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The benefits of hindsight: Lessons learnt from leading my first cross-department student-staff 
partnership project 

 
Ruth L Healey, University of Chester, Contact email: r.healey@chester.ac.uk 

 
Abstract 
Student-staff partnerships have been shown to offer significant potential for enhancing learning and 
teaching in higher education, however, they are not without their challenges.  This paper reflects on 
my experience of leading a team in our first cross-department student-staff partnership project, 
which focused on the curriculum design, identifying five key lessons that were learnt from the 
experience.  Despite the challenges faced in this project this did not lessen the success of the project 
in terms of the production of four successful modules, and the act of undertaking the project and 
introducing colleagues to partnership practice has enhanced the capacity for partnership across the 
department.   
 
My previous experience of partnership 
Just after graduating from my undergraduate degree in 2004 I had the opportunity to manage the 
first International Network for Learning and Teaching Geography in HE (INLT) Writing Group 
Symposium in Glasgow.  I sat in on the group working on ‘teaching for social transformations’.  
Unexpectedly, the members of the group valued my perspective as a student.  This was my 
introduction to what has since become known as an example of ‘students as partners’ (SaP).  I went 
on to co-author the resulting article, my first ever publication (Wellens et al., 2006).  Since then, I 
have been inspired to take opportunities to work in partnership, first as a student and then as a 
member of staff, whenever they have arisen, both in my teaching and when working to enhance the 
broader student experience.  Hence upon embarking on leading my first cross-department student-
staff partnership project in 2015-16 I was already convinced of the benefits of this process.  I had 
taken to heart the Cook-Sather et al. (2014: 6-7) definition that student-staff partnership is:  

“a collaborative, reciprocal process through which all participants have the opportunity to 
contribute equally, although not necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or pedagogical 
conceptualisation, decision making, implementation, investigation, or analysis.”   

And myself, and my colleagues who were researching the student-staff partnerships were clear in 
our minds that student-staff partnership went beyond asking students what they thought of their 
experiences – which was the most common way in which my department engaged with students on 
their experiences at that time – and involved, wherever possible, engaging them in working with 
staff to identify and deliver change.  As Dunne (2011: 4) comments:  

“there is a subtle, but extremely important, difference between an institution that ‘listens’ 
to students and responds accordingly, and an institution that gives students the opportunity 
to explore areas that they believe to be significant, to recommend solutions and to bring 
about the required changes.”   

 
The curriculum redesign project  
I was positive and enthusiastic, seeing students as partners as a way of working to enhance teaching 
and learning as a ‘no-brainer’, it seemed clear to me that this was a way forward in enhancing 
learning and teaching.  To this end, myself and two like-minded colleagues applied for funding to 
embark on a relatively ambitious project leading eight academics and four students to re-design the 
second-year undergraduate geography curriculum at the University of Chester.  This entailed 
splitting two 40 credit existing modules (one in human geography and one in physical geography) 
into four new modules with more specific themes.  This was the first project of its kind within the 
department, in an institution that did not have centralised support for working in partnership.  
Departmental staff were invited to be involved in the project, but whilst it was by invitation, the 
supportive culture of the department and general interest in teaching innovations may have meant 
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that some staff felt they should get involved despite not necessarily feeling they had the time to 
commit to this.  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.  Four undergraduate students with no prior experience of working in 
partnership were employed to work for 50 hours each over six months in one of two teams (one 
focusing on the two human geography courses, the other on the two physical geography courses).  
Two staff members were involved in the human geography courses, and six staff members involved 
in the physical geography courses.   
 
The research team designed a light-touch approach to establishing and supporting the developing 
partnerships. Through a one-hour workshop all participants were introduced to some definitions of 
student-staff partnership (Cook-Sather et al. 2014; Dunne & Zandstra, 2011; Healey et al., 2014; 
Williamson, 2013), the relationship between partnership and other types of participation (Bovill & 
Bulley, 2011), and to the HEA (2015) principles of partnership.  We also discussed examples of 
partnership in other learning and teaching contexts.   
 
