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The Access Assembly: Learning together, building 
friendships & strengthening our leadership capacities

This material is based upon work formerly supported by the National Science Foundation. 
Also supported by the Moore Foundation and community-sourced donations (likely from some of you!!)

The Access Approach

The Access Network brings together nine 
student-centered, university-based programs 
(or “sites”) for mutual support and resource 
sharing as they pursue complementary work. 

Access brings people together for an annual 
event called the "Assembly." There student 
leaders participate in community building 
and networking opportunities to build 
capacity for leading their local programs. Quantitative Results
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Discussion

   The Access Assembly…
● fosters a sense of inclusion and 

friendship through collective learning
● invites conversation on sensitive topics
● anticipates and leans toward conflict, rather 

than avoiding conflict.
● designs structures for feedback and conflict 

resolution
● deepens connections and friendships, as 

people find points of connection across 
experiences and appreciate the nuance of 
differences.

● nurtures deeper and more reciprocal 
connections among students and faculty, 
where faculty orient toward students 
as people to learn from and with.

accessnetwork.org

Vignette 3: First-Gen 
Student Panel

We focus on changing the system, not the 
students. We draw on an asset-based, rather 
than a deficit-based, model of Access's student 
leaders (Bensimon, 2005). Rather than looking 
for gaps to fill, Access's approach frames 
students' competencies as places from which to 
build (Harlow et al, 2025), which promotes 
equitable learning outcomes. 

For example, student leaders ideate, design, and 
implement many of the sessions at the Assembly, 
with support from Core Organizers. 

In centering student leadership, agency, 
and expertise, Access is designing "with" 
students rather than "for" students.
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Respondents’ agreement with statements about the 2024 Assembly  as an 
inclusive space that builds relationships and confidence as a leader (N=27).

Data Sources
● Post-Assembly Survey Data; Data from the 2 

recent in-person Assemblies: 
○ 2023 (N=35) and 2024 (N=27).

● Construct vignettes from Exit Ticket Survey 
data (e.g. sessions specific formative 
feedback) and Artifacts from planning and 
implementing relevant Assembly Sessions

"This was fun, engaging, and a great 
way to learn and clarify definitions 
for terms that can be hard to talk 
about, especially if you feel bashful 
about not knowing something."

- Attendee

An activity to get to know each other and 
expand attendees’ awareness of words and their 
meanings in a small group discussion format.

Vignette 1: The 
Vocabulary Game

Our glossary is treated as a living document, 
so attendees can add comments to it in places 
where the definitions seem inadequate or 
have evolved over time, and suggest new 
words be added.

We build our community’s capacity and 
comfort engaging in future conversations 
and with greater shared understanding 
of the meaning of words.

Conclusions
Shared their academic journeys & discussed: 
a) how do you feel about the term first 

generation? 
b) What could people have done that would 

have supported/helped you? 
c) What do you wish your mentors knew?

This session allowed attendees to learn 
about and relate to the reality of being a 
first generation college student.

Ombuds team: Any assembly attendee can 
ask an ombuds team member to process 
things that weren't sitting well with them or 
process conflicts that may have arisen 
during Assembly activities/sessions or 
adjacent interpersonal interactions. 

Open-community forum at the end 
of every day of the Assembly: This 
session allows conflicts and critiques 
to not fester or snowball; enables us to 
make adjustments and have feedback 
be voiced and heard as a continuous 
practice.

These structures are designed to 
anticipate that some degree of conflict 
is inevitable and to put processes in 
place to manage and seek resolution 
of conflict.

Vignette 2: Deliberate 
structures for feedback 

and conflict management


