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Partnering with students to co-construct curriculum is an initiative that is gaining considerable attention due to its potential to transform higher education. The aim of this longitudinal research was to explore the experiences of five MA students who were empowered to challenge the conventional pedagogy of their institution by engaging in a student-faculty partnership to reform the curriculum. As part of this novel shift, students investigated the department's pedagogical issues, seizing the chance to voice their concerns, recommend solutions, and contribute to the curriculum co-construction. This study employed a qualitative research design using semi-structured interviews obtained at two distinct timeframes, paired with instructors' reflective journals which were analyzed thematically. The findings indicate that the trajectory of such an initiative was affected by the entrenched norms of the institution such as fear of retaliation, and students' perceived lack of self-efficacy to influence change in the curriculum. Also, the unprecedented experience of questioning authority changed power dynamics, evoking a sense of discomfort for students. Nevertheless, the benefits of this partnership outweighed the obstacles. This study demonstrates that involvement in such initiatives cultivated a sense of agency and ownership, empowering students not only to make immediate adjustments to their study program but create a legacy for positive change in the academic experiences of successive generations. These results carry implications on the potential impact inclusive and collaborative pedagogies can have on breaking entrenched educational practices to progressively transform education.
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1 Introduction


1.1 Student voices

In an increasingly competitive globalized economic and political environment, it has become crucial for universities to adapt their curricula and pedagogy in order to better equip their students to succeed in their careers and further education (Brooman et al., 2015; O'Neill, 2015; Zajda, 2023). Furthermore, in this environment universities are competing with each other to attract international students who demand modern curricula, modern pedagogy, and modern ways of enhancing their active engagement in their education and university experience. Higher education in many countries has taken on a business model, with students as “consumers” and programs of study being “products” to be “sold” to student consumers (Naylor et al., 2021). As a result of this changing environment, universities must adopt more aspects of democratic curricula and classrooms that offer greater opportunities for student voices to be heard and student-faculty partnerships to be fostered if they hope to remain relevant and attractive to students. However, in education systems marked by adversity, political instability and conflict, the adoption of democratic co-created curricula remains a pressing challenge. Sharing power in co-creating curricula can be viewed as unprecedented in entrenched teacher-centered traditions, as is the case of Kosovo. The current education system of Kosovo continues to echo the legacy of the 1990′s underground schooling, a decade characterized by global pedagogical isolation, limited teaching resources and adherence to reproduction of knowledge. The armed conflict that followed further disrupted not only the physical infrastructure but also the stability of the education system. Although reforms have been introduced since the end of the 1999 conflict to modernize teaching and encourage student-centered practices, the progress has been slow. Many teachers and former students of the University of Prishtina (the oldest and only public university at the time in Kosovo) molded by the underground system, who lack exposure to professional growth beyond this context, and currently hold key positions in teaching and decision-making within the university, continue to shape the present by inhibiting the system's capacities to embrace innovation and transformation. On the other hand, students within this setting are accustomed to expect traditional hierarchical classroom dynamics, hence being invited to co-create curricula with teachers can be overwhelming and unfamiliar.

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of MA-level students who participated in a class project in which they collected the ideas of students throughout the department and recommended improvements to the curricula of the English Language and Literature Department of the University of Prishtina, as part of a student-teacher partnership initiative. This represents the first time any such project, in which students were co-constructing an entire curriculum and collaborating with faculty members, had been undertaken in any department in this university. This study explores students' perspectives and understandings of this curriculum co-construction project as they sought to inform changes in this department. While the curriculum revisions were the outcome of this initiative, this study does not evaluate the changes; rather, it examines the significance of the process itself—how students understood their agency, interpreted the meaning of their contributions, and developed a stronger sense of ownership and empowerment. To contextualize students' experiences, Table 1 highlights the major projects that have influenced the ongoing curriculum modifications.

TABLE 1  Student contributions to curriculum co-design: problems, recommendations, and progress.


	Thematic focus
	Problems identified
	Suggestions for improvement
	Completed
	In progress
	Pending





	Content-workload alignment in the MA program
	Unbalanced workload
	Assessment intensity reduction
	x
	
	


 
	
	Instructional misalignment
	Cross-course pedagogical alignment
	x
	
	


 
	
	Instructional duplication
	Curriculum consolidation
	
	x
	

 
	Students' views on assessment
	Exam-related stress linked to material overload
	Provide alternative assessment formats (e.g., projects, presentations)
	
	x
	


 
	
	Oral evaluation induces anxiety
	Reduce presentation impact on overall assessment
	
	x
	


 
	
	Lack of grading rubrics
	Co-construct clear rubrics with students
	
	x
	

 
	Guidelines for writing assignments
	Lack of assignment guidelines in literature courses
	Provide written instructions outlining structure, length, deadlines, and citations, and utilize online platforms for easy access
	
	x
	


 
	
