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Introduction 

The two-hour SUPI seminar took place on the second day of the Engage 2014 conference, the 

NCCPE’s flagship event which brings together university researchers and senior management, public 

engagement brokers and ambassadors, community partners, third sector organisations, funders and 

policy makers to explore the latest developments in public engagement. 

 

Around 35 delegates opted to attend the SUPI seminar, which aimed to share learning from the 

perspectives of the different stakeholders present, about how to develop and sustain meaningful 

school-university partnerships. Discussion was themed around five key questions: 

 What do we already know about school-university partnerships and what do we still 

need to find out?  

 How can we create mutually beneficial partnerships to engage school students in 

contemporary research? 

 Does the way that school engagement is organised help or hinder? Is the distinction 

made between widening participation, researcher development, and public 

engagement problematic? 

 How have EPQs created an opportunity for universities around student research 

projects? 

 What examples can we use to inspire our work? 

Participants had the opportunity to join two of the five discussions during the session and contribute 

their thoughts and examples. The seminar was chaired by April McMahon, Vice-Chancellor of 

Aberystwyth University and chair of the Public Engagement with Research Advisory Panel for RCUK. 

 

 

Learning and discussion points 

1. What do we already know about school-university partnerships and what do we still need to 

find out? Hosted by Claire Wood (NCCPE) 

Claire is working with the 12 SUPI projects to develop effective school-university engagements 

and share learning with the wider sector. This includes acting as a central point of contact and 

advice for all SUPI projects, organising termly events, and supporting RCUK to evaluate the SUPI 

programme as a whole. In addition, the NCCPE is overseeing a learning project to draw together 

existing school-university partnership knowledge and identify opportunities to strengthen 

partnerships in the future. The discussion was based around the findings of the first phase of the 

learning project.1 This identified five factors as key to successful school-university partnerships: 

                                                           
1
 The ‘School-University Partnerships: Fulfilling the Potential’ Summary Report is available here. 

http://publicengagement.ac.uk/sites/default/files/publication/supi_project_report_final.pdf
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power and control – an environment in which all voices can be heard; mind the gap – respect for 

cultural differences between schools and universities; the importance of strong leadership; the 

need for strategic fit and relevance; and material resources. 

Participants began by reflecting on how the five factors resonated with their own experiences of 

school-university partnership working – some of their comments are added below.  

Power and control: all voices heard 

‘it’s not just teachers and researchers, but pupils taking the lead e.g. the 

MUSE project’ 

 

Mind the gap: school-university culture differences 

‘share best practice across university departments’; ‘it is great to have 

coordinators who have worked within both cultures’; ‘effective training and 

support is needed for researchers’ 

Leadership 

‘staff retention is really important - we need to ensure that great projects 

are being recognised’; ‘create opportunities for teacher CPD’  

Strategic relevance and fit 

‘try to identify what each institution wants – direct fits are possible’; 

‘connect activities to the curriculum’; ‘include regular, repeated activities – 

like undergraduates doing placements’; ‘activities could be woven into 

[undergraduate/postgraduate] courses [and become credit-bearing]’; ‘we 

need to try and be more proactive and less reactive in terms of changes in 

policy and the curriculum’ 

Material resources 

‘need to factor in transport costs’; ‘can Widening Participation budgets be 

used?’ 

The participants also identified some of the aspects of school-university partnerships that they 

would like to know more about. These included: 

 How can we work with a more diverse range of schools? How can we make 

connections? ‘use tracking information to highlight benefits for WP groups’; ‘get 

coordinators to meet every school’; ‘work with Teaching School Alliances to help roll out 

programmes’ 

 How can we show that our work has impact? ‘count something as well as having case 

studies’; ‘we need to build our evidence base’; ‘it’s easier to measure impact with 

certain groups e.g. influence on option choices of interventions with Year 8 students’ 
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 How can we measure longer-term benefits i.e. when working with primary school 

children? ‘light-touch qualitative evaluation for children involved’; ‘are there any 

tracking mechanisms for this?’ 

 How can we work more effectively with teacher training/PGCE providers? 

