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of nostalgia for the past,” Dr. Williams said. “John Lair’s
Renfro Valley Barn Dance sold a nostalgia for the past.
What he really tapped into was the longing of listeners for
a mythical past.”

Even today in the age of electronic mail and the
Internet, that longing for the community is keeping folk
studies alive and well. “Folklorists are interested in how
people made these personal connections,” she said. “I
think it is about creating a feeling of community. Some-
times it is the new technology that does it.” A half-century
ago that new technology was the radio. Today it is the per-
sonal computer. But, as Dr. Williams cautions her folk
studies students, the personal computer is simply one tool
folklorists can use. The
best way to gather in-
formation and histori-
cal data remains the
personal touch.

When she was
gathering information
for her publication,
Homeplace: The Social
Use and Meaning of the
Folk Dwelling in South-
western North Carolina.
Dr. Williams inter-
viewed people who’d
grown up in North
Carolina around the
turn of the century. “I
think I’ve been really
lucky. Southern Appa-
lachia is the easiest
place to do field
work,” said Dr. Will-
iams, who received her master’s and doctoral degrees
from the University of Pennsylvania. In most cases, she’s
found rural people eager to tell their stories and willing to
invite a stranger into their homes. A folklorist must have
lots of patience and be willing to listen when they collect
someone’s life story. “The wonderful pieces of information
are those things you didn’t know to ask for and someone
tells you,” she observed.

In the folk studies courses she teaches — which in-
clude Vernacular Architecture, Folk Art and Technology,
Cultural Conservation, Folklore Theory, Museum Proce-
dures and Techniques, and Foodways — Dr. Williams of-
ten learns more than she expected from her students. Stu-
dents in the folk art class are required to present a report
on a single object that they can justify as folk art. In the
fall 2000 semester, those works ranged from African
American quilts to a jar of green beans. “That’s a good les-
son in thinking about art in everyday life,” Dr. Williams
said.
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Not all log homes in Kentucky were “cabins.” The Felts House, an
enclosed dogtrot plan, represents relative prosperity, for the time
in which it was built.

Dr. Williams encourages her students to conduct
hands-on projects that have real world applications. In
September 2000, the Shakerag Historic District on State
Street was placed on the National Register of Historic
Places. The area is Bowling Green’s first National Register
district recognized for its significance to African American
heritage. The idea came from one of Dr. Williams’ folk
studies classes. The project was funded in part by a grant
from the Kentucky Heritage Council. Dr. Williams also re-
cently completed a multi-year Cemetery Management
Study funded by Mammoth Cave National Park which also
included the involvement of Western Kentucky graduate
students in folk studies. Other class and research projects

have been funded by
the Kentucky Oral His-
tory Program, the Ken-
tucky Folklife Program,
and the Kentucky Afri-
can American Heritage
Commission. The
Shakerag District now
has a walking tour of
historic sites and
homes. A traveling ex-
hibit called “Like a
Family: Life on North
State Street” also is
available and will be
on display at the Ken-
tucky Building during
Black History Month.

Dr. Williams is
proud of Western’s
folk studies program
and its emphasis on

preservation of both heritage and structures. “The folklore
field is a strong one,” she said. “Western has the best
master’s program in the country.” The program also is
concerned about Kentucky’s future, she said. “One thing
people don’t connect with folklore is economic develop-
ment,” Dr. Williams said.

In the next year, she hopes Western students can
launch a project about the musical heritage of western
Kentucky, which includes the development of bluegrass
and the thumbpicking style of guitar playing. “A lot of
great traditional musicians came out of this part of Ken-
tucky,” she said, adding that this region should be able to
market its musical culture and heritage. “One of the things
that we try to get out of the Folk Studies program is not
just about nostalgia and preservation but about economic
development and communicating cross-culturally,” Dr.
Williams said.
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Centering
on Science

FROM THE AIR WE BREATHE AND WATER WE

DRINK TO THE CARS WE DRIVE AND HIGH-TECH

GADGETS WE USE, SCIENCE IS A PART OF OUR

EVERYDAY LIFE.