	Stress due to the last-minute instructions
	Share assessment criteria and guidelines in advance
	x
	
	


 
	
	Feedback is frequently absent or delayed
	Incorporate timely professor and peer feedback
	
	x
	

 
	Students' views of pedagogy across literature courses
	Professor-driven teaching/insufficient critical engagement
	Implement student-led, discussion-based approach
	
	x
	


 
	
	Lengthy class sessions
	Reduce class length
	
	
	x


 
	
	Ineffective written feedback
	Provide structured feedback based on a clear rubric
	
	x
	





Completed: Fully implemented. In Progress: Adoption in progress, not yet consistent across all staff. Pending: Deferred until the reaccreditation review.




This article responds to the following research questions:

• What were the experiences and perspectives of the students who participated in this class project?

• What supported their voices?

• What suppressed their voices?




2 Literature review


2.1 Student voice

The concept of student voice is central to any discussion of student participation in student/staff partnerships and curriculum development projects. Student voice extends the concepts of agency and elected student government into areas of teaching and learning, and includes means through which students are involved with “analyzing teaching and learning such that their voices and perspectives inform classroom practices” (Cook-Sather, 2020, p. 183). (Matthews and Dollinger 2023) describe situations in which “students share responsibility for learning, teaching, and educational endeavors with teachers/staff/administrators and each other” (p. 561).

This article defines student voice as one in which students partner with faculty in deciding what and how learning will occur in their classrooms; that students have a role in designing and delivering the curriculum. This article extends student voice beyond the typical end-of-course evaluations that are widely used in higher education but rarely result in any meaningful change or improvements in teaching or learning (Blair and Valdez Noel, 2014; Carey, 2013; Eckhaus and Davidovitch, 2023).



2.2 Student involvement in curriculum design

Although many articles address student involvement in curriculum design from a conceptual and theoretical perspective (Bron and Veugelers, 2014; Dollinger et al., 2018) peer-reviewed research on this topic is scant. Several studies report on redesign of a single class (Bell et al., 2019; Chilvers et al., 2021; Nixon and Williams, 2014). Although some of these studies found that students were relegated to an informant role voicing complaints (Carey, 2013), other students found the process to be transformative in re-evaluating roles and responsibilities, as the redesign transcended mere content and assignments and included student ideas about assignments, assessment, and ways in which learning would occur (Bergmark and Westman, 2016).

The benefits of student voice and partnerships cannot be denied, and range from enhanced engagement (Bovill et al., 2016; Jagersma, 2010) and enhanced student learning and grades (Brooman et al., 2015; Jagersma, 2010). (Marquis et al. 2016, p. 9) found that collaborations between faculty and students “resulted in work that was better than it might have been in absence of partnership” due to inclusion of multiple perspectives. (Dollinger and Lodge 2020) found that partnerships that promoted student voice and choice enhanced engagement, enthusiasm, and relationships on the parts of both students and staff. Benefits also include embracing the rights of students to be heard and advancing democratic values in the classroom (Bergmark and Westman, 2016).



2.3 Barriers to student voice in curriculum design

Despite the advantages of including student voice in curriculum design, multiple factors silence student voice, from both the student perspective and the faculty/staff/administration perspective. Students silence themselves for fear of retaliation (Bolkan and Goodboy, 2013) and because they do not see selves as legitimate contributors (Bolkan and Goodboy, 2013; Tuhkala et al., 2021). Students often see faculty as unapproachable or intimidating (Bolkan and Goodboy, 2013), and often lack time and resources (Bell et al., 2019; Bovill et al., 2016; Chilvers et al., 2021), especially if they believe that nothing will change (Bolkan and Goodboy, 2013; Tuhkala et al., 2021). Faculty also feel that students are not legitimate contributors (Martens et al., 2020; Tuhkala et al., 2021) and that the institution lacks flexibility in enacting change (Bell et al., 2019; Bovill et al., 2016). Many articles discussed the reluctance of faculty to relinquish control over instruction, that including student voice in curriculum design challenged traditional roles of instructor and students alike and required a change in institutional culture (Bergmark and Westman, 2016; Bovill et al., 2009, 2016; Carey, 2013; Chilvers et al., 2021; Marquis et al., 2016; Martens et al., 2020; Nixon and Williams, 2014). Faculty reluctance to the change in roles was also discussed in several articles (Price and Regehr, 2022; Tuhkala et al., 2021).

This study transcends the restructuring of a single class (Bell et al., 2019; Chilvers et al., 2021; Nixon and Williams, 2014) to encompass the entire curriculum. Unlike other studies included in this literature review, students took the lead rather than being closely supervised by a faculty member. Further, no studies outside of the US could be located. This study fills these gaps.




