge, and increased 

value of courses taught after teacher training) for those still teaching. 

5. Administering student and teacher post-program content tests in 

physical science. 

6. Administering student and teachers post-program surveys on 

science interest and self-efficacy. 

7. Analyzing qualitative data by identifying common themes, with the 

goal of being able to quantify some of these outcomes.        
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8. Analyzing quantitative data using quantitative analysis program 

(e.g., SPSS).  

9. While our evaluation has centered on the in-service training 

program, we will track the progress of the pre-service component as 

well. We will conduct follow-up interviews with MAST staff and 

directors on ways to recruit and retain pre-service teachers in the 

program, and help teachers achieve their certification in physics and 

the physical sciences. 

10. Conduct case studies, which will include follow-up interviews and 

site/class visits with a selected sample of MAST alums.  

The MAST PD instructors, many of whom have been teaching these courses for 

several years, are responsible for the following: (a) planning, developing and 

executing PD courses that are aligned with the Mississippi State Curriculum 

Framework and NGSS, (b) ensuring that lessons are executed successfully, and (c) 

to monitor and adjust the professional development program and experience from 

beginning to end based on teachers’ learning levels. Seen as “the experts” in various 

science domains and pedagogical strategies, this role involves balancing the worlds 

of the teachers with those of their unique set of Common Core State Standards, 

while being knowledgeable of the elements inherent in each unique community. 

For the teacher, the PD instructor must weave together his or her own knowledge 

of the classroom, science content knowledge, and an understanding of how teachers 

learn, while helping teachers link the science they are learning to their own 

classroom teaching. Therefore, the evaluation begs the question, what do the MAST 

PD instructors take away from their experience, and how does their experience help 

inform and assess their own practice? In the upcoming evaluation, REA will 

incorporate the feedback of the MAST PD instructors to gather preliminary data on 

how their involvement in the program helped inform their curriculum and influence 

their own professional development. We will also further explore the extent to 

which instructors incorporated the feedback and suggested improvements voiced 

by participating teachers about MAST (e.g., content difficulty, content coverage) 

in an effort to create a more customized PD experience. 

 In addition to the PD instructors potentially benefiting from their involvement 

with the program, JSU faculty observers may have also reaped benefits. Since 2009, 

JSU faculty members from the Department of Physics, Atmospheric Sciences & 

Geoscience (PASG) were recruited to observe each PD session. These faculty 

members received ongoing training from REA before observations began. Current 
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research claims that in pursuit of improving teaching practices, the best thing for 

teachers to do it to look outside of their own classrooms. According to Star and 

Strickland (2007), observing other teachers is a key element of development, and it 

improves teachers’ own self-awareness of their skills and helps to identify areas for 

future growth. The future evaluation also begs the question, to what degree have 

the faculty observers’ attitudes toward teaching science changed since being an 

observer? Also, to what extent have faculty observers implemented strategies and 

resources into their own classrooms by watching other teachers? REA will continue 

to explore how MAST has an impact on PD instructors and faculty observers. It is 

our belief that not only science teachers reap benefits from the program, but 

instructors and observers as well. 

 

Final Thoughts 

The MAST PD model moves beyond prior published work. First, unlike 

past studies, the main intervention is aligned with specific approaches associated 

with successful PD in the current literature, including a strong content focus, active 

learning (inquiry-based activities, student learning; coherence (alignment with the 

Mississippi State Standards); duration (graduate course credits); and collective 

participation (collaborative learning in school-based context) (Desimone, 2009; 

Garet, 2001). Additionally, the MAST PD model utilizes pedagogical strategies 

identified in science education literature that is considered effective for science K-

12 instruction. Lastly, our current study sought to determine if short-term PD gains 

and impact have staying power (> one year later) using self-reported data and, with 

our next study, outcome data.  

