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ABSTRACT
Most of the existing literature on student-staff partnership explores the experiences
of people who are keen to be involved and who have already bought into the ethos
of Students as Partners. We explore the challenges of conducting student-staff
partnership in the context of resistance. Specifically, we focus on the interpretations
of partnership by students and staff who were attempting to work in partnership for
the first time in a medium-sized geography department in the UK. The views of
participants were captured during a six-month project in which four undergraduate
students were employed to work with eight academics to redesign the second-year
undergraduate curriculum of one programme. Notwithstanding an introductory
briefing and ongoing support, some participants showed indications of resistance.
Our findings suggest that different perspectives on partnership influenced
participants’ experiences. We argue that assumptions, expectations, and
misconceptions around the terminology used to describe Students-as-Partners
practice may hinder the process itself, as some people may not buy in to the
practice. However, despite the challenges of this project, the experience of being
involved in the re-design of the modules has led to reduced resistance and emerging
partnership practices throughout the department.

KEYWORDS
students as partners, terminology, language, partnership, curriculum redesign,
geography

Partnership offers opportunities to adopt alternative approaches to working with
students, new modes of learning, and the potential for transformation of both the partners
and institutions involved (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014; Taylor, 2015). However,
inevitably in a field that challenges the traditional hierarchies and boundaries of higher
education there is sometimes resistance to disruption of the traditional roles and
responsibilities of staff and students (King & Felten, 2012; Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015;
Matthews et al., 2018). To date, the majority of literature on partnership explores the
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experiences of people who are supportive of the ethos and values of partnership. Yet,
resistance is likely to be stronger when working with people who are not already convinced
by the notion of partnership.

This research explores the challenges of introducing partnership practice to staff and
students new to the experience who engaged to achieve a particular outcome (the design of
new courses) rather than because they wanted to develop new ways of working together.
We analyse these participants’ interpretations of partnership and how these interpretations
influenced the experience of working together. We argue that assumptions, expectations,
and misconceptions around the terminology used to describe Students-as-Partners practice
may hinder the process itself. Despite being introduced to the existing literature and models
of partnership, individuals may still not buy in to the practice.

Limited buy in has implications for the practice of partnership. In contexts in which
participants are not already convinced of the value of partnership, initial partnership
practice may have to take different forms than in some established partnership models such
as that of pedagogic consultants (Ntem & Cook-Sather 2018). Expectations about the
process of developing partnerships may need to be reduced as some contexts are unable to
reproduce the more intensive and immersive relationships achieved in some other
academic contexts. Building an alternative model involves a balancing act between the time
required to develop a partnership relationship and the willingness of people to commit to
the experience. The members of new partnerships need to prioritise reflection on
participants’ preconceptions of partnership in the time available, so as to support members’
understanding of the values and principles underlying the practice. We also recognise that
change takes significant time and note that, despite the challenges involved in this project,
the experience of being involved in these partnerships has enabled the participants to
reflect on partnership, leading to reduced resistance to the practice and emerging
partnership activities throughout the department.

RESISTANCE TO PARTNERSHIP: ASSUMPTIONS, EXPECTATIONS, AND MISCONCEPTIONS

The benefits of educational change are often in the eye of the beholder (March,
1991). Whilst the initiator of change sees it as logical and well thought-through, others may
see it as illogical and improperly conceived and therefore be more likely to resist such
change either implicitly or explicitly (Smit, 2003). Fink and Stoll (1998) argue that “resistance
is a natural and predictable response” (299), as people perceive that change will impact
them negatively (Sheth & Stellner, 1979), create loss, confusion, and conflict, and/or
challenge their competence (Smit, 2003).