3 Methods


3.1 Course context

The “Working in English” course was designed to connect academia with the labor market i.e., students were foreseen to individually engage in authentic research in their workplace. This apprenticeship-style model was part of a recently condensed Integrated MA Program in Linguistics that aimed at creating opportunities for students to combine academic training with on-the-job skills. However, due to challenges in establishing official partnerships with the labor market in due time, a decision to use the English Language and Literature Department as the site to conduct research was jointly taken by the course instructors and students. This decision was driven by familiarity with the context and easy access to potential participants, making the research process more manageable. In addition, it was part of a consultative approach used throughout the course where every decision, including deadlines and workflows were taken collaboratively between students and the instructors. These course actions were a result of assigned readings on “voice and choice” and critical discussion conducted in the classroom. Also, in alignment with the principles of co-creation, this approach aimed at promoting not only a collaborative and inclusive learning environment but also a shared sense of accountability, disrupting thus the conventional pedagogical norms of the education system, deeply affected by political unrest and repercussion of an armed conflict, which silence student agency, express skepticism toward innovation and resist change.

Moreover, with the transition of the BA program from three to four years, the MA program was reduced from a two-year into a one-year program. This abrupt compression resulted in condensed syllabi, intensifying the workload for both students and faculty members, and placing an unexpected pressure for all stakeholders to comply with changes. In particular, students found themselves in a difficult position of adjustment- navigating the rapid changes caused widespread confusion and frustration.

In light of these challenges, students proposed to address the confusion and frustration they were experiencing to inform improvements to the program for future cohorts and staff. Despite the instructors' caution against this focus, the approval was granted under the framework of student-teacher partnership. In addition, students extended their inquiry to the BA program in order to enhance the curricula in both levels through student lenses. This approach was in alignment with the original plan of conducting research that would benefit an institution- in this case, presenting research findings and recommendations to faculty members would benefit directly the English Language and Literature Department.

The semester-long course was co-taught by two instructors: Instructor 1, officially listed as the person handling all course-related matters and grading, was responsible for delivering lectures and laying the foundation for learning. Instructor 2 supported the course by delivering practical classes during which students practiced the theoretical concepts covered in lectures and received feedback while working on their projects.



3.2 Research design

This study employed a qualitative research design with the aim of exploring the process in which students were involved in the course and “hear their voices” (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 45). It used semi-structured interviews as primary data (Dörnyei, 2007) and reflective journals kept by course instructors as secondary data (Creswell and Creswell, 2018), which show the contemplation of course instructors over the process that took place in the classroom (Denzin and Lincoln, 2017). The interviews were conducted with study participants at two points in time: during participation in research projects, and after a year the projects were completed. This longitudinal approach aimed at exploring the participants' evolving experiences with the novel pedagogical approach of “voice and choice” (Brooman et al., 2015). It also ensured that no power relation could influence the data.

Reflective journals kept independently by both course instructors were used to shed more light on the experiences of participants with the “voice and choice” approach. To prevent any bias and cross-contamination of data, the instructors refrained from sharing their journal entries until the data analysis process began.



3.3 Participants

To select participants for the study and give each student an equal opportunity to participate and contribute to the study, an email was sent to all twelve students who attended the ‘Working in English' course. The email outlined the aim of the study, the nature of the research, and the ethical considerations including confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation. Interested individuals responded to the email and interview schedules were set. Prior to the interview, a consent form was sent to each participant via email and written consent was obtained. Also, to ensure that participants understood their rights, the researchers invited discussion to clarify any concerns or questions.

In the first round of interviews, five MA students participated in the study, four females and a male. By the second round of the interview, one of the participants had already withdrawn from the program and was therefore unreachable. The second interviews were conducted with the remaining four participants. All interviews were conducted via Zoom. To protect participants' personal information, the researchers assigned codes to each of them.



3.4 Data collection

Data was collected from two rounds of interviews conducted by an American researcher: at the beginning of the project and again after one year, upon the students' anticipated graduation. She was well-acquainted with the participants because as a visiting scholar, she had previously taught them a course. The decision to include her in the study was motivated by the fact that she was no longer part of the institution, hence she was free of any potential power dynamics. Moreover, her involvement in the process and her expertise would bring an external perspective and contribute to maintaining scientific rigor.

Both sets of interviews were conducted via Zoom. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The first set of interviews was conducted mid-way through the course. The aim was to capture participants' initial experiences with the ‘voice and choice' approach, including the benefits and challenges they faced in taking charge of their learning. The second set of interviews was conducted a year after the course and grading was completed. The aim was to capture the overall experience after having given the participants some time to reflect on the entire journey.