  

2. How can we create mutually beneficial partnerships to engage school students in 

contemporary research? Hosted by Bruce Etherington and Sue Diment (Cardiff SUPI) 

Bruce is the Engagement Manager and Sue is the Schools Partnership Project Officer for the 

Cardiff SUPI; their project focuses on creating an infrastructure that will enable more effective 

school-university partnerships to emerge. In August 2014 they launched a website to broker 

these partnerships: http://sites.cardiff.ac.uk/curriculumsupport/. The discussion focused initially 

on who should be involved in the partnerships (i.e. undergraduate and postgraduate students, 

academics from different departments) and outlined some of the tangible benefits such as skills 

development for undergraduates and postgraduates, and the potential benefits for 

undergraduate teaching. Participants also identified some key barriers to mutually beneficial 

partnerships, including: 

 Supporting the sustainability of partnerships. 

 Maintaining up to date knowledge of work with schools. 

 How do you reduce the likelihood of schools not turning up for events? 

 What is the broader institutional buy-in beyond the project team? (links to sustainability 

question) 

 How do you embed the new structures to ensure sustainability? 

 

3. Does the way that school engagement is organised help or hinder? Is the distinction made 

between widening participation, researcher development, and public engagement 

problematic? Hosted by Penny Wilson (The Brilliant Club) and Allan Williamson (London 

Academy) 

Penny was Head of Community Affairs at the University of Cambridge and is now Partnerships 

Director at The Brilliant Club. Allan is Head of Year 13 at a secondary school in North London. 

Having seen the effects of the common lack of co-ordination within universities of schools-facing 

work from all sides (within a university, school and an external organisation working to combat 

educational disadvantage), they proposed this session to discuss some of the possible solutions. 

They were pleased that the colleagues who joined them had experienced this issue themselves 

and were keen to discuss how things might be improved. 

 

Participants started by exploring the many different university departments that work with 

schools, from Volunteering Services for staff and students, to Widening Participation teams, 

Public Engagement, Marketing, Student Recruitment, Admissions, Careers, researcher 

development, individual academic departments, and communications from colleges 

http://sites.cardiff.ac.uk/curriculumsupport/
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providing university courses. These school-facing offices receive discrete funding, have 

different stated aims and operate separate programmes.  

 

Questions were raised about the focus of and collaboration between these departments, 

which often differs between institutions, such as whether Widening Participation was 

responsible for targeting postcodes, mentoring small groups of students, facilitating 

improved achievement, helping students to make informed choices, or all or none of the 

above.  

 

Co-ordination between different school-facing departments in universities is variable 

which causes difficulties for both schools and universities e.g. schools not knowing who to 

contact, university not knowing which schools it is working with overall, leading to overlap 

and cold spots, and schools receiving information from different parts of the same 

university. 

 

Mechanisms for communication between schools and universities identified included 

personal contacts, schools getting in touch directly with university departments, a single 

point of contact (SPoC), or via initiatives such as STEMNET. 

 

A number of suggestions were made to improve communication/co-ordination: 

 An ongoing single point of contact for schools within a university to signpost to 

other departments if needed. 

 Universities need to understand what is going on in school e.g. curriculum changes. 

 Training for everyone going in to schools – both in terms of an understanding of 

schools (schools’ help with this), communications training and in terms of 

messaging from the university (e.g. WP messages in non-WP activities). 

 Possible collaboration between universities – along the lines of Aimhigher. 

 An awareness of what goes on in other departments within the university: including 

a database of who works with which schools and referring schools onto other 

activities where sustained contact would be beneficial. 

 Considering the role of external brokers. 

 The role of the HEFCE-funded National Networks for Collaborative Outreach 

(NNCO), which will help institutions establish networks for collaborative outreach 

and local ‘Single Points of Contact‘ (SPoC), was also flagged. 

 A careers advisor for local schools employed by a university (UWE). 

