Growing and sustaining productive student-staff partnerships in course design: from spaces of ‘venting’ to ‘legitimacy’
Student partnerships in higher education course design contexts have been identified as highly impactful for course development yet are noted as notoriously complex to build and sustain. Published research at one Australian university recently identified a unique course design studio space where such partnerships might thrive. Here, a close three-way relationship between academics, students and educational developers offers a safe learning community where academic-student partnerships are nurtured and developmental discussions are facilitated, particularly in the early stages. 

This paper presents the results of a qualitative research project undertaken to explore the experiences of seven student partners working together intensively on the design of one new course at an Australian university over the period of a year, as well as the views of multiple academics who worked closely with them. Since earlier research was presented from the perspective of educational developers, the study builds on key gaps identified in order to further strengthen the model. Using a case study methodology, thematic analysis of data from multiple focus group discussions, a survey, and independently written reflections, reveals the richness of experiences and outcomes to be gained in this space for students and academics alike. 

Earlier findings are validated in the voices of students who note the many ways in which such spaces allow for their growth in confidence, becoming gradually more comfortable in their roles, where power dynamics between them and academics may be diffused. Furthermore, efforts to more honestly and clearly define the partnership roles played by students, which in reality are also paid, short-term contracts as staff members, are shown to be beneficial for the students’ personal and professional development, offering potential solutions to a sector-wide debate on the nature and complexity of student partnerships. Impact on academics’ own practice and the quality of both their teaching and the course is also evidenced.