Reflective journals, kept by both instructors throughout the course, were shared with the American researcher to complement the findings from the interviews and enhance the depth of analysis. The journals were kept independently by both instructors; the documented observations, thoughts and feelings, were first handwritten and later transcribed into Word documents to be shared for data analysis.



3.5 Data analysis

Data analysis included a collaborative effort between the three researchers. Initially, interview transcripts had been coded and re-coded by the American researcher. Her neutral role in the study enhanced objectivity and unbiased analysis of the data. Through the systematic readings of the transcriptions, she conducted a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts. She identified the emerging themes and completed the first draft of data analysis. The two instructors were then invited to give their input and elaborate on the findings drawing on their insights of the context and their involvement in delivering the course. This collaborative approach of reviewing interview transcripts and reflective journals ultimately enhanced data validation and reliability, allowing for a more comprehensive and nuanced analysis.



3.6 Ethical issues

Informed consent was obtained from the interviewees prior to the beginning of the interviews. All interviewees agreed to be videotaped; one chose to turn off their camera for privacy reasons. Interviewees were informed how their data would be used, that their confidentiality would be protected and respected, that the topic is related to their involvement in the class project, and that they could decline to respond to any question. Interviewees were also told they could withdraw from the study at any time. As the University of Prishtina did not have an Institutional Review Board or ethics committee at the time of research, prior approval could not be obtained. However, following the later establishment of Scientific Research Ethics Commission (SREC), the researchers submitted a request to review the ethical aspects of the procedures used in the study. Upon the study procedure review, while SREC could not grant ethical approval retrospectively, it issued a confirmation letter acknowledging that the study aligned with recognized standards of ethical conduct.

Moreover, all three researchers are well-versed in research ethics; the two researchers from the University of Prishtina have PhDs from Western universities, and the US researcher has up-to-date CITI certification. The research project aligns with the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity. Throughout this article, pseudonyms have been used, and all identifying information has been removed; this includes the use of gender-neutral pronouns.




4 Findings


4.1 Empowerment and ownership

One of the key benefits of the project was the feelings of confidence and empowerment that the process of conducting research helped them build. While involved in research, students were able to grasp how the process functions, to face the challenges that occur in the process, and how to overcome them. This made them aware of the necessity to address the challenges through informed and practical solutions. Students' insights into “… what actually works …” (S3, I/2) are vital; hence, their involvement in the project is crucial. Their first-hand experience and understanding of educational demands makes students key contributors to the development and improvement of curricula in the modern education setting.

Considering the gap between the students' and faculty members' experiences, it is important to incorporate students' perspective. Despite their knowledge and experience, faculty frequently seem to fail to fully comply their teaching practice with the needs and challenges that students have, as one of the interviewees mentioned:

getting the perspective of students it is a crucial, a very crucial factor, because we, you cannot expect teachers to constantly know everything that is going on in the current in the current in the current period that we are living in … There is a gap between what students are experiencing and what teachers do have experience in the past (S3, I/2).

Therefore, students' contribution is seen as a “power to change” (S1, I/2) and is essential to the effectiveness and relevance of the educational programs.

The process of data collection with BA and MA students revealed that students can have the power to change the teaching process through active participation. In spite of numerous struggles and benefits, each student cohort reported to have experienced improvements in the learning environment, thus showing that the English department takes into consideration student feedback:

I could see that there that there were more benefits than there were challenges. So if that is the still the kind of the the improvement that that all generations are actually experiencing. Then I think that at this stage the UP, the UP, the Department of English is doing better than before” (S3, I/2).

This suggests that the improvements that took place in each generation highlight the positive aspect of the collaboration between students and faculty, thus fostering the shared responsibility and progress. In addition, a more dynamic and effective learning environment is created as a result of this collaboration.



4.2 Changes in their own study program – giving feedback

As summarized in Table 1, the student group feedback centered on course workload, assessment, guidelines for writing assignments, and pedagogy. The feedback encompassed a wide range of suggestions for improvements to the program to enhance student success. These suggestions included utilizing alternative assessments to replace exams, providing clear guidelines for assignments, implementing student-led, discussion-based pedagogical approaches in the classroom, and curriculum consolidation. In addition to highlighting the diversity of perspectives, Table 1 leads into deeper exploration of individual student perspectives presented in the following analysis.

Participation in the research project empowered the participants to make changes in their own study program. An example is the removal of the final exam in one of the courses, which resulted from the negotiation process with a faculty member. This shows that students' influence can be substantial in making a difference in the study program, when they are given a chance, hence making the study program more suited to their needs. As one of the interviewees pointed out, “we actually got to get rid of the final exam when we talked to the Professor, because it was a lot of workload” (S2, I/2).