Partnership is a process of student engagement “distinguished by the importance
placed on the distribution of power” (Healey, Flint, & Harrington, 2014, p. 15). It
deliberately challenges the status quo and therefore is perceived by some as a threat to
their identity (Ntem & Cook-Sather, 2018). Working to alter the balance of power raises
awareness of implicit assumptions different partners have about each other and thus
threatens traditional roles and responsibilities that are intrinsically linked to student and
staff identities (Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015; Mercer-Mapstone, Marquis, & McConnell, 2018).
Consequently, in order for partnerships to be effective it would appear there needs to be a
willingness to navigate these assumptions and work through the resulting impacts (Marquis,
Black, & Healey, 2015; Cook-Sather, 2014).
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Assumptions, expectations, and misconceptions

Partnerships in higher education challenge and stretch students and staff and may
take both parties outside their comfort zones. In partnerships both students and staff take
on the role of learners and teachers (Healey et al., 2014). It is important to recognise that
both parties bring different, but comparable, experiences to the table (Higher Education
Academy [HEA], 2015). Time and institutional support is needed to convince colleagues, and
sometimes students themselves, that students have important insights about improving
teaching and learning (Doktor, 2016) and that they have the maturity to make important
decisions that have the potential to affect a large number of students (National Union of
Students [NUS], 2015). Yet, these traditional power structures often affect academics and
students in different ways. For example, the perception of tutor expertise may enable
academics to dismiss student comments on the basis of their limited knowledge; it may also
cause students to defer to the views of the staff and lack confidence in vocalising their own
views and concerns (Bovill, 2014).

The belief that students do not possess the required expertise and so can never be
equal partners disenfranchises them (NUS, 2015). This simplification dismisses the nature of
the expertise that students bring to the partnership and suggests that knowledge of higher
education is exclusively the domain of trained academics. Although students may be neither
disciplinary nor pedagogic experts, they have significant expertise in being students (Cook-
Sather et al., 2014). This is knowledge that academics, either through being atypical
students themselves and/or by not having been a student for many years, may not possess.
Furthermore, students bring forms of knowledge based on their identities and life
experiences, which are particularly important and relevant if either has been under-
represented (de Bie, Marquis, Cook-Sather, & Luquefio, in press). Students can bring their
experience of what they have found effective and ineffective. Academic staff can bring
subject knowledge, teaching expertise, and guidance as to what is realistically possible
within institutional structures. Finally, if partnership is considered to be a process (Healey et
al., 2014), then whilst partners may not have equal responsibility for the outputs of their
partnership, the different members of the partnership may have equal responsibility for
ensuring a partnership approach to working together.

Yet even in accepting the potential of student-staff partnerships, some participants
may be discouraged from the practice due to limited time and/or resources to engage fully.
For students this may relate to needing to prioritize other competing commitments such as
part-time work, their studies, and caring responsibilities. For academic staff this may
connect to the perception that it is quicker and easier to do the work on their own (Curran
& Millard, 2016).

People may bring their own interpretations, assumptions, and sometimes
misconceptions about partnership as the term evokes a variety of associations and reactions
(Cook-Sather, Matthews, Ntem, & Leathwick, 2018). Some of these may lead people to be
resistant to the practice. Conversely, some of the literature may lead to pedagogic
partnerships being interpreted as an ideal or an aspiration, or a positive process which
achieves positive outcomes for partners (Mercer-Mapstone, Dvorakova, Groenendijk, &
Matthews, 2017). The lived experience of enacting the process of partnership may be
accompanied by feelings of pressure to enact this idealised notion of the practice, missing
the importance of recognising and confronting the messiness and conflicts that are the
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reality of practicing partnership (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Exploring these
interpretations of partnership from the perspective of everyone involved offers an
opportunity to confront different partner expectations from the beginning of the project
and hence support the development of the partnership process. We now explore these
challenges in the context of a case study in which partnership practice was introduced for
the first time.

CASE STUDY AND METHOD

The Geography Department in a small university in the UK employed four
undergraduate students to work with eight academics in 2016 to redesign the second-year
undergraduate geography curriculum. The goal of the redesign was to produce four new
year-long courses (on average 40 hours of class contact time between students and staff in
each course). The teams aspired to work in partnership by involving students in course
design as members of the development team. The project ran over a six-month period from
January to June. The courses began delivery the following October.

