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ABSTRACT 

Supporting and sustaining positive educational change is an area of increasing focus in 
higher education and remains a persistent challenge. Using student partnerships is one 
promising way to help promote these much-needed changes. This case study focuses on 
Departmental Action Teams (DATs), which are groups of faculty, students, and staff 
working together in the same department to make sustainable improvements to 
undergraduate education. Here we focus on DATs from four different departments, 
across two research-intensive universities in the USA, to draw attention to the 
important roles that students play as change agents in these groups. We also reflect 
upon the inherent challenges in building partnerships that incorporate meaningful 
power sharing to effect educational change. 
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 Improving undergraduate education remains a pressing challenge. Despite numerous 
efforts to transform higher education, many efforts are driven by underdeveloped notions of 
how change works (Beach, Henderson, & Finkelstein, 2012; Borrego & Henderson, 2014). 
Typical approaches consist of developing new teaching techniques or curriculum with little 
attention to how the techniques will be used by instructors in relation to a larger educational 
system. Such scale-up approaches have a modest impact at best (e.g., Austin, 2011). Creating 
meaningful change requires engaging with the university as a system (Kezar, 2011).  
 Engaging a university holistically requires attention to institutional culture. Culture can 
be defined as “a historical and evolving set of structures, symbols, people, and resulting power 
relationships between people” (Reinholz & Apkarian, 2018, p. 3). Because academic 
departments have a relatively consistent internal culture, they are seen as a key unit of focus 
for change (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2014). Through long-term 



engagement, departmental cultures can be shifted sustainably, resulting in lasting change 
(Reinholz et al., 2019). 
 Students also play a role as change agents in departments (e.g., Dunne & Zandstra, 
2011; Healey, 2016; Hornsby & Simkins, 2017). Students are key stakeholders for universities, 
they have their own expertise, and they have resources, connections, and entry points to 
change that faculty members do not. To contribute to the field of Students as Partners, this 
article documents successful partnerships between faculty, students, and staff as they work as 
change agents in the context of Departmental Action Teams (DATs). Because DATs are a 
research-based model that has been tested on multiple campuses, this line of inquiry has the 
potential to suggest more generally the role students can play as change agents. 
 
BACKGROUND 

A DAT is a model originally proposed by the authors, and it consists of a group of four to 
eight faculty, students, and staff that aims to make broad-scale educational improvements 
within a department (Reinholz, Corbo, Dancy, & Finkelstein, 2017). A DAT is an externally-
facilitated group that attends to both the outcomes of their work and the process through 
which that work takes place. The facilitators are typically postdoctoral researchers or members 
of a Center for Teaching and Learning. DATs create lasting changes by focusing on cross-cutting 
issues (e.g., curricular alignment, equity, community building) that cannot easily be solved by a 
single person. With support from leadership, DAT participants work voluntarily on a shared 
vision for improving undergraduate education in their department. 

Students play an important role in DATs. All DATs include at least one student, and many 
DATs have two or three undergraduate and graduate students as members. Given inherent 
power dynamics between faculty and students, facilitators aim to promote power sharing 
among participants (Matthews, 2017). In addition, students are paid a modest stipend, which 
honors their time and can increase opportunities for students from a variety of backgrounds to 
participate (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017).  

DATs are facilitated in accordance with six principles (Quan et al., 2019): 
 

1. Students are partners in the educational process. 
2. Work focuses on achieving collective positive outcomes. 
3. Data collection, analysis, and interpretation inform decision-making. 
4. Collaboration between group members is enjoyable, productive, and rewarding. 
5. Continuous improvement is an upheld practice. 
6. Work is grounded in a commitment to equity, inclusion, and social justice. 

 
 Although students have an influence on how all principles are enacted, principles one 
and six have an explicit focus on meaningful student partnerships and equity within the group. 
Principle one draws directly from the Students as Partners literature, and recognizes that 
students have unique knowledge and expertise to contribute (Hammer & van Zee, 2006; 
Robertson, 2015). Principle six focuses on equity, and postulates that diversity among team 
members adds value to a group and its work (Milliken, Bartel, & Kurtzberg, 2003). One 
important form of diversity that is often present in DATs is different roles in the department, 
from student members to tenured faculty. Principle six also promotes equity amongst all voices 



in a team, to support collective decision-making. To honor these principles and mitigate the 
power dynamics inherent in heterogeneous groups, DATs develop community standards for 
group interactions and build a consensus vision to guide their work. In addition, facilitators 
explicitly focus on process skills, building norms for equitable collaboration and checking in with 
individual members (e.g., through a coffee meeting) when needed.  
 
