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Traditional education models, long criticised for their rigidity and reliance on rote memorisation, 
are increasingly being supplanted by more flexible, student-centred approaches (Brookfield, 
2017; Strayer, 2012). This evolution reflects a broader recognition of the negative impacts that 
outdated pedagogical methods can have on both students and staff. The emphasis on 
memorisation and strict adherence to predefined structures often stifles creativity and critical 
thinking, leading to disengagement among students and burnout among educators (Yeganeh & 
Kolb, 2009). In my 4 years at university, I have seen no shortage of my friends and classmates 
become uninterested in materials that at first intrigued them. 

As educational practices evolve, so too do the expectations of employers, who 
increasingly seek candidates capable of applying their foundational knowledge in real-world 
contexts (Tjia et al., 2020). This shift aligns with the changing preferences of students, who now 
favour interactive and participatory learning environments that encourage active engagement 
and peer collaboration (Brookfield, 2017). This then is screaming for a pedagogical approach that 
prioritises experiential learning and the development of transferable skills. By fostering a learning 
environment that emphasises flexibility, creativity, and collaboration, educators can better equip 
students to navigate the rapidly changing demands of the contemporary job market, such as 
technological advancements, the need for innovative problem-solving, and the ability to work 
effectively in diverse teams, thereby enabling them to contribute meaningfully to their chosen 
fields (Yeganeh & Kolb, 2009; Ishkova et al., 2021). In this paper, I (Abigail) will reflect on my 
experience of the whole-class students-as-partners (SaP) approach implemented in WORK3205. 
As I know from personal experience and SaP literature, “co-creation in learning and teaching, 
embedded within the curriculum and involving a whole class of students, has been largely 
overlooked” (Bovill, 2020, p. 1023). It is rare, and for a good reason: it is hard (Bovill, 2020). The 
course I want to reflect on teaches undergraduate students about the world of work through the 
lens of organisational communication theory and practice. By being agile and open to change, 
the teaching team has successfully integrated flexible, student-centred approaches that build 
upon traditional methods. The insights of my partners and co-author, which I compiled through 
collaborative discussions and recorded interviews, are presented in this paper. By synthesising 
their feedback and incorporating direct quotes from our conversations, I aim to demonstrate how 
SaP has facilitated new methods of effective communication and collaboration among students 
and educators, both online and in person, across undergraduate and postgraduate levels. The 
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summit of my time in WORK3205 was the UPSKILL Team Project assessment and I will use it as a 
specific example of how whole-class SaP worked in this unit of study.  

 UPSKILL  
  
The UPSKILL Team Project represents a comprehensive team assessment that constitutes 20% of 
the overall course mark, comprising 15% from educators’ assessment and 5% from peer 
evaluation. This assignment is designed to achieve a variety of learning outcomes, including the 
analysis of organisational communication theories, understanding cognitive and perceptual 
differences in communication processes, and the development of interpersonal communication 
competencies.  

UPSKILL requires teams of four to five students to critically examine communication 
challenges and processes through the lens of communication theories and to present their 
analysis in two complementary formats: a pre-recorded video presentation of 5–7 minutes 
duration and a subsequent 20-minute interactive class engagement session, totalling 
approximately 30 minutes. The engagement session serves as a role-play opportunity where 
students can create games, quizzes, or skits for the entire cohort to participate in, enhancing 
understanding through active involvement. Specifically, students are tasked with analysing 
organisational communication challenges, developing evidence-based recommendations to 
upskill stakeholders, creating a professional development resource (PDR) in video format, and 
developing a set of activities for the audience to solidify their understanding of the PDR message. 
Each semester, the target audience is carefully selected based on current needs and interests, 
ensuring that students’ work remains relevant and impactful.  

Success metrics include research-informed content delivery, demonstration of critical 
thinking, change motivation capacity, implementation guidance clarity, and effective facilitation 
of relevant learning activities achieving high audience engagement levels. Furthermore, the 
project fosters the development of essential skills in evaluating work of the self and others by 
requiring constructive feedback from everyone involved.   