This was the first project of its kind within the department, in an institution that did
not have centralised support for working in partnership. Staff were invited to be involved in
the project, but whilst it was by invitation, the supportive culture of the department may
have meant that some staff felt they should get involved despite not necessarily being
convinced by the notion of partnership between students and staff. The staff members
included three junior lecturers, four senior lecturers, and a professor. The staff had no prior
experience of working in partnership with students to design courses, although several of
them worked with students in partnership in learning and teaching and in research and
inquiry. Three of the staff members included in the partnerships were also involved in
researching the partnership experience that is outlined within this paper. Whilst interested
in and caring about teaching and learning within the context of high workloads and
competing pressures on their time most of the staff involved felt unable to prioritise this
initiative over their other commitments.

The opportunity for students to join the partnerships was advertised through the
university’s student job bank to all second- and third-year undergraduate geography
students. Second- and third-year students were targeted so that the student partners had
some experience of the existing second-year curriculum. Four undergraduate students with
no prior experience of working in partnership were appointed: two physical geographers in
the second year of their degree, and two human geographers in the third (and final) year of
their degree. The appointed students were employed to work for 50 hours each over six
months in one of two teams (one focusing on two human geography courses, the other on
two physical geography courses). Table 1 provides the pseudonyms for the participants;
gender-neutral pseudonyms were chosen to further protect the identity of the participants.

Conscious of the time both the staff and student participants were giving to be
involved in the project in addition to already high workloads and a lack of existing support
structures within the institution, we designed a light-touch approach to establishing and
supporting the developing partnerships. Through a one-hour workshop all participants were
introduced to definitions of student-staff partnership (Cook-Sather et al. 2014; Dunne &
Zandstra, 2011; Healey et al., 2014; Williamson, 2013), how partnership relates to other
types of participation (Bovill & Bulley, 2011), and to the HEA (2015) principles of
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partnership. They were also given the opportunity to review and discuss examples of
partnership in other learning and teaching contexts. At the end of the meeting the
respective partnership teams separated to discuss progressing the development of the
modules for which they were responsible.

Table 1: Partnerships members and positions

Pseudonym Position
Alex Student
Brook Student
Chris Student
Drew Student
Adrian Academic
Bobbie Academic
Charlie Academic
Dana Academic
Elliott Academic*
Frankie Academic*
Gray Academic
Hayden Academic*

*Participants marked with an asterisk were also members of the research team conducting
this study.

Over the course of the project the students participated in the design of the
curriculum by discussing the specific content and order of that content, producing teaching
resources, designing learning exercises, and piloting fieldwork ideas. A research assistant
(not involved in either of the partnership teams) collected data on participant experiences in
four stages. First, before the design of the courses commenced, the student and academic
participants took part in separate focus groups exploring their expectations, aspirations, and
plans for the courses and partnerships. Second, during the working phase of the project,
each student kept a reflective diary of their experiences. Third, towards the end of the
project, two focus groups with academics were conducted, one with the research team
involved in the project, and one with the academics who had not been involved in the
research of the partnerships. Fourth, individual interviews were conducted with each of the
student partners. These end-of-project meetings explored participant experiences
throughout the project by discussing how the partnerships operated, how this related to
participants’ interpretation of partnership, and how this related to the HEA principles and
values for student-staff partnership (HEA, 2015). The data from each of these methods were
coded inductively and key themes identified (Payne, 2007). An interpretive perspective was
adopted in which social realities are understood as constructed and individual subjective
experiences valued (Merriam, 2009).

During the project the research assistant acted as a mentor to the student
participants. When the student partners shared their diary entries, the research assistant
discussed their experiences with them and where appropriate offered support and
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guidance. Staff support was approached more informally—primarily through responding to
direct queries and corridor discussions.