The current evaluation has provided us with some answers about MAST’s 

long-term impact and implementation, and has raised more questions we would like 

to explore with programs using the MAST professional development model. We 

will continue to conduct research on this approach and disaggregate our existing 

data so that we can more fully explain how MAST is working, for whom, and under 

what conditions.  
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Abstract 

This paper discusses a community-university domestic violence awareness 

collaboration and explores students' awareness towards intimate partner violence.  

A descriptive study was conducted to explore student awareness using a previously 

administered instrument which included a vignette and close-ended items.  Other 

questions were asked to assess student's evaluation of domestic violence material 

in the curriculum. Results indicated that all responding students agreed that 

community-university partnerships increased their awareness of domestic violence 

and most were able to identify courses in their Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) 

curriculum that presented material related to domestic violence.  The majority of 

students were also able to recognize the signs of domestic abuse that was described 

in the vignette.  Based on the descriptive results, community-university 

collaborations appear to be an effective method to infuse domestic violence in 

Social Work curricula. 

 

Introduction 

Domestic Violence in Mississippi 

 Domestic violence (DV) is an intricate pattern of abusive actions and 

behavior within the home that typically includes emotional, sexual, and/or 

physically violent abuse (Center for Disease Control 2014; Drijber, B., Reijnders, 

U., and Ceelen, 2013; Hegarty, Hindmarsh, & Giles, 2000).  According to the 

Mississippi Coalition Against Domestic Violence, Mississippi ranks number 2 in 

the nation for DV and number 5 in DV related homicides (NCADV, 2014).  

Domestic Violence is more likely to occur in the context of romantic and intimate 
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relationships (CDC, 2014; WHO, 2014), thus it is more recently referred to as 

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV).  IPV involving female victims is also a serious 

issue in Mississippi.  Data indicates that the state ranks number 9 in the nation for 

the rate of female homicides committed by male offenders (NCADV, 2014).  

Because of its devastating effects, domestic violence is considered a social problem 

and a public health concern.  DV affects all aspects of society and knows no 

socioeconomic boundary. As the data indicate, Mississippi suffers from a high 

prevalence and incidence of domestic violence which is a detriment to the state and 

its citizens (Wisner, Gilmer, Saltzman, & Zink, 1999).  

  Public discourse concerning IPV has been greatly heightened (Alhabib, 

Nur, & Jones, 2010), particularly with the increase of media reporting of athletes 

and entertainers who face  domestic violence charges (eg. Ray Rice, Chris Brown, 

Charlie Sheen). The Bachelor of Social Work Program at Jackson State University 

(JSU BSW) has been a part of these conversations.  Because of Mississippi's high 

rate of IPV, it is highly probable that students will encounter domestic violence 

victims and/or perpetrators as professional social workers.   The Council on Social 

Work Education (CSWE) Educational Policy (2014) requires that accredited 

programs prepare “...social workers to engage in prevention activities that promote 

well-being" and “to formulate and influence social policies and social work services 

in diverse political contexts”.  The increased incidence of DV in Mississippi has 

created a greater need to address domestic violence in the curriculum so students 

can be better prepared to work with clients and communities who have experienced 

DV. 

 Often times there are a number of moral and value judgements regarding 

domestic violence and its impact (Policastro, C. and Payne, B. K., 2013).  For 

example, studies have shown a large majority of people place blame on a woman's 

actions to explain the reason for her abuse (Woodson & Carlson, 2005).  Others fail 

to consider barriers for leaving an abusive relationship and believe that a woman is 

able to easily cut off a relationship that involves violence (Woodson & Carlson, 

2005).  People also fail to contextualize domestic violence as a social problem but 

rather view it as a personal issue rather than a societal issue (Woodson & Carlson, 

2005).  Furthermore, people are also more likely to negatively perceive a domestic 

violence victim who has returned to his/her partner than a victim who has not 

returned (Yamawaki, N, Ochoa-Shipp, Pulsipher, Harlos, & Swindler, 2005).  