  



METHODS 
 This article focuses on DATs at two research-intensive campuses in the USA. To describe 
how students made these types of contributions to DATs, we used a case study approach, 
which is appropriate to understand a “contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-
life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). We examined multiple cases to understand how this particular 
phenomenon manifested in a variety of contexts. Data collection included many forms: detailed 
meeting minutes, facilitator journal entries, artifacts created by the DATs, interviews and focus 
groups with DAT participants, and the extensive experience of facilitators (which helped us 
form impressions of the data).  

Here we report on four departments, selected because they provide meaningful 
examples of student partnerships in DATs. All department names and participant names are 
pseudonyms; we drew the department pseudonyms (Summoning, Potions, Divination, and 
Herbs) from the Harry Potter series. 
 We drew from a theoretical model of students as change agents that emphasizes four 
roles that students can play (Dunne & Zandstra, 2011). Drawing upon these four roles, we 
delineated the types of contributions students make in Table 1, along with examples from 
DATs. 
 
Table 1: Four roles of student change agents (department pseudonym in parentheses) 
 
Contribution Example 
Student voice contributes feedback, 
perspectives, and experiences unique to 
students to form a more complete picture of 
the issues at hand. 

Staff and faculty value the contributions of 
students on the DAT (Summoning). 

Decision-making involves students in making 
decisions about issues that affect their 
community.  

Students voices contributed meaningfully to 
DAT decision-making (Potions). 

Co-creating involve students, faculty, and 
staff working together to revise teaching and 
learning practices (e.g., curriculum 
development). 

Students co-develop Student Learning 
Outcomes for a major (Divination). 

Actions involve students taking concrete 
steps to achieve a goal. 

Students recruit other students to take a 
draft assessment (Herbs). 

 
  
RESULTS 

Potions 
 The goal of the Potions DAT was to improve equity within its undergraduate major, 
because the student population was not very diverse in terms of race and gender. The Potions 
DAT engaged in a variety of activities, including supporting the department’s participation in a 
campus-wide diversity initiative, contacting admitted students from underrepresented groups, 
working with university Strategic Relations to develop inclusive advertising materials, 



connecting with student groups in the department, and creating an equity-focused seminar in 
the department (Rainey, Corbo, Reinholz, & Betterton, 2016).  
 DAT participants described the benefits of having student voices in the DAT. For 
instance, Cassie, a staff member, described the value of having “a very diverse set of opinions 
and perspectives.” Val, a faculty member, emphasized the value of student voice, stating that, 
“having both the undergrad and grad student perspectives about both their experiences and 
what they really care about I think has been really important for shaping what we do, and that’s 
incredibly valuable.” 
 Student members emphasized how the DAT allowed them to contribute to decision-
making in the department. Willow noted that as a graduate student, the DAT had given her 
 

a way to voice what I'm thinking, because like if I want to change something in the 
department that's just not going to happen, but if I bring something up here the faculty 
on this committee have the potential to influence other faculty in the department that I 
would just never be able to reach and would be terrified to try to talk to anyway. 

 
Willow’s statement also draws attention to the inherent power dynamics between students 
and faculty, as she notes that she would normally have little influence and would be “terrified” 
to talk with faculty members about change. 
 Cedric, an undergraduate student, followed up on Willow’s statement by noting he felt 
“empowered” to take actions, and that he wanted to 
 

do these activities, plan, organize, execute. And really, you know, maybe undergrads 
have a lot more energy, they haven't beaten it out of us yet, but I think we are kind of 
an untapped potential resource, that it's at least good to have open communication 
between all these levels. You know, I've been able to effect change already with the 
LGBT [Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender] training that they're going to be starting to 
do in the department starting fall. 

