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This case study provides the basis for demonstrating how staff-student partnership (SSP) as an 
ethos creates a more favourable learning environment in which individual learning is optimised by 
developing student capacity to engage and staff capacity to be engaging.     
 
Background context  
Ulster University was one of 13 institutions involved in 
What works? which sought to improve the strategic 
approach to the engagement, belonging, retention and 
success of first year students through the implementation 
of interventions in the areas of induction, active learning 
and co-curricular activities in seven selected discipline 
areas. Central to the What Works? Model, Thomas (2012), 
is a partnership approach in which staff and students work 
together to improve student belonging, retention and 
success.  
 
Research approach 
A phenomenological approach was taken with a focus on 
the ‘lived experience’ of partnership working and how it 
impacts on the individuals involved. One-to-one hour-long 
semi-structured interviews (n=14) were conducted with 
staff (n=7) and students (n=7). Responses were recorded, 
transcribed and analysed using a six-stage approach to 
qualitative data analysis as detailed by Braun and Clarke 
(2008). 
 
Results 
The benefits of SSP are very similar for both staff and 
students and are described in the context of changing 
attitudes and behaviour, under two main themes, each with 
sub themes:  
1. personal development  
a) ‘new skills’ and b) new ways of thinking’ 
2 enhancing the learning climate. 
a) builds relationships’, b)‘creates a ripple effect’  c) 
encourages ‘active learning approaches’ 
 
For both students and staff, it can challenge traditional 
norms in HE and provide each with an insight into the 
other’s perspective thereby motivating each to adopt new 
approaches to staff-student engagement.   

Impact  
The research shows a convincing evidence-base that a 
partnership approach provides a learning opportunity for 
both staff and students –where each can see things from 
the others’ perspective and the barriers to learning can be 
reduced. SSP is not a panacea for all the challenges with 
‘engaging students’ but it is enabling to motivate students 
to engage and prompt staff to create learning climates 
based on trust and shared responsibilities. 
 
The changes in attitude and behaviour by both staff and 
students is potentially very powerful and can contribute to 
a change in culture if it can be adopted more widely 
throughout the institution. In leading this culture-led 
development, I work strategically within University 
committees and working groups and with the Students’ 
Union to inform the development of strategies and policies 
which promote partnership in terms of ‘engagement 
through partnership’ where the engagement is for all 
students, rather than the engagement of some already 
‘super-engaged’ students.   
 
Our vision is that partnership becomes an ethos or a 
process of engagement; which works best when it 
becomes a mind-set not just at individual level but at 
module, course and institutional level.  This has the 
potential to break down the ‘them and us’ status quo.   
 
This research has been used to inform the development of 
new Ulster Student Learning Experience Principles in 
2015-16 and in particular Principle 1, the Ulster Learning 
Model. A framework for engagement through partnership is 
currently being implemented and this includes research 
papers, SSP case study and the Ulster Learning Model 
below: 
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