Social work (SW) students often enter college holding similar beliefs, however 

inaccurate information is a hindrance to effective care and treatment.  The only way 
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to dispose of the myths and misinformation is through accurate information and 

academic preparation.  JSU BSW takes a collaborative approach to provide DV 

education and awareness.  This paper will focus on an innovative way that the JSU 

BSW infuses the topic of domestic violence in its curriculum via community 

partnerships.  There are three aims. First, we will provide background information 

on the mental health effects of IPV and briefly discuss the significance of the need 

for social work students to be aware of these effects, particularly for those students 

who have plans to work in practice settings.  Second, we discuss the advantage of 

community-university partnerships alongside a discussion of a recent community 

collaboration that resulted in a "Domestic Violence Forum" sponsored by the Social 

Work Student Association (SWSA) at Jackson State University.  Third, we provide 

details of a pilot study that examined JSU Bachelor of Social Work student 

knowledge and perceptions towards IPV. 

 

Literature Review 

Domestic Violence and Mental Health 

 Domestic violence is an important issue that Social Work curriculum should 

address. Upon graduation, many students enter practices where they interact with 

men, women, and children who are experiencing and/or recovering from the poor 

outcomes of domestic violence.  Much of these negative consequences revolve 

around mental health issues adding another barrier to counseling.  For instance, past 

literature suggests an association between domestic abuse and posttraumatic stress 

(PTSD) symptoms (Perez, Johnson, & Wright 2012).  In fact, one study found that 

well over half of all abused women displayed indicators of PTSD (Jones, Hughes, 

Unterstaller, 2001).  Battered women have also been found to have elevated levels 

of anger (Bean and Moeller, 2002) and depression (Johnson, Giordano, Longmore, 

and Manning, 2014). IPV is also a risk factor for attempted suicide (Thompson, 

Kaslow, & Kingree, 2002). Past research suggests that depressive symptoms among 

battered women increased the likelihood of suicide attempts (Thompson, Kaslow, 

& Kingree, 2002). Men who are victims of DV often experience isolation (Drijber, 

Reijnders, & Ceelen, 2013) which is not surprising given the overwhelming 

resources and social support networks geared towards female victims. Tsui, 

Cheung, & Leung (2010) examined male victimization and found that these men 

suffered from high rates of denial, stigmatization, fear, shame, and embarrassment.  

As these studies suggest, intimate partner violence has long-term negative health 

consequences for survivors, even after the abuse has ended.  Aside from the mental 
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health aftermath that is experienced by survivors of domestic violence, research has 

also shown its effect on children.  Children who have witnessed domestic violence 

were reported to exhibit distress, fear, anger, depression, and aggression 

(Cummings, Ballard, and El-Sheikh, 1991; Cummings, Pellegrini, Notarius, and 

Cummings, 1989; Jarvis, Gordon, and Novaco, 2005; Kolbo, Blakely, and 

Engleman, 1996).   Other results show that children who have been victims of DV 

have a higher probability of showing signs of antisocial behavior (Sousa, 

Herrenkohl, Moylan, Tajima, Klika, Herrenkohl, & Russo, 2010).  These findings 

indicate that IPV is multifaceted and has traumatic consequences for the entire 

family.   

Social work students need to understand complex symptoms, diagnoses, 

interventions, and results of domestic violence.  Moreover this information needs 

to be continuous and highlighted throughout the students’ matriculation. Studies 

have shown that professional social workers often attribute blame to victims (Bass 

& Rice, 1979; Danis, 2003). Other studies suggest that some social workers do not 

perceive abusive behavior as a serious issue or identify it as IPV (Hansen, Harwar, 

& Cervantes, 1991).  When behavior is correctly identified as domestic violence, it 

has been suggested that social workers are ineffective in attaining the needed 

referrals and/or assign poor prescriptive treatment (Danis, 2003).  It is important 

for SW students to recognize the problems and consequences that accompany 

abuse, so that they can offer competent care that is free of bias in order to effectively 

assist their future clients in recovering from trauma. 

