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Overview of the project and event

The national stakeholder workshop was held to share the findings from the first phase of an RCUK-
funded project being co-ordinated by the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) 
to address the following questions: 

•	 How are school-university partnerships perceived by different stakeholders?

•	 What are the conditions required for sustainable school-university partnerships?  

•	 How can such partnerships secure ‘collaborative advantage’ for both parties?  

•	 Is there emerging evidence of shared benefits and impact?  

•	 Are there shared challenges and opportunities that would benefit from further work and 
exploration and how might such a collaborative project be designed?  

The event was facilitated by Professor Toby Greany (Institute of Education) and Sophie Duncan (NCCPE). 
The project team – Professors Qing Gu (University of Nottingham) and Graham Handscomb (Independent) 
and Matt Varley (Nottingham Trent University) – shared emerging findings from the project to date: a 
literature review, 14 stakeholder interviews and an online survey of 42 policy makers and professionals 
working on partnerships in schools and universities. Short inputs from Joanne Hodges (Head of Science 
and Society, BIS), Helen Angell (English Network Leader, Cabot Learning Federation Teaching School) 
and Professor Colleen McLaughlin (University of Sussex) helped frame the issues for school-university 
partnerships from different perspectives. The focus of the afternoon was on whether and, if so, how an 
ongoing national learning network might help address some of the common themes and issues faced by 
policy and practice. Finally, Paul Manners from NCCPE helped frame the issues emerging from the day. 

Findings from the project so far and reflections on these

The literature review1 signalled both the high hopes held for school-university partnerships at different 
points in time and in different parts of the world, but also the fact that successive evaluations have found 
that those hopes remain unfulfilled in many cases due to a ‘litany of barriers’ (Smedley, 2001). The root 
of the challenge seems to lie in the deep cultural differences between the two sectors, although these 
differences are compounded by other factors, not least the sheer logistical challenges of partnering one 
complex university with multiple schools. 

Perhaps as a result of these barriers there is relatively little hard evidence of improved outcomes from 
school-university partnerships, although wider benefits are frequently cited. That said, there are many 
positive examples of schools and universities working successfully together, both in the literature and 
from the survey and stakeholder interviews of current UK practice.

1 A draft summary of the literature review was circulated to participants in advance. The Phase 1 report will bring together the 
wider findings when published. 
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Where partnerships are more successful, three factors seem to be present:

•	 Power and control: all voices to be heard 
Successful partnerships reject a hierarchical approach in which the university dominates and 
practitioner knowledge is devalued. Instead, the recent work on design-led partnerships in the 
USA (Byrk et al, 2011) builds on previous examples where schools and university staff have an 
equal voice and practitioner priorities and knowledge are valued. 

•	 Mind the gap - cultural differences 
Whilst the cultural differences between schools and universities cannot easily be bridged, 
successful partnerships move beyond short-term, project-based initiatives to identify shared 
priorities and often succeed in creating a ‘third space’ which is separate from either culture and 
allows for more creative ways of working.

•	 The importance of leadership 
Partnerships and networks are not naturally self-organising. They require collaborative partnership 
leadership which is distributed and shared across the boundaries between the partners (Bickel and 
Hattrup 1995). Opinion leaders - who may or may not be in formal roles - play a pivotal role in 
shaping and galvanising successful partnerships that overcome the cultural and practical barriers 
faced. 

Five themes have also emerged from the survey and stakeholder interviews: 

•	 Policy and funding initiatives influence institutional priorities and commitment, and shape the 
partnership landscape.

•	 Partnership activity which is closely aligned with institutions’ strategic priorities is more likely to 
succeed.

•	 Developing a quality evaluation model which places intermediate process targets (or outcomes) at 
the centre of the development of partnership activity is a necessary condition for successful and 
sustainable partnerships.

•	 Sustainable partnerships can thrive or falter depending upon the stability of partnership structures 
and culture.

•	 Partnerships are only sustainable for as long as they are mutually beneficial: shorter term 
partnerships can have value; longer term partnerships tend to be institutional.