ASSUMPTIONS, EXPECTATIONS, AND MISCONCEPTIONS UNDERLYING THE STUDENT-STAFF
PARTNERSHIP PROJECT

All of the staff and student participants in this project suggested to us that they
recognised the value of working together to develop the new courses. Yet, it appeared that
some participants found the label of partnership as a description of this working
arrangement to be troublesome due to their apparent assumptions or possible
misconceptions underlying the term (Cook-Sather, 2014; Marquis et al., 2015). We noticed
that all of the students seemed to take it for granted that partnership was achievable at the
start of the project. In contrast, some of the staff responses suggested they were more
resistant to the term. For example, Dana commented:

| absolutely see the value of meaningful student input and engagement around the
design of new modules (etc.) but | do find framing this as “partnership” immensely
problematic. . . . Collaboration, maybe, but partnership, no.

Partnership is “multi-faceted and has a number of different meanings and purposes
dependent on context” (Healey et al., 2014, p. 23). Dana’s interpretation of the student
input may support an understanding of partnership as a process. Yet, the apparent
resistance to the term partnership here may relate to Dana associating partnership with the
output. In this way, the different participants in this research brought their own
assumptions and understandings to partnership practice and what they perceived as
possible within the broader higher education context. We noticed that these interpretations
influenced their level of satisfaction within the partnerships. Broadly speaking, the
interpretations that led to dissatisfaction with partnership fell into four different categories:
(a) misconceptions about equality within partnership, (b) expectations about the nature of
partner contributions, (c) expectations about the process of partnership, and (d)
assumptions about authentic engagement in the project. These findings are presented and
discussed in relation to the literature.

Equality in partnership

Equality—the state of being equal—within partnership was brought up in the first
focus groups by both students and staff before the project had begun. There are important
differences between the adjectives equal, equitable, equivalent, and same. The Oxford
Living Dictionary (2018) defines equal as “having the same status, rights, or opportunities;”
equitable as “fair and impartial;” equivalent as “equal in value, amount, function, meaning;”
and same as “identical; not different.” Partnership practice is often critiqued on the basis
that it is not possible for all partners to be the same, or do identical work in a partnership
(NUS, 2015). However, the term equal is sometimes used instead of the same. Sameness in
partnership is a misconception. We found that both students and staff used the term
equality to discuss the division of work and responsibility for the course production, though

111



International Journal for Students as Partners Vol. 3, Issue 1. May 2019

they appeared to use the term in different ways. In relation to the experience of partnership
two of the students referred to being equal in different ways:

you’re on equal footing and sort of everything’s shared, so it’s like shared
responsibility, shared like respect, but sharing of ideas and everything. So, it’s like an
equal contribution for everything really . . . | sort of link it to like business partners, . .
. one person may look at one aspect, . . . they sort of divvy up control, but they sort
of both have equal weight. (Brook)

working together with other people and just making sure you’re all kind of on equal
grounding, [and] have an equal say in what can happen. (Chris)

The reference to partnership being like business partners reflects one of the classic
definitions of partnership where “partners contribute the same amounts of capital and
divide the work equally” (Ingels, 2009, p. 531). Brook’s comment may therefore appear to
verge upon notions of sameness within pedagogic partnerships. Overall, however, these
interpretations of partnership suggest a sharing of responsibility, respect, and ideas as
defined by the notion of equal contributions (Cook-Sather & Felten, 2017).

When the students were asked to describe what they anticipated to be the
distribution of work between themselves and the staff they indicated that the distribution
ranged from staff and students sharing equally in the work, to staff accounting for 60% and
students 40%. Drew commented that the balance of work within the partnership was:

not fifty-fifty because . .. | don’t necessarily have to be like... in the deep end of the
project. . .. | can add my partnership to it, but not like necessarily, be in charge of
like a whole section of it.