In the classroom, science is a part of the everyday cur-
riculum from kindergarten through high school. Trying to
get students or parents interested in science, however, is
another story.

That’s where Karen Powell, the Bowling Green Com-
munity College, and the Community College Regional Sci-
ence Resource Center come in.

The community college at Western Kentucky Univer-
sity has received a $295,410 Fund for the Improvement of
Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) grant from the U.S. De-
partment of Education. FIPSE is funding 75.7 percent of
the three-year project. Western will contribute $94,949 or
24.3 percent.

Dr. Powell is director of the project that aims to in-
crease student interest in science, impact the science cur-
riculum, boost science scores on standardized tests, im-

T O M M Y   N E W T O N

prove teacher education programs in science, reduce
dropout rates, and increase access to postsecondary edu-
cation.

The Community College Regional Science Resource
Center could have an impact on the local, state and na-
tional levels. Locally, the center should increase student
interest with hands-on learning. Statewide, the center
should boost the number of people seeking postsecondary
training. Nationally, the center should serve as a model for
the concept of meeting the community of needs for sci-
ence education.

 “I came up with the idea,” Dr. Powell said, “while
working with local students on science fair projects and I
realized what limited equipment they have. I thought it
would be nice to have a facility for our community college
students, middle school students and teachers.”

The Community College Regional Science Resource
Center “will give middle school teachers and students a
well-equipped laboratory to visit for extensive experi-
ments,” she said.
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Dr. Powell hopes the center’s work with students and
teachers will lead to improved scores on the Common-
wealth Accountability Testing System exams. In Kentucky,
fewer than 2 percent of middle school students score “pro-
ficient” on the standardized tests of science knowledge.

“We’re having a problem getting students motivated
and interested in science. If students aren’t interested in
science in middle school, they’re less likely to be inter-
ested in science in high school or postsecondary schools,”
she said.

“Today you’ve got to have basic science knowledge,”
Dr. Powell said.

Waiting until students reach high school to implement
innovative educational programs is often too late to im-
pact academic success or failure, according to Dr. Powell’s
FIPSE grant application. Targeting middle school students,
their parents and their teachers may be the key to improv-
ing Kentucky high school graduation rates and increasing
levels of participation in postsecondary education pro-
grams.

Western has even committed to award scholarships of
$100 and $250 to students who improve their science
scores on the CATS tests. “We believe we must get the at-

said. “She was the catalyst,” Dr. Powell said. “She was the
bridge between Sponsored Programs and us.”

Dr. Frank Conley, Dean of the Community College, said
he was pleased that Dr. Powell and Ms. Johnston were
successful in their application for the FIPSE grant.

“Grant supported activities will help the Community
College achieve its strategic plan goals and the Council on
Postsecondary Education Action Agenda items of improv-
ing students’ readiness for college, increasing college en-
rollments and graduation rates, preparing graduates for
life and work, and contributing to the economic develop-
ment of the state,” Dr. Conley said. “This project should
help more students in our service area decide to pursue
post-secondary educational opportunities and get them
excited about pursuing science as a career.”

The Bowling Green Community College is uniquely po-
sitioned to offer the services, Dr. Powell said. “We just feel
like we have a lot to offer, having a Community College
philosophy and being an integral part of Western and its
tradition.”

The Community College has a fully equipped science
laboratory that is used for chemistry and biology courses,
but faculty members determined that a significant amount

Today every job requires science knowledge and skills.
Parents and children must recognize education is a
necessity for economic growth and survival.

tention of middle school students about the importance of
good performance in school and getting them to at least
focus on the possibilities of going to college before high
school,” said Dr. Luther Hughes, Associate Vice President
for Enrollment Management.

Kentucky ranks 46th in the percentage of the adult
population graduating from high school and has fewer
than 53 percent of those with a high school diploma seek-
ing any kind of post-secondary education. In the six-
county region surrounding the Community College Re-
gional Science Resource Center, less than 4 percent of the
adult population has any education beyond the high
school level.