When participants at the event reflected on the presentation a number of themes emerged:

Re-inventing wheels and duplication – ‘a ludicrously crowded space’: 
This applies to multiple, overlapping projects on the ground that are not learning the lessons from 
previous initiatives and research; to policy that is not sufficiently informed by practice; and to projects 
such as the one under discussion today which is revisiting ground already covered. How do we make 
sure that we are not here in 10 years’ time, asking the same questions again? What can we learn about 
effective partnership from other sectors?

Poor quality evaluation and weak focus on understanding value for money: 
Interim and long-term outcomes which focus on the process of partnerships as well as the impact of 
partnership working are rarely planned in and tracked from the outset of most projects. Doing this would 
improve learning and support a better analysis of costs, though it will be important to capture hidden 
or unexpected benefits as well. Where possible it is important to focus on benefits for students from 
partnership and to have control sites (although this is challenging as it is a crowded landscape). The 
School-University Partnership Initiative (SUPI) project could do more to provide a national focus and 
framework for this. National funding for partnerships can unlock capacity, but it can also skew activity 
and prevent a focus on agreeing shared outcomes, so perhaps such funding should be mainly focussed 
on supporting rigorous evaluation of existing partnerships. 

Difficulties in establishing ‘pull’ from schools and equitable relationships: 
Partnerships can feel driven by Higher Education (HE) and paternalistic (particularly as HE intentions 
have changed from benevolent to more recruitment focussed), or simply difficult due to different 
cultures, attitudes, languages and ‘world views’. Keen school staff might want to engage, but Head 
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teachers can be reluctant to let them go. Teaching Schools don’t necessarily have the capacity or 
appetite for partnerships and schools can vary hugely in their capacity to engage: what are the features 
of a ‘partnership ready’ school? Within this, there are differences between primary, secondary and 
special schools to consider. 

Moving beyond the ‘safe pair of hands’: 
Partnerships are often based on individual relationships, but movement of key staff can then make them 
fragile. Equally, moving beyond an existing known individual, for example by training up a wider group 
to work with schools, can be challenging. There would be value in exploring the role of placements, 
secondments and joint appointments between schools and universities, which is beginning to happen 
more. 

The need to recognise – and audit – the range of partners and partnerships: 
Organisations such as learned societies, subject associations and the Education Endowment Foundation 
can be important players in this space, often helping to enable sustained links between schools and 
universities. More impromptu school-driven networks are also emerging, such as ResearchEd and the 
Teacher Development Trust, which provide new opportunities to work in the ‘third space’. Equally, even 
within a single university it can be important to capture the range of partnerships in place, even if 
some are very informal and focussed on lone researchers. Partnerships in wider areas, such as the arts, 
humanities, social sciences or public engagement (PE), can also be illuminating. 

Understanding effective practice and sustainability: 
The research should include greater exploration of the practical logistics of effective partnership and how 
to manage policy change. For example, how to establish a partnership, how to manage geographical 
distance between schools and universities, or how to work with Teaching School Alliances (TSAs)? Do 
these things differ by type of partnership, for example across Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Maths (STEM), Widening Participation, Initial Teacher Education (ITE) or Research and Development 
(R&D)? What are the characteristics of effective brokers who can create and sustain a ‘third space’ for 
partnerships – do these leaders really ‘bubble up’ or do we need to do more to identify and develop 
them? How can technology be used to best effect to facilitate partnerships? Is it better to aim for a 
single strategic structure for partnerships, or to accept that multiple, adaptive partnerships will emerge 
according to need? How do you move partnerships beyond enthusiastic individuals to make them 
sustainable and effective? Equally, how do you know when they have run their course and need to be 
closed down? 

Déjà vu may be right, but the current landscape is also very new: 
The changing role of Local Authorities, Teaching Schools and academy chains is fundamental, while 
School Direct is consciously designed to change the relationship for ITE so that schools see themselves 
as clients who purchase services from universities. The school system is in a state of flux, with a sense 
of increased competition and potential loss of trust on all sides, which will have profound long-term 
implications for school-university partnerships. 

Strategies to address these issues included: 

•	 Clarifying the drivers for engagement and common ground: starting with an honest assessment of 
school and Higher Education Institution (HEI) priorities so there is shared ownership and mutual 
benefit. 

