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WHAT are exploratory reading groups?
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To impart this kind of learning to all students we created Exploratory Reading Groups (ERGs). At a high level, ERGs are a program that
works both as an alternative to UREs, providing students with a lightweight way to try out research, as well as an enhancement to UREs
themselves, acting as a pipeline directly into research labs. Twice each quarter, 1) students browse themes relating CS to society, 2) form
five-week, low time commitment, student-driven reading groups, and 3) stretch their imagination by exploring new ideas while building
relationships through short activities. This has 4) helped facilitate entry into UREs themselves, 5) led to greater clarity and confidence in
career goals, supportive peer relationships, and a sense of belonging, both of which 6) support a diverse and creative workforce.

Dustin Palea and David T Lee. 2021. Exploratory Reading Groups: A Scalable Approach to Creative, Relational, and Student-Driven Exploration in CS Education. Proceedings of the 52nd ACM
Technical Symposium on Computer Science Education, 837-843.
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HOW do exploratory reading groups work?

paper 1
paper 2

theme A
X A 00
theme B J L ,,\\ /'\\ - / g o0
theme C
15min _' L 45min ’", L
learn about  select papers get-to-know-you questions paper presentations and discussion
themes and facilitators \ v J
launch session weekly meeting 1 weekly meeting 2 weekly meeting 3 weekly meeting 4

5-week long phase

ERGs operate in five-week* long phases, two per quarter. The first week is a launch session, where students learn about the program
structure and our goals and expectations. After forming groups of 6 to 10 students, each group spends time getting to know each other,
determining meeting times, scheduling paper presentations, and electing a facilitator. In the remaining four weeks, students meet for one
hour per week. The first 15 minutes are spent on “get-to-know-you questions” chosen by the presenters. The remaining 45 minutes are
spent on presenting and discussing papers. Since each person presents one paper per phase, there are 2 to 3 papers per meeting, for as
little as 15 minutes per paper, including a concise summary of the key ideas followed by questions, reactions, ideas, and brief discussions.

* When running ERGs as a cocurricular activity, we recommend four-week long phases (with three weeks of presentations) so that there is a lower time commitment and a little breather for
midterms and finals. What you don’t want is some students dropping mid-phase, resulting in a subpar experience for everyone else.



HOW (continued)

Exploratory Reading Groups are a simple intervention, but their lightweight, scalable, and relational
design enables them to seed just the right relationships and reduce just enough friction to effect change.

Lightweight
Very low time commitment

The lightweight nature of ERGs circumvent
barriers of limited faculty and student time,
and meet student goals of exploration in
ways that don’t clash with the faculty who
need to advance their research. With such
a low barrier to entry even busy students
can participate, and if they’'re just wanting
to try out research, they don’t need to
jump through hoops or commit to a longer
term research position. Afterward, because
themes are directly connected to labs,
students that do apply for a URE have
greater clarity of and match in interests.

Scalable
Resource-light and student-driven

ERGs are highly scalable because they
require very little resources, just an
internet connection and a place to meet.
They are almost entirely student-driven,
faculty only need to host a launch session
and propose themes since students
explore papers on their own. This enables
ERGs to be accessible to many students -
not just a select few — and thrive in the
resource constrained environments of
nearly any institution.
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Relational
Intentionally intimate

From the beginning, with their small group
sizes and "get-to-know-you questions”,
ERGs were intentionally designed to be
intimate. Students feel a greater sense of
belonging, support each other
academically and emotionally, and make
connections with others already working in
labs, giving them opportunities for
networking, knowledge about the realities
of research, and encouragement to apply.




PRELIMINARY IMPACT

Exploratory Reading Groups are just getting started, but we've seen them have a BIG impact on students.
(All quotes are pseudonyms).

44
| don't feel entirely comfortable 66

getting a job as of right now. . .
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view of CS learned that CS is applicable to a lot personal using technology to help... immigrants...
of different fields... [it] definitely connections integrate more with the economy... | really
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PRELIMINARY IMPACT (continueq)

¢ ...all of the people in my group were studying CS or had a background in CS. | think they
Comfort and sense of made me gain interest in the Al concentration in Cog. Sci. Because before, | was like ‘Oh
belonging | don't know. . ." (unsure of Al). But like, since they were talking about all the classes they
were taking, it felt like they. . . | don’t know... it was a community | liked being a part of.
Tiffany
66

One of the grad students would
[often say], ‘Yeah, | just wonder
Peer support: emotional why my life sucks so much,
and academic hahaha.’ ‘Yo buddy, you wanna

talk?’” We would just talk
afterwards... it was just kind of
like a moment like, we're there. |
think we're getting pretty close.

»’ :/ Cody
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66 . we're all freshmen so we're like constantly
bouncing questions back on each other, like
‘How is this class?’, ‘What's your plan?’ My
last group was a little more of a stretch,
because it was like, | was a freshman, and there
[were] like two grads, two juniors, it was a bit
more of a gap, but | felt close enough to them
to ask for help on stuff. ’9

Cody
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PRELIMINARY IMPACT (continueq)
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Most recently, we have institutionalized ERGs at UCSC as a 1-credit course and have attracted the support of divisional leadership
for deploying across the division, with the eventual goal of a reading group for every faculty. Here are some results from a survey of

53 students at the conclusion of the course in Spring 2022 regarding their experiences and the value they gained from participation.
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2 How to set up Exploratory
Reading Groups

/ Startup /Growth/ Institutionalization >




Startup Phase

The startup phase is a good place to start when
you are a single faculty member trying out
Exploratory Reading Groups as a cocurricular
program within your own lab.

This phase centers on figuring out themes that work
well, ironing out logistics for recruiting on your
campus, and making any necessary adaptations to
the weekly structure.

ORORORONG

Define reading group themes

Advertise to students

Running the launch session

Weekly meetings

End-of-quarter debrief
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