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In an educational landscape where students increasingly express dissatisfaction with course 
material delivery, and academic staff search for new ways to engage students amid growing 
technological distraction, thought leaders in higher education are challenging traditional 
pedagogical norms by incorporating student-academic staff partnerships as a transformative 
instructional strategy (Battat, 2012; Lang, 2020, pp. 60–61). While a traditional lecture style (one 
where academic staff share material from the podium to inactive students sitting in class) has 
historically been at the forefront of higher education, academic staff members who are opening 
their classroom up to collaboration with a student partner are flourishing, finding that more 
engaging and inclusive instruction better sustains students’ attention and leads to enhanced 
learning (Flodén, 2017; Lang, 2020, pp. 143–144). In particular, these staff partners are 
incorporating more active learning strategies and inclusive teaching practices, which, in turn, 
help students form stronger social connections in class and develop more robust critical thinking 
skills.  

In this essay, we reflect on our experiences as part of an initiative integrating the Protocol 
for Advancing Inclusive Teaching Efforts (PAITE). This data-driven protocol provides academic 
staff with formative feedback on their inclusive teaching efforts (Addy et al., 2022). The staff of 
the Institute for Teaching, Innovation, & Inclusive Pedagogy (TIIP) at Rutgers University–New 
Brunswick, United States, taught student pedagogical partners how to use the protocol as well 
as other observation tools within their academic staff partners’ courses as a means to provide 
practical and actionable feedback on teaching. Student partners shared the PAITE visualizations 
with their academic staff partners after their classroom observations to support reflection on 
teaching. See the hypothetical visualization below.  

In addition to conducting observations, student partners met bi-weekly with the institute 
staff to provide a space to support student partners throughout their classroom observation 
feedback processes.  

We move beyond describing the partnership program as a whole to share day-to-day 
insights from all three levels of the collaboration: the student partner, the academic staff 
member, and the institute director. By examining these perspectives side by side, we highlight 
the differences in thought processes and experiences and identify key takeaways that 
demonstrate the strength of a students-as-partners (SaP) structure guided by administrative 
support. 
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Figure 1. Sample visualization of PAITE teaching approaches during a hypothetical class 
session 

 

THE STUDENT PARTNER: KYLE ENDICK  

The opportunity to join the inaugural cohort of a fellowship dedicated to improving learning for 
students like me was irresistible. I discovered and was drawn to TIIP's mission while browsing 
Rutgers Handshake (our university’s online career platform). Unlike other on-campus roles, this 
position empowered students to reflect on their learning experiences and shape future teaching 
practices across disciplines.  

I applied for the position and interviewed a few weeks later. The interview process 
ensured that applicants understood the institute’s goals and the responsibilities of student 
partners. All of the selected students demonstrated a strong commitment and passion to 
advancing academic staff instruction and enhancing student learning. Additionally, the academic 
staff I worked with during the course of the collaboration shared this investment and passion to 
improve higher education practices, making the partnership feel natural and anchored in trust 
from the start.  

At the start of the fellowship, I partnered with two academic staff members. In pre-
observation meetings, we discussed their lesson goals and any recent instructional changes they 
implemented. Over the semester, I conducted three observations per partner. While only two 
required the use of the PAITE protocol, I chose to use it for all sessions because its clear structure 
and ability to provide visual feedback proved both user-friendly for student partners and 
insightful for the academic staff. After each observation, I met with my partner to review my 
notes and the visualization generated through the PAITE protocol. Finally, we wrapped up the 
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partnership with a culminating ceremony to commemorate the program’s inauguration and 
future direction. 

Within this new partnership program at Rutgers, there was one resounding similarity 
across participating academic staff: openness. From the day I met my partners, I knew these 
partnerships would be full of honesty, authenticity, and a genuine willingness to elevate their 
teaching. I quickly realized that partnerships like this rely heavily on instructors’ receptiveness to 
feedback (Center for Engaged Learning, n.d.). During the initial success of this partnership at 
Rutgers, I noticed the academic staff who joined these collaborations were already motivated to 
reflect and refine their teaching. In their pursuits, they modeled the openness needed for their 
colleagues who may be hesitant to revise established teaching practices. And, while those who 
might benefit most from such collaboration may not be the first to participate, the progress and 
passion demonstrated by early collaborating academic staff members set the stage for broader 
institutional change as partnerships expand into more disciplines.  

The strong support from participating academic staff made me feel grateful to be part of 
this new journey to enhance classroom learning. This is an ongoing journey, because although 
academic staff may not immediately implement every suggestion, such as incorporating more 
active learning strategies, addressing students by their names, and utilizing diverse forms of 
media, the shared vision we developed created space for future growth. These changes could 
become sustainable if student-academic staff partnerships become a staple in higher education 
rather than one-time interventions. As collaborations become more common, academic staff can 
continually share their goals and progress with student partners who offer objective feedback 
over time. This model of incorporating student partners as a signature pedagogy of the classroom 
allows for continuity beyond just a single semester of involvement. The ideas and goals I 
discussed with my partners can be documented and revisited in future classes. Rather than 
expecting an immediate transformation, intentional reflection and follow-up through future 
iterations of student-staff partnerships create structure for accountability and sustained 
pedagogical growth. 