 

University and Community Partnerships 

University-community partnerships are needed to bring greater awareness 

and prevent IPV.  However, according to Bowen (2011) little work has been done 

to provide training and education within academia on how and why it is important 

to establish community partnerships in working to meet the needs of community 

issues. The Society for Community Research and Action (2010) also cites that little 

information has been shared with academic programs on why it is important to 

collaborate with community agencies nor why it is important to establish ongoing 

working relationships with them. Some key areas in the literature point to the 

importance of identifying community agencies with which to partner and how to 

communicate academic needs to establish such partnerships (Chorpita & Mueller, 

2008; Heffner, 2001, Sieber, 2008). The long term implication for establishing 
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university and community partnerships include the idea of ongoing dialogue and 

research in areas of interest for both parties that yield productive societal outcomes. 

The Bachelor of Social Work Program at Jackson State University has taken 

heed to this critique of the academy.  It is recognized that there is a tremendous 

need for collaborations which has led to engaging relationships with community 

partners including:  Hinds County, Mississippi State Attorney General’s Office, 

The University of Mississippi Medical Center’s Myrlie Evers-Williams Institute 

for the Elimination of Health Disparities, The Mississippi Coalition Against 

Domestic Violence, and Catholic Charities along with community residents, faculty 

and students from other educational departments to bring greater awareness to DV. 

Domestic Violence is widespread in Mississippi and requires such partnerships to 

fully engage students, faculty, community leaders as well as community agencies 

and organizations in the fight against this potentially fatal crime. 

 During the month of October, Domestic Violence Awareness Month, the 

Bachelor of Social Work Student Association at Jackson State University hosted a 

Domestic Violence Awareness Forum which served to engage students, faculty, 

survivors, perpetrators, community leaders as well as community agencies. 

Community partnerships have been cited as an effective way to bring greater 

exposure and awareness in communities (Davidson and Bowen, 2011). As  

Davidson and Bowen (2011) stated, “members of academia and service agencies 

are uniquely poised to collaborate with one another to create meaningful 

partnerships that foster both domestic violence and sexual assault research agendas 

as well as direct services to survivors” (p. 1). Students of the BSW program at 

Jackson State University took lead in this endeavor by reaching across their 

discipline and service lines to develop and present greater awareness for the 

university and community at large. The ability to foster engaging partnerships begin 

with identifying the various agencies whose mission and values are similar in 

combating social issues plaguing communities. 

 Moreover, there is a keen benefit to forging university and community 

partnerships, especially when there are opportunities to serve as a resource for one 

another.  Heffner (2011) discusses the idea of the community agency as a resource 

center for the university.  In turn, this creates an opportunity for students to get 

involved with the work of the agency.  When community agencies act as a resource 

it opens the door to many conversations of how to jointly address the various issues 

in the community while using the university to undergird potential research if 

needed. The ability to work with various systems to meet the growing demands of 
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society issues may be achieved through collaborative efforts instituted by those 

invested in what is going on in their respective communities. There is no silo of 

existence but one of unification through commonalities and the needs that are so 

large that they can only be addressed through multisystem collaborations. 

 

Research Methods 

 The JSU BSW had a number of collaborators that supported the Domestic 

Violence Forum.  These organizations included: Catholic Charities, whose mission 

is to be a visible sign of Christ’s love by helping those who are unable to help 

themselves; the poor and vulnerable, especially children, women and families 

(www.catholiccharitiesjackson.org); The Myrlie Evers-Williams Institute for the 

Elimination of Health Disparities whose focus is to address three key areas: child 

health disparities, minority men’s health and the science of research training 

(www.umc.edu); Another community alliance forged was with the Mississippi 

Coalition Against Domestic Violence. The mission of the Mississippi Coalition 

Against Domestic Violence is to bring about social change through advocacy, 

technical assistance and public awareness (MCADV, 2014). They serve as a great 

resource to the university and its students as they provide an array of services 

including educational sessions, public awareness, victim referral services 

networking and resource library/clearing house; Hinds County Division of Safety, 

whose mission is to provide and promote a safe, stable environment for the 

employees, residents and visitors of Hinds County, Mississippi; and the Mississippi 

State Attorney General’s Office, who has a Domestic Violence Division that 

provides training, education, and technical assistance. The Division works to keep 

the community and local entities abreast of current and up-to-date information and 

legislation related to domestic violence (www.ago.state.ms.us).   

