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ABSTRACTThis paper situates Students as Partners (SaP) within the broader construct of studentengagement so that we can examine the influence of partnership on student and staffparticipants and how this impacts on student and staff relationships. The findings ofinterviews carried out with students and staff (n=14), which aimed to capture richdescriptions of the lived experience of individuals, reveal that there was a high level ofconsensus between students and staff on how they described their lived experiencesand the impact that partnership was having on them—particularly in relation to theirpersonal development. Whilst it became apparent that the participants’ thinking andbehaviours had changed as a result of their involvement in partnership, quite oftenthe catalyst for this change was in relation to how the participants were feeling.Considerations for relevant stakeholders are highlighted to support the scaling up of aSaP approach.
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INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE FOR THE STUDYAccording to Gibbs (2014; 2016) student engagement (SE) is a slippery construct and acurrent buzzword used by higher education institutions (HEIs), students’ unions, teachingdevelopment units, and government alike. The difficulty that this presents is that “studentengagement has come to be used to refer to so many different things that it is difficult tokeep track of what people are actually talking about” (Gibbs, 2016, p. 1). There are differingways to view SE, and these vary according to an individual’s role as either student or staff,discipline, beliefs, context, research perspective, and even country (Bryson, 2014a;Harrington, Sinfield & Burns, 2016; Kahu, 2013). In addition, following the dramatic rise of
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mass forms of higher education (HE), SE has become problematic (Kahn, 2014), and thisstudy sought to explore the impact of student-staff partnerships on the individual throughan appreciation and interpretation of the lived experiences of students and staff todetermine the extent to which partnership influences student engagement. This isimportant in the context of the massification of HE, which has seen student numbersincrease worldwide by 51.7 million between 2000 and 2008 (UNESCO, 2009). Coates andMcCormick (2014) state that as student populations in many countries become larger andmore diverse, there is a growing need to understand how to engage students across thestudent lifecycle. Scullion, Molesworth, and Nixon (2011) argue that an outcome of themarketisation of HE has resulted in students adopting a passive role in their learning whereHE is viewed as a commodity and a “student as consumer” (SaC) attitude prevails. Manyscholars (e.g., Bryson, 2014a; 2014b; Levy, Little, & Whelan, 2011; Matthews, 2016;McCulloch, 2009) feel that the time has come to challenge this paradigm and to move awayfrom hierarchical university structures that encourage a “them and us” attitude to morecollaborative approaches where students and staff work together for the mutual benefit ofboth in pursuit of deep learning.McCulloch (2009) criticised the SaC model, finding at least eight deficiencies with itthat reduced the role of the student to that of a passive recipient. He proposed thatconsidering students as co-producers places the student in a more active role andencourages a “students as partners” (SaP) attitude. More recently, Healey, Flint, andHarrington (2014) state thatpartnership is understood as fundamentally about a relationship in whichall involved—students, academics, professional services staff, seniormanagers, students’ unions, and so on—are actively engaged in and standto gain from the process of learning and working together. Partnership isessentially a process of engagement, not a product. It is a way of doingthings, rather than an outcome in itself. (p. 12)Bryson (2014b) concurs with this approach and believes that “partnership and all that itentails offers the most fruitful way forward for student engagement as so many of the goodpractices for engaging students . . . resonate with the principles and practices ofpartnerships” (p. 239).The recent move towards promoting a partnership ethos between students and staffacross the sector has resulted in many institutions forging ahead with initiatives spanningvarious aspects of university life. As a consequence, different types of partnership haveemerged and the diversity these embody would appear to support findings of studies in thepublic sector (Cook, 2015) and in the HE sector (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014) thatthere is “no one size fits all” when it comes to partnership working.Working collaboratively is, of course, not new, and we are reminded that the idea of auniversity with a community of learners (students and staff) working together to advancescholarship was the vision put forward by Wilhelm von Humboldt in 1810 when he foundedthe University of Berlin (Lea, 2016; Levy, Little, & Whelan, 2011). More recently, researchhas emerged that extols the virtues of the SaP paradigm encompassing the followingcapacities. It focuses on the development of the learner leading to improved citizens(McCulloch, 2009). It enhances motivation and learning (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014;Little et al., 2011; Nygaard, Brand, Bartholomew, & Millard, 2013). It developsmetacognitive awareness and sense of identity (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Dickerson, Jarvis,& Stockwell, 2016; Nygaard et al., 2013). It improves teaching and the classroom