Today every job requires science knowledge and skills.
Parents and children must recognize education is a neces-
sity for economic growth and survival, she said.

 Barbara Johnston, Coordinator of Enrollment Services
at the Community College, was instrumental in developing
the grant proposal and obtaining the funding, Dr. Powell
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of laboratory time could be made available for middle
school students, teachers and parents in the evenings,
Saturdays and during school breaks.

The hands-on, innovative approach should get middle
school students and their parents excited about science,
Dr. Powell said.

The project, however, goes beyond the middle school
level. The center will be used by science education majors
and their professors from Western, by kindergarten
through high school teachers for in-service science educa-
tion, by parents of middle school students during field trips
and by students working on science fair projects.

“The center is pulling together a lot of resources and
gives us all a good place to do science instruction,” Dr.
Powell said.

The partners in the Community College Regional Sci-
ence Resource Center make this effort truly collaborative
in nature. State and local administrative, academic and
support units will benefit.

offered by the CSMEE can use the center to enhance their
content knowledge, teaching skills and general science
learning with real experiments.

For Ogden College of Science, Technology and Health,
the center will provide middle school and high school stu-
dents with access to research facilities, professors, and
University students working on science projects.

Campus-wide support units will also benefit from this
center. The Office of Minority Student Support Services
will expand the “Youth University” program to include the
center’s programs.

With all these partners to help and serve, work is al-
ready under way at the Community College Regional Sci-
ence Resource Center. Programs will begin in the spring
and summer of 2001 with services expanding over the
three-year grant period.

“This lab is going to be busy all summer with students
doing science projects in a science lab,” Dr. Powell said.

The center will be used by science education majors and
their professors from Western, by kindergarten through
high school teachers for in-service science education, by
parents of middle school students during field trips and
by students working on science fair projects.

Several Western academic colleges, centers and pro-
grams within the colleges will assist with the grant.
Western’s College of Education and Behavioral Sciences
will incorporate the center’s program into the curriculum
for middle school science education. Its Center for Gifted
Studies will integrate the center into its summer educa-
tional programs and its winter Super Saturday program.
A support unit in the college, the grant-funded Education
Talent Search program to better prepare students for col-
lege, will use the center for field trips, after-school pro-
grams, and a two-week summer camp.

The Center for Science, Mathematics and Environmen-
tal Education (CSMEE) will benefit because its Eisenhower
grant is science-based, and it works with public school
teachers at the elementary and middle school levels to en-
hance their content knowledge, which is sorely needed in
the state. The CSMEE serves both the education and
science colleges. Therefore, teachers of science and in-
service educators, and students enrolled in workshops

PH
OT

O 
BY

 S
HE

RY
L 

HA
GA

N-
BO

OT
H



SPRING 2001     27

Programs
DR. BLAINE FERRELL SHIES AWAY FROM

TALKING ABOUT HIMSELF.  HOWEVER, AS THE DI-

RECTOR OF WESTERN’S FIRST PROGRAM OF DIS-

TINCTION, THE APPLIED RESEARCH AND TECH-

NOLOGY PROGRAM, HE PROVIDES AN EARFUL.

The Council on Postsecondary Education in Kentucky
sets aside money each year for Programs of Distinction.
All state schools are eligible for the money, but the
schools must match the $1.2 million state funds with ex-
ternal funds or internal reallocations. Three years ago,
Western’s Applied Research and Technology Program
(ARTP) was the first to qualify for the money, which must
go to create educational opportunities for Kentucky stu-
dents and have impact on the region’s economic develop-
ment and quality of life.

At Western, the program has twelve different centers,
all of which work together to create hands-on applied re-

search opportunities for students.  Dr. Ferrell describes
one such example, a grant from the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA), which funds a technical assistance
center for small drinking water systems.  Five Centers and
external agencies are collaborating on this project to pro-
vide safe drinking water for small rural communities in a
cost-effective manner. Numerous students are applying
classroom learning to solve a real-world problem.  This
project has recently been expanded to include wastewater.
A sister grant from the EPA will fund the wastewater re-
search.

