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ABSTRACT
This case study discusses an experiential learning course comprising a 12-episode
podcast series dedicated to transformative learning in higher education. The three-
credit course, which was designed by two student leaders (station managers at the
university radio station) in collaboration with a faculty collaborator, was informed by
the 10 design principles of authentic learning. The central premise of the podcast series
hinged on two key questions: What are the ideal conditions where students build their
souls as they build their CVs?; What are the conditions for transformative learning
whereby students reflect on their learning experience as collaborators with their
professors and with one another? The case study offers recommendations to students,
faculty, and educational developers who might integrate this model into their own
practices.
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When do students realize they are building their souls in addition to building their CVs?
This question inspired an experiential learning course where students produced a podcast
series with 12 episodes dedicated to exploring the conditions that enhance transformative
learning in higher education. The three-credit course was designed and implemented by two
student leaders (station managers at the student-run university radio station, called Toast
Radio) in collaboration with a faculty member at Bishop’s University, a small, primarily
undergraduate institution with a focus on delivering a liberal education. The course organizers
used 10 design principles of authentic learning (Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003) in order to
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build a podcast series that took its central premise from the following questions: What are the
ideal conditions where students build their souls as they build their CVs?; What are the
conditions for transformative learning with a particular focus on how students reflect on their
learning experience as collaborators with their professors and with one another?

The three-credit course was offered over a 12-week winter semester and had an
enrolment of 15 undergraduate students from a diverse range of programs, including English,
film and media studies, creative writing, journalism, education, sociology, sports studies, and
business. All the students enrolled in the course were in their second year or higher, and 20%
were international exchange students (from the USA and the UK). Three teams of five students
each identified four professors who were particularly effective in facilitating conditions of
transformative learning by soliciting feedback via a student survey, interviewing their peers,
and examining professors’ engagement as educational leaders (from a pool of 125 full-time,
tenure-stream faculty and 60 contract faculty). The professors’ research and teaching interests
were noted, and students who had experience with these professors as educational leaders and
transformative educators were interviewed for their perspectives. From this research, the
teams designed questions, recorded interviews, and edited each podcast for a high-quality final
product. Students in the course were also involved in designing logos, branding the podcast
series, developing a communication strategy to launch the podcast, and organizing a public
podcast launch.

PROJECT OVERVIEW

Context and rationale

The initial idea for a student-led podcast series emerged from an informal conversation
among students about adding new programming to Toast Radio. With so many radio stations
going off air, on to XM or online, broadcast journalism is changing rapidly, the station managers
recognized the importance of growing Toast Radio in fresh and accessible ways.

The design of a three-credit podcast course was made possible through a series of
conditions within the institutional context: namely, a primarily undergraduate, liberal education
institution with rich extracurricular programming, an abundance of academic and experiential
learning activities, supportive faculty, and high levels of faculty-student interactions. The
student leaders identified a full-time, tenured professor to act as faculty champion. This
professor was selected for her reputation as a collaborator who was open to students with
creative and divergent ideas and had experience creating authentic learning scenarios for
undergraduate students.

The faculty champion and the two student leaders designed a three-credit broadcast
journalism course for the winter term. Each assumed roles based on their expertise and
interests. The faculty champion assumed the role as the course facilitator and was responsible
for course administration, timetable, and syllabus design. One student leader acted as student
coordinator, conducting extensive research into podcasts, and leading class modules on
interviewing techniques and how to research interviewees. The second student leader took on
the role as technical director, responsible for technical aspects of the course such as
researching broadcasting equipment, equipment training, and troubleshooting. The three
collaborators met extensively in advance of the course to design the syllabus based on the
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principles of authentic learning, develop reflective exercises and resources to build effective
group dynamics, and ensure that assessment aligned with the course competencies.

Students as Partners: Literature overview

Since this was an entirely new model of course design for the team members, the
course facilitator, student coordinator, and technical director reviewed the literature on the
students-as-partners (SaP) learning model. We were particularly interested in challenging the
students-as-consumers model in favour of a more holistic and collaborative model that
highlights the shared responsibility of students and teachers in the learning endeavour
(Mathews et al., 2018). SaP repositions the traditional hierarchy of teacher-learner, where
student contribution is not only valued but implemented (Mathews et al., 2018; Mercer-
Mapstone et al., 2017). Student partnerships increase levels of student engagement, provide
students with an increased sense of leadership and a responsibility for one’s learning, and
increase motivation around the learning process for both students and instructors (Mercer-
Mapstone et al., 2017; Cook-Sather & Abbot, 2016; Healey, Flint, & Harrington, 2014).
Furthermore, research on student-staff partnerships highlights personal development for both
students and staff, in concert with an enhancement of the learning climate (Curran, 2017).
While a large portion of SaP literature reports positive outcomes, the positive reporting bias
evident in academic research must be noted (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). The
“repositioning of the roles of students and staff in the learning endeavour” differentiates
students-as-partners from simple student engagement or student involvement in initiatives
(Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Changing the traditional professor-student, assessor-assessed,
teacher-learner dichotomy was an integral part of the course design and implementation. What
is so unusual about this course was that students were involved from the outset in its creation
and played a central role in the design of the syllabus and assessment methods, as well as the
facilitation of modules, podcast pitches, and critical reflection assignments.