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experience, which prompts a learning community (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Curran &Millard, 2015; Nygaard et al., 2013). It improves learning in relation to employability skillsand graduate attributes (Dickerson, Jarvis, & Stockwell, 2016; Pauli, Raymond-Barker, &Worrell, 2016).However, whilst this research highlights the outcomes of partnership working in apositive light, it is important to acknowledge the challenges that this type of workingpresents. It is clear that genuine partnerships do not happen automatically and questionsstill remain—particularly if we wish to scale up partnership working across an institution.Consideration is needed on how we can reconcile power relations between students andstaff when we are working in a dominant SaC ideology (Delpish et al., 2009; Hutchings,Bartholomew, & Reilly, 2013; Levy et al., 2011). Transience can be a barrier as partnersmove on (Little et al., 2011; Levy et al., 2011), as can sustaining partnership work (Curran &Millard, 2015). There is also the challenge of finding a common language (Cook-Sather et al.,2014; Levy et al., 2011). SaP can be a threshold concept for both students and staff (Cook-Sather, 2014; Marquis et al., 2016). Finally, finding time and funding for SaP can present astumbling block (Marquis, Black, & Healey, 2017).Despite and in recognition of the challenges, there is a growing movement across theHE sector to capitalise on the benefits of SaP in order to fully realise what some claim (see,e.g., Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey et al.,2014) is the potential transformative nature of aculture change that challenges the customer-provider model of HE. However, scaling uppartnership working so that it challenges traditional forms of SE, which position the studentin a passive role, to more relational forms of SE (Flint, 2016; Matthews, 2016), means thatwe need to consider our SE approaches more holistically by considering all of theircomponent parts. Three dimensions of SE have been identified in the literature: behaviouralengagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement (Solomonides, 2013; Kahu,2013; Trowler, 2010; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). These scholars state thatstudents who are behaviourally engaged would typically comply with behavioural norms,such as attendance and involvement. Students who engage emotionally would experienceaffective reactions such as interest, enjoyment, or a sense of belonging. Cognitively engagedstudents would be invested in their learning, would seek to go beyond the requirements,and would relish challenge.Recent research suggests that it is the interplay between the three dimensions at thelevel of the individual student that is important and is that which would allow us, asteachers and institutions, to examine what is within our control and what is not so that wemight clearly focus on what we can enhance (Solomonides, 2013) . However, Kahu (2013)cautions that when “positioning engagement so clearly with the individual, there is a dangerof downplaying the importance of the situation. Engagement is fundamentally situational—it arises from the interplay of context and individual” (p. 763).
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKIn this paper, SaP is situated within the broad term SE and is viewed as a process or aconcept in which to frame collaborative working between students and staff for the mutualbenefit of enhancing learning and teaching. The focus for the research under discussionhere is on an aspect of SE—staff and student relationships—defined as “psychosocialinfluences” in Kahu’s model of socio-cultural influences on SE (Kahu, 2013, p. 766),represented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework of engagement, antecedents, and consequences (Kahu, 2013, p. 766)

Kahu (2013) places the student at the centre, as depicted by the centre column, andincludes the three dimensions of SE representing the psychological: affect, cognition, andbehaviour. In order to highlight the impact of sociocultural factors, the two columns on theleft side of the figure represent the influencing factors, or antecedents, of the university andof the student. The psychosocial influences, which include university and student attributesand the relationships between them, are depicted as having a clear impact on SE and asbeing influenced by SE. The double-sided arrows between these two columns drawattention to this. In other words, the building of relationships between staff and studentscan influence SE, and SE can further build relationships. The consequences of SE aredepicted by the two columns on the right side of the figure and are divided into whathappens in academic and social spheres (also identified by Tinto, 1987, and Thomas, 2012).Again, the double-sided arrow between the central column and the proximal consequencesindicate that student success or deep learning and the feeling of well-being may furtherinfluence SE, which in turn may result in more distal consequences such as retention and adisposition for lifelong learning and active citizenship.Cognisant of my role as an academic developer in building staff and student capacityto engage, the overarching question this study attempts to address is:What is the impact ofSaP on the individual staff and student participants involved and to what extent does thisinfluence how they engage?