REFLECTIONS 
 
I believe that UPSKILL effectively utilises role-playing, the power of play, and reflective feedback 
mechanisms to create a dynamic and engaging learning experience. This approach fosters critical 
thinking, communication skills, and self-reflection, preparing us for the complexities of 
communication in real-world organisational settings. The project encourages us to take on roles, 
becoming active participants in the communication process. By running our part of the workshop, 
we gain a deeper understanding of the nuances of communication, including the impact of 
individual perspectives, cultural differences, and the dynamics of group interaction. This 
experiential learning approach, a key aspect of the SaP philosophy, involves co-creation where 
students actively contribute as both educators and evaluators. This empowers us to take 
ownership of our learning, enhancing our ability to analyse and interpret communication 
situations, and fostering critical thinking and problem-solving skills. The emphasis on play also 
promotes engagement and motivation, making the learning process more enjoyable and 
impactful. The feedback component not only enhances the ability to assess others’ 
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communication effectiveness but also encourages self-reflection and personal growth (Deeley, 
2014). By learning to evaluate others, I developed a deeper understanding of my own 
communication strengths and weaknesses, leading to continuous improvement. 

I believe this assessment model exemplifies a sophisticated approach to fostering deep 
learning and evaluating our theoretical understanding and practical application of 
communication principles within organisational contexts. Sharing my experience publicly at 
academic conferences significantly enhanced my learning. I now have the privilege of introducing 
my partners in this journey and sharing their perspectives. Meet our diverse team of staff-student 
partners, where educators are keen learners and students are novice educators, eventually 
becoming new academic and professional staff: Hannah, Daniel, Abby (myself), Aroona, Michael, 
and Maria. 

Hannah, who took this unit entirely online during the pandemic in a class of 100+ 
students, is now Maria’s teaching assistant. Her experience with remote learning is enriched 
through subsequent teaching involvement and offers unique insights into education's challenges 
and opportunities. 

Daniel experienced the SaP approach in this unit in an intensive format, face-to-face, in a 
class of 26 who were mostly study-abroad students. He provides insights into how intensive 
periods can amplify collaborative learning’s demands and benefits. 

I, Abby, an undergraduate student, took two whole-class SaP courses with Maria, 
experiencing the SaP approach in different contexts in classes of approximately 50 students. My 
experiences reflect the evolution of student perceptions of and adaptability to innovative 
pedagogical strategies. 

Aroona, who took the version of this unit for postgraduate students (about 60 students), 
provides evidence of the applicability of the SaP approach at the postgraduate level, highlighting 
the continued relevance of collaborative approaches. 

Michael, Maria’s teaching partner, is her former postgraduate student who now co-
facilitates classes, guiding students through the transition to collaborative, student-centred 
approaches in the SaP model. 

Maria, the unit coordinator for WORK3205, champions innovative teaching practices that 
emphasize student collaboration and empowerment. She is a passionate advocate for SaP in the 
Business School and university and also co-authored a Student Partnership Charter (Frawley et 
al., 2024). 

Collectively, our voices illuminate the multifaceted experiences of students and staff 
applying the SaP approach at the University of Sydney. We were chosen for this reflective essay 
because of our active roles as student partners working closely with the unit coordinator and her 
teaching partner, allowing us to deeply engage with and contribute to the SaP model. 

Hannah  
Hannah’s journey began with apprehension, as she was accustomed to the monotonous routine 
of online education during the pandemic: “I was genuinely scared because every day, imagine as 
a student you just wake up, roll out of bed, log on to Zoom, and then that’s your entire day.” This 
reflects the passive involvement typical of conventional online education, leading to decreased 
motivation and engagement (Mulenga & Marbán, 2020). However, the SaP approach and UPSKILL 
assessment disrupted this cycle: “But when I heard of something as cool as students as partners, 
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I honestly felt like I was being handed a VIP ticket.” This metaphor illustrates an enhanced sense 
of agency and ownership over her learning, aligning with student-centred learning theories 
emphasizing autonomy and active participation (Bovill et al., 2011). Despite her initial fear, 
Hannah described the experience as “very exhilarating. Exciting because of how new it was.” This 
transition underscores the potential of innovative teaching methods to reengage students and 
enhance intrinsic motivation, fostering a more dynamic educational experience. Her progression 
from fear to enthusiasm reflects the broader educational benefits of involving students as co-
creators in their learning journey.  