 
What Cedric describes is being empowered as a part of the DAT, and that would allow him to 
take actions that can change the department, such as implementing training to raise awareness 
about the experiences of minoritized populations. 
 

Summoning 
 The Summoning DAT focused on building community within its new undergraduate 
major, through new departmental events and social networking. DAT members perceived that 
the variety of partnerships in the DAT had been crucial to its success. For instance, Bernard, a 
graduate student, said he “enjoyed” the DAT because of the many “different pools of 
knowledge” there were to draw from. He described how graduate students are “involved with a 
lot of different committees,” whereas the undergraduates “know a lot about the existing 
culture within the majors.” He continued that the instructors are “really tied to undergraduate 
education” and “the classroom experience,” while faculty know the “official processes” of the 
department. Together, all of these stakeholders bring useful and complementary skills. This 
emphasizes the value of student voice. 



 Kate, a faculty member on the DAT, also emphasized the importance of student voice. 
She stated that they could not just “assume” what the students want, and then “be upset that 
they don’t show up.” She emphasized the need to be proactive in getting students involved, 
and she saw the DAT as a way to do that. Although the focus of the DAT had been on 
undergraduate community, Kate felt that the work of the DAT helped them create “a better 
overall community all the way around” for stakeholder groups in the department. 
 Despite these positive results, there were still inherent tensions in the group. The 
undergraduate student member, Sawyer, first described the DAT as “intimidating,” but over 
time he began to understand the DAT as a “community [where] everyone was equal.” Sawyer 
did not elaborate on how his feelings shifted, but we suspect it was supported by explicit 
efforts of the facilitators, given that in our experience such issues do simply resolve themselves 
automatically.  
 Sawyer also described how faculty members on the DAT “suggested” that he present at 
a faculty meeting, because they thought it would “convince more people” coming from 
students. This shows how the faculty genuinely embraced student voice, by acknowledging the 
effect a student voice would have over faculty voice in the context of a faculty meeting and 
then providing a way for Sawyer’s voice to be heard. Sawyer described faculty at the meeting as 
“very welcoming,” and he recognized concrete impacts from this action. For example, he 
mentioned that another DAT member “created a seminar class specifically as a result of the 
DAT to help us [students] create resumes.” In summary, he stated, “I feel like our voices have 
been heard, and they're working to their best abilities to try and answer some of those 
questions, which I think is pretty cool.” 
 
 

Divination 
 One goal of the Divination DAT was to revise the Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) for 
one of its majors. To date, the DAT has developed SLOs for one of its majors and is designing 
new assessments for the SLOs. This work was taken up by the whole department during a 
departmental retreat, and the department decided to create documents to explicitly connect 
the curriculum to the SLOs. 

The facilitator journals for this DAT make frequent mention of interactions between 
Peyton (a graduate student), Marley (an undergraduate student), and other DAT members. 
Very early in the DAT’s work (just two months after it had formed), the facilitators noted the 
role of student voice, describing how the faculty members recognized student expertise. 
“Marley’s point of view was considered frequently for determining if the SLO was assessed or 
not. He’s living the experience that they are trying to guess at.” A month later, the facilitators 
documented Riley, a faculty member, explicitly valuing the contributions of the students during 
a meeting, and at the same meeting, the students also recognizing their own value in 
contributing to the group. 
 There were also documented instances of Marley “reporting out to the group” from his 
subgroup meeting and being treated as “an equal member of the DAT.” This related to his work 
in co-creating the SLOs. Marley began to more freely offer his perspectives during meetings, 
even without being explicitly asked what he thought. It became clear that the students were an 
important part of the DAT, when nearly a year after the formation of the DAT, one of the 



faculty members remarked it was “too bad Marley isn't here, we could use his input.” Again, we 
see a group where student voice was explicitly valued and the student members of the DAT 
became increasingly involved and shared power in the co-creation of the DAT’s work. 
 