RESEARCH CONTEXTKahu (2013) advises that her framework (see Figure 1 above) “highlights the need forprojects that focus on narrower populations, including single institutions, as it is evidentthat a broad generalization of the student experience is ill-advised”(p. 769). She alsoadvocates for “the use of in-depth qualitative methodologies to capture the diversity ofexperience” (p. 769). The data drawn upon in this paper were collected as part of a researchproject that set out to explore the lived experiences of students and staff at UlsterUniversity who were one of 13 institutions across the four countries of the UK involved in
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the What Works? Student Retention and Success Change Programme 2013-2016 (WWSRS).One of the overarching aims of this Change Programme was to enhance the strategicapproach to improving the engagement, belonging, retention, and success of students. TheWWSRS at Ulster University involved a core team and seven discipline teams (representing145 participants: 94 students and 51 staff). The discipline teams were Accounting; BuiltEnvironment; Computing; Creative Technologies; Law; Nursing (Mental Health); and TextileArt, Design, and Fashion. These seven teams comprised the course staff team and a numberof students from the first, second, and final year of the undergraduate programmes. Inorder to achieve the objectives of the programme, the core and discipline teams wereengaged in a range of activities between 2013 and 2016. The teams implemented specificinterventions in the areas of first-year student induction (e.g., pre-arrival activities), activelearning (e.g., higher-level students coaching first-year students), and co-curricular activities(e.g., workshops involving students from different year groups). This was followed byqualitative evaluation of the interventions, the administration of “belonging surveys” withstudents involved in the programme, and the use of institutional data such as attrition ratesfor each of the areas to monitor impact as a result of the interventions.
RESEARCH METHODSIn order to address the research question highlighted above, an in-depth qualitativemethodology was employed to capture the diversity of experience across the disciplinesinvolved. One-to-one semi-structured interviews were carried out and recorded with staffand students (n=14), which aimed to capture rich descriptions of the lived experience ofindividuals. Purposive sampling was used and the individual interviews included one staffand one student member from each of the seven discipline teams. A member of staff and astudent from the participant group indicated above assisted me in the development oftrigger questions for the interviews (listed below). We carefully considered the questionsposed in order to invoke descriptions of lived experiences and to “choose formulationswhich were open (rather than closed), and which do not make too many assumptions aboutthe participant’s experiences or concerns, or lead them towards particular answers” (Smith,Flowers, & Larkin 2009, p. 60). Additionally, we wanted to use more “how” questions ratherthan “why” questions to ensure that the questions prompted rich descriptions of experiencerather than overly reflective or intellectualised responses (Husserl, 1999; Kvale, 2007; vanManen, 1990).Semi-structured interview trigger questions1. How do you feel about staff student partnerships?2. Has the development of the staff student partnership in which you are involvedpresented any opportunities and/or challenges? If so, could you describe them?3. Have you seen any differences in the way you interact with staff/students sincethe partnership was introduced? If so, could you describe them?4. Has the staff student partnership changed your approach to your studies/teachingpractice? If so, how?5. Any further comments?Following data collection, interview recordings were transcribed for data analysis. Myapproach focused on how I could tell the story of participants’ lived experiences in relationto the broad challenge of SE. I was mindful that I needed to make the participants’experiences come to life and avoid “deadening” the phenomenon with bland descriptions,and that there is no one correct way to do the analysis (Finlay, 2014). Deep understanding
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of the meanings of data of this nature can be implicit and need to be made explicit withthematic analysis (Waters, 2016); hence, I engaged in a six-stage approach to thematicanalysis as detailed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Undertaking each phase allowed me toexamine the data set (transcribed interviews). At stage 1, I read and re-read all thetranscripts and noted down initial ideas. During the coding process of stage 2, 97 individualcodes were identified; these represented features of the data across the data set. Furtherexploration of these initial codes enabled me to identify repetition and grouping of codes. Instage 3, I collated codes into potential themes, gathering all the data relevant to eachtheme. The original 97 codes were reduced by combining those that were similar and werethen categorised under themes, which represented the remaining codes. It became evidentthat there were similarities between what students and staff were describing in relation tohow their thinking was changing as new skills were developing and how these changes wereresulting in a change in practice. Additionally, there was an acknowledgment of thechallenges presented in “doing” staff-student partnership. In moving to stage 4, I checked ifthe themes worked in relation to the coded extracts (the original 97 codes) and the entiredata set. The ongoing analysis in stage 5 allowed me to refine the specifics of each themeand the overall story that the analysis tells. At this point, I defined and further refined thethemes; two dominant themes were named, along with clear definitions for each. Figure 2below presents the main themes with their sub-themes and provides the basis fororganising the results below.