Daniel  
Daniel’s experience with the SaP approach in an intensive, culturally diverse setting highlights 
the model’s impact on engagement and intercultural competence. Initially, he felt “a 
combination of a little bit of intrigue and a little apprehension,” especially given the fast-paced 
nature of the intensive unit. This reaction is common as students often experience uncertainty 
when transitioning to educational models demanding greater autonomy (Strayer, 2012). Working 
with exchange students from various cultural backgrounds added an interesting dynamic, 
enhancing communication skills and cultural sensitivity, which are essential in today’s globalised 
workforce. Daniel noted, “I would imagine that my peers may have felt both excitement and 
some uncertainty, just like I did, especially since collaborating across cultural differences in such 
a short time could be challenging.” Despite these initial challenges, he concluded, “Ultimately, I 
found [the SaP approach] to be incredibly rewarding,” underscoring the model’s efficacy in 
fostering intrinsic motivation and engagement. 

Abby (that’s me!)  
Initially skeptical due to past experiences, I found the SaP approach offered depth and 
involvement beyond expectations. Having previously experienced what was nominally a flipped 
classroom, I was afraid that SaP just meant a lot more work and a lot less clarity. This sentiment 
reflects a common concern among students who perceive innovative pedagogies as burdensome 
without offering clear benefits (Strayer, 2012). However, my perspective evolved as I engaged 
with the program, particularly through the values of transparency and collaboration that are 
central to the SaP model. These values fostered a sense of partnership and mutual respect, which 
was evident in the orientation and support provided. The collaborative environment encouraged 
open communication and shared responsibility, making the learning process more engaging and 
less daunting. Brookfield (2017) suggests that anticipating and addressing student anxieties can 
facilitate smoother transitions to new learning models, and this was certainly true in my case. 
The partnership approach involved in the orientation and support helped alleviate my initial 
apprehensions by providing clear guidance and fostering a supportive community. Ultimately, I 
fully believe that the experience turned out really well, and I was happy with both the end result 
of my team’s UPSKILL project and my overall experience of WORK3205. My positive outcomes 
exemplify how an effectively implemented SaP approach enhances student satisfaction by 
promoting a collaborative and empowering learning environment. 
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Aroona  
Aroona's experience reflects the dual nature of adopting innovative educational methods, 
balancing excitement with the fear of stepping out of comfort zones. She expressed the following:  

 
When we were first told about the [SaP] paradigm, we felt really included and excited. I 
would like to acknowledge the lesser recognised emotion that is fear. Getting out of our 
comfort zones is hard, even if the change is positive. 

 
Aroona acknowledged the efforts of her instructors in easing this transition: “Maria and Michael 
both had tricks up their sleeves to make us feel psychologically safe,” for example, starting the 3-
hour workshops with tai chi and ending it with a class mantra. The creation of a psychologically 
safe environment is crucial in educational settings, as it fosters open communication and reduces 
fear of negative consequences when taking intellectual risks (Edmondson, 1999). By feeling 
included and having her voice heard, she engaged more deeply with the material and the learning 
process. Her journey reflects the broader educational shift towards more collaborative and 
student-centred pedagogies that recognise and leverage the valuable contributions we as 
students make to our own learning.  

