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ABSTRACT

Higher education is shifting from traditional teaching models to participatory approaches
that emphasize student engagement and collaboration. The students as partners (SaP)
framework redefines the student-teacher relationship, positioning students as co-
creators of knowledge. This study explores a student’s transition from conventional
learning to co-creation in the department of education at Aga Khan University in Pakistan.
The paper examines perspectives of both students and teachers. Using an exploratory
case study, this study focuses on a student who engaged in SaP at both the undergraduate
and graduate levels and later collaborated professionally with the same teachers. Data
from student reflections and interviews with three educators highlight SaP’s
transformative potential to foster engagement, innovation, and mutual learning. The
study contributes empirical insights into how partnership can evolve relationally and
professionally beyond formal coursework as well as highlights the considerations
necessary for more equitable and contextually responsive implementation.
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Higher education has undergone significant transformations in recent decades, with traditional
paradigms, such as teacher-centered instruction, hierarchical knowledge dissemination, and
transmission-based models of learning, being increasingly questioned. In their place, more
participatory approaches have gained traction, emphasizing student engagement, collaboration,
and co-construction of knowledge (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Fink, 2013; Harper, 2009;
Thomas, 2012). This shift reflects recognition that 21st-century learners must develop
competencies such as collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and creativity to navigate
dynamic, globalized environments (Enwefa & Enwefa, 2016).

Within this broader pedagogical transformation, the students as partners (SaP)
framework has emerged as a significant innovation. SaP reimagines the student-teacher
relationship by positioning students as contributors to the learning process rather than passive
recipients of information (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). While the concept builds on earlier
traditions of student engagement, SaP is distinct in its emphasis on reciprocity, shared
responsibility, and the co-creation of curricula, teaching, and research (Matthews et al., 2018).
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By challenging traditional hierarchies, the model places mutual respect, shared expertise, and
recognition of diverse perspectives at the center of higher education practices (Cook-Sather et
al., 2014).

Globally, SaP has been adopted in diverse institutional and cultural settings, with varying
degrees of success. In some contexts, it has been integrated into formal teaching, curriculum
design, and faculty-student research partnerships. In others, however, differences in cultural
norms and institutional structures have shaped its interpretation and outcomes. For example,
while participatory practices are encouraged in Western institutions, hierarchical traditions in
many developing countries influence how partnerships are perceived, often limiting their
transformative potential (Matthews et al., 2018).

Practical applications of SaP have demonstrated potential benefits for both students and
educators. Students report greater agency, motivation, and a stronger sense of belonging, while
educators find their roles shifting from authoritative figures to facilitators and collaborators
(Green, 2019; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Beyond classroom dynamics, SaP has been linked
to the development of critical thinking, leadership, and problem-solving skills that extend into
professional and civic life (Cook-Sather et al., 2014).

At the same time, SaP has generated debate. Structural barriers, such as entrenched
institutional cultures and power hierarchies, often hinder genuine partnership (Ansari, 2024;
Matthews et al., 2018). Cultural variability means that students in some contexts may feel
reluctant or unprepared to engage in equal dialogue with faculty. Moreover, when institutional
support is limited, SaP risks becoming tokenistic, reinforcing inequities rather than dismantling
them (Ansari, 2025). Such challenges highlight the importance of critically examining the
assumptions underpinning SaP and exploring the conditions under which it can thrive.

