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Of “Paper Classes,” Problems, and Imprudent Policy
 
While it is not uncommon for instructors to lament the negative impact of University athletics on classroom attendance, student 
focus, and even parking (e.g., Baucum & Lantz, 2001), many would argue that the benefit of a successful NCAA program far outweighs 
these drawbacks (Tucker, 1992). Indeed athletics connect alumni and donors to the university, attract potential students, serve as 
a vehicle for university advertisement, and may bring revenue to the university; however, high profile allegations of misconduct 
among staff and faculty purportedly driven by athletic interests can undermine the reputation of a university or a system in whole. 
As alumni of Atlantic Coast Conference schools, we have carefully followed the recent investigations into potential corruption within 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill athletic program and, specifically, the African and Afro-American Studies Department 
(for a summary see Wainstein et al., 2014). While holding accountable those individuals engaging in unprofessional behavior and 
enacting policies to better supervise academic integrity as it relates to athletes is more than warranted, the reaction to the situation 
has placed a valuable tool for faculty members, the directed independent study, under fire across the state university system and at 
other large universities across the country (e.g., UNC Board of Governors, 2013). 

Independent study courses are intended to offer students the opportunity to explore research, pursue topics excluded from other 
courses, gain field experience, or challenge themselves with material more intricate than that covered in standardized classes. 
They can allow students to blossom free from the constrictions of the routine classroom and bolster their resume with tangible 
work-products that distinguish them from their peers. Misused, they may become part of a “shadow curriculum” of “paper classes” 
which allows individuals to move through the university system without fulfilling its educational expectations (Wainstein et al., 
2014, p. 76). Yet the problematic issue in the Chapel Hill case was misuse of independent study courses rather than their availability. 
Both traditional coursework and independent studies offer avenues to indiscretion whereby instructors may lessen expectations 
to lighten their workload, keep students happy, artificially enhance their student evaluation scores, and, yes, to keep athletes 
academically eligible.  Instead of restricting the use of independent studies, greater attention and accountability should be placed 
on unethical instructors that abuse this valuable tool.  This review is intended to demonstrate the utility of independent study 
courses, offer recommendations for their use within criminology curricula, and propose several steps to promote learning, rigor, and 
faculty efficiency. Specifically, a model referred to as the co-independent study in which multiple students are enrolled in related, 
yet independent studies is introduced and explored. 

Independent and Co-Independent Studies as Avenues to Student Research 

One of the general usages for the independent study is to offer promising students a pathway and guidelines which initiate them to 
scientific inquiry beyond the narrow restrictions and limited expectations associated with undergraduate research methods courses. 
Independent courses can foster the creativity which is so challenging to instill later in their educational career (Lovitts, 2005); our co-
independent model (described below) facilitates this creativity while providing enough structure to reinforce student confidence, 
provide support, and stress accountability. These activities allow students to feel as if they are designing the scientific process rather 
than simply completing a series of predetermined steps (for a review of the importance of this form of learning see Loyens et al. 
[2008]). Thus, we generally utilize underexplored topics so there is shared curiosity and multiple reputable study approaches. This 
empowers students to develop an original idea and determine “their way” of exploring a research topic rather than searching for or 
following “the way.” A sense of ownership underpins their studies and motivates their efforts. It promotes confidence in their work 
and “feeling like a scientist” (Seymour et al., 2004, p. 507). This confidence is perhaps the most important outcome and is reported by 
a vast majority of students participating in undergraduate research experiences (Todd et al., 2004). It is associated with heightened 
self-efficacy related to future graduate studies and a better overall attitude towards learning (Seymour et al., 2014). 

Independent and Co-Independent Studies as Field Experience

Though many criminal justice programs have institutionalized internships, work-study programs, and service learning components, 
independent studies courses can be used to serve as an alternative way to expose students to field work or to supplement existing 
programs. Employment in today’s criminal justice workforce is increasingly demanding with application processes becoming

TEACHING TIPS



Page  30 Vol. 41, No. 5, September/October 2016

TEACHING TIPS
more selective. As such, it is the responsibility of the faculty to create opportunities for students to differentiate themselves from 
their competition. Field work is one such avenue that helps a student fill the resume. While it primarily demonstrates to potential 
employers that the student is familiar with the rigors of the job and comfortable in that environment, it also helps the student 
develop narrative responses to potential interview questions and facilitates rapport with the type of individuals with which they 
may later work. Students often struggle to prepare for common job interview questions; personalized experiences, whether field 
experience or the aforementioned research independent studies, allow them to interact with an employer in a way that is superior 
to discussing classwork or unrelated work experiences. They can talk about meaningful challenges, successes, and interpersonal 
interactions related to their area of study. The detailed advice provided in subsequent paragraphs generally specifies examples 
consistent with research-based co-independent studies; however the general recommendations hold similar merit for field 
experience. The program is strengthened when a student has compatriots engaging in similar work with similar agencies. Their 
unique and individual experience can fall within a shared administrative and educational framework which facilitates both reflection 
and communication. 