Student coordinators also participated in the course as students, which reinforced
efforts to upend traditional hierarchies in the classroom. The role and power of professor was
not simply shifted to students; rather, student leaders facilitated discussions while still
participating fully in the learning experience. This case study therefore differs significantly from
other students-as-partners models where students provide pedagogical feedback or design and
influence course modules after participating in a course (Healey, Flint, & Harrington, 2014;
Marie & McGowan, 2017). While several SaP initiatives involve students in the creation of
course modules or curriculum design, little attention is paid to the outcomes of students
participating in and influencing the modules during and after their creation (Lubicz-Nawrocka,
2018; Marie & McGowan, 2017; Bergmark & Westman, 2016).

Design considerations

Authentic learning is an active learning model that has a significant impact on student
learning outcomes (Diamond, Middleton, & Mather, 2011; Lombardi, 2007; Rule, 2006;
Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996; Bransford, Vye, Kinzer, & Risko, 1990). Authentic learning
environments “help students become actively engaged in the learning process, rather than
passive receptors of content knowledge” (Burke, 2009, p. 10). Herrington, Oliver, and Reeves
(2003) assert that authentic learning “encourages and supports learners in their development
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of skills in self-regulation and self-learning” (p. 68). Furthermore, authentic learning can
enhance the transfer of deep and lifelong learning (Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003; Barab &
Landa, 1997). Reeves, Herrington, and Oliver (2002) outline 10 design principles that can
generate authentic learning environments in “Authentic Activities and Online Learning.” The
coursework in ENG 454: Broadcast Journalism was formulated around authentic learning design
principles (Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003) and augmented with Marie and McGowan’s
(2017) conclusions on partnership values and sustainability. From the outset, the students and
the course facilitator were committed to the idea of a collaborative partnership. In the first
class, students reflected on their individual strengths and weaknesses using writing prompts
(e.g., “write a reflection on your individual strengths, areas that are challenging, and areas you
would like to develop over the course of your project”). Students were then organized into
groups based on their self-identified skill sets: for example, students who identified strengths in
editing and weaknesses in organization and time management were matched with students
who were not as skilled in editing but self-identified as having excellent time management
skills. Groups benefited from interdisciplinary perspectives as every effort was made to place
students from different faculties in each group.

The podcast series was designed around the following guiding vision, as stated in the
course syllabus:

At Bishop’s University, we strive to build souls as much as we build CVs. We showcase
transformative learning via faculty-student partnerships, both in the classroom and
beyond. This podcast series will ask: What transforms us? What builds our souls? What
do the authentic faculty-student collaborations have in common? Why does this model
flourish at Bishop’s? We take as our central premise that the best professors are the
ones who model humility, failure, resilience, and—ultimately—their own humanity.

Podcast teams were encouraged to explore their own interpretation of this guiding
vision to design, research, record, and publish their podcasts. To produce podcasts that
adhered to the guiding vision, each group had to collaborate closely. This sustained
investigation that lasted 12 weeks required students to engage with multiple sources and
perspectives in order to compile the amount of research on the interviewee (e.g., their field of
study, teaching interests, engagement in scholarly activities outside the classroom). Students
were asked to reflect on the process of podcast creation every three weeks in both team and
self-reflection journals. Each group developed their own interpretation of the guiding vision
using a unique podcast style that reflected their group dynamic and work ethos. Despite these
differences in final products, each podcast met the guidelines established by the class and
successfully achieved course objectives.

One of the main concerns with group work is accountability and self-regulation (Karau &
Williams, 1993; Latané, Harkins, & Williams, 1979). Social loafing “is the reduction in motivation
and effort when individuals work collectively compared with when they work individually or co-
actively” (Karau & Williams, 1993, p. 681). To combat these potential challenges, the first two
weeks of course time devoted significant class discussion to group dynamics, self-regulation,
and course expectations. Furthermore, all students signed commitment contracts, with each
group developing its own guidelines and expectations—thus establishing a shared sense of
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accountability. Groups met once per week outside of the classroom and recording sessions to
discuss group and individual goals, assign tasks, and plan, research, and formulate interview
guestions. We also had a conflict management plan in place: if there was a disagreement or a
group member felt that they were not being treated fairly, the group discussed the
commitment contract and conflicts were resolved quickly and collegially.

Drawing on literature that highlights the importance of involving students in assessment
to enhance learning, the assessment system for the course used peer review and formative
feedback as the primary modes of assessment (Fluckiger et al., 2010; Giles et al., 2004).
Students were asked to reflect on the following example questions: How do we assess podcasts
using a framework comparable to the industry standard? How do we accommodate students
who may be uncomfortable with one or more aspects of the course requirements?

