My experience in carrying out research began with two summers spent as an undergraduate research assistant at the Center for Advanced Vehicular Systems (CAVS) at Mississippi State University. The group of researchers I worked with investigated the nature of fatigue crack growth through specific aluminum and steel alloys in projects funded by the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA). My role in this group was threefold. Originally, I was largely responsible for preparing metal samples for testing. As my time in the group progressed I took on more responsibilities in the realm of analyzing tested samples. My role in this capacity was to view test samples under a Scanning Electron Microscope and take note of the indicators of crack growth and particles in the sample that affected the growth of fatigue cracks. Lastly, I was responsible for setting up, testing, and using a fatigue testing stage used inside the chamber of an electron microscope used to study fatigue crack progression during, instead of after, testing. In these last two roles I functioned largely independently, reporting to my supervising researcher approximately twice weekly. My work in the electron microscope was used in several presentations to project overseers at DARPA. While I learned a great deal about the subject matter of this research, the greatest benefit was in applying analytical skills to research problems, especially when given the freedom and responsibilities to work alone for extended periods of time.

My major research experience, though, has come through an ongoing research project initially funded by a Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship awarded by the Shackouls Honors College at Mississippi State University. To apply for this competitive fellowship I was required to develop a research proposal and obtain a faculty sponsor who would provide guidance throughout the project. After receiving the fellowship I worked with Dr. Rick Travis, a faculty member in the Department of Political Science at Mississippi State University to investigate the impact of United Nations peacekeeping missions and the structure of such missions on post-civil war situations. 

Previous research on peacekeeping missions has established that they contribute greatly to the probability that countries will avoid a relapse into violence after civil wars, but there is a distinct lack of research on how the structure of peacekeeping missions, namely the measurable resources that they receive, affects their ability to be successful. This project seeks to address methodological shortcomings in the current empirical research on peacekeeping. To do so we focused on two areas in which previous research could be improved. First, we address the problem of selective deployment of peacekeeping operations, using statistical methods not yet applied to the study of peacekeeping operations to address the problem of selection bias. Secondly, we investigate more thoroughly the manner in which peacekeeping missions differ from each other. We argue that the resources allocated to peacekeeping missions, specifically troops and mission financing, play a role in shaping missions’ ability to affect post-conflict trajectories. 

The structure of this project contributed greatly to my ability to carry out independent research by challenging me to think critically and do much of the groundwork for our project. I reviewed previous literature to identify key findings as well as shortcomings, especially methodological, in the scholarship on peacekeeping missions and post-conflict situations. In addition, I formulated our measures of peacekeeping effort and did all data collection, consulting a number of sources to find data that had not been used in previous research. This experience will provide useful for tackling issues of data collection and scarcity in my proposed project. 

My advisor’s role was to provide a strong background in quantitative research methods, helping select appropriate statistical methods to apply to the questions at hand. Our relationship has been, and continues to be, that of colleagues, with each of us bringing strengths to the table and increasing the knowledge of each other. I learned a great deal about statistical methods, how to select the proper approach to a problem, and much about refining and applying my analytical skills. 

The first co-authored article containing our findings focuses on the link between peacekeeping and democratization and contains findings that strongly support our hypotheses. The final draft of this article is in the last stages of preparation before submission to the academic journal International Studies Quarterly for review. Further investigation and articles will come in the following year.

