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ABSTRACT

The National Science Foundation’s Cultural Anthropology Methods Program (CAMP) aims to
cultivate students’ ability to craft competitive research proposals. Over three years of CAMP,
we tested and iterated different feedback models: the Socratic method, the Value
Proposition approach, and the Critical Response Process (CRP). We ultimately designed the
NSF CAMP Feedback Method that integrates successful elements from these three models
for the presentation of research proposals, feedback mechanisms, and refinement. The pro-
posed method consists of five steps: (1) Proposal Presentation Following a Revised Value
Proposition Approach, (2) Statements of Meaning, (3) Presenter as Questioner, (4)
Permissioned Opinions, and (5) Reframing. Feedback from faculty and students regarding the
NSF CAMP Feedback Method was positive, highlighting its effectiveness in guiding proposal
development and fostering a supportive environment. However, challenges were noted,
including the reluctance of students to refuse feedback (step 4) due to power imbalances
and the potential unpreparedness for receiving and responding to critical questioning
encountered in typical academic settings outside the CAMP environment. Despite these chal-
lenges, the method offers a valuable framework for enhancing proposal development proc-
esses in academic settings, with opportunities for adaptation to suit diverse student needs.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

The National Science Foundation’s Cultural Anthropology Methods Program (CAMP) helps
students create strong research proposals. Over three years, we tested three feedback mod-
els: the Socratic method, the Value Proposition approach, and the Critical Response Process
(CRP). We combined the best parts of these models into the NSF CAMP Feedback Method,
which has five steps: 1. Presenting proposals using a revised Value Proposition approach. 2.
Sharing statements about what was meaningful in the proposal. 3. Allowing the presenter
to ask questions. 4. Giving feedback only with the presenter’s permission. 5. Reframing feed-
back for better understanding. Students and faculty liked this method, saying it was effect-
ive in improving proposals and creating a supportive environment. However, some
challenges included students feeling unable to refuse feedback due to power dynamics and
being unprepared for critical questioning in typical academic settings. Despite these issues,
the method is useful for improving proposal development and can be adapted to meet dif-
ferent students’ needs.
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One goal of the NSF Cultural Anthropology
Methods Program (CAMP) curriculum is to help
students develop competitive research proposals
and learn to mentor other researchers. Each day
during the intensive program students presented
their developing projects. They received feedback
in groups composed of one professor and five
students. Over three years of the CAMP program,
we tested and iterated three different models of

providing students feedback on their research
proposals.

We began by comparing three feedback
methods: the ancient Socratic method, the engin-
eering-based Value Proposition approach, and the
arts-based Critical Response Process. The ancient,
well-known Socratic method facilitates critical
thinking through open-ended questioning by the
instructor (Elder and Paul 2007) and had been
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used in prior iterations of the NSF-funded anthro-
pology methods programs. The Value Proposition
approach asks students to identify the need, bene-
fits, approach, and competition (NABC) to
develop their proposals (Carlson, Polizzotto, and
Gaudette 2019; Westerhoff, Wutich, and Carlson
2021). The arts-based Critical Response Process
(CRP) has a four-step guided structure aimed at
giving student presenters the agency to guide the
process and refuse feedback (Lerman and Borstel
2003).

During our three-year research program, we
gathered longitudinal data and asked students
and faculty what they thought could be
improved. From data in Year 1 and Year 2, we
developed and tested the NSF CAMP Feedback
Method: a blended STEAM model (science, tech-
nology, engineering, arts, math) that integrates
the most successful aspects of the Socratic
method, Value Proposition (NABC) approach,
and Critical Response Process (CRP). Guidance
for this blended approach, (available on method-
s4all.org with the full CAMP toolkit) explains the
steps and roles for the instructor, presenters (stu-
dents), and audience members (fellow students).

Step 1: Proposal presentation following a
revised value proposition approach

In Step 1, students have 15minutes to present
their research proposal. Students are encouraged
to highlight the context of their research goal
using the key aspects of the Value Proposition
(NABC) approach (Westerhoff, Wutich, and
Carlson 2021). We adapted the original order to
address the needs of PhD students with varying
experience in research development and design,
following recommendations by Prieto (2019).

Need: What is the need or problem that your
research addresses, and why does it matter? Here,
students introduce the problem, why it is an
issue, and why existing research does not address
the problem already.

Conversation: Note that this differs from the
original NABC, where C was for "Competition."
Students had difficulty getting past the term
“competition” and felt it was antagonistic. Thus,

we changed to conversation and provided the fol-
lowing prompt: How can your work advance
scholarship in this area? Here, students summarize
the existing literature, highlight scholarly debates,
and identify how their proposed research builds
knowledge.

Question: We include the Q for the research
question to remind students to put it into their pro-
posals (Prieto 2019). Here, students are prompted
to answer: What is your research question (or
hypotheses), specifically? Students should clearly
present their research questions (or hypotheses)
that are formulated to be specific and answerable.

