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Student Partnership Agreements

What are they?
Student Partnership Agreements were first explored through the quality working groups as a Scottish alternative response to the notion of charters developing in the rest of the UK. 

They were then picked up in the Efficient, Flexible Learner Journeys section of the government’s Post-16 consultation. The paper refers to wanting “learners to have a strong voice in shaping their experience” and sets out the desire to “strengthen current arrangements, including the profile of student unions”.  It acknowledges the current emphasis of student engagement within the current quality arrangements and sees Student Partnership Agreements as a way of taking this work further.

Student Partnership Agreements present opportunities to reflect the distinctive nature of the relationship Scottish institutions have with their students and student representative bodies.  If embraced properly, they offer an opportunity to cement the excellent work we have done within Scotland over the last eight years to ensure students are central to assuring and enhancing the quality of education across colleges and universities.  They also provide an opportunity to begin to monitor the impact the way we work with students is having on the student experience.  The concept is to set out something that is more progressive than charters – less consumerist, more practical and in keeping with the philosophy of how we work in Scotland. 

Key Principles
There are several key principles that have developed through discussions with various stakeholders over the course of the year that we hope every partnership agreement will embody. These are:
· How the institution will work with its students’ association to ensure students are central to governance, decision making, quality assurance and enhancement.   

· What issues and programmes of work the students’ association and institution will work on over the coming year to improve the student experience.

· How the institution and its students’ association will work with the student body to ensure as wide a range of students as possible are involved in shaping the student experience. 

· What the students should see in terms of improvements to the learning experience as a result of the work of the students’ association and the institution and what they will be working on in the future.

· How students can use the systems available to make sure their voice is heard, play their part in shaping developments and voice concerns or complaints if things go wrong.

We envision that Student Partnership Agreements will focus on the educational experience of students at that institution. Although, every partnership agreement will be individual to the institution, in terms of the issues they agree to focus on, all partnership agreements should adhere to these key principles. 

It is important to realise that throughout the different stages of creating partnership agreements, forming a partnership working group, negotiating what should be included, deciding on the final focus points, and promoting the partnership agreement to students and staff, all the partners are able to fully contribute to each part of the process. 

Taking it forward
Work on SPAs has stalled since the inclusion in the post 16 review.  However, since then both of sparqs advisory groups have expressed support for the general principles above.  Student officers have helped shape these principles through SLEEC discussions and subsequently NUS has passed policy in support of their development.  Some institutions are already taking steps to begin developing these agreements and sparqs is contacted frequently by people wanting to know what is happening and how they are being taken forward.  The forthcoming QAA code of practice on student engagement will probably contain some aspects which partnership agreements would help fulfil in a meaningful way.  In short there appears to be a growing consensus and need for us to develop and support this work.
sparqs is proposing to take forward the development of SPAs, reporting progress through the quality working groups.  We propose to do this is two separate ways for the two sectors.

In universities we will facilitate a pilot group with those institutions that are willing or already starting to develop partnership agreements, giving them support and guidance to ensure that their agreements are practical and will have a positive impact for their students. We hope that through the pilot group we will identify some best practice about working through design and implementation of partnership agreements, which can then be shared with the sector, making it easier for others to create partnership agreements.
In colleges we would propose to develop SPA agreements through our work in supporting student engagement during regionalisation.  While taking development forward differently we will similarly ensure that we build in opportunities that allows for the sharing of good practice.
In developing SPAs it will be important to involve as many partners as possible.  We are exploring ways to utilise the activities of HEA in supporting this work and will explore similar possibilities for support with colleges.
It would be useful if the quality working groups would issue an update on how we wish to progress to the sector.
Implementation

sparqs will continue to offer support to institutions developing partnership agreements after the pilot group has finished. We will incorporate partnership agreements into training e.g. ‘That’s Quality!’ from 2013 onwards, produce guidelines for design, development and implementation of partnership agreements, and work with NUS Scotland where it is appropriate. We will provide extra support this coming year if it is required.
As SPAs identify areas of work within institutions it will be important to look at how this work will be supported.  In universities the Higher Education Academy has expressed a desire to work with staff throughout the implementation phase to ensure they receive the proper support. QAA and Education Scotland may look for partnership agreements as an example of good or expected practice in their reviews, as partnership agreements continue to grow. 

Eve Lewis

Head of sparqs

9th May 2012  
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