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Student partnership: exploring the dynamics in and between
different conceptualizations
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ABSTRACT
The concept of student partnership has attracted increased attention
during the last decade, often due to an assumption that it can mitigate
neo-liberal agendas and practices in teaching and learning. A review of
definitions and understandings of student partnership models shows
that most of the research conducted on this topic has been based on
normative assumptions, with less focus on how partnership practices
play out in different contexts. In this article an analytical framework for
analysing student partnership is introduced and tested through an
empirical analysis of collaborative practices in centres for teaching
excellence in Norwegian higher education. The key findings are that the
diversity and dynamics of student partnership depend on the context in
which they operate, but more importantly how different practices of
partnership play out in parallel in those educational contexts. The result
is often a mix of hybrid practices related to different conceptualizations
of student partnership.
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Introduction

In the literature on teaching and learning in higher education, concepts such as student involvement,
student engagement, student participation and student partnership have gained considerable inter-
est (Klemencic 2011; Bovill and Bulley 2011; Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014; Ashwin and McVitty
2015). These concepts can be understood in different ways: as indications of attempts to foster more
student-centred teaching, as a reaction to neo-liberal reforms in higher education, or even as a
renewal and a re-interpretation of more historical university ideas (Bovill 2012; Healey, Flint, and Har-
rington 2014; McCulloch 2009).

Over the last decade, the concept of student partnership has inspired both theoretical contri-
butions and institutional reform initiatives, especially in the UK, USA, Canada, the Nordic countries
and Australia (Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2016; Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2017; Bovill and Woolmer
2019). Beyond this, student partnership has found its place in national policy initiatives. For
example, in Norway student partnership is a key requirement for those applying for status as national
Centres for Excellence in Education. However, many empirical studies on student partnership have
been characterized as small scale, based on participants’ self-reports (Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2017)
and lacking a solid theoretical basis (Matthews et al. 2019). It is acknowledged, that more complicated
contexts for partnership require additional theoretical contributions (e.g. Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill
2019).
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Even though there is a wide spectrum of possible partnership and co-creation (with students)
forms, areas and implementation possibilities (Bovill 2019b), there is still a lack of literature observing
institutional pathways towards student partnership and how partnerships develop over time. Many
contributions are focused on overcoming challenges (Bovill et al. 2016; Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten
2014; Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill 2019) or integrating a value-based partnership concept in today’s
neo-liberal universities (Matthews et al. 2019; Gravett, Kinchin, and Winstone 2019). Historically, the
student role in higher education has been strongly affected by the development of universities as
institutions (Maassen and Olsen 2007). As the universities’ missions and values changed, so has
the role of the students. Therefore, there is a need to reflect on different ways practices can be devel-
oped at universities, through adding an institutional perspective to the partnership debate. Conse-
quently, the aim of this article is to contribute to the existing student partnership literature
offering an institutional perspective towards partnership development and dynamics.

The article is organized as follows. We start by presenting a review of the literature on student
partnership, the key conceptualizations found in recent research, mostly used partnership models
and implementation issues. Next, a theoretical framework is introduced where different understand-
ings of student partnership are proposed. This framework is tested empirically by an analysis of how
student partnership is playing out in three centres of teaching excellence in Norwegian higher edu-
cation. We conclude the article by suggesting avenues for further research.

The literature on student partnership

The concept of student partnership has its origins in the call for more democratic approaches to edu-
cation and critical pedagogy (Bovill 2012), which ‘has played a significant role in our current under-
standing of student–staff partnerships’ (Bovill 2019b, 6). Critical pedagogy connects student learning
with political commitments, such as ‘serve democratic ends, connect with societal issues or to
promote social justice’ (Buckley 2014, 12). Student partnership has developed as a contra-narrative
to a consumeristic approach to education (Matthews et al. 2018; Healey, Flint, and Harrington
2014; Gravett, Kinchin, and Winstone 2019; Williamson 2013). Student partnership stresses that ‘stu-
dents actively participate in shaping and co-producing their education, rather than merely receiving
it passively’ (Williamson 2013, 8).