Beyond its impact on teaching practices, participating in this partnership reshaped how I 
understand myself as a learner in ways I had not previously considered. I stepped into the 
classroom not to learn and master content, but to observe engagement and instructional design 
from academic staff. Without the pressure of keeping up with coursework, I focused on pedagogy 
and student learning. For example, during my observations in Dr. Rauschenbach's class, I 
intentionally sat in a different location each time to gain multiple perspectives on participation. 
From the back of the room, I noticed students raised their hands less and looked less engaged, 
suggesting that where students sit and class facilitation affect participation. These are the insights 
that a neutral observer can identify more readily than a student focused on absorbing material.  

In addition to developing observational skills, I experienced meaningful personal 
development. I’ve become more aware of my own learning needs and more intentional in how I 
listen and communicate. The post-observation meetings encouraged open dialogue, with 
feedback welcomed and valued. In that environment of mutual respect, I felt confident that my 
perspective was contributing to conversations about engagement and inclusivity. Professionally, 
I built strong relationships with both staff instructors and saw how purposeful collaboration can 
shape instructional development. Ultimately, being in an open space where both sides wanted 
the best for student learning made for an incredible experience.  
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Through this partnership, I learned that instructional growth is a reflective process that 
unfolds over time. Even though my feedback and suggestions to my partners may not have yet 
taken effect, it’s the conversation that matters. Academic staff develop new perspectives, modify 
their syllabi, and take incremental steps towards educational change. To implement these 
pedagogical changes not just at Rutgers, but at colleges and universities across the world, their 
success depends on a shared openness: the willingness to listen and the opportunity to be heard. 

THE ACADEMIC STAFF MEMBER: PROFESSOR INES RAUSCHENBACH 

This past semester, I embraced the opportunity to collaborate with an undergraduate student, 
serving as a partner for my Introduction to Microbiology course. This experience offered a novel 
and valuable opportunity to view my course through the eyes of a student—unfiltered, honest, 
and based on the learning experience rather than the content delivery. The process affirmed 
many of my pedagogical strategies and helped my understanding of how students engage with 
the course, especially in a large class environment of over 120 students. 

The idea of having an undergraduate in my classroom was somewhat awkward. How 
would an undergraduate who has not taken microbiology be able to review my course? How 
would they interpret and provide feedback for such a content-heavy course? Could they assess 
it with a critical yet constructive lens? Would their lack of subject matter expertise hinder their 
ability to engage meaningfully with the structure and flow of the course? Kyle welcomed these 
challenges as part of a program that trains student partners in the PAITE protocol. During our 
initial meeting, he explained how the “observations” would be set up and the specific items that 
he would look for during his classroom visit. He was confident in his explanation, and his 
excitement made me look forward to our collaboration. 

Despite my initial worries, the collaboration enriched my teaching by highlighting the 
strengths of my current teaching and opportunities for growth that I had not previously 
considered. The student’s role as a pedagogical partner rather than a participant gave them a 
unique vantage point. They assessed classroom engagement without the pressure of being 
graded, allowing for more objective insights. Without the pressures of grade performance and 
even personal biases about course content, the student reviewer brought a level of neutrality 
often missing from end-of-semester evaluations. The student partner paid attention not only to 
the content but to how it was delivered, how students responded, and how the pacing and 
structure affected the overall learning atmosphere. 

I found my partner’s recognition of the course’s flow and organization particularly 
validating. As a course that serves a diverse student population, ranging from biology majors to 
students taking it as a prerequisite, ensuring clarity, accessibility, and cohesion is crucial. The 
student partner commented that the course felt logically sequenced and well-paced, with each 
topic building meaningfully on the last. This affirmed my intentional efforts in course design, 
particularly in how I scaffold content to support learners from various academic backgrounds. 

My student partner also highlighted the integration of active learning as a defining feature 
of the course. Over the past few years, I have shifted from a traditional lecture format to one 
that incorporates mini-lectures, interactive activities, and frequent formative assessments. These 
include think-pair-share activities, case-based group discussions, and real-time polling questions. 
To hear appreciation for these strategies from a trained student observer was incredibly 
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affirming. It reassured me that my efforts to create an engaging and inclusive learning 
environment are resonating with the learners I aim to serve. 

This process also helped me see beyond the front of the room. As academic staff, 
especially in large courses, we often operate with limited real-time feedback. Facial expressions, 
body language, and classroom energy can be difficult to gauge accurately in a room of over 100 
students. Having a reviewer embedded in the course allowed me to access insights that would 
otherwise remain hidden. For example, my partner shared observations about how students 
responded to different instructional modalities, when they seemed most engaged, when they 
struggled to follow transitions, and how they collaborated during peer activities. 

