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In higher education, collaboration between faculty and students often follows hierarchical roles 
in which faculty design learning initiatives, and students participate as recipients. Students have 
little power to lead, meaningfully shape policy, or direct attention to their interests or aspirations 
(Brubaker, 2010). This reflective paper examines a collaborative project grounded in social work 
values with the intent of leveling power hierarchies. Over the course of a few months in 2025, 
two graduate students, one faculty member, and one staff member came together to work on 
creating an undergraduate student resource. Through this collaboration, we consider how social 
work values align with the Students-as-Partners (SaP) principles of respect, reciprocity, and 
shared responsibility. These principles emphasize student-faculty partnerships rather than 
reproducing traditional academic hierarchies, drawing on relational pedagogy of shared decision 
making (Bovill, 2020), and recognize student knowledge as equally valuable to academic 
expertise. Building on this framework, the collaborative approach taken in this project aligns with 
Fraser’s (1999) concept of parity of participation, which considers the conditions necessary for 
individuals to fully engage in partnerships. The SaP process reflects Fraser’s dimensions of 
redistribution, recognition, and participation by intentionally disrupting traditional power 
hierarchies in higher education. We reflect on the learnings that emerged for all partners through 
this process and consider their application to social work education and broader educational 
settings. 

MCMASTER SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK AND THE STUDENTS-AS-PARTNERS PROCESS 

Social work education is a complex endeavor. Social work differs from other helping professions 
in its focus on structural social problems. The role of social workers is to support people through 
those systemic issues while also working to transform the policy environment to be more just 
and responsive (Payne, 2013). This work involves integrating critical analysis with pragmatic skills 
to prepare students to practice as social workers in a context marked by systemic inequities. The 
balance between the theoretical and practical is in constant tension. This paper describes a 
project at McMaster University's School of Social Work. McMaster’s School of Social Work is a 
mid-sized program in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. Its generalist Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) 
program integrates critical approaches to practice and includes a strong field education 
component. Hamilton is the 10th largest city in Canada and has a robust social service sector. 

It is a rapidly gentrifying city and, like many communities, is dealing with a significant 
housing and drug poisoning crisis. The School of Social Work organizes opportunities for students 
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to take suicide prevention, mental health first aid, and harm reduction and drug poisoning 
reversal training. At the same time, our program was initiating a new admissions process that 
increased expectations around student community experience (like organizing, engagement and 
volunteerism). Additionally, the unrelenting oppression and violence against entire communities 
of people meant that students were seeking information and guidance from the faculty about 
how to channel their feelings of alarm and anger into action. With all of this unfolding, the 
McMaster School of Social Work began to envision a small, summertime project that would 
translate these stated needs into a tangible resource.  

The Student Partners Program (SPP) is a special funding program of the Paul R. 
MacPherson Institute for Leadership, Innovation and Excellence in Teaching that supports 
projects in which students, faculty, and staff partners meaningfully collaborate on teaching and 
learning at McMaster. The School of Social Work at McMaster has benefited from the SPP a 
number of times. These benefits are pragmatic (funds to pay students who already engage in so 
much unpaid labor in our program) and philosophical (the push to partner with students, 
engaging meaningfully, and with attention to real power sharing). Given that the interest in 
creating a resource was explicitly requested by students and needed to be responsive to what 
students would actually engage with, it was clear that the Student Partners Program at 
MacPherson was the right fit. One of the identified benefits of staff-student partnerships is a 
focus on ensuring student satisfaction; by creating and facilitating ethically driven models of 
education, students are better supported in their development as critical citizens as well as 
decision-makers (Cook-Sather & Felten, 2017). 

The Students as Partners project 
The central goal of this project was to further understand and effectively respond to student-
identified needs of current and incoming BSW students regarding training, volunteer, community 
engagement, and social justice initiative opportunities. To appropriately address these identified 
needs, our team employed a qualitative research approach grounded in co-design and 
collaboration. The information that informed our insights and analysis was collected through 
various channels, such as a social work (SW) student-led focus group, survey responses, and 
targeted outreach to current BSW students and recent alumni. The SW student focus group, 
comprising approximately 15 students was held with a third-year SW placement seminar class 
and asked questions regarding what types of training and volunteer opportunities would be 
helpful, and how best to communicate this information to optimize outreach. Students identified 
resources such as mental health first aid, applied suicide intervention skills training, non-violent 
crisis intervention, an extensive list of local volunteer organizations, as well as the need for this 
information to be easily accessed and centralized. Survey questions sent to recent BSW alumni 
yielded 10 responses, with participants expressing sentiments that also echoed this inquiry, and 
the responses obtained mirrored similar sentiments to those of the focus group. From this 
information, our team was able to materialize a response to these identified needs in the form 
of the creation of a resource hub for students, including: a) training/volunteer opportunities, b) 
community engagement opportunities, and c) social justice action opportunities.  

