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ABSTRACT
Collegiate hackathons are marathon-style, project building competitions where students can learn computing in an informal environment, build community, network with members of the technology
industry, and be more productive members of the workforce. I am
interested in understanding the social climate of hackathons and
how it affects hackathon participants, particularly women and nonbinary students, who only make up 23% of collegiate hackathon
attendees. I will be exploring two lines of inquiry: (1) to explore the
experiences of hackathon attendees to gain a deeper understanding
about why participants do (or do not) participate in hackathons,
what motivates them to attend, and what engages them at these
events; and (2) to explore the ways collegiate hackathons can adapt
their design practices to create an inclusive and equitable events
for marginalized and minority students.
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PROGRAM CONTEXT

I am beginning the sixth and final year of my Ph.D. studies of an
interdisciplinary degree program at the University of Colorado Boulder. This program has allowed me to combine my CS background
with research methodologies and perspectives from multiple disciplines, including Computer Science, Education, the Learning Sciences, and Information Science.

2

CONTEXT AND MOTIVATION

Collegiate hackathons are informal learning environments where
teams of college students build computing projects competitively.
The events are 24 or 36 hours long and held on weekends at college
campuses. Collegiate hackathons have been growing in popularity
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over the last decade and are becoming more popular as the computing field grows in size and demand. In the 2016-2017 school
year, over 200 collegiate hackathons were hosted in North America
and Europe and over 65,000 students participated in these events
[6]. These events are largely attended by computer science (CS)
undergraduates [6] and many students go to these events to learn
skills and practices of the computing field [1, 5], build community
with fellow students and work on projects with friends [7, 10], networking with mentors and sponsors within the technology industry
[1, 8], and become better prepared for the workforce and industry
hackathons [4].
Despite the benefits that hackathons offer, we still see a disproportionate number of white and Asian men attending these
events over women, non-binary students, and non-Asian students
of color [6]. Collegiate hackathons can create an environment where
marginalized students feel disinterested in attending or unwelcome
at the events. I am interested in understanding the social climate of
hackathons and how it affects hackathon participants, particularly
women and non-binary students. I will explore two lines of inquiry:
(1) to gain a deeper understanding about why participants do (or do
not) participate in hackathons, what motivates them to attend, and
what engages them at these events; and (2) to explore the design of
hackathons with the end goal of creating inclusive and equitable
events for all students.
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BACKGROUND & RELATED WORK

There is a small, but growing body of work done on collegiate
hackathons. Current work shows that collegiate hackathons are
sites of informal learning [5, 8, 10] that impact students’ perceptions of computing [9, 10] and may impact their retention in CS [7].
However there are hardly any studies about student experiences
at these events, particularly women and non-binary students [10].
Overall, collegiate hackathons report that 23% [6] of their participants are female or non-binary and non-collegiate hackathons
report that as little as 10% of their participants are female [3]. A
handful of studies have researched why this gender gap exists and
they have made some design recommendations for building events
that are more inclusive for women. There is also an effort from
the community of collegiate hackathon organizers across the US
and Europe to build more diverse events, which includes changing
design practices to be more inclusive as well as hosting female and
non-binary focused collegiate hackathons. My work is positioned
within these diversity and inclusion efforts and seeks to expand our
understanding of hackathon attendees and build more equitable
environments for all students. My dissertation will explore three
lines of inquiry that build on the previous studies and add to the
body of collegiate hackathon literature.
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RESEARCH PROBLEM, GOALS & METHODS

This work is guided by two motivating questions: (1) what types of
experiences do attendees (and non-attendees) have with collegiate
hackathons; and (2) how can we design collegiate hackathons to
be more inclusive and equitable for more types of students? I have
three lines of inquiry that explore these motivating questions.
Study #1 will be a retrospective, design-based research project
about the design of a female-focused hackathon called T9Hacks.
Four years ago I founded T9Hacks and have worked as the lead
event organizer for three iterations of T9Hacks events. While planning T9Hacks, my team and I were influenced by our experiences
attending collegiate hackathons and a desire to create an inclusive
event, we also tried to mimic best practices that we knew created
equitable and welcoming environments for women in computing,
all while trying to work within a standard collegiate hackathon
model that was set by one of our event partners, Major League
Hacking (MLH). I chose a design-based research study [2] because
it is research that is conducted in real-life, ongoing contexts where
the researcher is involved in the design of the project; these studies
often result in producing theories that richly describe participant
experiences and produce interventionist designs that iteratively
improve the research context. This study has two goals: (1) to explore how the design practices of T9hacks changed over four years;
and (2) to show the tension between "scholarly" hackathon design
recommendations and what the organizing team wants to do. By
performing a retrospective analysis on my team’s decision-making
process, we can look at which design elements were the most impactful for students as well as what was resources were available
or influential to the organizing team.
Study #2 is a two-part exploratory study that provides insight
into the experiences of female-focused collegiate hackathon attendees. The first part of this study studies hackathon participants’
sense of community at three types of hackathons: women-only
(where only women and non-binary students are the focus and
only they are allowed to attend), female-focused (here there is a
focus on female and non-binary students, but students of all genders can attend), and traditional events (where there is no gender
focus at the hackathon and all students can attend). The second part
of this study explores the goals participants had and the different
ways they engaged at T9Hacks. Findings show that students were
motivated in attending T9Hacks for different reasons, had worked
with other participants in multiple ways, and had different motivations for attending workshops. This study also shows how the
design of the can support or restrict the trajectories these different
students. These findings are important since they contradict the traditional hackathon narrative that researchers and popular student
hackathon guides have provided in the past. These findings can
inform future hackathons and show additional ways hackathons
can be designed to be inclusive of different types of students.
Study #3 is under design. I hope to use the feedback from the
ICER Doctoral Consortium to finalize the details of this study, since
engaging in the ICER DC will allow me to better understand how
my research can provide insight and value to the CS Education
community. This study builds on Study #2 findings and delves
deeper into participants’ motivations and engagement with collegiate hackathons. This study will be a multi-part mixed-methods
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study. The first part of the study will be an intervention and designbased study of T9Hacks. I will be implementing design changes to
the event that build inclusive events for the different types of participants found in Study #2. Another part of the study will be exploring
how these design changes did (or did not) affect the hackathon
participants. I intend to interview hackathon participants and nonparticipants to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences
with collegiate hackathons and what pieces of the hackathon were
most impactful or influential to them. The results will be used to
gain a deeper understanding of female-focused hackathon participants and to suggest inclusive design practices that can be used at
other collegiate hackathons.
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DISSERTATION STATUS

My Ph.D. program requires students to complete three exams: Preliminary Exam, Comprehensive Exam (where a student becomes
a candidate), and the final Dissertation Defense. I have completed
the Preliminary Exam and will be completing the Comprehensive
Exam in May of 2018. For my dissertation, I proposed three studies;
Study #1 will be complete in Summer 2018, Study #2 is complete,
and Study #3 will begin in Fall of 2018, after the ICER DC. I have
a working outline for my dissertation and I will begin writing in
Summer 2018. Completion of all dissertation work is anticipated
for Spring of 2019.
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EXPECTED CONTRIBUTIONS

My research and findings will be used to inform the design practices of collegiate hackathons and to create inclusive and equitable
environments. Broadening participation at collegiate hackathons
will allow all students to have the opportunity to engage in these
events, learn computing in an informal environment, build community, network with members of the technology industry, and
be more productive members of the workforce. Designing inclusive and equitable collegiate hackathons will benefit all students,
but may have the most impact on female and non-binary students.
Findings may also inform the design of industry hackathons and
other informal learning environments.
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