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UNT study abroad program at war crimes tribunal
receives national award for innovative teaching


DENTON (UNT), Texas — Geoff Dancy says he applied for PSCI 4820/5820, International Law, Peace and Justice — the Department of Political Science’s three-week study abroad program in The Hague, Netherlands — just for the chance to take a trip to a foreign country.


However, once Dancy, then a junior international studies major, began viewing something that most Americans could not see — the trial of Slobodan Milosevic at the United Nations’ International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia — he realized that his trip was more than seeing tourist sites between study sessions.

“It was like students in the 1940s witnessing the Nuremberg trial,” he says. “I got enthralled with the the trial. I didn’t really know what I was getting into when I applied for the program, but I probably solidified my interest in political science by actually getting to see what I was studying.”


Offered this past May for the third time, PSCI 4820/5820 and its instructors, Dr. Kimi King and Dr. James Meernik, has received national recognition with a Rowman and Littlefield Award for Innovative Teaching in Political Science from the American Political Science Association. Sponsored by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, the award honors a wide range of new directions in teaching, giving recognition to innovative course syllabi, multimedia approaches to reaching students, textbooks that change the way a subject is taught and other teaching methods.


Meernik, the chairman of UNT’s Department of Political Science, and King, an associate professor of political science, began the study abroad program as part of the department’s focus on international relations, international justice and peace studies. 


Students selected for the program spend much of their time in The Hague viewing proceedings of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, which was formed in 1993 by the United Nations Security Counsel to try individuals accused of war crimes in the former Yugoslavia. The tribunal’s most famous defendant was former Serbian president Milosevic, who was on trial from February 2002 until he died in March 2006 while in custody in the tribunal's detention center.

In addition to viewing the trials, the students meet with the tribunal’s prosecutors, judges, defense counsel, the administrative staff, and members of independent news agencies to gather information for research papers. Students must submit topics for the 20- to 30-page papers as part of their applications to PSCI 4820/5820.

“Any American citizen can go to the tribunal to watch trials, but our students have unprecendented access to interviews,” Meernik said. “Each of the students is matched up with key personnel for their research projects, and they must be in-depth interviews. We will ask the officials for 30 minutes, and they will sit there for an hour or more to help the students. They ask for copies of the research papers.”


King said the tribunal personnel “always say how well prepared our students are for the interviews.”

“A big focus of our program is for students to learn how to conduct an independent research project, so they can’t just show up. They have to know what questions to ask and the backgrounds of those they are
 interviewing,” she said.


Dancy, who participated in the first study abroad to The Hague in 2003, focused on the tribunal’s judges and how their judicial backgrounds influenced their sentencing decisions — the same topic that Meernik and King were researching for an article in Social Sciences Quarterly. Dancy became the professors’ co-author of the paper, which was published in 2005.

He said having a published paper and the trip to the tribunal itself listed on his resumé “very much assisted” his being accepted into the political science doctoral degree program at the University of Minnesota, which he will begin this fall.

“Quite a few of us have had advanced careers because of this study abroad program,” he said. “Many journalists that witness political events know more than political scientists, who just study them in books, but we were actually witnessing part of history.”


Megan Greening, who received her master’s degree in political science from UNT in December, went on the second study abroad program in 2005 after taking Meernik’s war crimes class at UNT. Her research paper focused on the use of plea bargaining to establish the law of persecution.

The program, she says “is very unique and broadens your views on the world.”

“I learned exactly how tribunals are run, and I’ve never had professors more willing to help me set up interviews for my research,” she said.
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