Students assessed themselves and their peers on course involvement. The self and
team assessments encompassed both quantitative questions that measured students’
perceptions of their learning experience and qualitative reflection. Creating an assessment
model to evaluate the podcasts was more challenging because the rubric had to measure
academic rigour and industry relevance while recognizing that maximizing student
accomplishment is best done through focusing on learning rather than assigning grades
(Fluckiger et al., 2010). The rubric was tested extensively among the three course facilitators as
well as among the students. The final rubric identified several areas to assess, including
content, broadcasting/interviewing, editing. Each student assessed the podcasts produced by
the other teams and provided both a numerical grade and written feedback. Recognizing that
feedback is ineffective if given solely at the end of the learning cycle, students submitted two
podcasts in February and two podcasts in March, with feedback provided promptly by the other
students on how to improve (Fluckiger et al., 2010). Students were encouraged to ask questions
and receive help. The end result of this formative assessment process was a stronger product
than if there had been with only a summative assessment. Students were then given time to
refine their four podcasts and submit finished ones to Youtube.

Critical reflection

Learning in university is often framed as preparation for employment and the job
market post-graduation. However, the reverse is less likely in liberal education universities and
it is rare that professional industries inform classroom learning outside of trade degrees and
vocational schools. The technical director (a third-year undergraduate student) had experience
in the professional radio industry and this in-house expertise added a dimension of practicality
and real-world relevance with industry-standard quality assessment.

The student coordinator occupied both student and lecturer roles. As learner-teacher,
the student coordinator tried to create a power dynamic that was based on mutual respect,
equality, and collegiality rather than hierarchy. She accomplished this by positioning herself as a
collaborator who was learning alongside her classmates, not as an expert in podcast design. The
student coordinator reflects,

By occupying this position [...] | developed insight into the role of the professor in the
classroom and the amount of work outside of the classroom that goes into planning a
lecture, encouraging participation, and keeping the class on track. This has deepened
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my perspective on the role of professor and the lengths they go to maintain an engaged

class, and to ensure that the students have all of the tools that they need in order to

succeed.

Every effort was made to be inclusive, collegial, and adaptive to the needs of the group
(Corbett, 1980).

The course facilitator worked with the student leaders as a resource for pedagogical
design, as logistical support when challenges during course implementation presented
themselves, and as a mentor for bolstering students’ confidence and offering encouragement
and strategies for managing inevitable obstacles (e.g., scheduling interviews, coordinating
deadlines, technical issues, brainstorming interview questions). As part of the course agenda
was to make student partnerships more visible on campus, the course facilitator booked course
meetings and sessions in the large university boardroom usually occupied by the Senate, Board
of Governors, and Faculty Council. By working in spaces usually occupied by administration,
students were encouraged to think of themselves as equal partners in the creation and
maintenance of an institution of higher learning.

We encountered a number of challenges. Student aptitude varied, which was reflected
in inconsistent sound quality and podcast editing. In terms of student engagement, students did
not always adhere to deadlines (e.g., providing peer feedback, submitting podcasts on time).
Despite (or because of) the fact that we dispensed with the role of the professor as an authority
figure who determines late assignment consequences, all podcasts were produced by the end
of term and launched successfully. According to the qualitative data—peer and team
assessments and end-of-term group reflections—the strengths of the course were the
experiential learning design and inquiry-based learning built into the authentic learning
principles. The course encouraged sustained collaboration in meaningful ways to produce a
final product in collaboration with team members while still promoting individual accountability
and avoiding “social loafing.” When asked to reflect on their experience in their final reports,
students felt they were in control of their learning—they were active and engaged as opposed
to having “a passive listening role through lecture-based courses.” Students also felt that the
course design successfully simulated a real-world working environment. To create successful
podcasts, the students expressed the need to collaborate with kindness and diplomacy,
participate in meaningful discussions, and adopt and implement different viewpoints in order
to complete their tasks. By participating in this course, students not only learned the basics of
podcast production but also how to be resilient in the face of failure. The self-assessment
process encouraged students to talk about their failures, receive positive and productive
feedback, reassess their methodology, and then refine their podcasts before final submission.

To conclude, four key factors were necessary to turn this from an idea into an
academically rigorous credit course:

1) Purpose: We believed that this was an important intervention to ensure the
sustainability and relevance of the student-run radio station.

2) Passion: We were committed enough to devote countless hours to this project
and students were inspired to engage in this project in meaningful ways.

3) Mentorship: A faculty sponsor, mentor, and champion were essential in the
process to design and implement an academically rigorous course.
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4) Empowerment: It is essential that a liberal education institution encourage and
empower students to go above and beyond in their learning in order to cultivate
change in their environments.

NOTES

1 Bishop’s University has traditionally and consistently ranked high in external measurements of
teaching excellence. For example, in 2016, Maclean’s ranked the university 1st for “quality of
instructors,” “residence living,” and “student satisfaction;” 2nd for “professors who know your
name” and “extracurricular activities;” and 5th for “obtaining employment skills” (Schwartz,
2016). The Globe and Mail’s (2016) university report card ranked the university above average
for “overall student experience.” The Huffington Post (2017) ranked the university 1st in the
country for “sports and recreation” and “extracurricular activities” and 2nd in the country for
“best food.” The National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSSE) in 2015 placed the university
in the top 10% of universities in North America in the following categories: collaborative
learning, higher order learning, student-faculty interaction, supportive environment, and
quality of interaction.
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