The four modules were designed and have now been delivered to positive reviews from students, 
staff and external examiners.  However, leading a group new to working together in this way was 
challenging and perhaps over ambitious.  We have reflected on the experience of this in detail 
through our recent publication in the International Journal of Students as Partners - Healey et al. 
2019.  This and my subsequent more extensive experience of partnership in a range of different 
contexts since has led me to reflect on some of the lessons we learnt about partnership through this 
project.  Below I have grouped these under five themes which I would take on board if I was starting 
such a project again and you may find useful if you are considering starting a similar project.   
 
1) The balance between the process and the output of partnership needs to be considered   
Both the partnership process and the targeted output are important.  However, both require time 
for consideration, which means that in time limited contexts where participants are engaged for a 
variety of different reasons, it may not be possible to focus on both to the same extent.  Depending 
on the purpose of the partnership the members of the partnership may make the choice, 
consciously or otherwise, to focus more on the process or the output.  Many projects are primarily 
focused on outputs.  Working in partnership is a means to produce these outputs and not always 
something that is explicitly considered or discussed, unless the purpose of a project is to research 
the practice of partnership itself.   
 
My rationale for my prior student-staff partnership work had been that I wanted to work with 
students to enhance my teaching practice.  In this project we wanted to involve other colleagues.  
The decision to re-design the curriculum provided an opportunity to do this.  However, that did not 
negate the need to produce the required output.  The other project participants were involved for a 
variety of reasons, but everyone was clear on the need to ensure that the new modules were 
designed within the necessary regulatory timeframe.  Whilst everyone participated in the initial 
workshop introducing partnership principles and practice, the reality of the day-to-day demands on 
both students and staff meant that the focus quickly moved towards the work that needed to be 
done rather than how that work was done.   
 
Figure 1 illustrates the different ways in which students might be engaged in enhancing the student 
experience.  At different points in the project we were working at varying points along this 
continuum.  Examples of the different types of the participation were:  

• Inform – staff participants explained the requirements and structures of university module 
descriptors to student participants 

• Consult – students were consulted on the staff plans for the ordering of content 



• Involve – students were involved in designing specific learning activities 
• Partner - student-staff team conducted a fieldwork reconnaissance visit 
• Control - student participants designed teaching resources independently (reviewed by staff) 

The nature of the student participation was therefore variable and not necessarily achieving the fully 
immersive partnership relationships achieved in some other contexts explored in the literature (e.g. 
Ntem & Cook-Sather 2018).  This situation emerged partly due to the need to focus on the output 
and not having time to focus on the partnership relationships and process to the extent that is 
necessary to achieve full partnership.  Given the number of people and time constraints involved, it 
was perhaps naïve to expect otherwise.   
 
Figure 1: Types of participation 

 
 
2) Take time to reflect as a partnership team on what equality means in student-staff 
partnerships   
One of the most common comments I have had in discussions with people about student-staff 
partnerships has related to the notion of ‘equality’.  Sometimes people dismiss the practice with the 
rebuff that: “It’s not possible for students and staff to be equal”.  So what does equality mean in this 
context?  There are important differences between the adjectives equal, equitable, equivalent, and 
same: 

• ‘Equal’ = having the same status, rights, or opportunities 
• ‘Equitable’ = Fair and impartial 
• ‘Equivalent’ = equal in value, amount, function, meaning  
• ‘Same’ = identical; not different (Oxford Dictionary 2018) 