RESULTSThe data revealed that whilst individual participants experienced partnership innuanced ways, there was a striking degree of accord in the descriptions of the impact of thepartnership on the individual. This is explored under the identified themes displayed inFigure 2. Additionally, there was an acknowledgment of the challenges presented in doingSaP.
Figure 2. Thematic map showing main themes and sub-themes
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The interviews provided an opportunity for participants to describe their livedexperience of working in a SaP context. It became clear that for some students and staff theimpact of partnership on them personally came as a surprise and not something they hadthought would happen because of their involvement. Descriptions provided by participantsrelated to how their self-awareness and self-knowledge was improving. There was alsoevidence in the descriptions (e.g., how participants were describing their role) of a shift inidentity related to this new knowledge, and many described this shift resulting fromincreased confidence in their role. For those whose identity had shifted, there was awillingness to try new ideas and to try to enhance what they do or had been doing for manyyears.
New ways of thinkingStaff and students also commented on how the partnership encouraged dialogue andmutual feelings of respect. It gave both an insight into the others’ world that enabled themto become more open and to consider new ways of thinking.One student commented on the change she was experiencing as a result of beinginvolved in the project with staff:I have developed confidence as a result of this and I feel more like a member ofstaff as I have got to know all the staff so well. Last year I was very quiet as astudent coach. This opportunity allows me to develop my teaching skills as I wascoaching first years that were having difficulty in one of the modules. I havedeveloped my own knowledge through interactions with first year students and Ican see the development in their confidence too. (Year-4 student, discipline 4)A tutor described how they had always thought of staff and student roles in verydefined terms but that working with students had made him realise that today’s studentsare different: “I’ve had this sense of letting go—somebody has labelled me as an expert, butthe students are the experts in their experience” (Tutor, discipline 5).
New skillsStudents and staff demonstrated how involvement in partnership allowed them toengage in activities both inside and outside of the classroom. The collaborative tasks wereallowing them to develop not just confidence but new skills too. One student commented:“The residential was very good—it was great to attend a professional event. Discussionswith lecturers and co-presenting is helping me develop as a person and it will be great forjob interviews” (Year-2 student, discipline 7).A staff member described partnership work in HE as more reflective of the world ofwork, particularly in health-related disciplines where partnership is promoted between staffand users: “From a professional point of view it works well for me, partnership mimics theprofession—we are teaching our students to work in partnership with service users” (Tutor,discipline 5).
Enhancement of the learning climateTheme 2 relates to the context in which student learning occurs and the enhancementthereof. Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, and Norman (2010) define the learning climateas the intellectual, social, emotional, and physical environments in whichour students learn. Climate is determined by a constellation of
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interacting factors that include faculty-student interaction, the toneinstructors set, instances of stereotyping or tokenism, the coursedemographics (for example, relative size of racial and other socialgroups enrolled in the course), student-student interaction, and therange of perspectives represented in the course content and materials.All of these factors can operate outside as well as inside the classroom.(p. 170)The interviews also indicated the value of this work in developing staff and studentcapacity to engage. Participants described how the learning environment was more“friendly” and they seemed happier because barriers were coming down between studentsand staff, which allowed scheduled classes to be more interactive. There were numerousreferences to the interactions that took place inside and outside of the classroom and howgetting to know others in one context was transferring to another, thereby enhancingrelationships and collegiality. Students and staff described how their practice and theirapproaches to learning and teaching had changed. The data suggests that working togetherwas a catalyst for the enhancement of the learning climate.