Michael 
Michael’s role as a facilitator was pivotal in the successful adoption of SaP. He observed the initial 
reactions to this paradigm shift, noting that “balancing the excitement with a bit of hesitation for 
some to shift from the traditional teaching and learning methods to a more collaborative model 
could be a bit more challenging, but it’s definitely worth it.” This reflects the complexities 
educators face when introducing innovative teaching methods. It aligns with Ishkova et al.’s 
(2021) reflection that implementing co-creation requires the collaboration of the entire teaching 
team from the beginning to navigate the challenges of less structure and increased ambiguity. As 
a facilitator, Michael recognized the spectrum of student responses: “For the students, many 
appeared intrigued by the opportunity [to run a class]. . . . Others also seemed a bit unsure, just 
wondering how this new paradigm will affect their responsibilities and the learning outcomes.” 
His role involved acknowledging these concerns and guiding students through the transition from 
passive recipients of knowledge to active contributors. Michael highlighted the rewarding nature 
of witnessing this transformation: “It’s really wonderful to see the students go from just passive 
learners to actually owning the learning and also contributing towards the knowledge that we 
shared in the classroom.” His facilitation fostered an environment where students felt 
empowered to participate actively, enhancing their engagement and investment in the learning 
process. Building trust was essential in his role by creating a psychologically safe space where 
students felt comfortable embracing new responsibilities (Edmondson, 1999). I can attest 
firsthand to how this trust facilitated open communication and collaboration, critical components 
of SaP.  

Maria  
Maria introduced this assessment in 2020, and she still laughs when she talks about her first 
impression of the engagement it generated in the classroom:  
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I genuinely was upset. I thought students colluded to support each other and the first 
team of “upskillers” somehow persuaded the class to show them unwavering support. I 
even rationalised: well, it’s a lockdown, everyone is anxious—and, given that I teach 
communication, I probably should applaud them for being so persuasive and achieving 
such incredible engagement while facilitating learning of others online. But the next team 
presented with the same level of class engagement, and the next one, and the next—and 
the story repeated itself the next week, and the next semester, and the next year, both 
online and face-to face, in intensive format and on postgraduate level. By now I’ve seen 
probably about a hundred projects—and every single one was well supported by peers, 
and very often the excitement and engagement would be just through the roof. And there 
is great reason for such engagement: most projects are incredibly creative and interesting 
to participate in! I celebrate the weeks when my students take over our classes and learn 
a lot from every project, which is an absolute delight in terms of my own professional 
development. Even the challenges that arise are themselves powerful indicators of 
student growth. Autonomy can be unpredictable and even scary, and in a whole-of-class 
SaP approach, what otherwise would feel like a free fall and require a lot of hand-holding 
from an instructor, is made safer by a collective “net of hands” the students themselves 
hold together. In other words: “Fear not — fall, and we’ll catch you.”  
 
For example, students always ask about previous projects (dah!). Last semester, I decided 
to show some examples in my postgraduate class, making a mistake of doing it in Week 1 
when I was introducing the assessment system. Well . . . What can I say? I thought it was 
inspiring, instead—not only [did] they struggled believing projects of such quality were 
produced/delivered by students just like themselves whom they saw on the screen—it 
undermined their self-efficacy, several students disappeared [into] thin air (to be fair, my 
unit involves lots of public speaking plus a final exam when most other units don’t, and it 
scares away many students). As a result, I had the hardest ever time confronting their self-
doubt. But even though they doubted they could do it, we were in this together. And 
when the assessment time landed on us, they surprised themselves and even me beyond 
belief with the new heights of UPSKILL standards. This self-discovery journey and personal 
growth were so visible and joyful, that I was almost in tears by the end of the semester as 
if I was receiving an Oscar again and again.  
 
I believe this assessment model exemplifies and fosters our Student Partnership Charter’ 
RESPECT principles by positioning students as active co-creators in their learning journey 
(Frawley et al., 2024). By recognizing their unique perspectives, empowering them to step 
out of their comfort zones in a safe environment, and focusing on positive change, the 
assessment creates a dynamic space where evidence-based practices, collaboration, 
transparency, and trust guide both learning and partnership. This approach ensures 
students develop not only discipline-specific skills but also a mindset of ownership and 
responsibility for their growth. 