Independent and Co-Independent Studies to Expand Curricula

The independent study also serves as a valuable way to incorporate substantive materials that are otherwise excluded from the 
curricula of smaller programs.  Material associated with courses offered irregularly or not at all may be taught as part of co-independent 
studies so that students can fulfill the expectations of their future employers or graduate schools.   Even comprehensive programs 
that offer many specialized electives on criminal justice topics, theories, and policy may lack courses that address a student’s unique 
interest. Co-independent studies offer a mechanism for instructors to fill these lacunae by offering students directed readings and 
an in-depth examination of a topic not possible in a general course.  For example, a criminological theory class may only focus 
a few days on biosocial theory or a criminal justice policy course may only spend a limited amount of time discussing the death 
penalty.  The independent study allows instructors to assign comprehensive and advanced material covering these specialized 
areas. Further, the co-independent study may be an avenue for incorporating sensitive or controversial material that does not lend 
itself to large group discussions. Similarly, students interested in advocacy may engage in co-independent studies that allow them 
to study and promote efficient and ethical practices within the criminal justice system under the guidance of a faculty mentor. The 
suggestions for co-independent research coursework can easily be adapted to fulfill these goals.   

Rigor in Independent Studies

The Chapel Hill scandal may have shed light on an assumption about so-called “paper classes:” that they are somehow less intense, 
less demanding, and less educational than traditional classes.  Done correctly, an independent study is the opposite. It may require 
more effort, consume more time, and force the student to overcome more challenges, with the result being greater learning than is 
associated with traditional coursework. The emphasis is specifically that—learning—rather than being taught. The student cannot 
hide behind the recitation of information or multiple choice test options like they can in some traditional courses. They must learn 
to learn independently; a well-designed independent study challenges them to gather, consolidate, and evaluate information on 
their own or as part of a small team. Rather than being a component of a “shadow curriculum,” the independent study is a tool that 
should empower strong students to further challenge themselves. The instructor is responsible for establishing expectations and 
inspiring students to exceed them. In this way, the independent study is no different than traditional coursework; an unethical 
university employee may create lower standards for athletes, but the issue remains that employee’s integrity and not the nature of 
the educational tool.  
     
Experiences, Recommendations, and the “Co-Independent Research Study” 

In general, we have found the demands of teaching independent studies intense and inefficient if done in isolation. It becomes 
challenging to track and correspond with multiple students on multiple activity plans with an array of deadlines. For this reason, we 
utilize what may be better labeled group-based independent studies or co-independent research studies. Consistent with the goals 
of independent study coursework, each student has their own goals and a specific project. However, the projects are all grouped 
under a broader umbrella subject and share meeting times, deadlines for deliverables, and core reading lists. Thus, the faculty 
member (or faculty members) overseeing the projects can designate specific blocks of time to review progress and hold meetings.
They can use the group dynamic to partially hold students responsible and motivate consistent performance. It leads students to 
feel as if they are equally or more accountable as they are in traditional courses and gives them a structure that is flexible in design, 
but not in opportunities for procrastination. To be most effective and efficient we recommend faculty members oversee four to six 
independent studies in intermittent semesters rather than leading one or two such courses each semester.

The co-independent research strategy rests on seven principles to promote learning, rigor, accountability, and faculty efficiency. 
• Shared general focus: With multiple projects falling within one general focus, the instructor minimizes time preparing
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• for instruction/meetings, crafting ideas, and offering feedback. Preparing assignments and reading lists becomes more 

efficient while the group forms some sort of learning community. For example, we have led a group of independent studies 
focused on novel drug usage, another on drugs in the media, and are currently working with another group on unobtrusive 
monitoring of marijuana extract usage.

• Independent specific foci: While the projects may fall under one umbrella, they should be unique to empower the student, 
fit their interests, and fulfill the expectations of the program. For example, when overseeing projects on novel drugs, 
students have individually focused on misperceptions of peer use (Sanders et al., 2013), misperceptions of legal status 
(Singleton et al., 2014), and themes promoting use within music (Hart et al., 2014). The shared focus gives them a common 
knowledge base while the independent foci give the students reasons to listen to one another. 

• Shared core readings: In the past, we have created a shared reading list on the umbrella subject using a library database 
such as Academic Search Complete. Each student had the semester’s login and could access a folder with reading options. 
Each week each student would read a predetermined number of different articles and create a summary they would 
have to share with the group via email by a set deadline. In this way, the students were exposed to critical readings, held 
accountable both by peers and their instructor, and could benefit from their peers’ efforts. 

• Shared deadlines: Setting deadlines for a group rather than individuals leads these deadlines to appear inflexible. This 
encourages the students to meet the hard deadlines rather than asking for additional time and allows students to further 
establish a team dynamic. Also, the instructor can set aside a single block of time to review work. 