 

Objective and Significance of the Pilot Study 

 Students in the field of social work will encounter all sorts of contentions 

related to domestic violence.  Therefore it is of utmost importance that students 

understand the role of community engagement in resolving complex community 

issues.  Individuals who have experienced domestic violence are subjected to a 

number of interactions along the way and it would be more effective if these 

interactions were through shared contacts of professionals.  This exploratory and 

descriptive study explored student knowledge of local community and social 

service agencies to assist IPV clients and their perceptions concerning intimate 

http://www.catholiccharitiesjackson.org/
http://www.umc.edu/
http://www.ago.state.ms.us/
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partner violence.  Also explored were students' assessments of the infusion of 

domestic violence curriculum and students' comfort level in treating domestic 

violence clients based on practical knowledge gained throughout their 

matriculation.  Domestic abuse is prevalent in Mississippi and many students will 

encounter clients who have been perpetrators and/or victims of IPV. Academic 

programs are in a unique position to correct poor practice behaviors by providing 

relevant course material, activities, and programs to combat prejudices held about 

IPV.  This study provides the opportunity to assess the value of JSU BSW not only 

for the larger community, but social work students especially. 

 

Sample 

 The sample population for this study consisted of Bachelor of Social Work 

majors.  All declared JSU BSW majors were included in the sampling frame. A 

non-probability sampling technique was employed.  A convenience sample allowed 

for expeditious recruitment data on students.  Although, convenience sampling 

methods runs the risk of bias, this method of sampling was not seen as a threatening 

limitation to this study.  The median age of the sample population was 28.  Eighty-

eight percent were female; 11 percent were males.  Students were recruited during 

a month and a half period following the domestic violence forum.  Five SW courses 

were surveyed.  Roughly 90 students were asked to participate; 56 of the 90 

participated with a response rate of 62 percent.   Students who agreed to participate 

were asked to read and sign a Consent Form and then complete the questionnaire.  

The anticipated time for completion was 25 minutes.  Respondents completed the 

survey online using Qualtrics software.  The study protocol was approved by human 

subjects Institutional Review Boards at Jackson State University.  No financial 

compensation for participating was offered to participants.  Table 1 presents the 

demographic make-up of the respondents.  Demographic variables included:  

gender, age, race, classification, and religion.     

 

Design and Instrument 

 To assess student perceptions and attitudes of intimate partner violence a 

previously administered instrument, the Domestic Violence Awareness Survey, was 

used (Brown and Groscup 2009; McMillan and Pearson 2013).  Study participants 

were asked to read a vignette that described an intimate partner violence scenario 

between a fictitious heterosexual couple, Michael and Erica.  After reading the 

vignette, respondents were then asked to answer close-ended questions/items 
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related to the scenario presented in the vignette.  Twenty-one close ended questions 

were on a 7 point Likert scale, that ranged from a) not at all to very likely, b) not at 

all to very serious, c) not at all responsible to completely responsible, d)  not at all 

abusive to very abusive, etc..  Respondents were asked questions such as, a) How 

likely is the abusive behavior in this relationship to get worse over time?, b) How 

serious was this situation?, c) How responsible was Michael for this situation?, d) 

How abusive was Erica’s behavior?  Respondents were also asked if the case 

constituted domestic violence (as opposed to another type of violence, such as 

simple assault or battery) and how confident they were in their decision using a 6 

point Likert scale.  We also wanted to know if respondents felt as if the police 

should make any arrests and who respondents thought were the primary victim.  

These questions were close-ended as well.   

 The questionnaire also included five questions related specifically to the 

Forum and JSU BSW curriculum.   Respondents were asked if they felt events such 

as the "Domestic Violence Forum" offered them a greater awareness and 

understanding of IPV.  The questionnaire also asked students to list the courses that 

they are currently enrolled in or was previously enrolled in that presented class 

material on domestic and intimate partner violence.  The fourth question asked 

students to rate their level of comfort of they had to counsel the Michael and Erica. 