One of the most frequently used definitions of student partnership is provided by Cook-Sather,
Bovill and Felten:

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 conceptualization, decision-making,
implementation, investigation, or analysis. (2014, 6–7)

Partnership is characterized as a process of engagement, ‘a way of doing things, rather than an
outcome in itself’ (Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014, 12). There is no doubt that partnership is a
value-based concept. Healey, Flint, and Harrington (2014) provide a full list of values, which should
be underpinned around partnership practices: authenticity, inclusivity, reciprocity, empowerment,
trust, challenge, community and responsibility. Student partnership is referred to in the literature
as a threshold concept in academic development, as an idea intended to make a change in mindsets
regarding teaching and learning (Cook-Sather 2014), as having potential to make a cultural shift
(Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten 2014). Due to its value-based approach, partnership should
become a desired ‘way of doing things’, a role model to the universities.

In practice, student partnership has become an umbrella for a broad range of practices differing in
their forms, scale and areas of implementation (Bovill 2019a, 2019b; Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2017;
Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill 2019; Healey and Healey 2018). The variety of partnership practices
has been discussed in the literature (see Bovill 2019a, 2019b), and several frameworks for exploring
different aspects of partnership have been developed. The different areas for partnership have been
identified by the influential1 framework developed by Healey, Flint, and Harrington (2014): learning,
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teaching and assessment; subject-based research and inquiry; scholarship of teaching and learning;
curriculum design and pedagogic consultancy. There are also some examples of literature conceptua-
lizing student partnership at a higher level than curricula. For example, Ashwin and McVitty (2015)
explored student partnership in formation of communities, and Klemencic (2011) defined student
partnership in governance. The roles students play in cooperation with the staff have been investi-
gated by Bovill et al. (2016) and Dunne and Zandstra (2011) – from students as co-researchers to stu-
dents as representatives. In addition to these models, the literature provides a number of frameworks
focusing on engagement or participation levels, which include student partnership as one of the
highest levels or stages in the scale to be achieved (Bovill and Bulley 2011; Ashwin and McVitty
2015; Klemencic 2011; Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014). Some of these frameworks are positioned
in the partnership literature (like Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014), others include partnership as
one of the possibilities to engage with the students (e.g. Ashwin and McVitty 2015; Dunne and Zand-
stra 2011). Altogether, the developed frameworks or typologies provide a useful tool to map existing
and develop new student partnership / participation forms.

There is no doubt that ‘students as partners’ has become an attractive concept. A variety of prac-
tices related to student partnership has found its way into university strategies (Mercer-Mapstone
et al. 2017; Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2016; Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill 2019) and national pro-
grammes or initiatives (Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2016). In a systematic literature review, Mercer-
Mapstone et al. (2017) found 65 empirical studies performed in the years 2011–2015 investigating
various partnership practices. Many contributions in the implementation literature concentrate on
challenges to overcome in order to implement partnership practices. For example, Bovill et al.
(2016) argued that individual biases, fears and perceptions of risks in redefining the student and
staff roles, institutional norms and inclusivity of the students in partnerships are the challenges for
co-creation in partnership practices. There are some issues related to the scaling up of partnership
practices identified in the literature, such as sustainability of partnership initiatives (Mercer-Mapstone
and Bovill 2019; Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten 2014) and providing access to all the students
(Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill 2019). Finally, there is a discussion in the literature whether a neo-
liberal focus in universities is a challenge for partnership implementation or not (see Matthews
et al. 2018; Gravett, Kinchin, and Winstone 2019; Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill 2019; Bovill 2019b).
In essence, many contributions in the literature concentrating on partnership implementation
within universities are focused on ways to reconstruct these institutions (as well as the mindsets
of their staff) to fit the value-based partnership concept.

Among the main scholars addressing student partnership in their work there is an ongoing debate
regarding the theorizing of the concept of ‘partnership’. For example, Bovill (2019b) argues that it has
a firm theoretical background coming from critical pedagogy and should be used together with
engagement and co-creation theories. Other authors suggest that student partnership is an under-
theorized area (Gravett, Kinchin, and Winstone 2019; Matthews et al. 2019). Matthews et al. claim
(2019, 11) that theorizing in this area can be ‘creative and emancipatory’. They apply Trowler’s
notion of the use of theory ‘in the imaginarium’, when ‘theory does not just describe the world
but seeks to change it’ (Trowler 2012, 277). Consequently, Matthews et al. (2019) invite more theories
to be built on existing partnership practices.