Relationship-buildingFor both staff and students there was a realisation that behind the roles that eachhave that there is a person and getting to know the person helps both to carry out their rolemore satisfactorily and effectively. Involvment in partnership also led both students andstaff to question previously held ideas on the teacher-student relationship and the hierarchythat exists or did exist in previous educational settings. As one student stated:I’m a student rep and that’s how I became involved. I was asked to come to ameeting, it was very friendly and it made me feel like part of a team—not them andus. They kept it all down to earth and not too formal. At the start I didn’t knowmuch about it, but I then became aware it’s about improving the course for nextyear. To make it better particularly for revalidation. I can also feedback aspects ofthe course that aren’t working well. (Year-1 student, discipline 6)
Ripple effectsCreating a ripple effect in this context describes the influence that staff has on SE inrelation to their attitude and approach to practice both inside and outside of the classroom.It also describes the influence that students have on other students in relation to theirattendance, participation, and engagement in class. One staff member described howevents external to the class were influential in the classroom setting:The social integration on some of the extra-curricular activities wasfantastic. The relationships were then carried back into the workshops.One student had assumed that others knew each other and she felt on theoutside, but realised they didn’t and she was immediately drawn in…seeing that before my very eyes has reminded me of the importance of theneed for social integration. (Tutor, discipline 7)
Active learningBoth students and staff reflected on how the partnership prompted them to reflect ontheir approach to their practice or their studies. The majority of participants indicated thatthey had enhanced their approaches as a result of their involvement. For some staff, this



International Journal for Students as Partners Vol. 1, Issue 2. October 2017

28Curran, R. (2017) Students as Partners—Good for Students, Good for Staff: A Study on theImpact of Partnership Working and How This Translates to Improved Student-Staff EngagementInternational Journal for Students as Partners 1(2). https://doi.org/10.15173/ijsap.v1i2.3089

involved a radical change to how they used the time in the classroom with students, such asmoving from a transmission mode of lecturing to a more facilitative mode. One tutordescribed how their classroom practice had changed:You notice a difference, it’s more open and free in terms of what you can say and theysay and it helps with the delivery of the content and you feelmore relaxed and theyfeelmore relaxed (Tutor, discipline 3).
Another tutor felt that the partnership was prompting them to reflect on hisoverall approach to learning, teaching, and assessment:It’s given me an opportunity to sit back and reflect on what do you want to do as ateacher? I’ve spent more time thinking about what I want to achieve, taking thatapproach of being a facilitator has given me the space to explore further and ratherthan trying to cover everything, I can focus on one aspect which causes difficultyand we will focus on this. I can direct the students to the independent studybetter—it’s made me less worry about transmitting information out and focus onhow to use class time better. I’ve become more open to risk-taking in classroom.(Tutor, discipline 5)
ChallengesStudents and staff also identified that partnership working is not without itschallenges and these can be found at the individual or discipline level. Thedescriptions of challenges can be summarized as time, resistance, and capacity. Onepart-time student described his experience:When I agreed to do this, I didn’t realise there was going to be aresidential or set times for meetings. If I realised there would be meetingsduring daytime hours, I probably would have turned down theopportunity to do this. (Part-time student, discipline 6)A member of staff explained that whilst partnership working might beinstigated or nurtured by individual course tutors, it is difficult when other teammembers are not so committed: “Overall, I am positive about a partnershipapproach in the broader sense. There are other staff not engaging in the project andthis is not sustainable going forward” (Tutor, discipline 2).Another student described having difficulty knowing when to put forward asuggestion:Knowing when to come forward and speak. There always is a divide andthat will never change. It’s hard to know when your input is valuable andwhether or not to sit back. Even if I have idea, I’m never sure whether it’svaluable or not. (Year-2 student, discipline 1)And for some student partners, involvement in the partnership can put morepressure on them to have the right answers and to do well academically: “I feel thatbecause people [other students] are always asking me things . . . about assignmentsand stuff like that, it almost puts you under pressure to do well” (Year 1 student,discipline 5).A member of staff also described the difficulty of transitioning to a SaP ethos:Partnership should be two-way and how do you make it two-way.Sometimes, it depends on the students. There are challenges with the repsystem and I’m worried that there’s a negative perception and