The engagement garnered through our research process fostered dialogue and insight 
from diverse student perspectives, which informed key considerations in developing this 
resource (Bovill & Woolmer, 2020). In this spirit, as a team, we consider what it means to work 
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collectively on this project. What follows are our reflections on this process, shaped by our 
experiences participating in the Student Partners Program. These reflections trace our unique 
perspectives across themes around negotiating power, challenging typically hierarchical 
academic processes, centering student voice, and collaborative approaches to project work.  

REFLECTIONS 

Rachael (MSW student and Student Partner) 
As a student in the School of Social Work at McMaster, my theoretical perspectives are deeply 
rooted in critical theory. I believe societal functions and questions of (in)justice are 
interconnected through hierarchical mechanisms of governance, institutions, and policy. For this 
reason, I have a vested interest in how we shape policy, enact change, and actively pursue social 
justice. A formidable way for individuals to pursue these goals is through participation in 
academic institutions. However, depending on one’s social location (e.g., economic status, 
familial history, disability, gender, race, sexuality, etc.), these institutions are often inaccessible 
and difficult to navigate. 

The availability of resources geared to student success has the potential to greatly impact 
student experiences in a positive way. Although imagining a materialized version of this could 
look vastly different for each individual student. Accordingly, I think it was incredibly fitting that 
our four-person team on this project held an array of different social positions personally and 
professionally. 

During discussions about project processes, each of us offered our dynamic perspectives 
regarding implementation, ethics, viability, objectives, etc. Oftentimes, in academic and research 
settings, there is a noticeable hierarchical chain of command, which can compound tensions and 
contribute to unilateral schools of thought. This was not the case at any point throughout the 
project; in fact, the Student Partners Program created an egalitarian atmosphere, supporting the 
contributions of all team members respectfully. This countering of traditional hierarchical roles 
often observed in higher education is noted by scholars to be one of the core benefits of enacting 
staff-student working partnerships (Waddington, 2016; Wijaya Mulya, 2019) 
The fostering of egalitarian student-faculty professional relationships has incredible potential to 
disseminate knowledge circularly, rather than unilaterally, creating the conditions for discourse 
that might not otherwise be possible in alternative academic frameworks. 
  
Tammy (School of Social Work, Academic Department Manager)  
In the School of Social Work, student training and development are a very big part of what we 
do. Through various committees, particularly the Undergraduate Studies Committee and the 
Field Education Committee, we hear from both students and our field team about the need for 
additional learning opportunities to support BSW students in developing skills in preparation for 
practice. Chetty and Bhagwan (2023) emphasized the importance of community involvement for 
students in a social work program, both for skill-building and for a deeper appreciation of societal 
issues. Receiving funding through the Student Partners Program (SPP) allowed us to address this 
by creating a repository of training, volunteer, and community justice initiatives. 

In my administrative role, I rarely have the opportunity to work directly with students on 
a project, as my work typically involves supporting faculty and staff in program delivery. 
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Collaborating closely with students on this initiative was refreshing and essential—their 
leadership and insights shaped the project in ways that aligned with what students actually need. 

Early in the project, our student partners planned to gather student feedback to guide the 
work. Hearing directly from students about the types of resources they would find useful was 
key. Having student partners lead this engagement allowed for more honest input, as students 
are more likely to be honest and open with their peers than with administration, which may seem 
too closely tied to the institutional structure, which offers a formality that is not always trusted 
or engaging.  

Our student partners were generous with their time and quick to generate ideas that 
moved the work forward. It was important to set clear expectations to avoid overburdening 
them, and we needed to recognize their labor. Our Undergraduate Chair was especially skilled at 
facilitating discussions about workload and time, ensuring shared responsibility and mutual 
respect. 

Projects can quickly take on a life of their own as students are excited to have an impact 
on the issues they experienced while in the program—and their excitement is contagious! It is 
important to hold on to that while also being realistic about roles, expectations, and realities. It 
is also important for staff and faculty partners to have their own roles and responsibilities and to 
commit to tasks so that the project is truly collaborative. 
  
Sharon (PhD student and Student Partner)  
I came into this experience as a social work professional, incoming PhD student, and racialized 
community member. I felt some tensions coming into this project. Firstly, I could see the 
increased requirements for volunteer hours as a barrier to admission into the social work 
program for many students with other commitments that limit their time and fail to account for 
financial burdens and lived experience. Secondly, the student partner experience created some 
challenges for me as I shifted my assumptions of academic relationships. 