The current article aims at contributing to the literature by analysing existing partnership practices
in relation to their institutional embedding and dynamics. In order to be able to perform such a study
in line with the proposed ‘theory being built on existing practices’ approach, it is crucial to expand a
scope of a value-based partnership definition described in the literature. As Healey and Healey (2018,
1) suggest ‘the breadth and complexity of practices and policies surrounding SaP [students as part-
ners] mean that it is often difficult to make generalizations’. The authors strongly advice against a
one-size-fits-all approach to student partnership and encourage studies to put more emphasis on
the context (Healey and Healey 2018). Student partnership could be understood as a lens to be
used to understand teaching and learning interactions (Ashwin 2009). Consequently, the current
study keeps the partnership concept more open than the value-based partnership definition
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proposed in most of the literature. As point of departure, we apply the definition proposed by Cook-
Sather, Bovill, and Felten (2014) of partnership as a process where ‘all participants have the opportu-
nity to contribute equally’ (6–7), yet we choose to analyse various participation practices in regard to
the different underlying institutional norms and values that determine their dynamics.

Analytical framework

Historically, the role of students has been in a constant change in regard to the development of uni-
versities as institutions (Maassen and Olsen 2007). For example, in the Humboldtian university, stu-
dents were seen as contributors to shared inquiry, together with the professors seeking to
develop knowledge (Karseth and Solbrekke 2016). The bond between students and their university
was very tight (Pritchard 2004). From the 1960s on the democratization movements made a huge
impact on student roles at universities. The students fought together with the non-professorial aca-
demic staff for more democratic governance structures inside the university as well as against univer-
sities being used as an instrument for national political agendas (Boer and Stensaker 2007). More
recently, neo-liberalism and the concept of new public management gave students a different
place, positioning them in a number of respects as the customers or clients of universities (Meek
2003). Hence, the role of the students in the development of higher education changed in line
with changes in important institutional features of universities.

Based on an institutional perspective, Olsen (2007) has developed a framework consisting of four
stylized visions (or models) on university governance and organization, which offers an analytical lens
for identifying different ways of understanding student partnership and its development. Our analyti-
cal framework for student partnership dynamics presented below builds on these visions where
‘ideal’ student partnership types in educational practices are put on two axes: external vs. internal

Figure 1. The student partnership framework (Based on Olsen 2007, 30).
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pressure (toward student participation) and consensus vs. conflicting norms and objectives of the
actors (see Figure 1).

The ‘Student as an apprentice’ partnership type is based on the Humboldtian university vision.
Internal pressure towards student participation and consensus among actors are the character-
istics of this partnership type. Students as well as the professors have shared goals: the
pursuit of knowledge, or self-development (Bildung). The development of student partnership
practices emerges gradually, in mutual agreement. Student participation is mostly linked to
common work in research or at least aimed at enhancing student understanding of the scientific
endeavour and teaching them to develop inquiry skills. Student participation in co-creation
activities is usually initiated by the senior academic staff and students, as younger colleagues
would follow in consensus.

The ‘Student as a follower of political agendas’ partnership type is based on Olsen’s (2007, 31)
vision of the university as an instrument for shifting national political agendas. In this ‘ideal’ partner-
ship type, the pressure towards student participation is external and partnership practices are devel-
oped in consensus. Students and academics have a common goal – to correspond to political
decisions in order to gain support and funding from the government. In this partnership type, the
need for student participation is deemed from the requirements of the national or transnational gov-
ernment. Students would be invited to committees or meetings; student participation practices
would have a formal character. Student participation forms would be developed by the appointed
leaders based on political decisions according to the official requirements regarding student
participation.

The ‘Student as democratic participant’ partnership type is based on Olsen’s (2007, 32) univer-
sity as a representative democracy vision. This model is related to the democratization processes
starting in the 1960s and can be understood as student voice. Hence, a student’s role as a demo-
cratic participant is driven by democratic ideals, by the wish to empower the students. This part-
nership type imposes the pressure towards student participation to be internal (mostly student-
driven) and practices to be originated from the conflicting objectives of the parties. The
demands of the students to get more influence over their education would result in them
getting more decision power in university [governance] structures. Partnership practices would
be developed in the process of bargaining and alliancing between student organizations and uni-
versity staff. Describing this university vision Olsen claims that ‘focus [of student participation] is
upon formal arrangements of organization and governance’ (2007, 32). Examples of these formal
arrangements and governance bodies in today’s university could be various quality assurance
bodies (e.g. programme committees) and representation in university governance bodies, such
as central university boards.