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perspective of a complaint culture. We need to listen to students andtaken on board their suggestions but you can feel quite threatened.When they started paying fees, they became customers. (Tutor, discipline1)
DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS IN RELATION TO EXISTINGKNOWLEDGEThe findings can be related to elements of the conceptual framework (Kahu, 2013)(see Figure 1). Under the theme of personal development, staff and students indicated thevalue of partnership work in providing an opportunity for all participants to develop newways of thinking and new skills aligning to Aubrey’s (2010) definition of personaldevelopment as improving self-awareness, self-knowledge, skills, and quality of life. Kahu(2013) refers to this in the psychosocial influencing column of the framework, whichindicates that student attributes such as motivation, skills, identity, and self-efficacy all havean impact on SE. It is important to note here, however, that whilst partnership working inthis context was enhancing these student attributes and positively impacting SE, there isevidence to suggest that staff attributes were also enhanced and that personal growth washappening for both. This is indicated in the framework as a distal consequence that appearsto be limited to students. Indeed, as identified by Mercer-Mapstone et al. (2017), one of theareas where further research is needed is in relation to the outcomes of partnership forstaff. The implication of the impact of partnership on staff is worth further considerationparticularly if we wish to scale up a SaP ethos as a process of SE across growing and diversestudent populations. In this context, perhaps we need to recognize the importance offacilitating personal growth for both staff and students in order that they can engageeffectively, rather than just focusing on what staff can do to make students engage.Reflecting on the three dimensions of SE (the central column of the framework) whichinclude behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement, it became apparent that withinthis study the three dimensions are inter-related and work together. Emotion was evident inthe descriptions of lived experience, and both staff and students described how they werefeeling engaged or motivated or more involved, which was changing their thinking. This inturn was affecting their behaviours. Elder (1996) refers to this as the three basic mentalfunctions: cognition, feelings, and volition operating in a dynamic relationship to each other.Where there is thinking, some related feeling exists.Under the second theme, enhancement of the learning climate, students and stafftalked about the breaking down of barriers and a “them and us” attitude that for some wasleading to a better classroom experience. Students felt the benefit of being able to sit downaround a table and discuss issues with the staff that make decisions. As indicated by theresults, students felt that partnership is very beneficial in bringing staff and students closertogether. Similarly, staff described their increased engagement as a result of getting toknow the student cohort better. This reinforces what Kahu (2013) indicated under thepsycho-social influence: that relationship-building fosters engagement, which in turn buildsbetter relationships. This is potentially very powerful, and we need to consider how staffand students could be supported to initiate and sustain change through dialogue, and notjust for some students who happen to be involved in a partnership initiative but for allstudents. For the students, the partnership allowed them an insight into the world ofacademia, which is a very unfamiliar environment, particularly for new, incoming first-years.It enabled them to think about the teaching perspective, which was the most evident where
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students were taking on roles such as coaching or mentoring lower-level students, carryingout research, leading induction activities. For staff, the partnership enabled them to thinkabout the learning perspective, which was very evident in the interviews when staffdescribed how they were now thinking about the effectiveness of their previouslyunchallenged teaching practice and were beginning to look at students through a new lens.Interestingly, the changing of classroom practice could be related to Kahu’s structuralinfluence of curriculum and assessment. Whilst the arrows in the framework indicate thatSE does not influence structure, the evidence in this study suggests that for staff andstudents experiencing personal development as a result of partnership working, partnershipcan lead to the enhancement of curriculum design and delivery. The implication of this for auniversity wishing to embed institutional curriculum design approaches (such as policy onassessment, employability, etc.) is that cognizance also needs to be taken of agency forchange. Encouraging a culture of SaP that can lead to personal development may empowerboth staff and students to lead this change at the discipline level. Similar findings wereechoed in evaluations carried out on staff-student partnerships in different learningcontexts, such as inquiry-based learning approaches (Healey & Jenkins, 2009; Levy et al.,2011), where it was found that the collaborative nature of the approach resulted inenhanced SE and personal development in areas such as changed beliefs and understandingabout the roles in learning and knowledge creation.