When some people say partnership between students and staff is not possible because they are not 
‘equal’, they mean to say they are not the ‘same’.  This is, of course, true, students and staff have 
different roles, opportunities, responsibilities, relative power etc. within situations.  For example, in 
our project the ultimate responsibility for the delivery of each module rested on the staff leading 
and teaching on that module.  Students and staff cannot be the ‘same’ in a partnership.  Indeed, the 
reason for developing partnerships to work on issues in this context is because we want people to 
address the topic from different perspectives.  A principle of partnership is to recognise that 
everyone brings something to the table and to value these differences e.g. students bring experience 
of being students, staff bring subject and teaching expertise.  Depending on the nature of the project 



it might not be possible for students and staff to have equal responsibility for the outcome, however 
they can have the same status, rights or opportunities within the process.  Partnership between 
students and staff in different ways offers opportunities to be equal, equitable and equivalent, but 
not the same.   
 
3) Work together to establish and build the relationship between partners   
Partnership is messy – how the partners build a relationship will vary every time depending on who 
is involved and how they are engaged in the partnership.  Beyond exploring different partnership 
models and principles we did not know what to expect in terms of how the partnerships themselves 
would work.  Indeed, one of the aims of our research into partnership was to investigate how 
different partnerships operated.  We therefore encouraged the different participants to find their 
own way in how they chose to work together.  This proved to raise various different challenges often 
based around differing expectations between different partners that were not articulated and 
explored leading to tensions during, or at the end of, the project.  This may be illustrated by 
differences in how a) participants perceived partnership working; and b) partners communicated 
with each other. 
 
Despite the initial workshop on partnership, the participants brought different perspectives on what 
partnership was to the project.  In one case the student participants perceived partnership to only 
be occurring if the staff and student partners were working together synchronously on an element 
of the module design, whereas the relevant staff participant perceived partnership to be occurring if 
different members of the team took responsibility for different elements of the module design, 
working on these in their own time and then bringing them back to the team for discussion and 
further development.  Communication was another issue for some teams in which staff sent 
students emails about meetings and work, but student members did not tend to use email as their 
primary form of communication and therefore often took several days to respond (though some 
staff members were also guilty of long email response times).  On one occasion this meant that the 
team missed an opportunity to undertake a fieldwork reconnaissance trip together.   
 
Both of these issues might have been mitigated to some degree if the teams had discussed their 
expectations around these key elements of working together.  One approach to this might be to 
work together at the beginning of the partnership to co-create what might be understood as 
guidelines by which the members will work.  This might be called a ‘partnership agreement’ in which 
key elements of working together are identified and the team decide together, for example, how 
they define partnership and what that looks like in terms of work practices, and what is the best 
mechanism for communicating within the team.  In subsequent projects we have co-constructed 
such agreements in an editable format and always had them with us at project meetings for the 
team to be able to reflect on and edit if the team decided it was desirable.   
 
4) Consider how to approach partnership in your context   
Elsewhere I have written about the importance of the context when discussing students as partners 
practice (Healey & Healey 2018).  This includes how ‘partnership’ is interpreted; the emotions, 
motivations, attitudes, behaviour and values of the participants; and the aim, scale and timeframe of 
the project.  Context provides the basis and the parameters for what is possible in terms of a specific 
partnership project, and establishes the motivation for participants to want to try working together 
in this way.  Working in partnership is a vulnerable making experience for both student and staff 
participants.  It takes both students and staff outside of their comfort zone.  It requires staff to 
relinquish significant control and power to students, and for students to accept this.  Accepting this 
control and power may be intimidating and require courage on behalf of the students as well as the 
staff.  Both elements of the partnership need to work together to develop trust in one another, be 
open to new ideas, and learn together to be comfortable in the uncertainty that working in their 



partnership brings.  Some people may be hesitant here as they consider this to mean that a student-
staff partnership team would have to go along with ideas from the students.  Rather, partnership is 
about breaking down the barriers so that ideas from everyone are given due consideration no 
matter whether they are from a staff member of a student.  Staff bring their expertise on the project 
in the same way as students do – it is this different expertise coming together which allows 
enhancement.  So the challenge is to stop thinking of each other by their roles and consider their 
ideas in relation to their potential for the project.   
 