It did not feel natural to shift away from the hierarchy of traditional learning 
environments, such as assigned tasks and evaluation. However, I quickly felt the relational nature 
of the SaP process ease my tension. I appreciated this collaborative working relationship, where 
we came together to clearly define our roles as not student-teacher, but as co-designers. Our 
tasks were based on discussion and mutually agreed-upon goals. Over several months, we held 
regular meetings to gather information and reassess our findings. We each worked on this project 
through our strengths. For example, having recently spent my MSW placement term with the 
Hamilton Centre for Civic Inclusion, I found consulting with this organization may help guide our 
research. We found that, though various civic organizations work in parallel within the city, there 
was no concise, comprehensive resource or list of this kind. This sparked a possibility for future 
research. As a short-term project, there are recognized limits to what we can achieve in this 
project alone. 

To understand student experiences, Rachael and I facilitated discussions with current 
BSW student classes, entering the space as students learning from other students about their 
concerns and suggestions to inform how we move forward in this project. Through discussion, I 
realized this project was not about compiling a resource for a program requirement. Our process 
broadened from facilitated in-person discussion to email outreach, and surveys—we all spent 
time bringing in voices and perspectives to understand the difficulties of the BSW student 
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experience. It created a picture of the impact of multiple stressors and pressures within the 
current economic and social environment. This project reinforced the importance of connecting 
academic expectations and student realities. I come out of this with a new appreciation for the 
importance of connection: with myself and my learning, with fellow students and their needs, 
and with relationality in the context of social work education. 
  
Jennie (School of Social Work, Undergraduate Chair) 
In my role as Undergraduate Chair, I aim to ensure our BSW program remains responsive to the 
students we teach. Over the past 10 years, I have had the privilege of working with 11 Student 
Partners, and my reflections here draw on those relationships as well as on this current project. 
Two core lessons emerged from this work: student participation challenges and broadens our 
attention to student voice, and sustained relationships with students are essential to building 
community. 

As a teaching faculty member, I understand education as fundamentally dialogical and 
relational. What I do does not matter if students are not meeting me there, but meaningful 
student consultation can be at odds with the corporate, neoliberal context of university work. 
While initiatives in the School of Social Work often emerge from student feedback, projects are 
typically scoped by faculty within tight parameters. Yet pedagogical and program issues do not 
exist in isolation, and student engagement often prompts attention to broader concerns. 
Respecting these divergences is critical to building trust and to understanding our program more 
fully. For example, during a consultation session facilitated by Rachael and Sharon, concerns 
about the new admissions process emerged. While the project remained focused on developing 
resource lists, Tammy and I noted these concerns and identified some immediate and longer-
term responses. These moments also surface issues we may not yet recognize, which is critical in 
my role as Undergraduate Chair. Allowing for more expansive dialogue ultimately strengthens 
our work. 

We also know that valued student leadership work contributes directly to community 
building within the School of Social Work. Last year, under Sharon’s leadership, students 
organized a Town Hall to identify key issues, with a strong theme around the desire for a deeper 
sense of community across undergraduate and graduate programs. Building this sense of 
community requires meaningful, sustained, and reciprocal relationships between faculty and 
student leaders. At every step of this project, Rachael and Sharon kept bringing us back to what 
students want from their BSW program. Partnering with students (and compensating them for 
their labor) both strengthens these relationships and signals respect for their contributions. 
Within the realities of capitalism, valuing student labor is a powerful demonstration of respect 
and feeling valued fosters connection and helps build community. 

CONCLUSION 

What began as a process of developing a simple resource for BSW students revealed important 
lessons about the potential for SaP work to align with social work values that seek to disrupt 
traditional power hierarchies. Universities in their contemporary neoliberal cultures and logics 
are an ideal setting for testing the promise of student partner work. Matthews (2017) reminds 
us that power negotiations are a reality in SaP work and that dialogue and reflection are critical 
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to understanding and mitigating that power. Through our respective reflections, we saw how 
Fraser’s mechanisms for redistributing power sharing were enacted to ensure the Student 
Partner Program reflected the broader principles of respect and shared responsibility. 
Redistribution of power occurred when we returned to the students’ suggestion for resources 
and built the project together. Recognition occurred when Tammy and Jennie realized that the 
approach and analysis that Sharon and Rachael brought led to a much more meaningful process 
(including student consultation) and outcome (resource lists that will be beneficial to students). 
Participation was key throughout the engagement and incorporation of student feedback into 
research processes and resource creation. In this way, students were positioned not merely as 
learners, but as contributors to institutional knowledge, policy making, and educational practice.  

This project also helped us tap into a process in which we challenged concerns around 
students’ voice—namely, tokenism, impetus for institutional reputation, and inattention to 
power (according to Freeman, 2016) to something more akin to what McLeod (2011) calls 
listening and recognition. Having students direct the process leads to deeper listening to our 
broader student body and recognizing what is important. Perhaps the most significant and 
unintended outcome was that this process challenged what we all thought possible in a student-
faculty-staff project. We all had experiences of project work that deepened our understanding 
that the university is hierarchical, and that student-faculty partnerships reify those hierarchies. 
The principles of SaP gave us space to try out different ways of relating and negotiating power 
that foregrounded principles of recognition and respect. 
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