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Abstract
Engaging students as partners (SaP) is an approach promoting meaningful pedagogi-
cal relationships in higher education. Scholars have called for more culturally situated 
research on SaP that compares Anglophone countries with other contexts. In response, 
we conducted an exploratory qualitative study by interviewing 36 undergraduate students 
from Australia, Mainland China, and Hong Kong. Adopting the relational lens of SaP, the 
interviews focused on conceptualisations of pedagogical partnership, specifically learner–
teacher identities and power dynamics. Through comparative and reflexive thematic analy-
sis, we found that understandings of partnership in different contexts were influenced by 
broader cultural differences. The findings showed that the perception of SaP in Australia 
was consistent with the prevailing Western discourse, but the notion of SaP was adapted 
and re-shaped in Mainland China, and in Hong Kong, there were diverse interpretations of 
it. This study contributes to new understandings of the influence of specific sociocultural 
and policy variations in SaP practises through culturally situated and comparative research 
using theorisations of perpetual translation. We argue for future research to contribute col-
lective insights and nuanced, diverse understandings that expand SaP as an approach to 
global scholarship.
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Introduction

Over the last few decades, there has been a growing focus on enhancing the quality of teach-
ing and learning in the global higher education (HE) community. Researchers have focused 
on effective student engagement in curricula and pedagogy, demonstrating meaningful 
learner–teacher relationships as a key factor in fostering student learning, engagement, and a 
sense of belonging (Felten & Lambert, 2020). Engaging students as partners (SaP) in teach-
ing and learning, which recognises students’ contribution to shaping educational practises, 
is gaining specific attention (Cook-Sather & Matthews, 2021). Many SaP studies draw on 
Cook-Sather et al.’s (2014) work to define the learner–teacher partnership as ‘a collaborative, 
reciprocal process through which all participants have the opportunity to contribute equally, 
although not necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or pedagogical conceptualisation, 
decision making, implementation, or analysis’ (pp. 6–7). Healey et al. (2014) further high-
lighted the importance of SaP as a means of promoting collaborative interactions between 
students and teachers for meaningful student engagement in HE. They proposed multiple 
forms of partnership—including co-teaching, co-researching, co-creating, and co-design-
ing—to engage students in quality assurance and enhancement processes of HE.

In this article, we draw on the relational and critical theorisations of SaP that call into 
question assumed learner–teacher identities and power dynamics in HE (Bovill, 2020; Mat-
thews et al., 2018). There are growing scholarly calls to understand SaP as a context-depend-
ent practise (Healey & Healey, 2018) and a socially just pedagogy (Munevar-Pelton et al., 
2022), including cross-cultural SaP practises (Zhang et al., 2022). We respond to the calls for 
understanding the cultural context of SaP beyond the dominant scholarly focus on Western or 
Anglophone practises (Cook-Sather et al., in press). In doing so, we advance the development 
of SaP as a globally inclusive scholarship. In particular, the topic of the learner–teacher rela-
tionship as a precursor to SaP is now emerging in the Asia–Pacific region, with research in 
Mainland China and Hong Kong signalling important cultural variations in the understanding 
and practise of SaP (Dai et al., 2024; Liang & Matthews, 2021a, b).

This study investigates understandings of SaP—identifying the perceptions among university stu-
dents, which are influenced by the sociocultural and policy contexts in Australia, Mainland China, 
and Hong Kong. The findings suggest that perceptions are both convergent and divergent across 
contexts. There was a uniformity of understanding that SaP involves a change in learner–teacher 
relationships (convergence). However, the understandings then diverged in how those relationships 
changed through pedagogical partnerships reflecting the cultural context of students in the different 
countries. Our study advances collective understanding of SaP as a global praxis by naming and 
recognising what we refer to as ‘qualitative cultural variation’ or the quality (as opposed to quantity) 
of understandings influencing students’ perceptions of SaP shaped by their cultural context. In doing 
so, we offer new avenues for culturally understanding and practising the original Anglophone idea of 
SaP in the growing arena of relationship-rich education. We begin by situating our study within an 
overview of SaP theorisations, practises, and HE systems in the three contexts.

Engaging students as partners: a relational pedagogy in higher 
education

Over the last decade, engaging students as partners in teaching and learning has been 
receiving increasing attention in global HE systems (Healey et al., 2014). The schol-
arly consensus is that the ethos of SaP is fundamentally about building meaningful 
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relationships between students and teachers by creating opportunities for them to 
work together in pedagogical practises (Bovill, 2020; Cook-Sather et  al., 2014). SaP 
is thus positioned as a relational pedagogy that focuses on shifting the traditional 
learner–teacher identities and power dynamics in learner–teacher relationships (Dwyer, 
2018; Matthews et al., 2018). SaP is a contested concept—different choices of termi-
nology, approaches to theory development, and variations in practical design reflect 
that there are various interpretations and understandings of partnerships (Cook-Sather 
et  al., 2018). In this study, we explore perceptions of SaP in three differing cultural 
contexts through focusing on the learner–teacher pedagogical relationships and inter-
actions shaped by what previous studies, such as Dai et al. (2024) and Matthews and 
Dollinger (2023), describe as the transformation of the traditional identities of learners 
and teachers.

