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Many academic institutions have alumni in career positions that afford opportunities to forge unique academic/
industry partnerships for the benefit of both institutions.  At Michigan State University (MSU), we worked with an 
MSU alumnus in the Research, Quality & Innovation department at ConAgra Foods to produce a research course 
for undergraduates at MSU called, “The Science of the Food You Love.”  The goal of the resulting 3-credit course 
was to introduce students to how food companies do research to improve their products, and to have students carry 
out a research project of their own.  In our first iterations of this course (see https://www.msu.edu/course/lb/494/
s11/), students addressed research questions associated with Orville Redenbacher’s popcorn, one of ConAgra 
Foods’ flagship brands.  Eight students enrolled in the course in spring 2011, and another seven enrolled in spring 
2012, which was conducted in Dr. Smith’s research lab on the MSU campus.  Student projects ranged from looking 
at biochemical and physical differences between different popcorn genotypes, to examining parameters associated 
with the contents of microwave popcorn bags.  The capstone experience for the course was a visit to the ConAgra 
Foods headquarters in Omaha, NE where the students presented the results of their research to ConAgra Foods sci-
entists, and interacted throughout the day with ConAgra Foods staff.  Student participants in the course responded 
very favorably to the experience, with the strongest element being that the research being carried out was authentic 
and actually mattered to someone.  ConAgra Foods scientists played a key role in the success of the course by 
virtue of making themselves available for consultation and guidance with respect to project feasibility, scope, and 
relevance.  Future offerings of the course will expand beyond popcorn to other products and/or food technologies. 
We see this research course as a model for other academic/industry partnerships, creating the potential to increase 
opportunities for research training for undergraduates and to broaden their view of career paths.
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Mission, Review Process & Disclaimer
 The Association for Biology Laboratory Education (ABLE) was founded in 1979 to promote information exchange among 
university and college educators actively concerned with teaching biology in a laboratory setting. The focus of ABLE is to 
improve the undergraduate biology laboratory experience by promoting the development and dissemination of interesting, in-
novative, and reliable laboratory exercises. For more information about ABLE, please visit http://www.ableweb.org/.
 Papers published in Tested Studies for Laboratory Teaching: Peer-Reviewed Proceedings of the Conference of the Associa-
tion for Biology Laboratory Education are evaluated and selected by a committee prior to presentation at the conference, peer-
reviewed by participants at the conference, and edited by members of the ABLE Editorial Board. 

Citing This Article 
 Smith, J.J. and W. Flora. 2013. The Popcorn Course: An Academic/Industry Partnership Promoting “Real Science” Research 
Opportunities for Undergraduates. Pages 498-499. in Tested Studies for Laboratory Teaching, Volume 34 
(K. McMahon, Editor). Proceedings of the 34th Conference of the Association for Biology Laboratory Education (ABLE), 
499 pages. http://www.ableweb.org/volumes/vol-34/?art=68.
 Compilation © 2013 by the Association for Biology Laboratory Education, ISBN 1-890444-16-2. All rights reserved. No 
part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner. 
 ABLE strongly encourages individuals to use the exercises in this proceedings volume in their teaching program. If this 
exercise is used solely at one’s own institution with no intent for profit, it is excluded from the preceding copyright restriction, 
unless otherwise noted on the copyright notice of the individual chapter in this volume. Proper credit to this publication must 
be included in your laboratory outline for each use; a sample citation is given above.
Endpage68

http://www.ableweb.org/
http://www.ableweb.org/volumes/vol-34/v34reprint.php?ch=68
http://www.ableweb.org/volumes/vol-34/v34reprint.php?ch=68