•	 Building relationships, trust, communication channels and shared expectations. This includes 
shared language, for example about what makes ‘good’ research. Work at the University of Sussex 
on partnerships for R&D has focussed on how to build capacity and move partnerships centre 
stage, for example by only talking to Head teachers initially. When they started, the university 
made the network open access. Now they set criteria for entry, which increases engagement and 
ensures there is an institutional commitment from schools. 
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3. Wider perspectives

3.1 A policy perspective: Joanne Hodges, Head of Science and Society, BIS

•	 The issue of STEM skills is a high priority for government as a whole, playing differently into 
different policy areas – for example, DfE’s recent focus on the quality of teaching and curriculum 
content or the BIS commissioned Perkins Review of engineering skills. 

•	 The ‘Your Life’ campaign launched in May is an example of cross-departmental working to 
encourage young people to pursue science careers and improve the representation of women in 
technology and engineering. Whilst Joanne’s role does not include responsibility for schools or 
university policy, she works with policy leads in these areas.

•	 Schools are faced with a barrage of opportunities and projects around STEM issues, and may need 
help navigating these. 

•	 The focus for Science and Society policy has been on developing a UK in for the benefit of others 
planning similar activity. There are currently 1000s of STEM interventions with young people and it 
is a challenge to know what the value and impact of these are.

•	 As important as inspiring the next generation is building public trust in science to support a 
‘licence to practice’. The Public Attitudes to Science survey gives us confidence that the public are 
broadly supportive of science, but illustrates that they don’t think scientists do enough to listen to, 
and engage with, the public. 

Responses and discussion:

•	 There is no single person with a responsibility for school -university partnerships within BIS or 
DfE, and it is important to recognise the capacity constraints facing the civil service. 

•	 A map of the plethora of school-university partnership related initiatives would be useful, but in 
seeking to ‘join up’ activities and make incentives consistent policy makers need to avoid being 
too prescriptive. 

•	 A significant number of A Levels are taken in the Further Education (FE) sector – sixth form 
colleges and FE colleges may have different needs and challenges to schools.

3.2 A school perspective: Helen Angell, English Network Leader, Cabot Learning   
 Federation (CLF) and Teaching School

The Federation includes 11 academies across Bristol and the South-West with 6000 students in total. It 
includes a Teaching School Alliance with 25 member schools. The Federation strapline is “Collaboration 
for outstanding achievement”, with a focus on creating a learning community for all. About 10% of staff 
focus on collaboration as a core part of their job. 

The University of the West of England is a sponsor of CLF, with strong involvement in ITE and School 
Direct. The University of Bristol is the partner on the School-University Partnership Initiative, with 
a focus so far on students being trained as researchers and identified Gifted and Talented students 
visiting the university. The plan is to build on this in the year ahead through: developing the ‘students 
as researchers’ project; linking CLF’s 30 Specialist Leaders of Education with relevant areas of the 
university; and strengthening links and accreditation for CLF’s existing leadership development provision. 

Responses and discussion:

•	 Schools’ core focus is to support pupils to achieve (measured by examination results), whilst 
meeting Ofsted criteria.

•	 Taking teachers ‘off timetable’ is a real issue in terms of partnering with universities. SUPI has 
freed up capacity by providing cover costs, but bringing in cover teachers is not ideal so many 
schools may not see this as a sufficient incentive. 
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3.3 A researcher’s perspective: Professor Colleen McLaughlin, University of Sussex 

There is a danger of using only one model of research: we must accept there are different discourses and 
different types and levels of research. Critical debate and critical research as an aim seem to be missing 
from the current discourse on partnerships, which is focussed on a performance and effectiveness 
model. In particular there is a need to consider and work towards the warrant for practice focussed 
research (building on Donald McIntyre’s work in this area), so that this is seen as legitimate and to guard 
against poor research being adopted:

McIntyre (2004)2 suggests that we view educational research as a continuum of possibilities. 
He argues that there are three general criteria for judging educational research: its 
usefulness, its contribution to knowledge, and its methodological rigour. If the continuum 
of possibilities includes, for example, reflective teaching, action research and researching 
teaching and learning, then the application of these criteria would be different depending on 
the type of research being undertaken. 

(McLaughlin, McIntyre and Black-Hawkins, 2004: 20)3

There are inherent contradictions in policy which need to be recognised and managed. This includes 
an attack on HE and its role in relation to schools, which is regrettable and risks the highly effective 
and profitable partnerships in place. HE is necessary as a partner: it plays a distinct role in supporting 
effective research. 