This experience demonstrates that by empowering students, one recognizes the power that students' voices can have in the modern educational system, which means that students are capable of enacting changes and contributing to the enhancement of academic curricula. Further, student engagement in the improvement in the learning environment may impact their feeling of ownership and responsibility. A study participant noted that a peer in an interview “had quite a knowledge to share” and was “very engaged” (S3, I/2) in providing information and opinions. The motivation to share information comes from feeling heard, valued, and safe to discuss things with their peers compared to faculty who is viewed as more authoritarian. These kinds of opportunities will engage students in a more open and honest dialogue, increasing their contribution. As one student stated: “I think that if that is done more often students will be more open to give feedback …” (S4, I/2).

According to most participants, they were motivated to make improvements, i.e., they were “looking forward to making this situation better for other students” (S4, I/1)…even though they were nearing graduation and hence would not witness the changes, i.e., “maybe we won't experience it” (S1, I/1). They were also aware that they would not benefit directly from the changes that might occur. Driven by the desire to leave a positive legacy behind, students demonstrate a sense of responsibility for the community, and as a result, they become more engaged in the process.



4.3 Ownership from presenting findings

Students' sense of ownership is further boosted by the opportunity to present the findings of their research to the faculty. This process enables students to discuss with individuals in positions of authority and influence, which could result in their concerns being taken more seriously. As one of the participants mentioned, “it feels good to be able to show, to tell, and give our voice to the professors” (S4, I/1), even though it is unclear if the faculty will be appreciative of the feedback.

However, participants' responses suggest that the learning environment in the department is characterized by a setting in which resistance and openness to change cohabit. According to them, most of the faculty is open to feedback, care about students' perspectives and is willing to enhance the learning environment. The discussions with these faculty members could offer the students the opportunity to feel encouraged to share their opinions and to negotiate with them. On the other hand, due to their long-established teaching methodology, a small number of faculty is viewed as resistant to altering their practice, as one of the participants stated “I strongly believe that if I approach one professor they might not change. They are used to that method of teaching” (S1, I/2). Consequently, the students' impression of their rigidity makes the process of presenting findings to these faculty as discouraging, as they do not believe that their feedback will be taken into consideration and will have any positive impact.

Nevertheless, this shows that student engagement in presenting their research findings to the faculty members can motivate them, as it can result in improvements in the curriculum. In this way, students are allowed to advocate for themselves and to enable future student cohorts to be part of an enhanced academic environment.

Furthermore, this research project focused on the need to find and suggest solutions. This aspect of the project was seen as crucial in developing their problem-solving approach, which they can apply in their future settings. This can be illustrated by the following statement:

One of the greatest yeah points in the background, this in this research that's actually what working in English is we are finding an issue and we are trying to provide students or the university with a solution (S3, I/1).

By being given voice and choice, students felt motivated to contribute to the improvement of the academic setting in the department. Active participation in the process and collaboration with the faculty led toward an effective learning environment and growth of self-efficacy in conducting qualitative research, thus strengthening their sense of ownership and responsibility toward the community.



4.4 The interplay of power dynamics and collaboration
 
4.4.1 Navigating collaborative strides

During the first interviews, two participants reported that working in groups to conduct research was going well. One of them said that “until now I'm loving the group work” (S3, I/1), acknowledging many disagreements in the process that were worked out by “communicating our ideas, and we we had, we were very comfortable in sharing, even if we had disagreements.” (S3, I/2). The other student said that “the three of us are interested to make this work, so I am quite hopeful that it's going to go well”, emphasizing the benefits of multiple perspectives “that you yourself might not have thought so” (S4, I/2).

A less favorable experience with group work was reported by the other three students, who worked together in the same group, but whose journey was characterized by uncertainty, tension, and anxiety. From the onset, the divergent viewpoints on the organization of group work created challenges that required the instructors' intervention.

it's also stressful in the sense that that there is not very good teamwork within the group. Okay, and we cannot come to an agreement for almost everything and sometimes the professors have to get involved to help us (S2, I/1).

In the first interview, this student expressed significant stress about the project, using the word stress nine times during the interview. This student and another student in the same group shared similar viewpoints and worked well with each other because they “would discuss [things]” (S2, I/2) and were “open to feedback and change” (S1, I/2). The third member of the group, however, expressed concerns regarding the work that the other two members were employing and doubted their capabilities (S5, I/1). This student was particularly worried about the quality and ownership of the writing, dismayed that the other two students had edited one's writing and “basically just paraphrased what I had written even in the worst manner” (S5, I/1). Both instructors noticed the conflict in this group, one saying that the “reliance on external input indicates poor teamwork within the group” (I2). Ultimately, a joint decision was made to separate the third member from the other two so the project could proceed. The student who expressed so much stress and anxiety in the first interview expressed no stress whatsoever in the second interview, suggesting that group dynamics can impact students in multiple ways.