The final question was open ended and asked students to list any domestic violence 

community partners and social service agencies that they were familiar with.  Table 

2 illustrates descriptive statistics from these analyses.    

 

Data Analysis 

 Data analyses were performed using SPSS for Windows (version 22.0). Due 

to the exploratory nature of the study, descriptive statistics are conducted to 

examine student perceptions and attitudes towards intimate partner violence and 

domestic abuse. In the analysis, the researchers computed means and standard 

deviation for all respondents on each of the close-ended items.  

 

Findings 

The sample size included 56 respondents.  Ninety-one percent were females 

and 9.1 percent males.  The median age was 24 (x̄=27.6).  Ninety-one percent of 

respondents were African American while 9.3 percent identified as white. Nearly 

half of the respondents were senior, 22.6 percent were juniors, a quarter of the 

sample was sophomores and only 4 percent were freshmen.  Almost half of the 
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sample self-identified as Protestants.  Nearly 40 percent identified with a religion 

other than Islam and Christianity.  Eleven percent responded that they had no 

religion and only 2 percent were Muslim.   

The Domestic Violence Forum had a sizable amount of JSU BSW student 

representation.  Thirty-three percent of the sample responded that they had attended 

the Social Work Student Association sponsored Domestic Violence Forum on 

October 29, 2014.  Three fourths of participants have had a past course that 

addressed issues of domestic violence, while 82 percent of participants said they 

have touched on the topic in a current course. A little over half of the sample felt 

very comfortable in treating and counseling domestic violence clients.  Almost a 

quarter responded that they were “somewhat comfortable”.  When asked “Do 

community partnerships like the Domestic Violence Forum, help you gain a greater 

insight as a future social worker about social problems such as domestic violence?”, 

all respondents (100 percent) agreed that community-university partnerships do 

assist them in gaining a better insight.   

 After reading the vignette, 92.3 percent of students agreed that the scenario 

constituted domestic violence.  Almost 20 percent of participants responded that no 

arrests should be made, while 57 percent responded that both Michael and Erica 

should be arrested.  The majority of participants felt as if Michael and Erica were 

equally played the role as victims and abusers.  Interestingly enough, in light of the 

above finding, more respondents perceived Erica as completely responsible (27 

percent) whereas only 15 percent perceived Michael as completely responsible. 

Respondents also saw Erica’s behavior as more abusive than Michael’s. Fifty-three 

percent of respondents viewed this scenario as “very serious”.  Nearly three-fourths 

of the sample responded that it is very likely that a similar situation would occur 

again and the same amount of respondents thought it was very likely the abusive 

behavior in the relationship would worsen.  Eighty-seven percent of the sample 

would be very likely to recommended counseling for the couple.  When asked, 

“How capable would social service agencies be in helping Michael?”, 89 percent 

responded that social services would be capable in assisting Michael with the help 

he needs.     

 

Conclusion & Discussion 

 This research presents a case for HBCU Bachelor of Social Work programs 

to forge greater connections with community agencies.  Findings suggested that 

these partnerships have some utility and helped to increase student awareness of 



 
 
 
114                                                                          Volume 29, Number 1 (Fall 2016) 

 

 

domestic violence.  However, these findings need to be interpreted in light of its 

limitations.  First, this study is cross-sectional and the does not allow us to assess 

the long term utility of community-university partnerships on BSW student 

perceptions and awareness.  As stated earlier, this was a pilot study and the 

researchers plan to collect annual data on student perceptions, assessment, and 

knowledge for future Domestic Violence programming.  Second, this study is 

purely exploratory and thus presents descriptive information.  Causal relationships 

between the JSU BSW curricula and student perceptions cannot be determined. The 

final limitation is the lack of generalizability.  The study included a sample of BSW 

students, specifically, from Jackson State University. Therefore, the study findings 

cannot be generalized to JSU students outside the BSW program or BSW students 

at other universities. 