Mediation and brokerage are complex but important functions. Where they work well it fits with the 
impact agenda of universities and research councils. 

Dissemination, in particular of practitioner research findings, remains our greatest challenge. 

Responses and discussion: 

•	 There are different cultures in schools and universities with regard to asking questions and it being 
okay not to know the answers. In the experience of some delegates, Head teachers that are more 
established can be more receptive to partnership and to taking risks.

•	 A culture of research in teaching schools is developing. Interviews for the learning project suggest 
a growing confidence in secondary schools to work with their local university, including one 
example of a secondary school including ‘undertaking research’ as one of its staff performance 
criteria. 

•	 Teachers need to be able to evaluate the rigour of research they access and apply a ‘good enough’ 
test in terms of practical research they undertake.

4. Challenges and opportunities - priorities and models for 
further work 

The afternoon was focussed on identifying whether or not there was consensus that a second phase of 
learning and inquiry around how to develop sustainable school partnerships should be initiated. How 
this might be done was left open: for example, it might involve an action learning project with various 
parallel strands or the development of a manifesto, blueprint or toolkit.

The first question was what any such project should focus on. Delegates were invited to identify and then 
prioritise the issues, challenges or themes they felt would benefit from deeper analysis. Six challenges 
were identified (through a ‘voting’ exercise, drawn from a longer list) as the most important to focus on. 
Participants then selected one of these issues to focus on to explore ways in which it might be addressed 
in a further phase of work. Once each group had shaped some initial ideas, delegates were asked to 
rotate to a different table in order to critique and develop the initial proposals. From this process, the 
following approaches were developed:

2 McIntyre, D. (2004) Making sense of research for teaching. Unpublished paper. SUPER Teaching and Learning Conference, June 
2004. Chesterton Community College, Cambridge.
3 McLaughlin, C., McIntyre, D. and Black-Hawkins, K. (2004) Researching Teachers, Researching Schools, Researching Networks: A 
Review of the Literature. Retrieved from www.educ.cam.ac.uk/research/projects/super/ReviewOfLiterature.pdf
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i Limited evidence of impact/benefits from partnerships and a lack of investment in evaluation 

This group concluded that funders – several of whom were present at the event – should work together 
with universities to develop a framework or concordat for effective practice in evaluating partnership 
working. Schools would also need to inform this, and it should include scope for dialogue and discussion 
around desired impacts within individual projects. It should be broader than just STEM projects and 
should draw on qualitative and quantitative measures and expertise, with a focus on process as well as 
outcomes. There should be an expectation for all funded projects to contribute to shared learning on 
effective practice. Other considerations would include: 

- when and how to evaluate longer term impact, beyond the life of individual projects 

- how to evaluate unanticipated impacts and long term partnerships where aims can change over 
time

- how to create a third space for relationships with funders, characterised by trust, transparency 
and honesty, including when evaluations don’t indicate impact 

ii Lack of shared vision/agendas at policy level and between universities and schools 

This group argued that the lack of a high level vision for school-university partnerships that aligns policy 
making, funding decisions and practice on the ground is a major fault line. It needs to be clear and easily 
communicable and to set out the direction of travel, with metrics for anticipated impact. This needs 
to be informed by a robust understanding of what effective partnerships ‘look like’ and the conditions 
required for success. The vision then needs to be communicated widely, with clarity over which bodies 
are accountable for impact over what timescale. 

iii Recognising, rewarding and communicating good practice in partnerships 

The group suggested that this work should focus on recognising emerging good practice in three areas: 
schools, brokerage and universities. Good practice was considered better than excellence, as it was 
thought that institutional collaboration was not sufficiently common place or established to identify 
many examples of ‘excellence’. 