This paper situates SaP within the wider discourse of educational transformation while
addressing the limited evidence from developing countries such as Pakistan. It presents the case
of a student who has experienced partnership practices across academic and professional
settings, examining how these experiences foster agency, innovation, and professional skills such
as leadership and social interaction. At the same time, it critically engages with the cultural and
systemic challenges that shape the feasibility of partnership in Pakistan. By doing so, the paper
contributes to global debates on SaP, offering insights into how partnership models can be
adapted across diverse contexts and how they can support higher education’s mission as a driver
of societal progress.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The concept of students as partners (SaP) originated as a response to the limitations of traditional
pedagogical approaches, which often positioned students as passive recipients of knowledge
(Cook-Sather et al., 2014). Instead, SaP promotes active collaboration between students and
educators, fostering shared responsibility in teaching and learning processes. Rooted in principles
of participatory learning, the SaP movement emerged prominently in the early 21st century as
part of broader efforts to enhance student engagement through experiential and peer-led
discovery-based approaches (Khouri et al., 2017). Over time, SaP gained traction as educators
and policymakers increasingly recognized its potential to transform student-teacher relationship
dynamics. Initially explored in Western educational settings, the framework has since expanded
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globally, influencing practices in diverse cultural contexts such as China, where Confucian
educational traditions intersect with modern aspirations for student-centered pedagogy (Liang
et al., 2020; Liang & Matthews, 2021, 2023). This expansion has underscored the importance of
localized adaptations to address unique cultural and institutional challenges (Liang et al., 2024).

The SaP model involves collaboration between students and various staff members, both
academic and professional, in higher education (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). This partnership
represents a reciprocal process in which all participants have the opportunity to contribute
equally, though not always in the same ways, to aspects such as curricular and pedagogical
development, decision-making, implementation, research, or analysis (Cook-Sather et al., 2014).
SaP is a relationship in which everyone involved, such as students, academics, professional staff,
senior managers, student unions, and others, actively participate in and benefit from the
collaborative process of learning and working together (Healey et al., 2014). Additionally, SaP is
more focused on the collaborative process rather than on specific outcomes, distinguishing it
from student engagement, which is more about students’ activities at university (Matthews,
2016). It also prioritizes what students and staff achieve together towards common educational
objectives. This approach operates within “an ethic of reciprocity,” which is grounded in
principles of respect, reciprocity, and shared responsibility in teaching and learning (Cook-Sather
& Felten, 2017; Cook-Sather et al., 2014).

The SaP model is based on a reciprocal partnership where students and faculty
collaborate to enhance various aspects of education, including curriculum development,
teaching, and research (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017; Matthews et al.,
2018). Unlike traditional approaches to student engagement, in which students participate
within predetermined frameworks, SaP encourages a collaborative process in which both
students and faculty contribute equally to educational goals (Matthews, 2016). Central to this
partnership are the values of respect, reciprocity, and shared responsibility, which foster a more
inclusive and engaging educational environment (Cook-Sather & Felten, 2017). This partnership
model has gained momentum worldwide, reflecting a shift towards more inclusive and engaging
educational practices (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). By involving students actively in various
roles, institutions aim to create more dynamic and responsive learning environments. For
instance, students can be engaged in multiple capacities including consultants who can offer
feedback on teaching practices and course content; co-researchers who can collaborate in
academic research projects; pedagogical co-designers who can assist in designing and refining
curricula and learning experiences; and representatives who can act as liaisons between student
bodies and faculty (Ollis & Gravett, 2020; Zepke, 2023). These roles are designed to ensure that
student contributions are valued and leveraged effectively, though the nature of these
contributions can differ from that of staff (Ollis & Gravett, 2020; Zepke, 2023).

The current developments in the area of students as partners highlight interesting
patterns. SaP has become embedded in higher education strategies worldwide, shifting the
perception of students from consumers of education to active partners (Gravett et al., 2020).
Institutions have developed programs to formalize this partnership, encouraging collaboration
across areas such as curriculum design, peer mentoring, and governance (Mercer-Mapstone &
Bovill, 2020). These initiatives emphasize mutual respect, communication, and a shared sense of
purpose. Interestingly, these initiatives of SaP are implemented in varied contexts with variations
across cultural and national contexts. In Chinese universities, for instance, traditional values that
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emphasize teacher authority influence how SaP is adopted, often requiring innovative
approaches to balance tradition with partnership ideals (Liang et al., 2024). Additionally, variation
in implementation is observed across disciplinary areas, such as health professional education;
SaP has been tailored to align with field-specific needs (Barradell & Bell, 2021). For example, in
clinical training, partnerships leverage real-world experiences to enhance person-centered care,
enriching both professional skills and student engagement.

