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Learning Together – Navigating Collaborative Partnerships
Delegate Summary
_______________________________________________________________________
SHU UK FE Partner Conference Date: 9th July 2026
Session Theme: Learning Together – Navigating Collaborative Partnerships
This report summarises the key discussion themes, insights and recommendations emerging from the delegate contributions collected during the conference. The reflections highlight both the opportunities and challenges associated with collaborative provision and provide a valuable snapshot of current partnership experiences across the network.

Executive Summary
A consistent theme throughout the discussion was that successful partnership working is built on strong relationships, clear communication and a shared focus on student success. While quality assurance, governance and regulatory compliance remain essential, delegates repeatedly emphasised that meaningful collaboration is what enables these processes to work effectively.
Several common priorities emerged:
· Maintaining consistency whilst recognising differences between partners.
· Building trust through regular communication and personal relationships.
· Enhancing access to university resources and opportunities for partner students.
· Using proportionate, risk-based approaches to oversight.
· Sharing good practice through communities of practice and collaborative networks.
· Supporting a stronger sense of belonging and identity for collaborative students.



Key Challenges in Partnership Working
Delegates identified a number of challenges for colleagues who are new to partnership working and collaborative provision.
Complexity of Multiple Partnerships
Managing multiple partnerships can create significant complexity, particularly where partners operate under different policies, procedures and quality frameworks. Participants highlighted the challenges of:
· Mapping different processes.
· Keeping track of requirements.
· Understanding where to access current information and templates.
· Navigating differing institutional approaches.
Consistency and Standardisation
There was considerable discussion around the challenge of achieving consistency across multiple schools, departments and institutions whilst recognising local contexts and different delivery models. Delegates stressed the importance of consistent standards without necessarily demanding identical approaches.
Communication and Engagement
A recurring theme concerned difficulties around:
· Dissemination of information.
· Engagement in meetings and communities of practice.
· Maintaining effective communication channels.
· Staff turnover and changing organisational structures.
Student Identity
An important challenge raised was how collaborative students identify themselves within partnership arrangements.
Questions included:
· Are students primarily college students, apprentices or university students?
· How can partnerships help students feel part of both organisations?
· How can students maximise the benefits available through collaborative provision?



What Strengthens Effective Partnerships?
Delegates highlighted several approaches that have demonstrably strengthened partnership working.
Communication and Regular Engagement
Many contributors cited regular structured communication as the foundation of successful partnerships.
Examples included:
· Monthly meetings.
· Start-, mid- and end-of-year reviews.
· Multiple communication channels including Teams, email and telephone.
· Proactive engagement from university colleagues.
Personal Relationships
Strong personal relationships were repeatedly identified as a critical success factor.
Delegates noted that positive and reciprocal relationships make it easier to navigate complex processes, resolve challenges quickly and maintain trust during periods of change.
Collaborative Communities and Shared Learning
Participants valued:
· Communities of practice.
· Joint CPD activity.
· Shared professional networks.
· Sharing of resources and good practice across institutions.
Particular value was seen in opportunities for staff from different partners to learn from one another and develop common approaches.
Access to Resources
Delegates welcomed initiatives that improve partner access to university resources, including:
· Microsoft Teams resource sites.
· LinkedIn Learning.
· Campus visits.
· Specialist facilities.
· Learning support resources.

Managing a Diverse Partnership Portfolio
Discussion around partnership management highlighted the need to balance consistency, flexibility and student-centred practice.
Relationships First
Participants consistently emphasised that effective partnership management starts with relationships rather than processes.
Successful approaches included:
· Named points of contact.
· Regular communication.
· Clear escalation routes.
· Building trust before problems emerge.
Different Partners Require Different Approaches
Delegates recognised that partnerships vary in scale, maturity and complexity.
Examples included:
· New partnerships requiring greater support.
· Established partnerships benefiting from increased autonomy.
· Different curriculum areas requiring differing levels of engagement.
Student-Centred Decision Making
A strong consensus emerged that student outcomes should remain the central focus regardless of delivery model.
Key measures included:
· Achievement.
· Progression.
· Student satisfaction.
· Employability outcomes.

Oversight and Consistency Across Partnerships
Delegates broadly agreed that consistency should focus on outcomes rather than uniformity of process.
Areas Requiring Consistency
Participants identified common expectations around:
· Academic standards.
· Assessment practices.
· Quality assurance requirements.
· Student experience.
Areas Where Flexibility Is Valuable
Flexibility was considered appropriate in relation to:
· Communication approaches.
· Meeting structures.
· Enhancement activities.
· Local delivery arrangements.
Risk-Based Approaches
Many delegates advocated segmenting partnerships according to:
· Risk.
· Scale.
· Student numbers.
· Performance history.
· Complexity of provision.
This enables resources and oversight to be focused where they have the greatest impact.

Effective Governance and Oversight
Several governance approaches were identified as particularly effective.
Risk-Based Governance
Delegates supported proportional oversight based on risk indicators such as:
· Student performance.
· Staff turnover.
· Previous review outcomes.
· Emerging concerns.
Data-Informed Discussions
Participants emphasised the value of evidence-led conversations using:
· Retention data.
· Completion rates.
· Student outcomes.
· Student voice.
· External examiner feedback.
Partnership Review Meetings
The most effective review meetings were described as those focused on enhancement rather than compliance alone.
Common discussion areas included:
· Performance trends.
· Sharing good practice.
· Emerging risks.
· New opportunities.
Senior Leadership Engagement
Delegates highlighted the importance of strategic dialogue between senior leaders in helping to:
· Build trust.
· Improve decision-making.
· Align strategic priorities.
· Support partnership resilience.



Benefits of Partnership Working
Participants identified significant mutual benefits from partnership working.
Benefits for Students
Partnerships provide:
· Local access to higher education.
· Progression opportunities.
· Increased employability.
· Access to university facilities and expertise.
· Broader enrichment opportunities.
Many delegates highlighted the importance of helping students feel connected to Sheffield Hallam University through graduation ceremonies, campus visits and university events.
Benefits for Institutions
Partnerships help institutions:
· Share innovations and good practice.
· Enhance teaching and learning.
· Develop new programmes.
· Strengthen employer engagement.
· Improve professional practice.

Risks and Future Opportunities
Key Risks
Delegates identified several strategic risks:
· High staff turnover.
· Misalignment between institutional processes.
· Slow validation and approval processes.
· Maintaining consistency in franchised provision.
· Ensuring alignment during programme revalidation and change.
Future Opportunities
Participants highlighted opportunities to:
· Expand cross-partner learning opportunities.
· Increase staff observation and exchange activities.
· Share innovative teaching approaches.
· Enhance simulation and immersive learning.
· Create more networking and collaboration events.
· Develop mechanisms for sharing good practice more widely.

Conclusion
The conference discussions reinforced a clear message: effective partnership working is built on trust, communication, collaboration and a shared commitment to student success. While governance structures, quality processes and regulatory requirements provide an essential framework, it is the strength of relationships that enables partnerships to flourish.
Delegates advocated a balanced approach that combines:
· Strong quality assurance.
· Proportionate oversight.
· Flexible partnership management.
· Shared learning and innovation.
· A relentless focus on the student experience.
The collective view was that partnership working creates significant value for students, colleges and universities alike, and that continued collaboration and dialogue will be critical in navigating future opportunities and challenges.
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