Approach: What are your research methods?
This part of the proposal presentation should
clearly describe the methods for sampling, data
collection, and data analysis—and explain how
these methods contribute to answering the
research question. Students should explain why
these are the best methods to answer the research
question and/or how they are unique from what
has been done before.

Benefits: What are the expected research bene-
fits, in terms of theoretical contributions and
practical value? In this last part, students are
asked to explain how their proposed research
addresses the research need (stated at the begin-
ning) and how it contributes to the conversation
(i.e., the scholarly literature). For NSF proposals,
students can explain the intellectual merit and
broader impacts of their work here.

A note on the structure of giving feedback

Once the student has presented their proposed
research within 15minutes, it is time to give
feedback. Here, the feedback structure incorpo-
rates aspects from the Critical Response Process
and Socratic methods. It is important for the
instructor to facilitate the process and make sure
students are adhering to the structure. Instructors
need to explain how to ask "low-threat questions"
meant to flatten any judgment rather than asking
a critical question. An example would be asking,
"Can you tell us why you chose your sampling
strategy?" versus a higher threat question, "Don’t
you think random sampling would be best?"



Step 2: Statements of meaning

Developed from the Critical Response Process
(Lerman and Borstel 2003), statements of mean-
ing give opening feedback about what is impact-
ful in the project. The first time presenting, and
perhaps in subsequent presentations, the state-
ments of meaning come directly from the audi-
ence members. The goal is to provide feedback to
the presenter on aspects of their work and build
an environment of support. The instructor leads
the discussion by asking, "What was unique
about this proposal to you?" or "What did you
find meaningful or notable?" Those who listened,
including the instructor, then share what they
found notable about the proposal. While the
statement of meaning does not have to be a com-
pliment, it should have a supportive frame. Note,
that this step can be skipped in repetitions of the
presentation to the same audience.

Step 3: Presenter as questioner

In this step from the Critical Response Process,
the presenter asks questions to the audience
about feedback they feel they need. For instance,
say the student who presented is unsure if they
articulated their theoretical contribution well.
They could ask, "How can I make my theory sec-
tion stronger?” Here, if the instructor sees an
underlying issue with the research question that
should be addressed before discussing the litera-
ture, they may pause the feedback and address
this. The instructor could ask permission to ask
questions, such as, "Let’s step back because I
think we need to further define your research
question before answering how the theoretical
contribution can be articulated in a stronger way.
Can I offer some opinions and ask you some
questions?” If the student responds in the
affirmative, then the professor can redirect
through questions, such as: "I think the research
question may work better if it is narrower; would
it work to focus on a specific population or field
site?" Here, the instructor is providing critical
teedback on specific issues, but using an open-
ended question to guide the student in a Socratic
thought process of figuring out a solution. The
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instructor can keep asking guided, open-ended
questions to help the student along.

Step 4: Permissioned opinions

This step also comes from the Critical Response
Process. Here, audience members, and the
instructor, need to ask before giving specific
feedback. For example: "I have a suggestion
about your sampling design, do you want to
hear it now or later?" The tag of "now or later"
allows the presenter to avoid saying no, as it
may feel difficult to refuse someone face-to-
face, and keeps the door open for hearing the
feedback. The presenter could respond with,
"Thank you, but not right now. I have a lot to
think through already; perhaps next session, or
in writing?" Alternatively, the student presenter
can opt-in and the instructor opens up permis-
sioned opinions to the audience.

Step 5: Reframing

This last step is taken from the Socratic method and
allows the student presenter to sum up the informa-
tion and define a plan to move forward. The
instructor and audience members can help either to
reframe or to add nuance to the reframing.

The pitfalls and benefits to the NSF CAMP
Feedback Method

Over the course of three years of testing and
fine-tuning, the NSF CAMP Feedback Method
was well-received by both faculty and graduate
students. The clear guidelines of what should be
included in the proposal, taken from the Value
Proposition approach, helps students focus the
proposal. Additionally, faculty and students
appreciated the combined Critical Response
Process and Socratic styles to provide guidance
and feedback. The statements of meaning help
create a supportive environment early in the
proposal development process, and students
appreciate that they have control of the process
and the opportunity to refuse feedback. Faculty
like that they have the ability to interject early
on if needed. The last reframing step is also
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quite beneficial for students who may have had
to process a lot of feedback.

Our research revealed two possible downsides to
using the NSF CAMP Feedback Method. First, no
student ever refused to hear any opinions. While this
may be due in part to students’ motivation and buy-
in, we interpret this as an indicator that power
dynamics are difficult to overcome. Even in an envir-
onment widely regarded as safe and supportive, stu-
dents typically did not feel they could say no in front
of or to their instructors. Second, students noted that
when they had to present for other scholars—outside
of the NSF CAMP process—they sometimes felt
caught off guard by critical questions or judgmental
feedback. Despite these potential pitfalls, we hope
that others will adopt and adapt our method to fit
their students’ needs.

Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was funded under the US National Science
Foundation Cultural Anthropology Program grant (Award SBE-
2017491) to the NSF Cultural Anthropology Methods Program.

Notes on contributors

Alissa Ruth is an educational anthropologist in the School
of Human Evolution and Social Change at Arizona State
University in Tempe. She serves as the director of education
for the NSF CAMP and is a co-editor of The Handbook for
Teaching Qualitative and Mixed Research Methods: A Step-
by-Step Guide for Instructors (Routledge 2023).

Margaret V. du Bray is an Assistant Professor in the
Department of Geography, GIS, and Sustainability at
University of Northern Colorado, where she teaches stu-
dents the fundamentals of environmental studies and
researches the impacts of climate change. She has a PhD in
sociocultural anthropology from Arizona State University.

Liam Gleason was an NSF Cultural Anthropology Methods
Program (CAMP) fellow and recently received their PhD in
Anthropology from Arizona State University.

Melissa Beresford is an assistant professor of anthropology
at San Jose State University and a faculty affiliate in the
Center for Global Health at Arizona State University. Her
research examines how humans use social and institutional
arrangements adapt to water insecurity. She is also a

methodologist and conducts research to advance social sci-
ence research methods and research methods training. She
is the Director of the Community of Practice for the NSF
Cultural Anthropology Methods Program (CAMP).

Cindi SturtzSreetharan is a Professor at Arizona State
University, where she teaches linguistic anthropology and
global health.

Rosalyn Negron is Associate Professor of Anthropology at
the University of Massachusetts Boston, where she is also
Research Director for the Sustainable Solutions Lab.
Rosalyn’s research is primarily driven by issues of health
and well-being, with particular attention to the role of deci-
sion-making, social connections, social environments, and
migration. A past Ford Foundation Postdoctoral Fellow,
Rosalyn’s research has been funded by numerous agencies
including the
Environmental Protection Agency. She is co-founder and
director of UMass Boston’s Transdisciplinary Dissertation
Proposal Development Program.

National Science Foundation and the

Anais Roque (she/her/ella) is an environmental social scien-
tist and anthropologist. As an interdisciplinary scholar, her
research interests include water insecurity, community
resilience, disaster recovery, environmental justice, energy
governance, and social networks.

Robin G. Nelson is an Associate Professor at Arizona State
University, where she teaches global health and serves as
the Director of Strategic Engagement for the NSF Cultural
Anthropology Methods Program (CAMP).

Amber Wutich is an ASU President’s Professor, Director of
the Center for Global Health, and 2023 MacArthur Fellow.
An expert on water insecurity, Wutich directs the Global
Ethnohydrology Study, a cross-cultural study of water
knowledge and management in 20+ countries. Her two
decades of community-based fieldwork explore how people
respond, individually and collectively, to extremely water
scarce conditions. An ethnographer and methodologist,
Wautich has authored 200+ papers and chapters, co-auth-
ored 6 books, edits the journal Field Methods, and directs
the NSF Cultural Anthropology Methods Program.

ORCID

Alissa Ruth (® http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6482-1922
Margaret V. du Bray (®) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4295-
3550

Melissa Beresford () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5707-3943
Cindi SturtzSreetharan (2 http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7528-
8991

Rosalyn Negron
Anais Roque
Robin G. Nelson
Amber Wutich

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2094-9833
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4686-9652
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9455-4754
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4164-1632



References

Carlson, C., L. R. Polizzotto, and G. Gaudette. 2019. “The
“NABC’s” of Value Propositions.” IEEE Engineering
Management Review 47 (3): 15-20. https://doi.org/10.
1109/EMR.2019.2932321.

Elder, L., and R. Paul. 2007. “Critical Thinking: The Art of
Socratic Questioning, Part IL.” Journal of Developmental
Education 31 (2): 32.

PRACTICING ANTHROPOLOGY 123

Lerman, L., and J. Borstel. 2003. Critical Response Process.
Takoma Park, MD: Dance Exchange.

Prieto, L. 2019. PhD tool: Pitching your research with the
NABC model. http://ahappyphd.org/posts/pitching-nabc
Westerhoff, P, A. Wutich, and C. Carlson. 2021. “Value
Propositions Provide a Roadmap for Convergent
Research on Environmental Topics.” Environmental
Science & Technology 55 (20): 13579-13582. https://doi.

org/10.1021/acs.est.1c05013.


https://doi.org/10.1109/EMR.2019.2932321
https://doi.org/10.1109/EMR.2019.2932321
http://ahappyphd.org/posts/pitching-nabc
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.1c05013
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.1c05013

	The New NSF CAMP Feedback Method for Research Mentorship
	Abstract
	Step 1: Proposal presentation following a revised value proposition approach
	A note on the structure of giving feedback

	Step 2: Statements of meaning
	Step 3: Presenter as questioner
	Step 4: Permissioned opinions
	Step 5: Reframing
	The pitfalls and benefits to the NSF CAMP Feedback Method
	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	Orcid
	References