Currently, SaP encompasses a broad spectrum of collaborative practices, from co-
designing educational experiences to engaging in research partnerships (Aftab et al., 2024;
Howlin & Kelly, 2024; Mercer-Mapston et al., 2018). These practices aim to improve student
learning outcomes, foster employability, and enhance well-being (Antoniadou & Crowder, 2021;
Ollis & Gravett, 2020). However, challenges persist, including issues related to funding,
inclusivity, and power dynamics (Matthews et al., 2018; Ollis & Gravett, 2020). Addressing these
barriers requires sustained effort to further democratize higher education spaces. Despite these
challenges, the evolution of SaP demonstrates its adaptability and potential for transformative
impact (Aftab et al., 2024; Howlin & Kelly, 2024). It continues to inspire innovative pedagogical
models that redefine the roles of educators and learners, therefore, contributing to more
equitable and participatory educational systems (Matthews et al., 2018).

METHODOLOGY

This study employed an exploratory case study design to investigate the implementation and
perceived effectiveness of SaP practices in the developing context of Pakistan. An exploratory
case study was chosen because it allows in-depth examination of a phenomenon within its real-
life setting while incorporating multiple perspectives (Baskarada, 2014). The design was
particularly suited to capture the complex and relational nature of SaP.

Sample

The study focused on a unique case involving one student and three teachers. The participants
were based within education department of reputable university of Pakistan. The student was
selected for her extended engagement with SaP at both the undergraduate and graduate levels,
combined with 3.5 years of professional experience working alongside the same teachers. This
dual academic and professional exposure made the case distinctive by providing longitudinal
insights into how SaP is enacted across educational and professional contexts. The teacher
participants included one from the undergraduate program and two from the graduate program,
thereby representing different stages of the student’s academic journey. Together, this sample
provided a rich, multiperspective account of SaP in practice.

Data collection

Two complementary data sources were used. First, student reflections: the student produced
written reflections on her experiences engaging in SaP, including her learning, challenges, and
perceived outcomes. Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the three
teachers. Questions were grouped thematically into four broad areas. First, partnership
practices—experiences of working with students as partners, processes of collaboration, and
criteria for selecting students. Second, relational dynamics—initial reactions to partnering with
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students, changes in behaviors, and mutual learning from the process. Third, challenges—
perceived barriers for both teachers and students in sustaining partnerships. Fourth, future
directions—suggestions for strengthening SaP practices in higher education. The combination of
reflections and interviews enabled triangulation of data and allowed for a more comprehensive
understanding of partnership experiences.

Data analysis

The data collected from student reflections and teacher interviews were analyzed using a
thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which provided a systematic yet flexible
framework for identifying patterns across the two datasets. Both reflections and interview
transcripts were initially read multiple times to ensure familiarity with the content. An open
coding process was then applied; whereby meaningful units of text were coded inductively in
relation to experiences of partnership. These codes were subsequently refined through iterative
comparison, merged where overlaps occurred, and grouped into broader categories. From this
process, themes were generated that captured recurring ideas across both student and teacher
perspectives.

The semi-structured interviews with the three teachers each lasted between 40 and 60
minutes and were guided by open-ended questions such as: "How do you usually involve
students as partners in your teaching practice?", "What challenges and opportunities have you
experienced in such partnerships?", and "In what ways has working with this student influenced
your teaching, research, or professional learning?" This ensured consistency while allowing space
for participants to elaborate on their own experiences.

Altogether, five themes emerged from the analysis, reflecting both convergences and
divergences between student and teacher accounts. The final themes were developed
collaboratively by comparing student reflections with teacher interview data and establishing
points of consensus and contrast.

It is important to acknowledge the author’s position in relation to the research context.
As a student who directly experienced partnership practices with the participating teachers and
later collaborated with them in professional settings, the author brought an insider perspective
to the analysis. While this positionality allowed for deeper contextual understanding, it also
required ongoing reflexivity to ensure that interpretations remained grounded in participants’
voices rather than personal assumptions.