Towards the end of our first partnership project focus groups and interviews were undertaken with 
the participants.  One staff member, reflecting on why they had agreed to be involved in the project 
in the first place, commented that they had done so ‘as a favour’ to the research team, going on to 
say they did not feel partnership was possible.  This was disappointing, as firstly our wonderfully 
collegiate colleague had gone out of their way to do something they saw as helping us when they 
didn’t feel they had the capacity to do so, and secondly, because this meant they were not 
authentically engaged in the project.  The HE Academy (2015) identify ‘authenticity’ as one of nine 
principles and values for effective partnership practice.  As I stated at the beginning of this essay, I 
had seen the benefits of partnership practice as obvious and had therefore not realised that others 
would not.  Indeed, the research team had thought that our colleagues would see this as an 
opportunity to have students work with them to develop even better modules than they might have 
developed on their own.  What we hadn’t recognised was that some of the staff participants saw this 
as our research project rather than as their own student-staff partnership team.  In this context 
therefore partnership may not have been the right approach for at least one colleague.  To 
paraphrase Bovill (2017:1), “it may be difficult, impossible, or even undesirable in some contexts to 
involve all students [and/or all staff] all of the time.”  Partnership is not always the right approach, 
and sometimes even people who may be predisposed to such a way of working with students may 
not be ready and/or able to work in partnership in a particular context.  However, over the years 
since this project, the same member of staff who initially engaged ‘as a favour’ has actively chosen 
to work in partnership with students on several occasions.  It would appear that they have come to 
see the benefits of working with students in this way.  Therefore in the short run this individual was 
opposed to some aspects of partnership, but in the long term has been a leader in initiating the 
practice across the department.   
 
5) Focus on what worked and what you learnt, as well as what didn’t appear to go to plan 
The majority of the literature I’d read up unto the start of the project instilled the virtues and 
benefits of working in partnership, elaborating on wonderful success stories of how such practice 
had significantly enhanced the student and staff experience in a wide variety of ways, but with 
limited discussion of the challenges of working in this way.  This reflected the field being relatively 
new at the time.  There are many more varied examples emerging in the literature now (e.g. Mercer-
Mapstone 2017; Ntem & Cook-Sather 2018).  However, it meant that when this project had not gone 
in the way that we had expected it to, I was disappointed.  It took some time and analysis to reflect 
on the experience and recognise that we had learnt much about different ways of approaching 
partnership by going through a project which had experienced challenges.  It’s OK for a project not 
to go smoothly, indeed if you find yourself writing a reflective piece about the process a few years 
later, there’s lots more to talk about if it didn’t!   
 
Concluding reflections 
To conclude, it is not uncommon for new innovations in learning and teaching to experience 
significant challenges the first time round.  Whilst the process of these partnerships might not have 
been what we originally envisaged this did not lessen the success of the project in terms of the 
production of four successful modules, and also in terms of the significant learning that staff and 
students across the department experienced about partnership working.   We learnt the need to 



have realistic expectations as to what is possible for people to focus on within the context of 
competing pressures and limited time and that in order to develop the partnership relationship it is 
important that all partners agree to reflect on the process of partnership as the relationship 
progresses as well as the outcomes/output the partnership has come together to work on.  
Undertaking partnership is messy with no single approach that will be effective in all cases.  The 
willingness to work in an uncertain context may be welcome by some but uncomfortable for others.  
Whilst this first experience of leading a cross-department student-staff partnership project did not 
turn out as anticipated it has had a positive longer term impact on perceptions of partnership in the 
department.  The experience of being involved in the re-design of the modules has led to reduced 
resistance and emerging partnership practices throughout the department.  Students as partners 
continues to grow and has become the expected norm in relation to running open days for potential 
applicants, and enhancing student employability, and it is becoming more common for students and 
staff to adopt partnership approaches towards teaching and learning in teaching sessions.   
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