The ‘Student as a customer/consumer’ partnership type is based on Olsen’s university as a service
enterprise vision (Olsen 2007, 32–33). External pressure towards student participation and conflicting
objectives of the actors are the characteristics of this partnership type, in which students are under-
stood as (external) consumers of university services. That implies that the university, managed
according to new public management principles, is basically reacting to market needs. If students
/ prospective students or other parties (employers, business) see student participation as a value,
the university reacts to that need in the market and develops new student partnership forms. Devel-
oped partnership forms would concentrate on provision of student feedback or other practices
aimed at increasing the quality of study programmes and would be actively used in universities’mar-
keting strategies. In this ‘ideal’ partnership type student participation has predefined outcomes,
established following managerial principles.

In practice, the four ‘ideal’ student partnership types are not exclusive, and neither are Olsen’s
(2007) university visions; they co-exist and overlap. All of them are addressing specific dynamics in
student partnership, yet, all of them are assumed to do that in a different way. Therefore, the aim
of this analytical framework is to connect the student partnership with an institutional setting and
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to observe different drivers shaping the basic institutional student partnership approach in
practice.

Empirical context and research design

Norwegian centres for excellence in education

To test our student partnership framework, we conducted an analysis of student participation prac-
tices within Centres for Excellence in Education (CEE) in Norwegian higher education. Norway, as a
part of the Nordic region, has a strong democratic tradition with an emphasis on equality and
trust in society (Christensen, Gornitzka, and Maassen 2014). Nordic values in higher education are
expressed in a number of ways, including through continuous high levels of public funding and
tuition-free education (Christensen, Gornitzka, and Maassen 2014). The scarce studies of student
roles in Norwegian higher education indicate that democratic values and practices remain important
among the students (Stensaker and Michelsen 2011; Jungblut, Vukasovic, and Stensaker 2015). Yet,
the question can be raised how recent policy trends affected these basic values in Norwegian higher
education. The national political context for Norwegian higher education is still very different from
more countries that are more fundamentally market-oriented in their higher education governance
model, such as the UK, USA or Australia, where the student partnership concept has been more
influential.

The CEE initiative started in 2010, and the ‘students as partners’ rhetoric was featured prominently
when the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research launched it. The partnership rhetoric was
also embedded in the specific expectations formulated by the agency responsible for implementing
the initiative (Nokut 2016), with significant results (see more in Helseth et al. 2019). During the period
2011–2017 eight CEEs have been established across the country. In terms of student partnership
practices, a high variation can be observed among institutions hosting one or more of the Centres
– including some very successful student-led learning initiatives and students acting as change
agents (Helseth et al. 2019). Consequently, CEEs provide highly relevant cases for examining the
different understandings and practices related to student partnership practices.

Data and methods

The underlying study is qualitative and exploratory, with a multiple case study design (Yin 2009). The
study’s goal was not to compare the different CEEs and their student participation models per se, but
rather to explore the dynamics of student participation practices and the ways in which they were
developed. The multiple case design has provided adequate possibilities to test the relevance and
validity of our framework. For this purpose, three out of the current eight Norwegian CEEs have
been selected:

. BioCEED (Center for Excellence in Biology Education, University of Bergen), CEE from 2014,

. MatRIC (Center for Research, Innovation and Coordination of Mathematics Teaching, University of
Agder), CEE from 2014,

. ExcITEd (Center for Excellent Information Technology Education, NTNU Norwegian University of
Science and Technology), CEE from 2016/2017.