Drew appears to associate the “deep end” of a partnership project with a measurement of
guantity: “a whole section.” This dismisses the potential for high-quality contributions that
are equivalent to “a whole section”; for example, an original idea which significantly
enhances the whole course. This is an example of the conflation of equal with the same. It
also suggests equality in partnership is related to the output rather than the process.

The staff members also brought up the notion of equality. Adrian appeared to
believe that partnership meant sameness of those involved, and therefore that partnership
was not possible in this context. They explained: “l don’t see how that’s going to be
achieved, sort of, because you’ve got different knowledge bases of what they can bring and
what you can offer.” This statement suggests that partnership requires the knowledge that
people bring to the discussion be the same (NUS, 2015), and that if they do not bring this
same knowledge, then partnership is not possible. Some staff participants also appeared to
consider equality specifically in relation to responsibility for the output from the
partnerships, for example, in relation to the quality of the courses:

| think part of the issue is probably, culpability. Although we’re going to be working
together to put the module together, ultimately, it’s going to be the staff that deliver
it and are held responsible for its success. Whereas the students will be part of the
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project and then, essentially walk away, and | think that makes it very difficult to, to
feel that the kind of burden is equal to some extent. (Charlie)

Staff experience and expertise underlies quality assurance processes, hence overarching
responsibility for delivery and assessment rests with them. As Woolmer et al. (2016) found,
students may lack the knowledge of these broader requirements. However, as
demonstrated above, this was recognised by the students; indeed, they did not aspire to
have that level of responsibility for the output of the project. Rather, equality was possible
in the process of partnership, as one academic explained:

I think it’s about, equal but differentiated responsibility, because . . . the
differentiated element | think is really, key, for me, ensuring that students have
ownership over appropriate parts of the teaching and learning process, but, we as
leaders and facilitators of that process are clear about what the boundaries are
between our responsibilities and theirs. (Dana)

While seeming to identify differentiated levels of responsibility in this context, Dana
assumes that it is the staff who have overarching responsibility for both the process and the
outcomes. We read this quotation as suggesting that Dana thinks that staff will therefore be
the ones setting the boundaries of student involvement. This perception establishes the
staff member as the gatekeeper to what involvement is appropriate for students. Elsewhere
it has been argued that partnership is a two-way process in which the staff member(s) may
learn from the student(s) (HEA, 2015). Beginning the partnership with discussion and
negotiation between the partners as to how they might operate as a team and identifying
where the students and staff feel their different expertise would contribute most to the
design of the course would offer a more open approach.

In contrast, Hayden commented that partnership was having “different viewpoints
on the same topic and the same ways of doing things” but the aim is to find some common
ground and reach a consensus. Furthermore, Frankie argued that: “If you're saying, well the
buck stops with me, so it can’t be a partnership, the buck stops with [the Head of
Department]. That doesn’t mean they do everything.” This perspective appears to
acknowledge that different people have different responsibilities and status within
partnership, or that the work is shared equitably (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). Frankie’s
analogy considers how they work with colleagues, recognising that, although responsibility
for the successful running of a department is that of the Head of Department, staff still have
ownership of the work they do, or differentiated responsibilities for aspects of running the
department. Whilst in contrast to Dana’s perspective, this assumption also brings challenges
to the success of a partnership, as it does not adequately recognise the potential needs or
expectations of the different partners in the process of partnership.

