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ABSTRACT
Student–faculty partnership has been researched by contemporary
academic developers, particularly its outcomes and challenges.
However, theoretical discussions linking it with larger social–educa-
tional–political discourses are still lacking. This reflection aims to help
fill the gap by analysing how student–faculty partnership might
contest the neoliberalisation of higher education. It argues that, by
positioning partnership as the basis for learning, student–faculty
partnership provides an alternative discourse to contest the market-
isation and corporatisation of higher education, the (re)production of
learners as competitive and self-interested, and the standardisation
and mechanisation of learning.
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Introduction

The practice of student–faculty partnership has recently drawn the attention of aca-
demic developers, because it offers possibilities to create more democratic, engaging,
inclusive, and (co-)creative learning conditions (Healey, Flint, & Harrington, 2014;
Matthews, 2016). A common approach taken in these studies is to report the outcomes,
challenges, and opportunities of a specific partnership programme (Mercer-Mapstone
et al., 2017), while a smaller number have discussed student–faculty partnership more
theoretically. These include, for example, Cook-Sather’s (2014) reading of student–
faculty partnership as a threshold concept, or Cook-Sather and Felten’s (2017) work
on partnership and cosmopolitanism. The current reflection seeks to advance such
theoretical engagement by examining student–faculty partnership in relation to the
neoliberalisation of higher education. Specifically, it explores the ways student–faculty
partnership might contest some of the neoliberal discourses that increasingly underpin
teaching and learning practices today.

Neoliberalism is ‘the agenda of economic and social transformation under the sign of
the free market’ (Connell, 2013, p. 100). It not only promotes free trade, privatisation,
and tax reduction (Harvey, 2005), but also encourages the encroachment of economic
rationalities into various spheres of life (Connell, 2013). In higher education contexts, I
have argued elsewhere (Wijaya Mulya, 2016) that neoliberalism operates through
discourses of competitiveness, marketisation, and standardisation.
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A number of studies on academic development have discussed neoliberalism; how-
ever, none has explicitly linked it with student–faculty partnership. Barnes and Jenkins
(2014), for example, critiqued the positioning of students/lecturers as consumers/service
providers by arguing that it denies both sides’ pedagogic rights to personal enhance-
ment, social inclusion, and civic participation. Edmond and Berry (2014) investigated
the impact of the neoliberal discourse of employability on student engagement, in
which engagement is being (re)defined as a CV building process instead of reciprocal
learning. While Barnes and Jenkins (2014) did not discuss possibilities of resistance,
Edmond and Berry (2014) presented examples of resistance only in the form of student
union protests against neoliberal policies. They suggested future research to explore the
ways alternative discourses ‘can be harnessed in a joint effort to challenge the neoliberal
university’ (p. 14), which is what this reflection is aiming for in examining the
discursive potential of student–faculty partnership.

Ways in which student–faculty partnership may contest neoliberal
discourses in higher education

Student–faculty partnership provides an alternative means for understanding teaching and
learning beyond the discourses offered by neoliberalism. This section demonstrates how
three neoliberal discourses – marketisation, competitiveness, and standardisation – have
given shape to contemporary higher education, and how student–faculty partnership may
contest these discourses.

Contesting the marketisation and corporatisation of higher education

Neoliberalism (re)positions higher education as a commodity: it is sold in the market,
managed like a company, and delivers benefits for stakeholders (Edmond & Berry,
2014). The purpose of higher education is often narrowed down to producing skilled
labour for businesses and industries. Curricula are continuously re-oriented to the
demands of the labour market. Work-related competencies become both the starting
point and end goal of learning. Lecturers are service providers; students and funders are
consumers or investors whose satisfaction must be attended to (Barnes & Jenkins,
2014). A university leader must be a market-oriented CEO who is skilful in manage-
ment, budgeting, and advertising (Connell, 2013).