ChallengesAs outlined earlier, student-staff partnerships are not without their challenges. In thisresearch study, challenges included time, resistance, and capacity (for both students andstaff). How these challenges are addressed can differ across the disciplines. Students inparticular referred to their busy lives and the struggle to find time to get the balance rightbetween their studies and other activities such as their involvement in partnership activities.For part-time students, involvement in daytime activities was particularly difficult whenholding down a full-time job. This is referred to in the framework as “lifeload” and is acritical factor influencing SE (Kahu, 2013) that needs to be considered when determining thenature of partnership work. Knowing who your students are can be enlightening andprompt changes in thinking, as indicated in theme 1 in the findings above. Staff describedresistance to partnership as problematic. In this study, resistance was encountered wherecourse teams who were involved in partnership activities did not have full buy-in from theircolleagues. Staff described this as unsustainable going forward and suggested rewardmechanisms for staff and students developing effective partnership as one way in whichsustainability might be achieved (Curran & Millard, 2015). Additionally, the evidence base todate (see Bryson, 2014b; Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey et al., 2014) suggests that if staff-student partnership is to work then it should become an ethos or a process of engagement;it works best when it becomes a mindset not just at the individual level but at the module,course, discipline, and institution level. However, the challenge of finding a commonlanguage can prevail (Levy et al., 2011), and the notion of partnership can be problematic incertain disciplines or for certain individuals. One way to address this might be to focus onpartnership as a process or as relational, which Kahu (2013) situates in the psychosocialinfluences of the framework (Figure 1). As suggested by Matthews (2016), language isimportant and the recent language of SaP emphasises the more relational form of SE. Inother words, conceptualising partnership with a small “p” (i.e., focus on relationshipbuilding between staff and students) rather than conceptualising it as a project or with a
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capital “P” (i.e., an extra task or activity outside of class contact time) can be morepalatable. In relation to capacity, students explained that sometimes they lack theconfidence to know when to speak up or come forward and felt that it can be hard to makea judgment as to whether an idea or suggestion is worthy of consideration. Some studentsalso described a feeling of pressure from being a student partner—pressure to do wellacademically. Staff described the struggle with letting go—in the sense that they had toknow when to give some control to the students. Ceding control was something thatperhaps did not happen naturally after years of being in control in a learning and teachingcontext. In my role as academic developer working with staff and students grappling withpartnership, time needs to be taken to allow both to consider what it means to themindividually and collectively.As scaling up partnership working is ongoing at the institution discussed here, weneed to consider how this evidence base can inform others, particularly at the curriculumdesign stage. Using the findings from this study and aligning them to the conceptualframework as discussed allows us to recognize and locate how relational partnershipsimpact the individual, which in turn can impact the antecedents and consequences of SE(Kahu, 2013).
CONCLUSIONThis research brings new understanding to stakeholders in relation to how the impactof partnership on individual students and staff members can help us think more holisticallyabout SE. Although the sample size in this study is small and from a single institution,thereby limiting generalisability of the findings, there is evidence that the personaldevelopment of both students and staff is a welcome outcome of partnership working andone which has the potential to enhance skills, motivation, and self-efficacy of not juststudents but staff, too. In turn, this personal development can enhance the learning climate,which is important for extending the benefits of partnership working to students beyondthe small numbers that tend to put themselves forward. The stage of curriculum design orre-design may be an opportune time for institutions to embed these enhanced learningclimates resulting from a SaP ethos. Further key implications from this study in relation toSaP as a process or ethos of SE involves how we conceptualize SE. Using Kahu’s (2013)conceptual framework can overlook the potentially transformative impact of the personaldevelopment of staff as a result of adopting a SaP approach. Recognizing the three inter-related dimensions of SE can allow institutions to better support staff and students todevelop relational partnerships. It is also important to recognize that how staff and studentsare feeling can act as a catalyst for change in thinking and behaviours. Further additionalresearch needs to be conducted, particularly that which conceptualises SE from both astudent and staff perspective, recognising its three dimensions, and the role that SaP playsin building capacity for change. Continuing this research is imperative for developing anevidence base on scaling successful partnership working in specific contexts to aninstitutional level so that we are prepared for more diverse and increasing studentpopulations.
The research was successfully reviewed according to the university’s regulations.
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