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Beneficial Beyond 
Expectations: My 
Faculty PDL
DAVID BARRUS
Department of Economics

Identifying a Purpose and Formulating a Plan  
for Faculty Leave
When I was considering my 12-hour faculty professional 
development leave, the first thing that came to mind was, 

“Where do I want to go?” I explored all the places I wanted 
to go and looked for research and teaching opportunities 
in those locations. However, this search proved fruitless 
and frustrating. I increasingly wondered if a faculty 
leave was actually what I wanted. As time passed and my 
application deadline approached, I decided to consult 
with my department chair and other economics faculty 
members. Through these consultations, I realized I was 
going about it the wrong way: I needed to focus on what I 
wanted to do, and then the where would come. This change 
of perspective brought some much-needed clarity. 

As I pondered what I wanted to do, I increasingly 
realized that a specific class, Introduction to Econometrics 
(econ 388), needed improvement in two specific areas: 1) 
econometrics / stata knowledge and skills, and 2) sample 
research papers for my students to review. 

The first area of improvement was my econometric / 
stata skills and knowledge. Stata is a software package 
used in economics for analysis. I began searching for a 
training opportunity in stata and econometrics focused 
specifically on panel and time series analysis. I found the 
training I wanted in London, England, and nowhere else 
during the semester I would be on leave. I was worried that 
this training would not be approved because of the cost of 
traveling to London, but it was.

The second improvement my econ 388 class needed was 
the creation of sample research papers. When each new 
semester of econ 388 begins, I typically use papers from 
the previous semester as samples for current students. I 
was selective and would try to use the “best” papers from 
the previous semester: however, even the “best” were 
not always complete examples of well-written papers. 
Inevitably I found that students would not always pick 
up on the errors or mistakes in the sample papers and, as 
a result, those errors and mistakes would end up in the 
current semester’s papers. This was frustrating, and I felt 
I was wasting time saying, “This is a good paper, but…” I 
came up with a plan to write three sample papers with 
former econ 388 students during my leave. I also wrote a 
fourth sample paper based on my own areas of research  
in asphalt paving in Mississippi. 

With these two goals in mind—enhancing my knowledge 
and skills in stata and econometrics and writing sample 
papers for econ 388—I submitted my proposal and it was 
approved. Money was allocated for my training in London 
and a month of research in Mississippi. 

What actually happened and what I learned
My stata training in London was September 5-7, 2016. I 

found myself in intense, eight-hour-per-day sessions that 
focused on econometric methodology, including general 
ordinary least-squares (ols), instrumental variables (iv), 
time series, and panel data analysis and its application 
in stata. I felt I had completed a full semester-long 
econometrics course in three days! 

This training helped me see what I was doing well in 
econometrics and what I needed to improve. I spent the 
rest of my leave semester creating activities to help students 
better learn stata. Previously, I had spent only one or 
two days of class-time introducing students to stata, and 
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then I would let them figure out how to use the statistical 
package on their own. This produced mixed results: some 
students took initiative and really understood it, but others 
did not. During my leave semester, I modified my class 
schedule and added eight days of stata training. These 
are spaced throughout the semester so I can give students 
continual instruction on particular applications. After 
each stata session, there is a homework assignment that 
students complete, requiring them to apply econometric 
concepts and stata commands. I also used what I learned 
in my stata / econometrics training to reflect on how 
my teaching would help students demonstrate their skills 
in the real world. A major theme of my London training 
was that researchers must produce “reproducible” results. 
I have incorporated this philosophy into my class by 
instructing students on the best practices of research. 

The most challenging part of my leave was writing 
the four sample papers with students. I had identified 
three students to work with me on writing three of the 
four papers. Working with students long distance can be 
arduous! A month before my leave semester, one of the 
students stopped communicating and did not meet the 
required deadlines, dropping the number of students to two.

I worked individually with the remaining students on 
two sample papers, with each student authoring one. I let 
the students pick the topics of their respective papers and 
decide which part they wanted to complete. I would then 
fill in the remaining work. Together, we came up with a set 
of deadlines and divided the responsibilities of gathering 
data, conducting analysis, and writing the paper. Both of 
the students had previously taken econ 388 from me and 
knew the process of completing a successful project. Funds 
were allocated to pay these students as research assistants. 

Despite the challenges of working in different locations, 
the beginning of the semester went well. One of my 
students was proactive and met the agreed-upon deadlines. 
By the end of the semester, the paper was largely finished, 
and we spent January 2017 refining it. 

On the other hand, the other student struggled. This 
student was in charge of gathering data and running 
the analysis, which required most of September to 
narrow down what data was going to be used for the 
project. This student then spent October and November 
gathering data. Working apart from each other delayed 
our progress significantly: at times it took almost a week 
to get responses to a simple email. By November, the 
second student had gathered data and started the analysis; 
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however, I did not receive anything suitable until the last 
week of the semester. It took additional time during the 
following semester to complete the paper.

Because one student dropped out early, I tried to recruit 
another one, but he was unable to work on a full project. 
He agreed to revise his Spring 2016 econ 388 paper so I 
could use it as a sample paper for the class. I was grateful 
for his help revising his paper: it is now complete and is 
currently being used as one of the four sample papers.

My interactions with these students had an unforeseen 
benefit: I realized that to realistically expect students to 
write effectively and to be motivated to complete this 
challenging assignment, they needed clear instructions 
and good examples to follow. As I was struggling to train 
and motivate Student B, I realized that I needed to revise 
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I am grateful it did 
not turn out perfectly, 
because I learned more 
from the challenges.

how I instructed students during the regular semester on 
how to more effectively work with their group on the econ 
388 research project. I spent significant time during my 
leave revising rubrics and instructions so they were simpler 
and easier to understand and follow. I changed the class 
schedule, allocating two sessions to focus solely on how to 
write a research paper. I incorporated into my curriculum 
outside-of-class meetings for the groups. After I personally 
experienced writing in a group during my leave semester, I 
realized that it can be challenging, especially when there is 
a lack of communication. This has helped me to be more 
empathetic towards students who are struggling and need 
some additional help and to be clearer in my instructions.

While the outcome for the three student-authored 
sample papers was not what I foresaw, going through 
the process of writing these papers with the students has 
helped me better understand some of the challenges that 
beginning researchers face. I am grateful it did not turn out 
perfectly, because I learned more from the challenges.

As I reflect on my 12-hour Faculty Professional 
Development Leave, I am grateful for the opportunity I had 
to “sharpen my saw,” experience some of what my students 
experience, and enhance my classes. It has been beneficial 
beyond what I had expected. t


