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Context: DataFest
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http://datafest.stat.ucla.edu/photos-and-videos-from-2022-asa-datafesttm/
https://ww2.amstat.org/education/datafest/

• 48-hour co-curricular datathon
• Sponsored by the American Statistical 

Association
• Takes place at >100 universities
• Students work in teams to make sense 

of an authentic dataset provided by a 
corporate or civic partner

2023 – American Bar Association
Goal: Analyze data to provide advice to the American Bar 
Association on best to ensure the appropriate legal experts are 
available to support their pro bono legal advice site.
Data consisted of files pertaining to questions posed to the site.

http://datafest.stat.ucla.edu/photos-and-videos-from-2022-asa-datafesttm/
https://ww2.amstat.org/education/datafest/


A lever to create opportunities 
for marginalized students in 
STEM?
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• Collaborative teams which could be made of 
students from multiple disciplines
• Evidence that collaborative (versus 

competitive) work is more inclusive (1,2)
• Authentic, often socially relevant tasks (3,4)

• Supports interest in computing, particularly 
for historically marginalized students

• Opportunities for many students, even those 
without formal training, to engage with the 
event…
• …Which may increase students’ interest and 

engagement with data and quantitative 
methods

(1) Richard et al., 2015; (2) Kos, 2019; (3) Hall et al., 2019; (4) NASEM, 2018

But….how does this actually play out at DataFest?



Study Design
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• 6 of the 10 largest DataFest sites (1 dropped out in Y2)
• Mix of public and private universities
• Mix of recruitment strategies and priorities

• Mixed-methods study design included…
• Pre/post surveys with DF participants & non-participants
• Team interviews
• Focus group with organizers
• Site observations



Year 1 Findings
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6 sites; 533 survey respondents (233 DF participants; 310 non-DF participants)

DF Participants …
• Perceived DF as more welcoming
• Thought prior topics sounded more interesting/relevant to their lives
• Thought DF was an event for people like them
• Felt more confident about their skills
• Were less concerned about finding a team
• Reported fewer concerns about being able to participate in a 48-hour event
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What does “for me” 
mean?



Year 2 Preliminary Findings
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5 sites; 349 survey respondents (188 DF participants; 161 non-DF 
participants)

• Added two survey items: I’m concerned that [people of my 
gender OR racial/ethnic groups that I identify with] are not well 
represented at DataFest.

• Quantitative analyses are inconclusive for both gender and 
race

• Perception about fit and the ideal DF participant
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“[I expected DataFest to be] a bunch of data nerds geeking out […] 
it wasn’t geeky enough.” – DF participant

“I think I will end up being a burden to the team.” – Non-
participant

“DataFest seems like something for people who are already 
experienced in data science rather than people who want to 
explore data science in a real-world setting. I don't think my skills 
are high enough nor would I be accepted into the community 
who would be attending DataFest.” – Non-participant



Students’ Experiences at DataFest
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• Overall positive and welcoming

• Many participants with lower DS skills 
going in reported learning a lot

• In Y1, gendered gap between skills 
confidence disappeared



What do these findings really mean?
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Our sample

Students who 
participate at DF

Students in STEM 
and data science

Students served by 
the host and 
neighboring 
universities

Did we sample well?

Who is DF engaging and 
how?

Who are the STEM and DS 
programs systematically 

including/excluding?

Who is served by the host 
institution, and are they 

partnering with local 
community colleges, MSIs, 

etc?



Takeaways and Questions for 
Discussion
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For participation in Data Science:
• Intentional and individual invitations matter
• Equitable inclusion doesn’t happen accidentally
• Recruitment and messaging

ÞHow can these be systematized across DF events?
ÞHow does DataFest fit into the broader statistics and data science 

ecosystem?
ÞHow can we think across the different projects in this session to 

create more equitable opportunities in STEM more broadly?