4.4.2 The ripple effect: from excitement to mistrust

From the first interviews, participants expressed enthusiasm about presenting research findings to faculty members. For example, two students were eager to display the findings in front of an audience: “I would very much like it to make it as a presentation” (S1, I/1) and, “I think it will be interesting to actually if we have all of them [faculty members] in one in one place and present present our results to them” (S3, I/1).

However, two of the participants questioned whether sharing findings would have any meaningful impact given the existing student-faculty dynamic. As one participant remarked, “with the rest of professors we cannot discuss things openly” (S5, I/1), while the other one stated “we don't know how much we are protected when we are doing this type of research in terms of will we be reprimanded for this research?” (S2, I/1).

As this approach was not customary practice at the institution, one of the students perceived the experience of addressing the MA program's shortcomings as exploitation of students, commenting that “… instead of studying and learning, we are doing their [faculties] work” (S5, I/1). This student further commented that one doubts students' role in addressing deficiencies of the program since the student-faculty partnership framework is not part of the institutional culture:

…but I'm not sure the students are here to fix you know, especially when student voice in our university is not that, you know students are normally not perceived as part of this process (S5, I/1).

Instructor 1 observed that the perceived lack of clarity with the initiative resulted in varying interpretations and struggles:

I am aware that students are not accustomed to have a voice and choice in their courses. Suddenly they found themselves in the driver's seat and they had to make numerous decision that impacted the direction of their learning. It is understandable that with autonomy they had more responsibilities. They have been used to structured learning environments throughout their education, thus I strongly believe that they consider this journey as chaotic and overwhelming because they had to make informed decisions, which in the past were made exclusively by the teachers.

During the second interview, the ripple effect is reported to have taken place. Students collectively decided to withdraw from presenting findings to the faculty members. The fear of reprisal harbored by one of the groups impacted the decision of the entire cohort:

The other students' topics were very like there was some constructive criticism for the professors, so they felt a bit unsure to share them in front of the professors, and that's why I think this whole idea was kind of annulled with our request (S4, I/2).

The hesitancy across the cohort grew as students discussed concerns over the lack of open-mindedness among some of the faculty members:

I think that that there are also other other professors that might kind of feel reluctant to change their way of teaching or giving guidelines because they think that they or that their method is the right method. So I'm not sure exactly what kind of reaction would we get (S3, I/2).

Although the students consented to share their research findings to staff via written reports, due to one group's discomfort in revealing their identities, the entire cohort, in light of “voice and choice” principles, decided to share their reports anonymously with staff. Subsequently, the course instructors shared the findings with the staff and facilitated discussion that aimed at making changes based on student recommendations.



4.4.3 Fear of reprisal and institutional distrust as barriers to full participation

In interviews, most participants expressed concern that their recommendations would be poorly received by the faculty. They specifically mentioned fear of reprisals or retribution from faculty if the recommendations were perceived as critical or unfavorable. One participant remarked:

I, the students were afraid that the professors were not going to accept that criticism, that well, plus we were still, this is very important, we were still students within the university. So there was that kind of fear that you know I mean, it's not that there it was gonna happen, but some students might have been afraid that the the professors could have gotten revenge (S4, I/2).

Also, both course instructors noticed a change in students' behavior and approach toward the initiative. It became evident to them that students felt insecure:

When asked why the sudden change of heart one [the student representative] replied that they are afraid of retaliation (I1).

They are worried about how professors might react to criticism or suggestions, fearing negative penalties (I2).

Given the context, Instructor 1 deliberated further: “I feel them….” However, in analyzing the situation further, she contended that this might be an overreaction as the majority of faculty members were unlikely to resort to retaliation. She further delved into the underlying factors that could have influenced the decision by making the following remarks:

…it does not seem that there was a reason for concern, except for the group who was doing the MA program research topic. Does this mean that the rest of the class has been influenced by this group? …On the other hand, we did not force them to come up with any of the topics. We guided them but the choice was theirs.

On the other hand, one participant remarked that they were at the end of their program, which provided a certain amount of safety, independence, and objectivity in offering recommendations for curricular improvements, saying

I mean, it is the last semester of our studies so we're not that worried because we won't we won't have consequences. If we had other semesters I think we would be more worried, but since (this is) the last semester I we won't you know, deal with them anymore (S4, I/1).



4.4.4 Lack of self-efficacy in making recommendations

Two of the participants expressed self-doubt about their ability to make recommendations to their professors about teaching and learning because, as one student stated, “we are not qualified… and they are people with doctorate degrees and they have thought of these courses far more than us”. This student added that one of the reasons why one did not feel comfortable sharing their findings to faculty for curricular improvements was that it felt they were “putting up a fight against the professors” (S2, I/2).