The nature of partner contributions

Staff and students seemed to have particular expectations about the contributions
that students might make—the activities in which they might be involved and the
knowledge and ideas they might bring to the table. For instance, it appeared that some staff
entered into the partnership expecting that students would share ideas that were not
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feasible: “I can imagine that they’ll make several suggestions, and straight away, it will be
sort of a harsh we’ll have to say, well no sorry, can’t” (Adrian). This follows the NUS (2015)
findings that staff perceived students to lack the experience or maturity to make important
decisions. Unfortunately, expecting to say “no” establishes a barrier in a discussion before it
has begun and suggests some staff members did not anticipate student contributions to be
appropriate (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). An alternative approach would be for staff to share
their knowledge of structural limitations (e.g. timetable structures and deadlines) with
students and for them to reflect together on each idea to see if it could be facilitated and
what the implications of that would be. At the end of the project, Adrian did not consider
the practice to have been a partnership because “everything that | wanted to go in that
module has gone into it.” This implies that Adrian expected working in partnership to alter
the content of the module. However, this does not mean that the way in which the
decisions on content were made, and the detail of the topics covered, were not affected by
the input of the student partners. Furthermore, we recognised that the students themselves
placed limits on what they could offer to design of the curriculum. For example, Chris
stated: “l can’t produce a lecture slide to deliver to, because | don’t have that knowledge, so
| physically can’t add that element into it.” The perception that Chris cannot contribute to
the content of a lecture established parameters to what they could do before the project
had started. These reflections suggested to us that the students may not have recognised,
or at least did not name, the unique insights that they do bring (Cook-Sather et al., 2014).
What both these examples focus on is what the students could not contribute to the process
rather than the possibilities to go beyond the normative category of “student.” For some,
the nature of the student involvement in the project appears to have been a foregone
conclusion from the beginning.

Some of the comments that students made seemed to suggest that they also had
expectations about what the staff might contribute. For example, Brook commented:

For quite a few of them, it’s been a long time since they were a student, in the nicest
way possible.... And so, do they still... like, do they realise that since they were a
student, things may have changed, or have they forgotten that because they’ve got
their lecturer hat on? Do they still sort of relate to the students and know what they
want, or do they make it their business to find out?

As a 20-year-old second-year undergraduate student, Brook perceived staff to have
forgotten what being a student was like. However, two of the staff members were still
formally classed as also being students, as they were new staff who were completing their
postgraduate certificate in teaching and learning in higher education. Whilst we recognise
that being formally classed as a student may be different from having recent experience as
an undergraduate, many students on the postgraduate certificate course have noted how
quickly they returned to performing as they did as undergraduate students. The assumption,
therefore, that staff had no recent experience of being students suggests a lack of
recognition of the nuanced experiences of the individuals involved.
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The process of partnership

In the first focus group both Drew and Chris expressed their perception that the
partnerships should be discussion-based: “all sharing ideas, and then working together, to
help create one thing” (Drew). This expectation, and the earlier assumptions of Frankie and
Dana, appeared to underlie their different interpretations of their experiences of
partnership. Earlier it was noted that Frankie planned to approach working with the
students in the same way as they would with other staff colleagues—this was based on
meetings to discuss and plan what was to be developed with follow-up tasks to produce
resources. Frankie stated:

| feel that, the production of resources and the discussions that we’ve had, have
been two-way, and, have, led to different, outputs and different products on the
basis of them producing something themselves, and therefore, | think that; that to
me feels more like a partnership.

Here Frankie had moved out of the traditional academic role of creating the
resources, to critiquing and discussing the materials generated by the students (Woolmer et
al., 2016). However, we noticed that the student partners “felt more like... being given a
task, and having to do it, and come back and report” (Chris). For Drew this felt “like then
Frankie has marked it, and then we’re just kind of amending it,” causing Drew to go on to
guestion what Frankie was contributing to the production of the course. This parallels
Abbot’s (2018) findings in which the student partners felt like assistants rather than
partners when the staff partner already knew what they wanted and appeared to assign
work to the students. In contrast, the students appeared to consider the process to be more
of a partnership when they worked with Dana:

We're the same, because we’ve just been discussing. . . . And we’ve literally, all of us
sat there and unpicked it. They’ve treated it like a blank slate as well. So, | feel like
that input was basically the same. . .. Which | suppose is more partnershippy. (Drew)

