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the dat model

summary
Department Action Teams (DATs) are a new type of faculty working group that 
empower faculty members within a department to make sustainable change by 
designing and implementing structures to address an educational problem of 
broad-scale importance.

example dat

goal  Create sustainable departmental 
change by supporting teams to 
collaboratively address an educational 
issue.

Departure from conventional change 
strategies (individual faculty development, 
top-down policy mandates).

Related to, but distinct from, Faculty 
Learning Communities¹ (FLCs), can
analyze differences with Activity Theory²: 

role of facilitators
▸ Provide expertise in education research 

and institutional change
▸ Provide logistical support
▸ Interface with administration

▸ Encourage collaboration, openness, and 
mutual respect

▸ Ask questions that force articulation of 
unspoken departmental assumptions

▸ Mitigate pre-existing status differentials, 
put participants on equal footing.
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¹ M. D. Cox, Introduction to faculty learning communities. New Dir. Teach. Learn. 2004, 5 (2004)
² Y. Engeström, Learning by expanding: An activity-theoretical approach to developmental research. Helsinki: Orienta-Konsultit (1987)

activity system²

“I signed up as interested in the DAT because of a specific area …: trying to improve the 
experiences of women and underrepresented minority [Department] majors. I thought 
the DAT might be a good way to work with a group to collect more information on where 
things stand now and think about changes and ways to track changes in the future.”

The underrepresentation of women and students of 
color as undergraduates in their major. 

participant-chosen
area of focus

structure & activities

5 participants:
▸ two tenured, two untenured, one 

postdoc
▸ three men, two women

15 1-hour meetings between 10/28 & 6/2

Major activities:
▸ Analysis of 10-year dataset on student 

trajectories through the major
▸ Researching national trends and best 

practices from other institutions
▸ Report to the department on findings 

and recommendations

outcomes

Creation of a Committee on 
Representation, Retention, and 
Recruitment (continuation of DAT)

Creation of a report with in-depth analysis 
of student data

“[I]f they hadn't stood up at the faculty 
meeting and announced that there were 
resources to figure out some type of 
change to the department, then 
probably this wouldn't have happened.”

on facilitation

“They kept us on track. They made sure that 
there was communication all the time. 
They did what . . . a typical faculty member 
won't do, which is to send emails and to 
hold people to a meeting schedule and to 
assign jobs.”

“Having [the facilitators] moderate the DAT 
seems to reduce any preexisting hierarchy 
among members of the DAT that exists 
from department structures. This is 
appreciated by us junior members!”

“[S]o someone who was tone deaf might 
very well have come in and said you're at 
fifteen percent [women]? What the hell is 
wrong with you? So the need to match 
culturally to what the realities are and to 
not find them offensive but simply the 
reality, I think, allowed us to move on very 
quickly to let's find out what the numbers 
are, let's find out what we can learn.”

on the value of the dat

“I enjoyed talking with those people, I 
enjoyed thinking about those issues . . . I 
liked to hang out with them for an hour 
every two weeks.”

“It's valuable in that I feel like we are 
moving towards really effecting change.”

“Why are so many of these things the DAT 
did . . . not part of the department 
plan? . . . It's frustrating to me that the 
[department] community here doesn't 
seem to care . . . So working with people 
who care . . . that was just really nice.”

participant reflections
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