Conceptualising power in partnerships: what can Bourdieu offer us and why it’s not enough?
Engaging students as partners (SaP) is gaining attention as a relational process through which students and staff collaborate in and on learning and teaching (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). Although scholars recognise that power plays a key role in partnership practices, there are calls for deeper theorisations of power to further research and practice (Matthews et al., 2018). This conceptual research study investigates Bourdieu’s (1977) theoretical tools as possible generative tools to frame and analyse power in SaP practices, particularly habitus and capital in higher education (as the field) traced to a recognition of ‘student expertise’ regularly evoked by SaP scholars. We posit that Bourdieu’s tools give a language for power that can advance practice and knowledge yet combined this with the toolkit of intercultural communication to better illuminate the process of symbolic exchange for shared meaning making that individuals from different cultural groups negotiate and navigate (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012). Expanding cultural-linguistic conceptions and inclusion of people from diverse cultural backgrounds necessitates a theorisation of power that focuses on intercultural dialogical interactions. This research offers a theoretical framework threading together power, intercultural communication and partnership to advocate for and advance research in SaP that recognises power and intercultural dynamics. By applying the framework to hypothetical SaP situations, discussions of the use of and implications for a power-intercultural dialogue framework will be opened up. This conceptual presentation lays the intellectual groundwork to inform practice and enrich scholarship that moves the higher education research and development community further toward more relational, agentic, and inclusive educational practices.  
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