 

 

4. How have EPQs created opportunities around student research projects and what is the role of 

researchers as mentors? Hosted by Chloe Anderson and Kate Miller (Bristol SUPI) 

 

Chloe is the Schools Partnership Coordinator and Kate is the Academic Liaison Officer based 

within the Centre for Public Engagement at the University of Bristol. Following a pilot EPQ 

mentoring scheme in 2013, the Bristol SUPI has continued to develop its model: in the current 

cycle 35 students from 2 partner schools will be mentored by Early Career Researchers. The 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/wp/current/nnco/
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/wp/current/nnco/
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discussion focused on the value and sustainability of EPQ initiatives, before exploring some of 

the associated challenges and solutions by sharing best practice.    

What is the value of mentoring for researchers and universities? 

 Do they see it as part of their job? As a civic responsibility? As doing something to 

support others? 

 Helps researchers to think about why their work matters. 

 In-depth relationship building on lighter touch previous interventions. 

 Skills development around teaching (for research and other careers). 

 Fun! 

 Cultivate different relationships – get to know what future students might be like, 

develop closer links with schools and teachers, and gain a better understanding of what 

pupils are taught. 

 Good PR for universities. 

How sustainable are EPQ projects with respect to other initiatives? 

 Researchers do this type of activity anyway, but often not strategically. These initiatives 

can provide a better process. Should relationships be on an individual or institutional 

basis? 

 The matching process is the most time-consuming part – it would be good to have a 

centralised process. 

 Could Nuffield placements combine in some way and help with covering costs, especially 

for science projects? 

 Do other initiatives limit participation in the EPQ? 

Good practice sharing: 

 How do we ensure expertise on more vocational projects – theoretical knowledge vs. 

practice…? 

 Mentoring the mentors and ensuring quality in mentoring via a selection process. 

Training is needed for mentors, which takes place with the teachers. Mentors also need 

to be aware of the mentor/student relationship boundaries. 

 Do we need/require DBS – can we use the STEM Ambassador scheme (not for 

everyone). Should universities check all staff (since they may be working with potentially 

vulnerable people)? 

 How can we counter geographical disparity? Pay for travel. 

 How can we overcome health and safety issues? 

 How can we evaluate? How can we determine impact? 

 

5. What examples can we use to inspire our work? Hosted by Marion Sheridan (Strathclyde SUPI) 

and Steven Charters (Knightswood School) 
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Marion is an academic and arts practitioner involved in the MUSE project (Models of University and 

School Engagement), working in collaboration with schools partner Steven. This discussion drew on 

their experience of working with pupils to enable them to present their research findings through 

art, music and dance at Strathclyde University’s Research Day and at the pupils’ school’s awards and 

achievements ceremony. 

What models of good practice can we use to inspire our young people? 

 Engage in collaborative practices. 

 Build relationships with each other, with joint communication between the university and 

students. Think about positive role models (e.g. university students with a similar 

background). 

 Encourage creative thinking from the young people and give ownership over the project to 

pupils; allow them to control what they do. 

 Turn research into a performance. 

How do we harness the skills of our young people and give value to these skills in the research 

projects, and should we encourage the young people to take the lead? 

 Start by asking them what they are interested in and what excites them. Empower young 

people by allowing them to take the lead. 

 Recognise the new energy and ideas that the young people bring. 

 Value the soft outcomes, such as increased confidence, as well as the development of 

leadership skills and the project outputs. 

Should everyone involved – young people, school staff, university staff and anyone else involved in 

the project – move out of their comfort zones? How would this benefit the project? 

 Projects like this give everyone the chance to be involved, experience something new, and 

step into someone else’s shoes. It is a great idea to bring children out of their shell to 

express themselves, whilst not being intimidating. 

 All involved go through a learning curve; moving out of your comfort zone allows you to 

express yourself and be creative. 

 Getting out of your comfort zone enables you to exchange knowledge in a different way and 

see how change can be beneficial. 

 By breaking down barriers you can change children’s perceptions of university and show that 

it isn’t just for the middle classes. 

 

Conclusions 

The session ended with the theme leaders feeding back some of the key points from their 

discussion, and concluding remarks from April McMahon on the value of school-university 

partnership working from the Vice-Chancellor perspective. 