Ethical considerations

Ethical procedures were followed throughout the study. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants prior to data collection, and participation was entirely voluntary. To protect
confidentiality, pseudonyms were used in transcripts and reporting, and identifying details were
removed. Participants were assured that their responses would be used solely for research
purposes and that they could withdraw at any stage. These measures ensured that the study
adhered to principles of respect, autonomy, and confidentiality in educational research.
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FINDINGS

The collected data, derived from two distinct sources, teacher interviews and student reflections,
were analyzed thematically. Key themes emerged, offering insights into the experiences,
practices, challenges, and benefits of student-as-partner initiatives. The findings are categorized
into five major themes: i) the transformative nature of SaP; ii) practices and processes for
effective collaboration; iii) impact of SaP on students and teachers; iv) challenges faced by
students and teachers; and v) recommendations for improving SaP initiatives.

The transformative nature of SaP

SaP initiatives offer a transformative experience for both students and teachers, reshaping
traditional roles and fostering collaborative learning environments. Both stakeholders
acknowledged that SaP encouraged them to critically reflect on and refine their respective
practices. For teachers, it provided an opportunity to revisit their pedagogical approaches, while
for students, it facilitated the development of effective learning habits. The shift in student-
teacher dynamics through partnership not only fostered mutual respect but also encouraged
innovation in both teaching and learning.

A teacher specializing in educational technology highlighted how student perspectives
played a crucial role in refining teaching strategies. They shared, “One of the students who works
closely with me has helped me design interactive lessons using Al tools like Curipod and Nearpod”
(Teacher 1). This insight underscores how students can contribute to making pedagogical
approaches more interactive and technologically relevant. The teacher further noted that
student feedback was invaluable for improving lesson design and engagement, illustrating how
students, when given agency, can actively shape instructional practices.

Similarly, a research faculty member emphasized the impact of SaP on student ownership
of learning, stating, "When students take ownership of their learning, they become more invested
in the subject matter" (teacher 2). This was particularly evident in their collaboration with
students on data analysis and research report writing, where students experimented with various
analytical strategies to enhance both technical accuracy and conceptual depth. The faculty
member further explained that a student who had previously struggled with literature reviews
played an active role in planning sessions on the topic, contributing insights based on their own
learning challenges. This demonstrated how student voice in course planning can enhance the
learning experience for all students. The teacher also noted that the same student later
contributed to shaping assessment criteria and co-developing instructional materials, not only
for research-based courses but across multiple subjects. This highlighted the unique value of
incorporating student perspectives into instructional planning, as they are ultimately the
intended audience of these sessions.

Another faculty member reflected on the broader implications of SaP for pedagogical
practice, stating, "It’s about recognizing that students are not just recipients of knowledge, but
active co-creators"” (teacher 3). This teacher collaborated with a student to redesign course
assessments, making them more experiential. The student played a key role in co-designing
assignments and supporting their implementation with other students. This initiative was well
received by both students and faculty, demonstrating the intellectual contributions students can
make when engaged as partners. Notably, all students’ contributions were voluntary, without
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financial incentives, further highlighting the intrinsic motivation fostered by meaningful
partnerships.

From the student’s perspective, this transformative journey began during undergraduate
studies with a senior faculty member who encouraged participation in classroom activities. Over
time, this trust-based relationship evolved into active engagement in research projects,
conference presentations, and even co-founding a mobile science and technology Iab.
Recognizing the significance of this initiative, the student conducted an undergraduate thesis
assessing its impact, generating empirical evidence to support its effectiveness. This experience
not only enriched the students’ academic growth but also prepared them for professional
challenges beyond university.

The students’ engagement in research also extended into professional settings, as they
began conducting research studies under faculty supervision. This transition from an academic
partnership to a professional collaboration allowed the student to develop independent
expertise in academic writing and research publication. The experience profoundly shaped their
academic and professional orientation, broadening their perspectives on educational research
and scholarly collaboration.

