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Abstract 

Summarize in no more than 100 words what you did as your professional development project, and what 

results you obtained. 

The SENCER (Science Education for New Civic Engagements and Responsibilities) Summer Institute is the 

most influential professional development conference I have attended. This conference has made me a 

more mindful educator who is successfully inculcating civic capacity in my students. The Loser-Savkar 

Fellowship allowed me to attend SSI 2017 at Stony Brook University from August 3-6, 2017, in Stony 

Brook, NY.  At the conference, I made two presentations, reconnected with colleagues, and introduced 

three other NOVA faculty members to SENCER. 

 

Rationale 

Today’s issues (e.g. fracking, climate change, and Zika virus) require multiple viewpoints; the 

complexities that shape these issues require nuanced, creative answers.  Since 2013, I have been 

actively engaged in “Science Education for New Civic Engagements and Responsibilities” (SENCER). The 

mission of this consortium of undergraduate institutions is to increase the civic capacity of students.  

The yearly SENCER conference has profoundly affected my teaching. 

I teach Bio101 around the theme of cancer. Given that cancer will affect 1 in 2 males and 1 in 3 females 

in this country, our students should understand its causes, treatments, and care options.  Many of these 

topics are natural extensions of our current course content: we study cells, cell division, the molecules 

that make up cells, genetics, DNA structure and function, and enzymes.  Each of these topics is critical to 

understanding the pathobiology of cancer. 

Starting in Fall 2016, I created the “Get Civically Engaged!” project.  Students research a current issue 

using library databases, and then express their understanding of the issue through creative writing or 

art. They discuss how class concepts relate to the chosen issue.  This open-ended assignment allows 

students the choice of how to display their knowledge and encourages them to gain personal 

perspective.  I was, disappointed, however, with the quality of the majority of the work I received. I 

collaborated intensely with my English colleague, Alison Correll, to rewrite my grading rubric and to 

have someone with whom to discuss how to frame the assignment so as to yield better results. I tried 

again in Spring 2017 with a new cohort of students. Again, I got quite a range of project quality.  At the 

SSI 2017 in Stony Brook this summer, I presented my work about the Civic Engagement project, focusing 

on the Writing Across the Curriculum part of the assignment (see attachment A).  I was relieved to get 

sympathetic feedback from the participants. Faculty reassured me that they also struggle to get their 

students to turn in their best work. I relaxed. Clearly, I have to keep tweaking the assignment. This fall, I 

re-introduced the Civic Engagement Assignment and have received much better quality work (in 

general) due at least in part (I think) to the feedback and support I received at SENCER. 



My second presentation at SENCER was as part of a collaborative group from Montgomery College. My 

colleague, Rita Kranidis, is English faculty at Montgomery College, and director of the Global Humanities 

Institute.  We have worked closely as SENCER Leadership Fellows since 2016 to grow a consortium of 

college faculty interested in STEAM (STEM plus Art) in the college curriculum. Our presentation was 

entitled “STEM-Humanities Partnerships to Foster Responsible Global Thinking”.  Our goal was to 

highlight the ways that Montgomery College and NVCC have collaborated to bring the Humanities and 

STEM disciplines closer together. This presentation attracted participants who were eager to learn and 

to share what they have experienced in bridging STEM and humanities fields (See attachment B). We 

generated a list of interested faculty colleagues at different colleges and universities around the country 

interested in sharing their ideas with us.  Knowing we had a small community of like-minded individuals 

has encouraged Rita and I to continue to work on furthering STEM-to STEAM collaborations in our 

region. In Spring 2018, Montgomery College will once again offer a faculty workshop to encourage cross-

disciplinary thinking.  This time the theme is “STEAM Engine”, a multi-disciplinary look at energy (For 

further information see https://cms.montgomerycollege.edu/globalhumanities/  We are also potentially 

going to host a STEAM workshop at NVCC. 

Thanks to a second grant from SENCER, I was also able to fund two faculty members to go the SENCER 

Summer Institute with me in 2017.  We were housed in a dorm suite where we had opportunities to 

chat casually. One evening, we walked the beach 

together. We shared meals together, and we talked 

about their experiences at SENCER and what they 

intended to get out of their time.  If I hadn’t been able 

to go to SENCER, then these two other faculty would 

not have been able to go either.  Christine Bozarth, 

an Environmental Science faculty from Alexandria, 

has already incorporated numerous SENCER 

philosophies in her classes.  

In conclusion, I am committed to 

furthering my capacity as an educator, to 

bring the best ideas I can to my teaching 

and to provide my students with the most memorable, relevant education in science that I can.  There 

can be no better praise than that which I received from a student at the end of the Fall 2017 semester:  

“I wanted to briefly thank you for such a wonderful semester; I was able to complete 

a class I thought I could never complete, but have a new outlook on my college 

career. I had previously attended a four year university and had left being told by 

staff that college was not the best path for what kind of student I am. Taking your 

class has helped me realize I am not only a good student that can be pushed 

academically, but a college career in Biology is something I can see myself fully 

enjoying and succeeding at. I have never had a professor that gives such positive 

reinforcement like you do; I hope you know just how great of an impact that makes 

on your students. I know everyone from the class can recognize and appreciate that, 

especially me. As a professor, you make the class interesting and understandable; I 

Christine Bozarth, Gillian Backus, and Jill Caporale on Long Island 

Sound, August 2017 
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constantly catch myself explaining to friends and family a lot of the material we 

learned in class. Thank you, again, for such a wonderful semester.” 

 
 

I sincerely thank you for the opportunity to attend the SENCER Summer Institute at Stony Brook 

University. The feedback and support I received there has benefited my teaching and my students 

greatly. 

 

Schedule 

I attended the SENCER Summer Institute from August 3- 6, 2017 at Stony Brook University in Stony 

Brook, NY. At the conference, I shared how I incorporate civic engagement in my Biology classes, and 

highlighted the growing collaborations between NVCC and Montgomery College. I also reconnected with 

colleagues from the University of Wisconsin, and the Koshland Science Museum. I also made new 

connections with colleagues from Lipscomb University and others.  I continue to build collegial 

interdisciplinary practices, to increase incorporation of STEAM at NOVA, particularly in science classes, 

and to reform civic engagement curriculum modules in Biology101. In Fall 2017, I implemented changes 

in my Bio101 classes that have improved the quality of the students’ writing and ability to bridge the 

concepts they learn in class to issues they are passionate about.  This fall, students had the option of 

turning in an Art project rather than a written project as part of their Civic Engagement project.  The 

increased flexibility has allowed students to play to their strengths, and has given them the power of 

choice. Since the 2018 PuP (Power Up Your Pedagogy) conference is not occurring, these results will not 

be disseminated directly to our NOVA colleagues. However, I will be attending the New Horizons 

conference in Roanoke where I will be able to report on my findings to a wider audience. 

 

 


