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Student Pedagogy Advocates: Enhancing Teaching and Learning Through Student-Faculty 
Partnerships (WIP) 

 Introduction 
 
In an effort to enhance teaching and learning, our Student Pedagogy Advocates (SPA) program 
fosters student-faculty partnerships grounded in Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and 
Student-Centered Learning practices. Student partners, also known as Student Pedagogy 
Advocates (SPAs), attend a specific class where they are not enrolled for an entire semester. 
During class time, they observe aspects that could directly impact student learning experience, 
including interactions between the instructor and students, teaching style, forms of 
communication and expectations, types of activities, and how students engage with the class. 
Through varied observation methods and discussions with enrolled students, they work with the 
instructors to create more student-centered learning environments. In this paper, we analyze 
interviews with instructors and student partners (SPAs) to explore the effects of these 
partnerships in STEM classes at a large research-focused public institution. The study aims to 
answer the following research questions: (1) How do STEM instructor teaching practices change 
related to working with a student partner? (2) What effects does serving as a student partner 
have on students in a large research-focused STEM institution? 
 
Literature Review 
 
Reviewing the existing literature to understand the significance of student-faculty partnerships in 
enhancing teaching and learning is essential, as it provides a foundation for developing 
innovative approaches that can improve educational outcomes. This review aligns with the 
paper’s objectives by providing a foundation for the innovative approach presented in our 
program. 
Influential research by Freeman et al. [1] and Theobald et al. [2] established the importance of 
student-centered learning environments focused on active learning broadly defined. Drawing on 
SDT, Bonem et al. [3] refined our understanding of teaching practices to highlight that courses in 
various structures can support effective student learning by meeting students' three basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness [4]. 
Paralleling this research, initial student-faculty partnership programs emerged in the US, UK, 
Canada, and Australia [5]-[8]. The study focused on these programs, primarily looking at student 
and faculty outcomes without strongly emphasizing classroom practice [9]. Additional research 
has focused on effectively running programs [10], [11] and the potential to change institutional 
cultures to enhance belonging and equity [12].  
Less research has focused on the impact of participation on students in classrooms with 
partnerships or specific teaching methods that emerge from partnerships. Additionally, with the 
roots of many of these programs at smaller liberal arts-oriented institutions—Bryn Mawr College 



and Elon University, as two leaders—STEM classes and engineering programs, particularly, have 
received insufficient attention. 
 
Methods 
The Student Pedagogy Advocates program follows a students-as-partners model established in 
the Bryn Mawr Students as Learners and Teachers program [13]. Each student works directly 
with a faculty member throughout the entirety of a course, attending at least one class session 
each week (in most cases in our program, they attend all class sessions). Additionally, they meet 
with the instructor outside of class, either weekly or biweekly, and meet in groups with peers and 
program facilitators for mentorship, reflection, and guidance. Students are recruited primarily by 
word of mouth. This includes recommendations from instructors, students in the program, and 
staff members who work directly with students and have attended presentations about the 
program (including our academic success center, academic advisors, and cultural center staff). 
When students express interest, we interview them to help them understand the program. We 
have never rejected a student applicant interested in working with the program. We follow a 
minimal training approach, including resources developed by students in the Learning 
Management System to share ideas, resources, and lessons they have learned. Most training and 
development happen through collective meetings, peer guidance, program administrator 
feedback, and discussions in a Slack group. Faculty recruitment occurs through communications 
from our teaching and learning center, regular presentations at campus teaching and learning 
scholarship events, and word of mouth through staff and students in the program. Faculty also 
meet with program administrators to learn about the opportunity and ask questions. Students are 
paid hourly for their time worked, and faculty receive no incentive. 
 
Most students begin the semester observing with a tri-column table approach, where they 
document the time of observation, what they observed in fact, and their reflection on what they 
observed. In some cases, students continue observations using this approach throughout the 
semester. In other cases, we adapt to different approaches based on the goals of the instructor and 
the student partner. One common approach involves mapping classroom discussions [13], which 
can be done by hand, where students draw a diagram of the room and lines detailing the flow of 
conversation by individual, group, or quadrant, depending on the class size and space. Based on 
questions they want to explore and initial observations, they sometimes use a variety of colors 
and symbols to refine further the information a map provides. Some students do this mapping in 
spreadsheets and document types of discussions, or add other elements. Combined with regular 
meetings and conversations with instructors, these approaches allow for refinement and iteration. 
For example, in one meeting, they may focus on where an instructor stands in the classroom; in 
another, they may focus on the impact of different types of questions or prompts given to the 
class. Many students also develop hybrid or alternative approaches to note-taking. We have also 
introduced the COPUS [14] and PAITE [15] classroom observation protocols, but they have 
generally expressed little interest in applying them. Students also collect input from peers 



