
Regan-Lefebvre final report CTL Fellows 2015-16 1/6	  

Research-Led Teaching in the Liberal Arts Classroom 
Center for Teaching and Learning Final Report 

 
Jennifer Regan-Lefebvre 

Assistant Professor of History 
CTL Fellow, 2015-2016 

 
This report briefly explains the project I undertook as a CTL Fellow in the 2015-2016 
academic year and offers a series of strategies for colleagues considering similar projects.   
 
Project Goals and Background: 
 
This project considered how I could create more ‘research-led’ classes that would shrink 
my perceived conflict between research and teaching while enhancing students’ own 
learning experiences.  The main goals were: 
 

• For me:   
• Balance and harmonize competing demands of research and teaching; 
• Find ways to think about my research more often, even if weeks pass by 

without “research time” in my schedule; 
• Get more insight and feedback into research material and questions by 

discussing them. 
• For my students:  

• Expose them to new and exciting issues in my field; 
• Make them better independent researchers and better critical thinkers, both 

by becoming more familiar with the research process and by undertaking 
their own research. 

 
Research-led teaching is a major buzzword in UK academia, where I undertook my 
graduate study and also taught before coming to Trinity.  In the case of the UK the term 
has become ubiquitous in large part due to the recent introduction of tuition fees for 
undergraduates, and with those fees the argument that publicly-funded universities must 
demonstrate how research directly benefits students (since research, or at least research 
leave, is now indirectly funded through tuition).  For professors in the humanities, arts 
and social sciences, this generally amounts to the creation of upper-level classes 
structured around their current research.  In History, this is often called a “senior 
seminar”, and the structure sometimes exactly replicates a book-in-progress, with 
syllabus weeks corresponding to draft chapters and the students studying the professor’s 
trove of primary material.  This provides students with deep insight into the research 
professor, and sometimes the professor with free and unacknowledged research 
assistance; it can create a very lopsided and overly-specialized curriculum for the seniors.  
For these reasons of practicality and ethics I do not think this models transfers smoothly 
into the liberal arts environment; my goal is not to justify my research, but to enhance it 
and to enhance my teaching.  My goal, then, was to think more broadly and practically 
about what a research-led course should look like at Trinity.  
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The Project 
 
Although I am thinking carefully about incorporating my principles across all my classes, 
I focused on the course design for my popular upper-level seminar, HIST-327 World 
Histories of Wine.  This is a course taken mostly by seniors, across a range of majors, 
investigates the history of wine as a global commodity, post-1700.  I taught it for the first 
time in Spring 2015 and then offered a revamped version in both Fall 2015 and Spring 
2016. 
 
The research angle to the course is that I am also writing a book, tentatively entitled 
Imperial Wine: The British Empire and the Making of Wine’s New World, which 
examines the growth of wine industries in (former) British colonies since 1800.  The 
book draws on my established expertise in British and imperial history and on human and 
capital networks, but the “wine studies” angle is new for me, and is indeed a new and 
growing area of research and where there is much work to be done.  This meant that 
students wishing to learn about wine history in a particular region may be forced to 
undertake their own research, not simply as a class requirement but because the literature 
available is quite patchy.  These two aspects – my own growing expertise, and the 
opportunities for “real” research by students – convinced me that the class would had 
potential to be research-led.   
 
The first time I taught this course I tried to offer broad coverage, with set readings chosen 
to expose students to the wine history of a different country or region each week.  
Students then wrote research papers and gave presentations.  I decided to change this for 
a few reasons.  First, the themes across regions became repetitive; second, I lost student 
engagement as they moved into the final stages of writing their papers; third, I did not 
enjoy leading discussion on regions I didn’t know extremely well; and finally, the 
research papers felt too stand-alone, with repetition of topics and material across the 
students.  I wanted to create more a of a research community feel, where students 
recognised that their own findings are dependent upon others’, and that researchers 
communicate with each other to advance the field.  
 