The selection was made on the basis of the following criteria: (1) the centres had to belong to
different universities as the institutional setting was under investigation; (2) the level within the uni-
versity where a centre is established (at the department level vs institutional level); and (3) the years
of establishment – the updated requirements from 2016 indicated that centres should plan how to
involve students in educational developments and innovations, while this was not mentioned in the
previous requirements (Nokut 2013, 2016).
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Data for this study were collected using document analysis, semi-structured interviews and focus
groups at the premises of the selected centres.2 Firstly, the document analysis has been performed
using applications, yearly reports and midterm self-evaluations of the centres. Secondly, semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with staffmembers and student representatives – in total 7 individ-
ual interviews. Prospective interviewees were selected using snowball sampling, they were proposed
by an institutional contact person as being able to contribute to the revelations of student partner-
ship patterns at the centres. Finally, the group interviews were performed with students participating
at the centres’ activities, 13 students in total, divided into 3 groups (for each of the centres). The semi-
structured interviews and group discussions were audio recorded. The study has been performed
according to the requirements of the Norwegian Social Science Data Services.

Findings

Each of the investigated Centres for Excellence in Education has developed its own distinctive
student partnership approach consisting of several student participation practices. The practices
ranged from the provision of feedback, to students owning the process. In each centre, at least
three parallel practices involving students were detected. The practices found at the centres
mainly fall into two areas: student representation in decision-making and student participation in
the projects developed by the centre. Student participation in decision-making at the centres was
performed by the student representatives, in two of them organized as unpaid, voluntary activity.
In contrast, student involvement in projects was organized in the form of part time jobs where stu-
dents were selected through an application process. The centres acted as additional enhancement
units having a tight connection, but no responsibility for the implementation of curricula. The
student participation practices, their rationales and development processes have been analysed by
using the student partnership framework based on Olsen’s (2007) four stylized university visions.
The main findings will be presented in the following sections.

Student as an apprentice

Including students in the teaching, learning and research developments was one of the main areas
for student involvement at the selected centres. The NOKUT CEE programme requirements from 2016
indicated that CEEs should plan how to involve students in educational developments and inno-
vations, while this was not mentioned in the previous requirements (Nokut 2013, 2016). Yet all
three centres (established in 2013 and 2016) have involved students (to a different degree) in the
design and/or implementation of educational developments or innovations, mostly organized as pro-
jects. The traditional Humboldtian rationale, such as ‘to develop researcher’s skills’ was mentioned in
one of the centres which implemented a research assistant programme. In this programme the pro-
fessors worked together with the students treating them as less experienced colleagues and provid-
ing various research-related assignments (e.g. preparing articles together with professors, assisting in
empirical work). In the remaining two centres, students contributed in certain mentoring or student
teaching programmes – as ‘older students’ teaching and sharing experiences with ‘younger students’.
An example of this practice is additional consultations provided by the mentoring students at a set
time for clarification of a subject. Even though the mentoring or student teaching practices could not
be assigned to the ‘ideal’ ‘student as an apprentice’ partnership type (due to the emphasis on relevant
skills instead of the disciplinary knowledge), this practice is based on cognitive hierarchy, which is one
of the features of the apprentice partnership type as well as the Humboldtian university model
(Nybom 2007).

One of the centres provided an example of student partnership following some of the principles
that characterize the ‘student as an apprentice’ type (see Figure 1). At this centre a change of the
student partnership practices was slow, incremental, unplanned and unmanaged – no one remem-
bered exact dates, there was no formal decision to start something or stop something, just someone
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who suggested, and others agreed. Both internal parties, students and staffwere involved in initiating
the change in mutual agreement. Even the dissemination of their student partnership practices was
performed in a decentralized nature – another department heard about their practice and tried to
implement something similar.

Student as a follower of political agendas

It is interesting that the CEE initiative was developed as a programme aimed at providing selected
higher education institutions with earmarked funding. There is no doubt that Nokut, as a coordinator
and administrator of this programme for many years, has been an important change driver regarding
student participation approaches. Firstly, it was embedded into the requirements for funding. Sec-
ondly, Nokut provided support for more intensive student participation (e.g. providing funding for
student driven projects; inviting institutions to student partnership workshops). Political influence
as a driver for developing new student participation practices has been mentioned by two centres
in the interviews. One of the respondents claimed that ‘one thing that came out from the previous
round where we didn’t succeed was that some student involvement during the application process is
so important’. That was the reason for the centre to increase the students’ role in the application
process. The second centre took its biggest step in student partnership development as a result of
its participation in the workshop ‘Students as partners’ initiated by Nokut.