While corporatisation and marketisation of contemporary higher education might be
inevitable, student–faculty partnership at least offers an alternative way of seeing it. Staff
and students are not necessarily framed in a consumer–provider relationship, but as
partners who work together around shared values such as collegiality, mutuality, and
equality (Matthews, 2016). Research, learning, and curricula are not always based on
market demands or work-related competencies, but may also focus on knowledge and
skills needed for personal growth, community development, or social transformation.
University leaders are no longer only CEOs focused on profit and managing resources,
but democratic leaders who listen, accommodate, and make decisions for the common
good. Student–faculty partnership, particularly at the institutional level, may open up
the possibility for universities to become more like communities, rather than companies
or commodities.
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Contesting the (re)production of learners as competitive and self-interested

Competitive individuals/institutions are vital for a neoliberal economy in which every-
one must strive to survive, accumulate wealth, and achieve status. In higher education
contexts, to be competitive is seen as crucial for students’ future survival in the labour
market (Edmond & Berry, 2014); therefore, competition becomes increasingly accep-
table as the main way to view learning and learners. Students’ learning is evaluated as
individual performance and quantified into grades. Grades compare, sort, and position
students in hierarchies, through which they come to perceive themselves as standing in
(competitive) relation to others. Joining competitions is then encouraged by universi-
ties, as they may bring in trophies and impress the market. Consequently, learning
becomes self-interested, fixated on individuals’ grades, and a competition for high-
paying jobs.

Student–faculty partnership provides a set of ideas to give meaning differently to
learning, for moving beyond competition and self-interest. Instead of individualism,
student–faculty partnership promotes a sense of community and belonging among
students and staff (Healey et al., 2014). In a situation where decisions are made
together, competition may not be as important as the value of caring-and-sharing.
Opportunities for students to design their learning – including learning assessment –
may open up spaces for them to think about the common good, rather than
individuals’ success. Grades or trophies may not be as highly valued when learning
is mutual rather than competitive. In this way, student–faculty partnership reignites
the social purposes of the university, such as enactment of democratic values, social
justice, or inclusiveness (Apple, 2005), which have increasingly been superseded by
market-driven priorities.

Contesting the standardisation and mechanisation of learning

Within the neoliberal logic, the university needs to demonstrate accountability to
stakeholders using a set of performance standards that can be measured, quantified,
and compared – including in the case of learning. Syllabi, lesson plans, and learning
assessments are standardised to ensure that all students in all classes accomplish the
pre-determined, externally imposed learning objectives regardless of who the lecturers
are (Apple, 2005). Teaching becomes a mechanistic transfer of knowledge, and assess-
ment becomes rubric-based scoring. Learning becomes the drilling of specific compe-
tencies useful for future work (Connell, 2013).

The discourse of student–faculty partnership poses a significant challenge to this
neoliberal way of constituting learning. Learning is neither pre-determined nor exter-
nally imposed, but instead creative, reflective, and reciprocal (Healey et al., 2014).
Learning objectives are not always or only market-driven or work-oriented, but gener-
ated in bottom-up ways and rooted in staff and students’ social and cultural contexts.
Teaching becomes less mechanistic and more democratic. Learning processes cannot be
standardised because they are continuously negotiated, and learning outcomes could be
unexpected. The quality of learning cannot be assessed, quantified, and compared
against one-size-fits-all standards, because assessment criteria could be different for
each class or individual.
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Conclusion and implications for academic developers

The hegemonic waves of neoliberalism in higher education have left many academic
developers feeling helpless or crippled, particularly when asked: ‘What is the alterna-
tive?’ While there is no simple answer to such a complex situation, Roxå
and Mårtensson (2017) suggested that paying attention to our everyday experiences,
engaging in continuous problematisations, and sharing with others might be beneficial
in order to find, circulate, and strengthen alternative discourses. In this reflection, I
have argued that student–faculty partnership might at least provide such an alternative
discourse to contest the marketisation of higher education, standardisation of learning,
and competitive or self-interested ways of being a learner.

This reflection invites academic developers to be reflexive in relation to the
ideological complexities of implementing student–faculty partnership, and what the
ramifications might be. Academic developers may advocate student–faculty partner-
ship if they aspire to disrupt some of the neoliberal logics and practices in con-
temporary higher education, while being aware that it can still be re-appropriated by
neoliberalism.
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