The revamp involved me focusing the first half of the course on theoretical and 
foundational readings, focusing on the literature on commodity history and the historical 
record of French wine.  Rather than do many micro-case studies, then, we used France as 
our major case study.  This was also a reflection that there is more historical literature on 
French wine than on any other country, so it was a deep and referential case study.  I then 
divided the students into regional research teams and tasked them, in these teams, with 
designing the readings for the second half of the course.  This shifted responsibility onto 
the students, gave them research colleagues if they were struggling to find sources, and 
minimised overlap in paper topics.  The course the concluded with research papers, 
which were due well before the end of classes and returned to students on the last day of 
classes, and research presentations, which were organised by research team so that each 
‘panel’ had a clear theme.  An excerpt from the syllabus, attached, shows how I 
structured this course in practice.   
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Suggested Strategies for Research-Led Teaching 
 
This is a summary of the strategies I found effective in my project. 
 
• Try to develop a course around your research field, but push beyond your own 

specific topic. Although my department is quite flexible about upper-level course 
offerings, I had ethical reservations about basing an entire class around a narrow 
aspect of my research: it didn’t seem fair to the students in terms of coverage.  In my 
case, this meant offering a course looking at the global history of wine, and not 
simply in the British Empire case studies I am using in my book.  Happily, this has 
been research-enhancing for me, because students’ research and interests have 
introduced me to literature that I may not otherwise have come across or considered.  
The experience has broadened my perspective on the larger field, and that in turn has 
strengthened my research.  

 
• Revisit the ‘canon’ or foundational work in your field.  I so often think of research 

in terms of discovery, and in designing research-led courses I felt the need to offer 
students something new.  The idea of reading classic and theoretical texts – some 
thirty or forty years old – initially seemed stale.  I decided, though, that students 
needed this methodological introduction as a foundation at the beginning of the 
course, and the unexpected perk was that I gained new insights into these texts 
through teaching them.  I don’t know why this did not seem obvious to me earlier.  
The moral is, don’t let the pursuit of the new dictate the entire course design.   

 
• The other ‘flipped classroom’: put students in charge of seminars.  This 

innovation could still use some tweaking, and its success can vary to a degree with 
the motivation of the particular individuals, but I am glad I put the students in charge 
of choosing readings and guiding discussions in their research teams.  I had initial 
reservations that I was perhaps short-changing the students and making them do my 
job, but the exercise proved to be an important skill-building one for them.  The 
student led-seminars required students to remain more attentive, to think carefully 
about what makes a good reading, and to get feedback on the sources they would be 
using in their papers.   
  

• Share your own work – but focus on methodology.  I had a very good experience 
of giving my seminar students a copy of an article I was writing.  This was when the 
article was in a draft stage, soon to be sent to an academic journal.  I introduced the 
article by talking about what I wanted to achieve, how I had carried out the actual 
research to date (being specific about time spent in archives, trawling through 
databases, and so on), and what my concerns still were with the argument.  I 
explicitly said that just as students were struggling with research, so was I, and that 
getting feedback on one’s unpublished work was a critical phase of the research 
process. I think students felt privileged to read draft material – I was very clear that it 
was not to be shared or distributed – and because I emphasized the methodology 
rather than the conclusions, I placed myself in a position of solidarity rather than 
authority.  I got some precise and useful feedback from a few students, which I 
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incorporated into a rewrite, but more importantly I modeled to students the iterative 
process of improving one’s work, which I think led them to take the peer-review 
writing class more seriously.   
 

• Create a tool which you can develop in future classes.  I did not successfully do 
this but I think it is an important goal and one that I will pursue in the future.  In my 
case, I had hoped to create an annotated, Zotero-based bibliography of the sources 
students used in their research papers.  I plan to do this in future, both so that I can 
personally keep track of the helpful readings students found that I intend to 
incorporate into my own research, and also so that I can refer future students to this 
database as they research their projects.  I regret that, having produced so much 
knowledge in my classes, I haven’t been able to organize it in a sustainable way.  I 
would encourage colleagues designing research-led courses to build a tool like Zotero 
into the course from the beginning and to structure it into assignments.  
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Appendix:  Excerpts from syllabus 
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