The student further reflected on the diverse dimensions of SaP, particularly the shift in
faculty-student relationships from a hierarchical model to one of mutual respect and co-creation.
The opportunity to work closely with faculty members on research and teaching had a profound
impact on their professional development. One notable experience was leading a systematic
review project with two faculty members and a team of research assistants. With prior
experience in systematic reviews during undergraduate studies, the student volunteered to work
on a project examining public-private partnerships in education. Unexpectedly, they found
themselves leading a team comprising senior researchers and faculty members. This
collaborative process, which involved conceptualizing the study, developing the proposal, and
successfully registering the review with the Campbell Collaboration, was a significant learning
experience for all involved. The eventual publication of the protocol marked a milestone not only
for the student but for the entire research team.

Beyond research, the student played a key role in establishing the ‘Research Café’, an
informal learning space at their graduate university where students could engage in discussions
about research challenges. With faculty mentorship, the student led this initiative for over seven
months, providing a platform for peer learning and support. The discussions were recorded and
later developed into a research paper, which introduced a novel reflective research methodology
called ‘metalogue’. This initiative underscored how SaP can extend beyond coursework and
research, creating sustainable learning communities that benefit both students and faculty.

Ultimately, these experiences marked the student’s transformation from a learner to a
research partner. Faculty members began to recognize the student not only as a participant in
academic projects but as an equal collaborator whose input was valued. This shift in perception
opened new opportunities, not just in research but also in co-teaching and curriculum
development. The evolving nature of these partnerships highlights the potential of SaP in
fostering academic and professional growth while redefining traditional student-teacher roles
within the higher education landscape.
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Practices and processes for effective collaboration
Teacher interviews revealed structured processes and intentional practices that facilitate
meaningful partnerships with students. These practices center on clear communication, shared
decision-making, and reflective engagement. Teacher 1 outlined a step-by-step approach to
fostering collaboration, including identifying opportunities, inviting participation, setting
expectations, and reflecting on progress.

Teacher 3 described how a casual conversation with a student evolved into a significant
academic collaboration:

It often starts with a casual conversation where | ask for student input on a specific topic
or project. For example, | once invited a student to participate in an international course.
That experience led to the development of a published knowledge report and an invited
conference presentation (Teacher 3).

This highlights that mutual interest and understanding between students and teachers
can act as catalysts for meaningful engagement. Similarly, Teacher 2 emphasized the importance
of structured guidance, gradually increasing student autonomy: "I typically start with structured
guidance, such as revising a classroom observation tool, where | provide frameworks. Over time,
students gain confidence and begin proposing their own research questions or analytical
approaches" (Teacher 2). This approach enables students to test and extend their capabilities,
fostering a sense of academic independence. Teacher 2 further illustrated this by recounting how
a student initially published a paper based on a classroom assignment and later developed five
additional papers from a nationwide research dataset.

Teacher 1 highlighted the necessity of flexibility and adaptability in student-faculty
collaborations: "In practice, it’s often messier than the plan suggests. There are unexpected
detours, moments of frustration, and breakthroughs." This teacher assigns research tasks to
students, allowing them to take ownership of their work. The process is iterative, with students
submitting papers, receiving feedback, and revising based on responses from academic journals.
While some papers are accepted swiftly, others face repeated rejections, demanding patience
and perseverance. The teacher also shared an instance where student input led to the
development of additional support classes, which significantly improved learning outcomes for
other students.

Student reflections reveal key aspects of the SaP model, particularly in research and
teaching. The process typically begins with a student expressing interest, followed by faculty
assessment of potential, task delegation, and progressive collaboration. In one case, a student
actively participated in research collaborations, taking on leadership roles that contributed to
professional growth. This partnership unfolded through several stages: i) identifying an
opportunity, with prior experience in systematic reviews, the student volunteered for a project
on public-private partnerships in education; ii) leading a research team, the student assumed a
leadership role, overseeing two senior researchers, seven research assistants, and faculty
members; iii) collaborative conceptualization, the team jointly developed the study framework,
designed the proposal, and successfully registered the review with the Campbell Collaboration;
and iv) achieving milestones, the partnership resulted in the publication of a research protocol,
marking a significant academic achievement.
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The student’s teaching journey began with participation in an international course on
improving educational policy. This experience expanded into co-designing and co-teaching
courses alongside faculty members. One notable example was a policy course in which a case-
based approach was introduced to analyze educational policies, leading to a published academic
paper. In another course on organizational learning, the student worked with faculty to revise
the curriculum, ensuring a balance between theory and practice. The student introduced the
concept of task-oriented reading instruction, enhancing student engagement through post-
reading discussions on a virtual learning environment. This work led to the publication of a blog
post synthesizing course content and exploring how schools learn and improve.