In essence, some student partnership practices have been developed as a direct result of political
pressure, for example, student participation in the CEE application process. Yet, following the official
requirements for student participation, the centres expanded their student partnership practices
according to their institutional needs. For example, in the requirements it is indicated that
‘Student participation [in management and organization] at all levels is essential’ (Nokut 2016, 9).
At the same time, all the centres developed their own unique ways to ensure student representation
in governance, at least two of them increased the number of student representatives during their
operational time.

Student as a customer/consumer

All three centres had an element of this student partnership type in their rationales. This is also visible
in the ways in which most staff indicated in the interviews their interest in feedback for the activities
of the centre. As an example, one staff member indicated that students provide ‘very good sugges-
tions how we can be better’. In another centre, the students’ position as the customers of education
was mentioned:

… as well it is necessary to work [with them]… because they are our main target and basically our customers, we
have to work for them, we have to work well for them.

On the other hand, systematic feedback collection was a relatively insignificant part of the whole
student partnership practice. Discussing feedback practices during the interviews, it was mostly indi-
cated that it is crucial to have students participating at the time of decision-making. In this case, stu-
dents can provide immediate feedback – to help include a students’ perspective before launching a
new activity or making changes.

In terms of student partnership practice development, one of the centres provided an example of
the process following some of the managerial principles. Despite the fact that students were involved
in the development of the concept, further operational issues were mostly decided by staff. The
launch of a new teaching assistant programme was sudden and performed at a high scale (started
with 30 students, expanded to 80 students in two years). The practice quickly became centralized,
it was introduced to the institutional level at the time of the interviews. The developed practice
itself was aimed at facilitating student learning, improving quality of studies, reducing drop-out
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rates. On the other hand, the ‘response to the market needs’ element was not observed in the inter-
views. The drivers for the change were external political pressure as well as internal needs.

Student as a democratic representative

All of the centres ended up implementing some form of student representation. However, it is impor-
tant to notice that the student representation in governance was embedded in the requirements for
the funding. Typical student participation in governance rationales, such as ‘democracy’, ‘ensuring
students’ voice to be heard’ were mentioned only by one interviewee. Yet, it should not be
assumed that the student representation function is unimportant to the centres. On the contrary,
the information from the interviews suggests that the ability of representing multiple student
voices has been set as an important expectation for student representatives at the centres. One
respondent pinpointed that ‘we expect to hear not only their voice as representatives but to hear
how all the students feel about the world here’. In addition, the variety of established student rep-
resentation forms indicates that it is high on the agenda in the centres. For example, at one of the
centres its student representation structure is holding the main responsibility for student-driven
activities. In another centre, the student representative is a full-time paid position.

Finally, the development process of student participation practices had not much in common with
the ideal ‘student as a democratic participant’ type. In two of the centres the student organizations
were important in the implementation of their student partnership approach, yet, the components
not observed in the interviews were conflict and high pressure towards the change coming from
the students.

Discussion

Based on the underlying study, we argue that when analysing student partnership practices at a
group level, several different pathways towards partnership can be identified. These are often
influenced by the specific institutional context of the educational practices and they demonstrate
the dynamic nature of partnerships. When analysing student partnership at an individual level, we
still find that most students are exposed to more specific practices, with a high variety when it
comes to the nature and level of `partnership`. Importantly, students can engage in the same edu-
cational practices in ways that are aligned to very different partnership understandings.

In the findings, we observed a range of group level practices reflecting all four cells of our student
partnership framework (see Figure 1). Students participate in application processes, student input is
gathered in the form of feedback, students work with professors as research assistants and, finally,
students play a role in institutional governance and decision-making. This variety reflects in many
ways the diversity of student partnership practices. Indeed, students play various roles like those pro-
posed by Bovill et al. (2016) and Dunne and Zandstra (2011), and the intensity of their participation
differs from being consulted to owning the process (as proposed by Ashwin and McVitty 2015; Bovill
and Bulley 2011).