The other student reported that one felt that the entire cohort did not have the required experience to make recommendations because “you need to have competence to be able to recommend ideas, recommend things about the curriculum” (S4, I/2). To disguise the lack of competence, together with one's group members they resorted to the participants' input because this approach “made it easier” (S4, I/2).



4.4.5 Perceived impact and belief in change

Despite uncertainties regarding their qualifications to suggest changes in the curriculum and concerns about potential repercussions, participants expressed a strong belief that their recommendations would be given serious consideration and changes would eventually occur in the curriculum. This belief was supported by active faculty involvement during the co-construction, but also by early indications that changes were underway. As pointed out by one of the participants who was in contact with MA students from the subsequent cohort, their recommendations had been taken into account. In one's words, “I've noticed in a way that the professors actually took notes from what, at least what our interviewees mentioned in their interviews. So, I do believe they started to quite modify and change the program” (S1, I/2). Another participant (S3, I/2) conveyed assurance that their suggestions were impactful, noting that some faculty “actually cared, you know, to see some changes in the department” and also were sincerely invested “to put this idea forward so that the department gets improved”. On the same note, S4, I/2 pointed out that by witnessing the genuine enthusiasm of faculty members and observable signs of progress “I could see the interest of professors to to actually improve the improve the entire department so I think that now it has changed a bit”. Participants conveyed a shared conviction that their contribution would lead toward meaningful changes in the curriculum, shaping hence the learning experiences of future cohorts in the department, “even though it's not directly benefiting us” (S4, I/1).





5 Data analysis and recommendations

The findings show how significant student empowerment and ownership can be to the process of teaching and learning. Student participation in the project appears to be a transformative process in which students shift from passive beneficiaries into active contributors in the curriculum improvement (Ngussa and Makewa, 2014), thus becoming “agents of change” (Bergmark and Westman, 2016, p. 2). Substantial engagement of students in shaping their educational experiences and decision-making processes contributes to the enhancement of the quality of education (Ngussa and Makewa, 2014). Being empowered through the given “voice and choice” (Brooman et al., 2015), students are provided with the opportunity to express their opinions and the power to make changes in the educational setting. Their impact on the decision-making processes results in increased ownership of the learning process and greater motivation to contribute to the academic setting.

Student voice was always a driving force in this project, and the ways in which students who participated in this project found and expressed their voices permeated all of the interviews. In the given context, students had limited to no experience in assuming responsibilities as co-creators of teaching approaches, course design, and curricula (Bovill et al., 2011), leading their experience to be marked by a high degree of uncertainty. One of their major concerns was the shift in power dynamics, which disrupted students' comfort due to “the hidden power of teachers embedded in institutional structures and cultures” (Ahmadi, 2021, p. 9). Students hesitated to fully participate in the initiative: their distrust in the system, which was also influenced by rumors about perceived retaliation by a few antagonistic faculty members, which would “threaten their performance” (Carey, 2013, p. 255), did not allow them to benefit fully from collaborative initiative to co-design curricula and improve teaching and learning. While participation in the project supported and enhanced their voices, the shift in power dynamics suppressed their voices to the point where they did not want to present the findings to the faculty, opting to convey them through written, but anonymous submissions. This highlights the complexities involved in introducing an innovative approach in an educational landscape deeply rooted in traditional pedagogies. What started as a collaborative effort to improve teaching and learning in the Department, soon altered its course of action as students could not withstand the pressure of external factors, such as fear of retaliation, which undermined their collective confidence. Instructors' commitment to equitable treatment, was not perceived to mirror the institutional culture: when trust in the institutions is undermined, it is not uncommon for certain individuals, as it was the case in this study, to sway their peers from the collective decision, highlighting the power of peers in influencing group dynamics.

The findings show that for faculty-student partnerships to be effective it is crucial to establish a foundation of trust: at an institutional level, mechanisms to safeguard students from any abuse of power should be in place, and/or the existing policies and protocols should be adhered to. At the departmental level, faculty members should be actively recruited to attend training and workshops on student learning and teaching. In addition, departmental meetings should serve as a forum for staff to express their views, experiences, opportunities, and challenges related to co-designing. Small-scale pilot projects should be encouraged, and support should be provided to staff willing to try out the approach in one of their courses. As a result, they can be the best advocates that co-construction is achievable and impactful, and in the long run, they can serve as mentors to others who embrace co-construction. Moreover, conducting a study that includes faculty members' views and experiences on the impact the co-designing of the curriculum has on teaching practice could deepen the understanding of student contribution in changing institutional practices and/or policies.