A particularly significant experience was co-teaching an elective course on educational
measurement and assessment, where the student incorporated systematic literature reviews
and explored how artificial intelligence could be integrated into assessment practices. This
innovative approach engaged both students and faculty, earning praise for its academic rigour
and boundary-pushing methodologies. The teaching contributions were further recognized
internationally, leading to the student being awarded an Associate Fellowship of the Higher
Education Academy (UK).

One consistent aspect of this journey was the student’s determination. While some
teachers provided guidance and encouragement, others remained disengaged or unresponsive.
The process was not always smooth; it fluctuated with competing demands and external
challenges. However, persistence and adaptability ensured that the collaboration remained
productive.

Impact of SaP on student and teacher

Reflecting on this journey, the student recognized her transformation, from a learner to an active
contributor in the construction of knowledge. She came to understand that involving students in
course planning, teaching, and assessment is essential for fostering meaningful learning
experiences. Today, she engages with faculty members as an equal contributor, demonstrating
the academic maturity necessary to address global challenges in education. Beyond the
classroom, she has extended her contributions by creating a YouTube channel aimed at making
research more accessible to students, teachers, and other stakeholders. Additionally, she has
published both a summer and a winter activity manual for parents, designed to support the
holistic development of children across various school grades.

Looking back, her achievements are deeply rooted in these partnerships. To date, she has
published over 25 research articles and 30 research blogs, while presenting at more than 15
international conferences, including CIES (Comparative and International Education Society), IIEP
(International Institute for Educational Planning), and SaP (Student-as-Partner). Her work has
garnered over 600 citations on Google Scholar, and she is currently a co-principal investigator on
five projects, two of which are large-scale nationwide studies, each undertaken in collaboration
with faculty members, demonstrating the sustained practice of the SaP approach. Through her
YouTube channel, she continues to simplify and disseminate research findings, broadening their
reach and accessibility. This journey has reinforced her belief that meaningful student-teacher
partnerships, built on collaboration and mutual respect, can drive significant professional growth.
More importantly, these partnerships have the potential to create a wider impact, benefiting not
just individuals but the educational community as a whole.
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Teachers, too, experience profound benefits from such partnerships. Engaging in
collaborative work with students provides them with opportunities to stay up to date on
emerging educational tools and practices, enriching their professional development. Many
teachers have reported that these collaborations have exposed them to new ways to gain
visibility for their work and showcase their contributions in academic and professional spaces.
However, the most enduring impact on teachers is the enthusiasm and fresh perspectives that
students bring into the learning environment. This dynamic exchange of ideas and energy
reinvigorates teachers, reminding them that teaching is not merely a profession to be sustained
but a vocation to be lived with passion and purpose.

Challenges faced by students and teachers

Despite several benefits, SaP presents certain challenges for both students and teachers. Teacher
interviews as well as student reflections revealed varied challenges associated with SaP
initiatives. These challenges were categorized into those faced by students and those faced by
teachers.

Students experience various academic, social, and professional challenges in SaP
partnerships. Teachers highlighted key difficulties, including balancing responsibilities, confident
decision-making, and fear of failure. Teacher 2 noted, "Balancing partnership responsibilities with
academic and personal commitments can be challenging.” Teacher 3 observed that students
often struggle with self-doubt and time management, stating, "Overcoming self-doubt, managing
time effectively, and adapting to a more active learning role are common challenges."
Additionally, Teacher 1 highlighted concerns about speaking up in a partnership setting: "Fear of
failure or judgment can prevent students from fully engaging in the partnership."