Primarily, in the Norwegian CEE initiative, the focus in student partnership is on teaching, and
learning developments and innovations in this are to a large extent anchored in the political expec-
tations. Strikingly, these kinds of innovations are implemented in all of the selected cases. It corre-
sponds to the observed trend in the partnership literature – many practices investigated are being
aimed at teaching and learning improvements and curricular developments (Mercer-Mapstone
et al. 2017). In addition, our analysis also revealed that the student role in governance and represen-
tation has been high on the agenda for the centres. The importance of representation and students
participating in institutional governance might be explained by the unique Norwegian higher edu-
cation context. Norwegian education still relies on strong democratic traditions, trust and equality
in the society (Christensen, Gornitzka, and Maassen 2014), and democratic values and practices

STUDIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 9



remain important among the students (Stensaker and Michelsen 2011; Jungblut, Vukasovic, and Sten-
saker 2015).

The Norwegian context also illustrates how many apparently contradictory practices and ratio-
nales do not necessarily interfere with each other. Our findings highlight that neo-liberal influences
do not hinder tight collaboration practices in other areas, opposing a number of sceptics of a con-
sumeristic approach to student participation (e.g. Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2014; McCulloch
2009). Publicly funded Norwegian universities and tuition-free education provide a very different
setting than highly-marketized contexts found in other countries. Indeed, as suggested by Bovill
(2019b), ‘a taste of competition’ might drive institutions to an understanding that engagement
and partnership could be a strategy to realize positive student experiences.

Our analysis indicates that student partnership has a multi-faceted character, in the sense that
student participation practices are underpinned and exist next to each other. This reflects Olsen’s
(2007) argument that his four university visions are not exclusive. At the same time, the multi-
faceted character of the practices leaves little room for prediction. Political rationales might lead
to collaborative practices in decision-making processes or consumeristic rationales – as well as
to the partnership practices aimed at teaching and learning improvements. In addition, the
findings indicate that many practices as well as their rationales and development processes
have some features of more than one of the four ‘ideal’ partnership types and can therefore
not be placed exactly in only one of the cells of our analytical framework (see Figure 1). Finally,
our framework does not provide a normative definition of ‘partnership’. While it might be contro-
versial to think of the ‘student as a customer’ as an ideal-type of partnership, we propose that the
field is in need of partnership types that reflect the complexity of how students value and view
higher education (cf. Jungblut, Vukasovic, and Stensaker 2015). We argue that ‘partnership’ most
often is being found as a sum of various student participation practices, which vary depending
on the institutional context.

The strength of our framework is that it hints to the dynamics around student collaborative
practices. In fact, it helps to visualize the partnership as a dynamic and constantly changing
process. For example, external political pressure has been functioning in many ways as a catalyst
for launching student participation practices. Yet, most practices have been shaped within insti-
tutions as a result of institutional change processes. The emphasis on dynamics of practices is
an important contribution to existing partnership frameworks mostly mapping final partnership
forms.

Conclusions

The findings show that as student partnership is gaining momentum in more complicated insti-
tutional and national contexts, we consequently need to apply multiple models if we are to
understand partnership practices. Student partnership is highly dynamic and multi-faceted and
is experienced in multiple ways by the involved students. Student partnership has also infused
the national policy agenda and because of the increased focus on attracting and retaining stu-
dents in higher education, both consumer ideas and political legitimacy embed the practices
identified. Still, within this context, we clearly see also examples of what can be interpreted
as ‘apprentice’ and ‘democratic participant’ partnership types. As such, the Olsen framework is
indeed useful as an analytical tool for examining the dynamic complexity surrounding partner-
ship practices.

This latter point, we would argue, is of great interest to pursue for further research as our data
suggest that there are hybrid and quite complex partnership practices in the `boundary areas`
between the ideal-type forms of student partnership included in our framework. Our finding is
that political pressure ends up fostering internal incentives towards partnership. A question to
pursue for the future is whether the same also applies to the partnership practices developed as a
response to market needs. Alternatively: do partnership models based on democratic ideals run
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the danger of pushing students into being political followers? These are some of the questions that
are relevant to address in future research on how different ideas underlying student partnership play
out in practice.

Notes

1. This framework guided a number of empirical studies, has been practically applied by various organisations
(Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2016).

2. The authors would like to thank Nokut (the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education) for their
support in the implementation of the empirical study.
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