There are two challenges in recognising and rewarding good practice. The first is the need to define 
what success or good practice looks like and how it should be judged. This requires evaluation 
and the development of appropriate metrics and impact measures. The second is what form the 
recognition should take and who should be rewarded i.e. the individual or the institution. Individual 
‘rewards’ may have to take the form of professional recognition and pay (with schools engagement 
made integral to people’s roles and written into contracts, job descriptions etc) in order to affect a 
culture change. Institutional, departmental, schools awards would be awarded on the basis of 
effective support for partnership work. A key focus for these awards should be on communicating and 
celebrating effective practice in order to raise the profile of this work and highlight the lessons learned.  

iv Lack of recognition of the skills and capacity required for key brokerage roles and the associated 
expectations of researchers and practitioners 

There is currently limited understanding of the skills and capacity required for intermediary brokerage, 
and too little recognition of its importance. In order to address this we need: 

•	 A picture of the current situation: Who are the brokers and boundary spanners and what are they 
doing? Key roles include knowing the local context and encouraging conversations with school. 
Academics often have a limited focus, so may not be the best people. Some universities do 
currently employ ‘brokers’ and partnership managers, though these may not be specific to schools. 
Other roles may be tightly proscribed, for example around School Direct, with limited ability to 
secure wider strategic partnerships.

•	 Career recognition and training: develop role descriptions and pay-scales that recognise their 
value; provide training/CPD and help them to make links across different parts of universities and 
to engage with school leaders and partnership boards (such as TSAs) as well as at the level of 
practice.
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•	 Linking school partnerships with wider public engagement: We need a framework for school 
engagement that links to public engagement so that university management can see its place. 

•	 Schools: Teachers listen to other teachers, so the question is how to draw on this in funding and 
developing school-based roles. Could it be a Specialist Leaders of Education role and if so what 
training would be required? 

•	 Cross sector working: Does there need to be funding for brokerage especially, with a recognition 
that such roles may not deliver impact directly, but may build capacity for impact? Can some of 
this be done online? 

v Policy pressures make partnerships difficult, including accountability, imposed models and 
timescales 

We need ways to communicate the benefits of partnerships to policy makers effectively, but also to 
be realistic: there are some policies we won’t change, so we need to focus on specific areas where 
change would make a demonstrable difference and equally allow the argument to grow through local, 
community led examples rather than a single national push. We need to recognise the link between policy 
and culture – one drives the other. If schools, universities and funders collaborate on communicating 
benefits and lobbying they will be much more powerful. An enhanced evidence-base on impact and 
benefits will help enormously. But we also need better lobbying skills, including an understanding of 
policy processes (including who advises ministers and who makes decisions), priorities and timescales. 

A collaborative learning project might not be the right way to address this challenge. We need to be able 
to present different practical models of school-university partnerships to stakeholders, with an analysis 
of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats for each. 

vi Cultural barriers make partnerships difficult – how to create a ‘third space’

First we need to identify and understand the cultural differences. This includes teasing out the actual 
and perceived differences for different types of universities and schools as well as the commonalities 
(including the fact that we all teach young people!). Even then, there are different cultures within 
universities and they can seem very fragmented from the perspective of schools, so the practical barriers 
need to be considered at the same time. 

In terms of the next phase, there was a question mark over whether this would be focussed on SUPI or 
more widely, with a view that SUPI seems skewed to HEIs. Some functions may need to be centralised 
through an umbrella approach (or ‘meta-partnership’), whether within or across universities and schools, 
so the role of brokerage and the structures that support this will be important. 
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5. A Bridgeable Agenda? Concluding comments 

In summary, Paul Manners (Director, NCCPE) highlighted three recurring themes from the day’s 
discussions:

1. Theory vs. Reality – finding the middle ground  
The contrast between the theoretical, sometimes ‘utopian’, nature of the literature on school-
university partnerships and the ‘on-the-ground’ reality of delivery – which can often feel very 
chaotic – was noted. The final session of the day had started to map out a middle ground, which 
was ripe for further exploration. 

2. Shared vision and purpose 
It was clear that those embarking on partnerships needed to develop a clear vision and a joint 
purpose based on commonalities – identifying the precise benefits of working together. This would 
require a shared language. 

3. Skills – the boundary spanners 
Discussions had consistently turned to the role of brokers, matchmakers and translators – 
the importance of those in the middle that can empower others to engage in a dialogue. This 
intermediary level needed valuing and required investment. Strategic leadership would also be 
needed for effective partnerships to be sustained. 

Next steps would include concluding and disseminating the report from Phase 1 of the project and 
continuing to work with potential funders and key stakeholders to explore the potential for a further 
stage of work addressing the issues identified over the course of the day. 
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