Beyond these, students themselves emphasized concerns about visibility and
acknowledgement. The student reflections revealed frustration over the lack of recognition for
her contributions, stating that teachers were hesitant to acknowledge her efforts. She further
highlighted the influence of power dynamics, suggesting that these could prevent teachers from
fully crediting students’ contributions. This lack of recognition led to feelings of diminished
visibility and raised questions about the extent to which students’ roles in SaP are truly valued.

Teachers also navigate significant challenges, including concerns over their professional
identity, relinquishing control, and institutional constraints. One of the key difficulties they
expressed was adjusting to a more collaborative role: "Letting go of control and embracing a
more collaborative role can be difficult" (Teacher 2). Managing diverse student expertise was
another challenge: "Ensuring inclusivity and managing varying levels of student expertise can be
challenging" (Teacher 1). Institutional resistance was also highlighted as a major barrier:
"Traditional power dynamics and institutional reluctance to embrace change often hinder
meaningful partnerships" (Teacher 3).

Student reflections echoed similar concerns, particularly regarding the reluctance of some
teachers to accept students as equal partners. The transition from a traditional hierarchy to a
collaborative dynamic can be difficult, as some teachers struggle to view students as co-creators
rather than passive learners. Additionally, students noted that teachers often found it challenging
to balance academic and professional responsibilities in such partnerships. The persistent
perception that “a student is always just a student” can create an environment where students’
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contributions are accepted without critical engagement, limiting opportunities for meaningful
dialogue.

Ultimately, these challenges highlight the complexities of implementing SaP initiatives.
Addressing these issues requires a shift in mindset, in which both students and teachers work to
foster an environment of mutual respect, recognition, and shared responsibility.

Recommendations for improving SaP initiatives

Findings from both teachers and students provided valuable recommendations to enhance the
effectiveness of SaP initiatives. These suggestions focused on fostering open communication,
providing structured support, and recognizing student contributions to create a more inclusive
and sustainable partnership model.

Encouraging student proactiveness and ownership

Students and teachers emphasized the importance of active participation. Students should
proactively share ideas, express expectations, and communicate challenges early: "Be proactive,
share ideas openly, and embrace mistakes as part of learning." Teachers encouraged students to
take ownership and step outside their comfort zones: "Take initiative and be willing to take risks."

Strengthening teacher support and institutional commitment

Both groups advocated for greater institutional backing and flexibility. Institutions should provide
structured guidance early on, gradually shifting to shared decision-making: "Foster support, offer
initial guidance, and transition to collaboration."” They also stressed the need for institutions to
adapt to evolving SaP partnerships: "Advocate for support and remain flexible."

Recognizing and celebrating contributions
Acknowledging student contributions enhances motivation and engagement: "Celebrate
successes and recognize student efforts."” Visibility and appreciation strengthen collaboration.

In sum, SaP initiatives foster student-centered learning, engagement, and innovation.
Addressing challenges and implementing these recommendations can enhance their impact and
advance pedagogical practices.

DISCUSSION

The study underscores the transformative role of SaP initiatives, which fundamentally redefine
traditional student-teacher roles and foster a collaborative approach to learning and teaching.
This shift from hierarchical, teacher-centered models to egalitarian, co-constructed partnerships
represents a significant departure from the "banking model" of education, as critiqued by Freire
(1970), in which knowledge is unidirectionally transferred from teacher to student. Instead, SaP
cultivates a reciprocal relationship in which both students and faculty contribute to and benefit
from the learning process. The outcomes observed in this study, including students co-designing
assessments, co-teaching courses, and contributing to research projects, illustrate how co-
creation and shared decision-making manifest in practice (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). These
examples highlight not only enhanced student engagement but also the ways in which faculty
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are empowered to innovate pedagogical approaches, creating a more responsive learning
environment.