Despite these limitations, key findings did emerge.  First, an overwhelming 

proportion of respondents identified two or more classes that addressed issues of 

domestic violence via class curriculum.  These classes included Social Work Value 

and Ethics (SW210), Introduction to Social Work (SW200), Social Work Practice 

I (SW385), Human Behavior and the Social Environment I (SW301), Human 

Diversity and Social Justice (SW225), Research Methods (SW465), and a handful 

of many other courses.  Second, all of the respondents agreed that community-

university partnerships and programs, like the Domestic Violence Forum, help 

them gain a greater insight as future social workers concerning social problems 

such as domestic violence.  Third, 80 percent of students stated that the practical 

knowledge and awareness gained about domestic violence in the BSW curriculum 

has increased their comfort level in treating and counseling clients with experiences 

of domestic violence such as the fictitious couple in the vignette, Erica and Michael. 

Fourth, the majority of students were able to recognize the signs of domestic abuse 

that was described in the vignette.  It was also found that this variable was 

significantly associated with classification, which suggests the desired maturation 

that is anticipated with upperclassmen students.  Fifth, students were able to 

identify specific local and regional community organizations and social services 

agencies that could assist the couple in the clinical vignette.  Many of the social 

services and organizations that students listed are the same organizations that JSU 

BSW has developed university-community collaborations with, such as Catholic 

Charities, Latasha Norman Counseling Center for Counseling and Disability, and 

the Mississippi Coalition Against Domestic Violence.  These findings suggest that 

JSU BSW has infused domestic violence themes in its curriculum and is adequately 
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preparing students to address high rates of domestic violence in Mississippi.  

Moreover, these finding highlight the continued need to establish community and 

university partnerships in order to positively contribute to programmatic changes 

within the university curricula. 
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The Researcher: An Interdisciplinary Journal 

Special Issue for Fall 2017 

Business and Economic Issues in Black America 
 

 

CALL FOR ABSTRACTS 

The Researcher: An Interdisciplinary Journal is a peer-reviewed journal published at Jackson 

State University, Jackson, Mississippi. This special issue of The Researcher focuses on 

business and economic issues in Black America and welcomes scholarly research from all 

disciplines, especially interdisciplinary papers from scholars in the liberal arts, social sciences, 

business, and economics.   

 

Abstracts are due by June 30, 2017. Authors of selected abstracts will be invited to submit 

complete papers by October 15, 2017, for review and possible publication.  A $50 submission 

fee will be required at the time of paper submission.  

 

 

Possible research topics include but are not limited to the following: 

 Historical sketches of important black inventors, entrepreneurs, and business leaders. 

 The role of the black business community in supporting the Civil Rights Movement. 

 The impact of the Civil Rights Movement on black businesses and ownership. 

 African American consumption and economic behavior. 

 The economic costs of minority health disparities. 

 Psycho-social factors influencing employment and wealth in black communities. 

 Poetry and short-stories of economic triumph and/or injustice. 

 Photographic retrospectives of black business districts and how they have changed. 

 The economic landscape of food and bank deserts in Black America. 

 Assessing the state of Black agriculture in the U.S. 

 The economic impact of educational inequality. 
 

 

Abstract submission criteria:  

 The abstract must be relevant to the theme of the special issue. 

 The abstract must give an overview of the purpose of the full paper. 

 The abstract must explain the methodology used (or proposed to be used) for papers 

involving the research or case studies. 

 The abstract must indicate results to be discussed or the significance/relevance of the 

paper. 

 Abstracts should be 500-1000 words. 
 

Deadline for abstract submission: June 30, 2017. 

Notification of abstract acceptant: July 14, 2017. 

Deadline for submission of full manuscript: October 15, 2017. 
 

Submit abstracts to the general editor of The Researcher: An Interdisciplinary Journal at 

editor.researcher@jsums.edu. 
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at editor.researcher@jsums.edu. 
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