One very important finding my student partner shared was that while I use affirmations 
to encourage participation and create a positive and supportive environment, I rarely address 
students by name during class. Teaching a course with more than 100 students can be difficult 
when learning everyone’s names. However, I know that being recognized personally can make a 
significant difference in how one feels seen and included. I appreciated that my student partner 
noticed (and the PAITE feedback system also noted this) (Addy et al., 2022). Using names, even 
occasionally, will help build a stronger sense of community and connection in the classroom. I 
am looking to work toward this in the future, as it would make the learning experience feel even 
more inclusive and engaging (Lang, 2020, pp. 90–92). 

Despite my initial concerns, my student partner’s lack of a microbiology major added 
value to their feedback. Their questions and reflections were less focused on content accuracy 
and more attuned to pedagogical clarity and accessibility. In our follow-up meetings, Kyle would 
share what he had learned. This is truly what I would want as a professor: the fact that my student 
partner was excited about the material he had learned, even though he was tracking each lecture 
session via PAITE. Unintentionally, this highlighted whether I was explaining complex ideas in a 
way that was understandable to all students, regardless of their background. Their outsider 
perspective was especially valuable in ensuring that I did not unintentionally assume prior 
knowledge or use jargon that could alienate students from non-science majors. 

The relationship with the student reviewer was not only professionally beneficial but also 
personally rewarding. It fostered a sense of shared purpose; both of us were invested in 
improving the learning experience. I found the student’s commitment to the role very thoughtful, 
and their willingness to provide honest, constructive feedback helped me grow in my teaching 
practice. 

Integrating a student partner into my course was a transformative experience. It offered 
a powerful reminder that teaching is not a solitary act but a collaborative, reflective, and evolving 
process. Viewing the course through the lens of a student, especially one observing without any 
prior knowledge of the subject matter, challenged and enriched my understanding of effective 
instruction. It reaffirmed my commitment to active learning, thoughtful course design, and 
creating a classroom environment where all students thrive. I would highly recommend this 
approach to colleagues seeking meaningful, actionable feedback on their teaching. 

THE TEACHING INSTITUTE: DR. TRACIE MARCELLA ADDY  

For the past five years, student pedagogical partnership has been a core initiative in the centers 
for teaching and learning that I have overseen. My team’s implementation of the program ranged 
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from a standalone experience, as described here by Kyle and Dr. Rauschenbach, to its integration 
into specific initiatives, such as an academy focused on inclusion and a fellowship program 
designed for academic staff. Regardless of where the program has been housed, the benefits 
realized continue to excite me.  

In the program version discussed here, student partners were trained on a data-informed 
classroom observation tool, the PAITE, which provides feedback on effective teaching behaviors 
that promote student success. Student partners provide their academic staff partners with 
reports that include visualizations and descriptions of their classroom observational data. 
Coupled with their own perspectives, the observational findings give the student partner valuable 
information to discuss with their staff partner, who typically finds such analyses useful for 
reflecting on their teaching (Addy et al., 2022). 

Over the course of the semester-long program, I witnessed student partners grow in their 
ability to effectively communicate, their observation and analysis skills, and their confidence. 
Staff partners, such as Dr. Ines Rauschenbach, hear students’ perspectives on the learning 
environment, which can be significantly more useful in facilitating change than feedback from 
end-of-semester course evaluations. Data-informed feedback enables academic staff to focus on 
specific teaching approaches and use benchmarks to monitor their growth. Some feedback is 
immediately actionable (e.g. using students' names), while other feedback might take time to 
integrate, depending on the teaching context (e.g., integrating more active learning activities).  

While the formal student-staff partnership typically ends after the semester, academic 
staff are encouraged to reflect on the feedback received as they design and teach future courses. 
They are also welcome to later consult with the teaching institute and request subsequent 
observations. I have witnessed the lasting impact of student partner PAITE observations both 
anecdotally and more formally. For example, in a different iteration of this initiative that I 
facilitated at Lafayette College, 10 out of 11 participating academic staff members (91%) who 
responded to a survey one to two years after the program indicated that they were still using the 
inclusive teaching approaches shared by their student partner (see Addy & Gillette, 2025).    

I appreciated the SaP partnership between Kyle and Dr. Rauschenbach. The PAITE 
provided them with meaningful information to discuss and make the learning environment more 
effective. Kyle’s support, coupled with Dr. Rauschenbach’s engagement and investment in 
effective teaching, has the potential to make a lasting impact at Rutgers–New Brunswick. 

CONCLUSION 

The student-staff-institute partnership has the potential to transform higher education. When 
these perspectives work together, including the students', meaningful change can be 
implemented in the classroom, leading to more engaging and inclusive practices (Center for 
Engaged Learning, n.d.). The fellowship provided structure, tools, and a platform for students to 
become pedagogical partners, bringing in perspectives that are often unheard. The professors 
were receptive to receiving feedback and listening to student voices. With all levels working in 
tandem through the teaching institute, change becomes more than just an abstract goal: it 
becomes visible and achievable. 
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