Redefining roles through partnership

The redefinition of roles in SaP initiatives reflects a broader shift in higher education toward
inclusive and participatory models. Cook-Sather et al. (2014) argued that partnerships disrupt
traditional hierarchies by positioning students as active participants rather than passive
recipients of knowledge. This disruption is evident in the study: students who engaged in co-
designing assessments or co-teaching courses reported heightened ownership of their learning
and stronger academic confidence. One teacher similarly noted that working alongside students
“challenged me to rethink how | structure courses, making them more interactive and relevant.”
Such reflections reinforce Bovill and Bulley’s (2011) claim that partnerships foster shared
responsibility for learning outcomes. By redefining roles in this way, SaP establishes a more
equitable learning environment where students’ contributions are valued as part of knowledge
creation.

Benefits for students and faculty

The dual benefits of SaP for students and faculty are well documented in the literature and
corroborated by this study. Students reported deeper academic engagement, enhanced research
skills, and opportunities for professional development (Healey et al., 2014). For example, one
student described co-authoring a publication with a faculty member as a “turning point” in
building confidence as well as employability options (Werder & Otis, 2023). Faculty, in turn,
gained insights into student perspectives that shaped their teaching practices; one teacher
highlighted that the partnership “opened space to see where students struggle, which reshaped
my feedback strategies.” These reciprocal benefits underscore Bovill's (2020) argument that
partnership enriches both sides and challenges zero-sum views of education.

Structured processes and soft aspect

The study identifies structured processes, mutual respect, and shared decision-making as critical
to successful partnerships. Practices such as co-designing assessments and co-teaching provided
a framework for collaboration, ensuring equitable investment from both students and faculty
(Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). At the same time, challenges emerged: unresponsive mentors
and iterative research processes occasionally limited the depth of engagement. A student
recalled that “waiting weeks for feedback slowed down the project, but | learned to take more
initiative,” demonstrating both barriers and resilience. Such findings align with calls for systemic
support, including training, recognition systems, and resources, to sustain SaP (Cook-Sather et
al., 2014). The resilience students display in navigating these barriers illustrates SaP’s capacity to
build agency and independence (Healey et al., 2014).

Institutional innovation and broader implications

Beyond individual outcomes, SaP offers potential for institutional innovation. By positioning
students as collaborators, SaP challenges traditional academic structures and opens pathways
for more inclusive educational practices. The findings suggest that institutions could translate
partnership principles into policy shifts, such as embedding partnership into workload models,
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recognizing SaP contributions in promotion criteria, and developing co-creation curriculum
frameworks. Our findings resonate with calls to sustain partnership values into the future
(Iftikhar et al., 2025), particularly in ensuring that collaboration remains embedded in
institutional cultures rather than treated as a short-term initiative. These align with Cook-Sather
et al.’s (2014) calls for structural reforms that support student voice and systemic change.
Importantly, participants in this study emphasized that partnership fostered a sense of belonging
and community factors linked to student retention and success (Tinto, 2012).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the study contributes to the growing body of literature on SaP by demonstrating
its potential to transform higher education through role redefinition, co-creation, and reciprocal
learning. The findings show that SaP enhances student engagement and employability,
strengthens student-teacher relationships, and promotes shared responsibility for learning
(Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015; Ollis & Gravett, 2020). These benefits, however, are contingent on
supportive institutional structures. Cultural and structural barriers, such as entrenched
hierarchies, a lack of incentives for faculty, and limited time for collaboration, can inhibit
sustained partnerships (Dai & Matthews, 2023). Addressing these challenges requires deliberate
institutional strategies, including recognition systems, resource allocation, and culturally
sensitive approaches to partnership. By identifying strategies for embedding co-creation into
curriculum design, this study contributes to what Iftikhar et al. (2025) describe as the collective
hope for sustaining and deepening partnership work over the coming decade.

Therefore, while SaP offers a powerful framework for enriching higher education, its
success depends on embedding partnership within institutional cultures in ways that respect
contextual realities. In developing contexts such as Pakistan, this requires balancing aspirational
ideals with pragmatic considerations of hierarchy and resources. By acknowledging these
challenges alongside the demonstrated benefits, this study underscores that SaP is not simply a
promising pathway but a viable, if complex, approach to reimagining higher education.
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