At the classroom level, faculty members should create classroom climates that encourage inclusive and open communication. This can include transparent discussions over how students' input will influence decisions and showcase examples of voice and choice that led toward successful outcomes. This will reassure students that collaboration initiatives are genuine. Students need to believe that they have the power to make changes in teaching and learning without fear of retribution (Bolkan and Goodboy, 2013). When possible, inviting students from previous cohorts to share their experiences could shed light on the co-designing process and its outcome, reassuring peers that change is possible. Moreover, continuous encouragement to share ideas and acknowledgment, even if they are not immediately implementable, can enhance students' confidence and inspire participation, which over time could foster trust in the institution. In addition, establishing support mechanisms such as peer mentoring networks, could eliminate discouraging narratives and strengthen collective efforts.

The findings also show that with an encouraging environment from a few faculty members, students embrace the opportunity to partner with faculty and recognize the power their contribution can have in improving teaching and learning. Rather than withdrawing from initiatives under the excuse that there might be negative consequences, students can take a more proactive stance in addressing cases of power abuse through formal channels, share their concerns with peers and faculty, and provide concrete examples of improvement. As (Carey 2013, p. 258) points out, there is a need to “shift from a complaints culture … and encourage students to offer solutions to problems.” Moreover, follow-up studies on the impact of curriculum co-creation should be conducted: this will enable researchers to identify similarities and differences in students' experiences across different cohorts and evaluate the effectiveness of curriculum co-creation reform.

As suggested by the findings, students have been conditioned to their submissive roles within entrenched structures. The invitation to assume an equal role in the partnership was an unconventional practice, hence the expressed uncertainties and self-doubt. The findings show that, not surprisingly, students hesitated to question the authority of faculty members and the established practices. Students' perceived lack of self-efficacy is deeply embedded in their belief that they lack the competency and credibility to impact decision-making at the institutional level. Furthermore, students have had limited or no opportunities to engage in non-hierarchical discussions with faculty members. They were rarely encouraged to voice their concerns, and they had no experience to show that their input was valued, and improvements had been made.

However, once the opportunity was created for them and adequate guidance and support were provided, students began to exhibit a growing sense of empowerment and transformation. In line with other studies on student-teacher partnership (Dollinger and Lodge, 2020; Marquis et al., 2016), this emerging sense of agency was supported by initial curriculum changes drawing on student input and faculty readiness to embrace feedback The findings reveal that transformation is an evolving process, one that cannot solely rely on immediate curriculum modifications, which are often bound by accreditation regulations and procedures, but rather on the steady growth of student empowerment (Bergmark and Westman, 2016). In other words, students could take ownership of their learning as proactive participants once they recognize their capacity to influence decisions in educational processes, including curriculum change. This shift marks a departure from the traditional passive roles assigned to students. In their roles as co-creators, students can foster a meaningful and gradual transformation of the curriculum, shaping, therefore, not only their educational experiences but also paving the way for lasting changes toward a more inclusive and responsive curriculum reform (Bergmark and Westman, 2016).

To create a culture where students feel empowered to engage in dialogue with more experienced faculty members, more opportunities for collaboration should be created such that this becomes the norm rather than the exception. To foster a sense of partnership, faculty can involve students in research projects and/or invite them to join committees concerning teaching and learning. In addition, faculty members willing to embrace the co-design approach should start with more manageable initiatives such as inviting students to set classroom norms and deadlines, offering them options to choose assignments and/or assessment tools, collecting data anonymously from students, and, when possible, acting upon their suggestions. The gradual exposure would not only create an opportunity for students to engage in collaboration and decision-making processes, but it would be less threatening compared to asking them to suggest changes in the curriculum. Progressively, it could help them gain confidence and establish trust in the institution.


5.1 Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. First, although there were four groups of students in the class, with each group comprised of three students, only five students, representing two groups, volunteered to be interviewed for this study. Of the two groups represented by the five students, one became so dysfunctional that one member of the group had to be separated from the other two so the project could move forward. The other group represented by the interviewees was particularly cohesive and worked well together. These two groups represented two extremes and may have impacted the findings and interpretation.

The small sample size of five participants could be considered another limitation of this study. However, considering the total number of MA students (twelve students) that were involved in the class project, the number of five study participants can be regarded as representative of the whole group as it reflects a diversity of perspectives and insights. Consequently, the findings of this study are specific to this program and may not be generalized beyond this context.



5.2 Impact statement

The project is of interest to several different stakeholders. The first is to the administration of the university, which will benefit by receiving new ideas from students, who represent a more diverse group than themselves. These new ideas can support the university's transformation to a more modern university that can attract more international students and bring prestige to the country as a whole as well as better prepare students to compete in a global economy. The second group of stakeholders is the faculty, who will benefit from an infusion of new ideas that will enhance and energize their teaching. The third group is the future students who will benefit from a better quality program of study that better prepares them for their future careers.
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