Chris comments: “it felt more like a partnership [with Dana] because we were running the
ideas together in one session.” This comment appears to suggest that they felt that
partnership happens when the partners were all together working on and discussing the
course. This assumption may have prevented the students from viewing co-produced
resources as also being partnership. If so, this goes against the argument that students
should be enabled to identify both the areas for enhancement and how that enhancement
is achieved (Williamson, 2013). Furthermore, Dana questioned whether their “looser”
approach to working with the students had been “a bit of a barrier,” as the students had not
produced any resources for the course they were working on together. Indeed, one of the
students expressed that to one staff partner that “they preferred being in the advisory role,
rather than doing the work” (Elliot). Some of the students enjoyed the discussion, but were
resistant to engaging in co-production. Whilst partnership is primarily a process, not an
outcome (Healey et al., 2014), the students and staff had the opportunity to work together
to co-produce materials for the course.
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Authentic engagement in the project

The staff and student participants in this project were all invited. However, we learnt
at the end of the project that, in the highly collegial department, some of the staff members
had felt pressure to participate as they had wanted to support their colleagues and their
work. Indeed, for some staff their dominant perception of their involvement was as “a
favour”: “I’'m doing this for a favour to [the research team], more than anything else, so...
it’s not been my priority” (Dana). In contrast, the instigators of the project had assumed that
this would be an opportunity that their colleagues would welcome:

Frankie: That’s really unfortunate because | thought we were offering them [staff] a
resource, that they wouldn’t have normally have had, and so | saw it as, this is
an awesome opportunity.

Hayden: But they saw it as, and | quote, “more work.”

Echoing Curran and Millard’s (2016) findings, some of the tutors appeared to find
working in partnership a drain on their limited time noting that it is quicker and easier to do
the work on their own. The assumption of the research team, that the staff would
enthusiastically appreciate this opportunity and see the value in working in partnership,
supports March’s (1991) view that change in education is in the eye of the beholder, and
resistance is to be expected (Fink & Stoll, 1998).

Overall, staff resistance might have been reduced if the funding for the partnership
project had been available without being tied to a research project: “I wonder if like the
presence of a research team, or the research project [affected the experience]” (Elliott). In a
teaching-intensive institution where time for research is at a premium, giving up time for
what is perceived as someone else’s research appeared to create some resentment: “I’'m
afraid I'd be unlikely to change how | work for the sake of someone else’s project” (Dana).
The expectations of both the research team and the staff appear to have limited the success
of the project. First, the assumption that staff would want to be involved meant that not
enough was done to ensure staff knew that they did not have to be a part of the project in
the first place. Second, the perception that this was “someone else’s project” suggests that
ownership by some staff members was restricted and that therefore they were not
authentically engaged.

These perceptions reveal the complexities when using the term partnership and the
assumptions and misconceptions that underlie it. These types of views and concerns can
inhibit engagement and investment in partnership projects like this one, hindering their
chances of success from the start. As discussed earlier in relation to the broader partnership
literature, the difference in knowledge, skills, and ability to contribute is not necessarily an
issue when working together as a partnership. While partnership does not require a false
equivalency, it does mean that all partners have an equivalent opportunity to contribute to
the process, but not that all partners have to contribute the same amount or in the same
way (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; HEA, 2015; Felten, 2013). In this study, many of the
participants, both staff and students, appeared not to share this view, and we noticed that
their assumptions and misconceptions of what partnership involved or what partnership
could be seemed to be oversimplified. It is therefore desirable to make these meanings
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explicit at the beginning of a partnership and provide time during the partnership to unpack
them.

CONCLUSION

In this paper we have contributed an analysis of how different perspectives on
partnership can influence participant experiences. Working in partnership raises awareness
of the implicit assumptions different partners have about each other (Healey et al., 2014).
However, as this research has demonstrated, raising awareness of such ingrained
assumptions or expectations does not in itself overcome the barriers that they create. This
project experienced resistance as it attempted to bring in partners who were new to
partnership in a context without existing support structures. This meant that the types of
support in place at centres of partnership practice, such as the Students as Partners
Programme at McMaster University and the Students as Learners and Teachers Program at
Bryn Mawr College (Ntem & Cook-Sather, 2018), were not available. Notwithstanding an
introductory briefing and ongoing support, some participants expressed reservations that
suggested they were not convinced by the ethos of partnership, or at least the language
associated with it.