The Council on Postsecondary Education has invited
Western scholars to collaborate with the University of Lou-
isville and the University of Kentucky on a project high-
lighting the Commonwealth’s biotechnology infrastructure
at a forthcoming conference.  The goal of this Governor-
directed effort is to attract biotechnology companies to in-
crease employment opportunities in Kentucky.  “It’s hard

B Y   C A R O L I N E   L Y N C H
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to entice students in Kentucky to go into science if they can-
not get a job in the state,” Dr. Ferrell said. “I want the Ap-
plied Research and Technology Program to generate more
interest in science and engineering in the state and ulti-
mately to lead to high-paying employment opportunities.”

Another example of the power of collaboration is the In-
stitute for Rural Health Development and Research.  Faculty
from three departments within Ogden College are work-
ing to provide health screening for citizens and offer con-
tinuing education for emergency medical personnel in
disadvantaged counties.  These activities should improve
the quality of life for citizens
in these counties.  Money
for this project is being ob-
tained through a grant from
the Department of Health
and Human Services with
assistance from Senator
Mitch McConnell’s office.
“Students get involved in
real-world applied projects
and see that what they’ve
learned in the classroom
has a real application and
they get excited,” Ferrell
mentioned.  Dr. Ferrell said,
“The Governor was correct
when he stated that if insti-
tutions of higher education
could forget about turf and
work together for the com-
mon good, there will be
more opportunities than
they can handle.”  This concept has
certainly held true for the Applied
Research and Technology Program.

The Governor and Kentucky Sci-
ence and Technology Corporation
co-sponsored the Kentucky Science
and Engineering Strategy. The Gen-
eral Assembly then enacted portions
of this into law, and venture capital
is now available for economic de-
velopment in the Commonwealth.
However, high-tech companies that
want to take advantage of these
funds must partner with a univer-
sity.  The Applied Research and
Technology Program has placed
Western in a strategic position to
take advantage of these funds for
regional economic development, as
well as for hands-on applied re-

search for our students.  The Program is working in concert
with the Bowling Green Chamber of Commerce on three such
partnership ventures at this time.  Dr. Ferrell said that one of
these ventures might create a large demand for computer
programmers with salaries starting at $45,000.  Dr. Martin
Houston, Dean of the College of Science, Technology &
Health, says that better programs and better jobs after gradu-

ation mean more students for
Western.

One of the things Ferrell touts
about the program is the way it

reaches into many dif-
ferent disciplines and
departments, even be-
yond Ogden College, to
tap expertise to solve
problems.  Grant pro-
posals to the National
Science Foundation and
EPA to study watershed
protection were devel-
oped by faculty associ-
ated with several Cen-
ters and faculty in soci-
ology and business.  The
Biotechnology Center
involves faculty and stu-
dents from the Depart-
ment of Psychology, and
the Center for
Biodiversity Studies in-
volves computer pro-
gramming students and

faculty from Library Sciences and the Depart-
ment of Geography and Geology.  “This is only
our third year, and we want to continue to at-
tract students to be involved in activities of
our Program of Distinction.”

And while the students are in classrooms
or out in the field getting hands-on training,
Dr. Ferrell isn’t always in his office. Since he
came to Western, Dr. Ferrell has been teach-
ing the kind of classes, such as Comparative
Anatomy, that some students wish they could
avoid at all costs. Other student-related ac-
tivities include Dr. Ferrell’s role as academic
advisor, and 13 years as advisor for Alpha Ep-
silon Delta, a pre-medicine honor society.
Making time for classes and student activities
remains an important part of Dr. Ferrell’s
busy schedule.  He says, “I like interacting
with students!”

“I want the Applied
Research and

Technology Program
to generate more
interest in science
and engineering in

the state and
ultimately to lead to
high-paying employ-
ment opportunities.”