• Shared feedback and updates: Since many students will encounter similar challenges, instructors are more efficient 
offering feedback to a group rather than individuals when tasked with similar projects.  Reminder emails, clarifications, and 
other notices can all be shared.  Additionally, this presents an opportunity to introduce students to the peer-review process 
in which students are able to give each other constructive criticism promoting quality work and learning how to evaluate 
both strengths and weaknesses in research. Group discussions may also be particularly useful for co-independent studies 
focused on fieldwork as many of the students may experience similar frustrations, fears, and challenges with their agency, 
supervisor, or work. 

• Individual mentorship: Though much of the independent study in our system is run as part of the group, the project itself 
and the mentorship should be personalized. Early in the semester, group meetings can be held and are most efficient, but 
they are no substitute for individual attention and one-on-one discussions about the project and topic. Frequent brief 
meetings are best and should function to empower the student to make study-related decisions rather than expecting 
to be told what to do. Put simply, mentorship should be coaching rather than administration. Studies have identified the 
development of this type of positive working relationship with mentors as a notable outcome of undergraduate research 
projects (Seymore et al., 2014). Further, the independent study can serve as a vehicle for preparing an upperclassman for 
the style of education and mentorship they should expect in graduate school. 

• Individual success and recognition: The goal is to move each student towards an independent research agenda and to 
disseminate their findings.  Whether this is a poster or paper presentation in a campus forum, a publication, a technical 
report to an agency or NGO group, or submission/nomination for an award or grant, recognition of the students’ 
accomplishments further encourages independent learning and provides a vehicle for their future research opportunities, 
employment, or involvement in advocating for policy. Instructors should identify appropriate dissemination outlets prior 
to starting the project that coincide with the project’s timeline and goals.  Instructors should help students navigate 
submission requirements and work to prepare students on professional etiquette and style. Additionally, instructors 
can help students to craft their resumes and provide letters of recommendation reflecting these accomplishments. To 
further recognize students and assist in inspiring other students to pursue independent undergraduate coursework, we 
recommend including one of the final products as a reading in traditional courses (e.g., we have used Sanders et al. [2013] 
as a reading in both drug and theory courses). Each semester, students can view what one of their peers has accomplished 
and have an example of how they may contribute to the scientific study of criminological issues. It leads other students to 
ask questions about independent research studies and feel less overwhelmed by the potential experience.  

Challenges and Limitations of the Co-Independent Study

The co-independent study model is not without limitations.  Students who are not mature enough for this type of activity may 
struggle to complete tasks on time, produce substandard work, or fail to participate in collaborative processes.  Often students
can be motivated by increased accountability including having to complete weekly logs and progress reports, but this creates an
additional burden for instructors by having to micro-manage the student’s research progress.  Not all students are ready for this 
type of independent learning experience; students should demonstrate their maturity in regular coursework and progress towards 
completion of their degree prior to being eligible for enrollment in a co-independent study.  We recommend having an application
process in which class standing, prior course work, performance in statistics and research methods courses, and student interest 
are evaluated to better determine if a student is ready for an independent study. We tailor a brief application form for upcoming 
general topics and post it on the e-learning pages associated with our traditional courses so that interested students have access
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to the opportunity.  

The team dynamic is more challenging to establish in some semesters than others—several hard-working and gifted students do not 
always interact well with one another. In these instances, promoting the right interactions and creating an empowering educational 
environment can become as challenging as overseeing their substantive work; however, facilitating teamwork, interpersonal 
communication, and acceptance of diversity is often as important to their development as individuals as the substantive knowledge 
associated with the projects. These semesters are certainly more frustrating to the faculty mentors, but may be more beneficial to 
the students in the long run. We have utilized an approach whereby we provide pieces of advice/ instruction to multiple parties. 
After struggling as individuals, students find they are more efficient after communicating with one another and collecting the 
insights held by others.  
 
Ineffectiveness of Independent Study Limitations

As a result of the alleged student athletic scandal, the University Of North Carolina System Board Of Governors enacted a regulation 
on April 12, 2013 to prevent future misuse of independent coursework (UNC BOG, 2013).   Policy 700.6.1[R] now requires member 
institutions to place limits on the number of independent studies each faculty member may teach per term (Section IV.A.). The 
system’s flagship (UNC-Chapel Hill) has set this limit at two while some institutions have chosen other maximums. Regardless of 
the number, these well-intended limitations fly in the face of the educational mission of the university as they restrict learning 
opportunities and eliminate a successful form of personalized study. We have found the independent study to function best when 
a cohort of students is selected and moves through the program at once. When this occurs their work often evolves and continues 
into later semesters, eventually inspiring them to pursue graduate coursework. An absence of the team dynamic and shared 
accountability hinders the process. Perhaps limitations may serve their intended function without impairing education if capped 
during a two-year period; this would allow a faculty member to mentor a cohort of 4-8 independent study scholars once every 
four semesters. Alternatively, enhanced focus could be placed on the supervision of coursework in which scholarship athletes are 
enrolled. Regardless, these policies do little to ensure that quality instruction is given and restrict a powerful tool to encourage and 
facilitate independent student learning.
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