Whilst most of the staff participants identified significant benefits to working with
students in a collaborative manner, this did not necessarily mean that they bought in to
partnership practice. Despite recognising value in student-staff partnerships, some
appeared to be dismissive of the Students as Partners agenda due to their preconceptions
or misconceptions of what a partnership entails. They needed more support to take
ownership of nuanced views about partnership, but they were reluctant to commit to the
extra time that this would have involved. In time-limited contexts, people are often more
output rather than process orientated —here the staff wanted to develop a new curriculum,
and the students wanted to work with them to do this. They were less concerned about the
process of how they were going to work together. Unless the partners are able to reflect on
their different interpretations of partnership, then their understanding of partnership will
be limited. This requires a trade-off between the amount of time needed to develop
effective partnership relationships and the pragmatism of being able to achieve the desired
outputs in the context of limited time and resources.

The language we use to describe Students-as-Partners practice has a powerful
influence on the perceptions of what the practice involves. To paraphrase Shakespeare
(1599), “What’s in a name? that which we call [Partnership] by any other name would [still
be worthwhile]” (Act ll, Scene Il, Line 43-44). Whilst the name “partnership” does not
determine the nature of the practice, it is imbued with assumptions and expectations (Cook-
Sather et al., 2018), which influence the way partnership plays out in particular contexts
(Healey & Healey, 2018). For example, it may be down to context as to whether or not
teams decide to use the terminology of “partnership” initially, or if they decide to build
capacity in the practice of working together using more familiar terms like “collaboration” or
“co-design”, perhaps bringing in the language of partnership later (Luo, Matthews, &
Chunduri, in press). This strategy may be particularly appropriate where teams are able to
plan beyond a single project, so as to build confidence and understanding over several
projects in a way that allows them to change the terminology as practice and experience are
developed. When the term “partnership” is used, we need to ensure that time is included at
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the beginning of new partnerships to unpack the language and discuss the assumptions in
different interpretations of the term. This provides the opportunity for participants to take
ownership of the practice and manage their expectations as to what is possible in their
specific context. This necessitates going beyond simply defining the words, and rather
teasing out the assumptions and possible misconceptions each individual has, so as to move
towards a shared understanding of partnership between the specific partners. This may be
led by people who already perceive the benefits of the practice so as to guide and support
the team as they learn from one another. Partners may then begin working together with a
shared, albeit uncertain, understanding of partnership.

Whilst this paper has focused upon the challenges of undertaking the partnership
project, there were also many positive outcomes. These include four new modules that
have been popular with successive student cohorts, enhanced understanding and learning
about partnership within the department, and the infiltration of partnership approaches
into many other areas of the department (e.g. teaching sessions, prospective student visit
days, and other enhancement activities across the department). Time to process this
experience of partnership and reflect upon the participants’ initial perceptions of the
language has led to an embedding of at least some of the ethos of partnership across the
department including among people who were not involved in the original project. Despite
the challenges involved in this first partnership project, the experience of working together
in this way has reduced resistance to the practice. We must not underestimate the time and
support needed for people to adjust to and adapt to change. Key to this is recognising the
emotional responses people experience as they work through new approaches, especially
those that challenge their identity (Ntem & Cook-Sather, 2018). As Felten (2017) has argued,
further research is needed into the emotional experiences of working in partnership and
how these might be supported.

Engaging in partnership can be messy and ambiguous. Yet, initial resistance to this
ambiguity provides openings for discussion and critical analysis, and opportunities to learn
by working through these tensions. Widening people’s perspectives on Students-as-Partners
practice by challenging and exploring their assumptions about partnership should help
ensure that more future partnerships turn out to be “amazingly affirmative and stimulating
experience for all parties” (Healey & Healey, 2018, p. 6).
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