  
As can be seen from all the above reflections, the UPSKILL assessment represents the 

ultimate classroom flip, embracing the whole-of-class SaP approach to position every student as 
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a co-creator in their learning journey. Literature shows that this model not only transforms 
traditional roles but also offers countless opportunities for personal growth and development, 
empowering students to take ownership of their learning while fostering a collaborative and 
dynamic educational experience (Cook-Sather, 2010). As a student, I was encouraged to take 
ownership of my learning journey, setting personal development goals and reflecting on my 
progress. This approach fostered a sense of responsibility and accountability, motivating me to 
engage deeply with the course material and actively participate in class discussions.  

The opportunity to give and receive feedback was particularly valuable, as it allowed me 
to develop my communication and interpersonal skills. Engaging in peer feedback sessions 
provided insights into different perspectives and approaches, enhancing my ability to collaborate 
effectively with others. This experience also highlighted the importance of empathy and 
understanding in communication, as I learned to appreciate the diverse backgrounds and 
experiences of my peers.  

FUTURE IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FROM A STUDENT PERSPECTIVE  
 
Reflecting on my journey, I am grateful for the opportunity to engage deeply with the UPSKILL 
assessment and the SaP philosophy. This experience has not only enriched my academic journey 
but also prepared me for the complexities of the modern workforce. As educational landscapes 
continue to evolve, I am optimistic about the future of student-staff partnerships and their 
potential to transform learning experiences.  

The insights gained from this experience underscore the importance of adaptability, 
collaboration, and student-centred learning in higher education. As we move forward, it is 
exciting to continue exploring innovative pedagogical strategies that empower students and 
foster a supportive learning community. The SaP philosophy, with its emphasis on collaboration 
and co-creation, holds great promise for the future of education.  

For educators who are interested in incorporating similar styles of assessment, I give the 
following recommendations: 
 

● Consider integrating assessments that mirror real-world professional tasks and 
require students to perform. Authentic assessments like the UPSKILL project enhance 
relevance and prepare students for future careers by providing practical experience. 
Implementing such assessments can pose challenges, such as ensuring grading 
consistency and fairness across diverse tasks, but we students are more motivated to 
take an assessment seriously if we can see the value it gives to us. Ensuring that 
course content and assessments are aligned with current industry trends keeps 
education relevant and can inform key skills you think we will need. 

● Embrace student-centred learning. Involving students as partners in the learning 
process increases engagement and fosters a deeper connection to the material. Yet, 
this approach requires careful planning to manage potential obstacles like unequal 
participation or conflicts in group work. 

● Encourage creative expression. Creativity allows us to explore concepts in diverse 
ways and develop unique solutions. Creative projects stimulate our innovation and 
can lead to more profound understanding and retention of knowledge. Assessing 



International Journal for Students as Partners   Vol. 9, Issue 2.  October 2025 

Bobkowski, A., & Ishkova, M. (2025). Redefining team assignments through a whole-class students-as-partners 
approach. International Journal for Students as Partners, 9(2), 284-292. https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v9i2.6033 

291 

creativity fairly and consistently can be challenging, necessitating clear criteria and 
guidelines. 

● Foster collaborative environments. Designing activities that require collaboration 
enhances interpersonal skills and prepares students for teamwork in professional 
settings. Collaborative learning also exposes students to multiple viewpoints, 
enriching our educational experience.  

● Implement feedback mechanisms through peer evaluations and educator’s 
comments to support continuous improvement. Regular feedback guides students in 
refining our skills and understanding. Remember that ensuring constructive and 
unbiased feedback can be difficult, requiring training and clear guidelines for both 
students and educators. 

CONCLUSION  
 
In conclusion, the UPSKILL assessment and the whole-class SaP approach have provided a rich 
and rewarding learning experience, equipping me with the skills and knowledge needed to 
navigate the complexities of the modern workforce. The collaborative approach has fostered a 
sense of agency and empowerment, encouraging me to take ownership of my learning journey 
and engage deeply with the course material. As we continue to navigate the challenges and 
opportunities presented by the evolving educational landscape, I believe it is essential to 
embrace innovative pedagogical strategies that empower students and foster a supportive 
learning community. The insights gained from this experience will undoubtedly inform my 
future educational and professional endeavours, as I strive to continually UPSKILL myself!  
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