Herbs 
 The Herbs DAT focused on how to assess skills development across the department’s 
major. This DAT has developed and piloted and is implementing a skills assessment as well as 
creating a department-wide assessment plan. Undergraduate student Jamie described her 
involvement in co-creation, through “identifying skillsets from syllabi,” “coding” the skillsets, 
and contacting professors to determine the top five skills. Through her work in a summer 
subgroup of the DAT, Jamie helped develop a draft assessment for the skills and recruited 
students to take the assessment. On the whole, she noted that the group dynamics were “very 
comfortable, very friendly,” but that she still “felt a little out of place” with PhD students and 
faculty members. This shows that even in a facilitated group with efforts to meaningfully create 
an equitable environment, the traditional power structures inherent in student and faculty 
roles can still persist. 
 Ellen, a graduate student on the DAT, described how the DAT was “interviewing 
students about what they want,” and the students described having “no software or coding 
skills,” which made it hard for them to compete for jobs. Ellen “brought this to a faculty 
meeting and now there are initiatives to build this into [their] curriculum.” This example shows 
the importance of student voice, concrete actions such as interviewing students, and involving 
students in decision-making (through the faculty meeting). We note that students had more 
decision-making power within the DAT, and this only translated partially to the rest of the 
department. 
 Still, Ellen also noted power dynamics, contrasting when she was the only graduate 
student on the DAT, and when more students were added. She remarked that when more 
students were added to the DAT, some faculty reverted to traditional modes of interaction, 
“delegating tasks down to the students more than they delegate to each other, and also being a 
little bit more resistant when students challenge them.” Ellen describes a situation where the 
presence of more graduate students made it easier for them to be seen as “other” from the 
faculty, whereas when she was the only student it was easier to be perceived as an equal 
member of the group. To explain why this happened, Ellen believed it was “just habit,” and that 
“in all other contexts it’s totally fine to delegate down to” students.  
 
DISCUSSION 
 This brief description of four focal departments highlights the ways that students can be 
enabled to act as change agents in a DAT, which provides value to the DAT work. In particular, 
student voice provided new ways of looking at areas of improvement in undergraduate 
education, decision-making allowed for students to contribute to structural changes in the 
departments, co-creation of products resulted in new assessment and learning outcomes, and 
actions led to concrete activities taking place. The students themselves felt more empowered 
to engage in change work to improve their departments. All of the DATs we have described 
made meaningful and lasting improvements to their departments. Moreover, student, faculty, 
and staff members on the DATs all noted additional benefits from the interactions. 



 These cases also highlight some of the inherent challenges of involving students as 
partners in change working groups. Students such as Sawyer and Jamie mentioned how 
working with faculty could be intimidating, and how it was easy to initially feel out of place. 
Still, both Sawyer and Jamie described increased feelings of comfort as the DAT progressed, 
which suggests that facilitation moves in the DATs may help overcome some of the inherent 
power imbalances. The cases support previous assertions that action should be taken to share 
power between students and faculty (Matthews, 2017). 
 We hypothesize that power imbalances may be addressed in multiple ways in the 
future. Our work suggests that some imbalances arise from a department’s existing culture and 
how it shapes power relations between students and faculty. Thus, we hypothesize that 
changing other aspects of a department (e.g., student engagement in courses, community 
building, undergraduate research) could potentially shift the overall culture in a way that 
supports power sharing in the DAT. We also suspect that faculty members in the study were 
unaware of how students felt about power imbalances. We hypothesize that sharing this 
concern in general (e.g., by sharing examples from the students we quoted) and creating 
opportunities for feedback from students could raise awareness within a DAT and prompt 
structural and behavioral changes towards equity. As noted in other models of change (e.g., 
Rogers, 2010) awareness is often the first step towards change, so deliberately including time 
to reflect on power relations and how they manifest in a DAT could decrease power 
imbalances. All of these hypotheses need to be tested with future research. 
 In closing, this article contributes to the Students as Partners literature by drawing 
attention to the many ways that students can contribute as change agents. Further, we showed 
how the model from Dunne and Zandstra (2011) can be a useful organizing framework for 
understanding how students contribute to change efforts. Our work suggests that students can 
play an important role in supporting systemic change in undergraduate departments, but 
further research is needed to explore students’ participation in DATs across more contexts. 

This research was conducted with the approval of an Institutional Review Board at The 
University of Colorado Boulder.  
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