enrolled in the class through formal and informal discussions and mid-semester feedback 
surveys. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
Our analysis focuses on how the program impacts both instructor practices and the learning and 
experience of students in the class. To do this, we use a mixed-methods approach. For the 
instructors and students in the program, we conduct interviews. We interview instructors at the 
beginning and the end of the semester and students only at the end of the semester. We deploy a 
quantitative survey for students attending the class based on self-determination theory that 
explores the learning climate, basic psychological needs, satisfaction, and motivational profile. 
In our theoretical framework, we hope that the interviews will reveal the adoption of 
student-centered learning practices. We also expect that the qualitative data will demonstrate 
greater satisfaction with basic psychological needs, resulting in greater student success, as 
demonstrated throughout the literature. Through the interviews, we are also interested in the 
effects of participation in a program such as this on students who serve as partners. In this poster, 
we focus on the initial qualitative analysis, considering the following research questions: 1) How 
do STEM instructor teaching practices change related to working with a student partner? (2) 
What effects does serving as a student partner have on students in a large research-focused 
STEM institution? 
 
Preliminary Findings 
 
The preliminary results highlight several benefits for faculty and students. Faculty members 
noticed an improvement in their teaching strategies after receiving feedback from student 
partners, leveraging the quality of their classes. For example, Dr. Luna Rivers mentioned that 
Zoe’s suggestions helped her adopt a more proactive behavior toward change whenever she 
notices a need for improvement, helping her to understand student perspectives better. As a result 
of the student partnership, Dr. Clarke could see better group accountability during projects and 
found his lectures more engaging. Faculty also reported moving around the classroom more and 
adding more active elements to their sessions. From a student participant’s standpoint, they felt 
their confidence and problem-solving skills improved, encouraging them to be more autonomous 
and proactive in their role as a student partner. Another student learned more about their passions 
and built strong connections with faculty, which enabled them to take on a role of support and 
guidance. Overall, these findings highlight the mutual benefits of student-faculty partnerships 
and the outcomes in improving teaching and learning experiences. 
 
 
 
 



 
Conclusion  
Adaptation of the program to a STEM-focused environment 
 
This is an ongoing study, and we will continue to expand it to additional classes from various 
disciplines and with diverse structures (e.g., number of students, lecture, lab, flipped classroom). 
We will also begin analyzing quantitative data to see how student perceptions in these classes fit 
and align with the instructor's and the SPA’s perceptions. Because the program is ongoing and 
iterative, we will also refine the training and development of Student Pedagogy Advocates in 
response to these findings. 
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Appendix 
 
Examples of the Impact and Outcomes of the Student Pedagogy Advocates Program on Faculty 
and Students 
 

Stakeholder Benefit/Outcome Quote/Example 

Faculty Improved teaching methods 
based on feedback from SPAs 

“Zoe challenged me to tweak 
things and not get stagnant, 
which was really helpful.” 
-Dr. Luna Rivers 

Faculty Enhanced understanding of 
student perspectives and 
classroom dynamics 

“Having Zoe as a liaison 
provided insights from 
students that they might not 
feel comfortable sharing 
directly.” - Dr. Luna Rivers 

Faculty Better group dynamics and 
accountability in 
collaborative projects 

“It helped me scaffolding 
group accountability 
processes at the start of group 
projects.”- Dr. Daniel Clarke 

Faculty Enhanced teaching methods 
by increasing mobility to 
engage students 

“He helped me move around 
the classroom more.” - Dr. 
Abigail Sullivan 

Faculty Enhanced engagement and 
energy at the beginning of 
classes 

“Based on the SPA’s feedback 
I introduced more active 
components into lectures, 
especially at the start of 
classes.” - Dr. Daniel Clarke 

Faculty Encouraged continuous 
improvement and 
responsiveness to student 
needs 

“Consistently gauging levels 
of engagement and 
identifying points where it 
drops off.” - Dr. Daniel 
Clarke 

Student partner (SPA) Increased self-confidence and 
problem-solving skills 

“I never saw myself as a 
problem solver, but reflecting 
on my observations and 
figuring things out helped me 
take initiative and solve 
problems.” - SPA 1 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student partner (SPA) Gained self-awareness and 
understanding of personal 
passions 

“I learned a lot about my 
passions and gained 
self-confidence in talking to 
people” - SPA 2 

Student partner (SPA) Built strong relationships and 
supported faculty 
development 

“We built a really strong 
bond... I was able to be there 
as sort of a guide and a 
support for them (the 
instructor).” - SPA 3 