SaP is a value-based practise. Cook-Sather et al. (2014) asserted the significance of 
respect, reciprocity, and shared responsibility in partnership practises. In the discussion 
of SaP as an approach to aid quality assurance and enhancement of HE teaching and 
learning, Healey et al. (2014) emphasised values shared by all participants in teaching 
and learning that foster SaP practises—namely, ‘authenticity, inclusivity, reciprocity, 
empowerment, trust, challenge, community, and responsibility’ (pp. 14–15). Owing 
to the enactment of specific values and principles, SaP practises can occur in multi-
ple ways. Over the last decade, SaP practises have been widely implemented as both 
pedagogical interactions and extra-curricular activities and programmes in the global 
HE sector, as evidenced by a systematic review of SaP research over 5 years (Mercer-
Mapstone et  al., 2017) and publications in the International Journal for Students as 
Partners and Teaching and Learning Together in Higher Education. Collaborative and 
reciprocal partnerships between learners and teachers have been shown to have a range 
of beneficial outcomes for both parties, including enhanced teaching and learning 
engagement and outcomes (Lubicz-Nawrocka and Bovill, 2023), improved self-aware-
ness in terms of shifting identities and changing power dynamics in learner–teacher 
relationships, and the transformation of educational culture within university commu-
nities (Matthews et al., 2019).

The concept of SaP is context-dependent and culturally informed (Cook-Sather 
et  al., in press). Yet, the SaP literature is largely influenced by a Western-centric 
value system. Marquis et al. (2017) noted that this situation risks universalising SaP 
interpretations and practises, which may mask cultural variations in SaP. Scholars 
(e.g. Green, 2019) have called for extending SaP conceptions in the Global South, 
non-Anglophone, and cross-cultural contexts. Developing SaP as a globally inclu-
sive scholarship involves the illumination of ‘cultural-historical understandings 
behind the constructs … [what] words refer to in different contexts’ (Cook-Sather 
et al., in press, p. 47).

Responding to these calls, researchers have explored SaP in Asian universities with 
a consensus view that such practises face specific cultural and contextual challenges 
in Asia that resonate with some, but otherwise differ significantly from, challenges 
reported in Anglo-American–British cultural contexts (e.g. Dai et  al., 2024; Liang, 
2023; Liang & Matthews, 2021a; Sim, 2019; Tanaka, 2022; Toh & Chng, 2022). For 
our research responding to these calls, we conducted a comparative qualitative study 
utilising interviews with 36 undergraduate students from Australia, Mainland China, 
and Hong Kong.



 Higher Education

1 3

Overview of Australian, Mainland Chinese, and Hong Kong higher 
education contexts

Australia is an immigrant nation with prevailing Anglo-Saxon-Celtic cultural influences 
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2020). Responding to global economic forces in the 1980s, Austral-
ian policy embraced neoliberalism to encourage market competition (Zajda, 2020), and the 
country has since sought to navigate the entanglement of the free market economy, demo-
cratic principles, equity values, and individual freedom, while espousing an ongoing com-
mitment to multiculturalism (Hong, 2020).

Social equity and marketisation are thus crucial tensions shaping Australian HE (Rizvi 
& Lingard, 2011). On the one hand, with the continuous emphasis on social equity, Aus-
tralian HE policy has transformed, expanding and diversifying student participation in HE 
by focusing on teaching and learning quality enhancement, assurance, and scholarship 
(Krause, 2020). This includes an emphasis on student engagement, implicitly or explicitly 
embedded in a democratic discourse in tension with market forces (Zajda, 2020). On the 
other hand, neoliberal market forces have increased the capitalistic function of universities, 
fostering the notion of students as customers. Thus, university teaching and learning has 
become a driver for economic development, highlighting individualism (Stahl, 2022).

Unlike the Australian context, the Mainland Chinese HE system has experienced a shift 
in focus from quantitative to qualitative reforms. Since the mid-1990s, the HE system in 
Mainland China has undergone significant changes and expansion. The number of univer-
sities has increased rapidly, and the size of the HE system has grown significantly in the 
last few decades (Guo et al., 2022; Yin, 2020). However, this rapid growth has come at a 
cost. The decline in quality of undergraduate education has become a major concern for 
Mainland Chinese universities (Yin et al., 2014). Against this backdrop, and in response 
to the globalisation and internationalisation of HE, the Chinese government has, since the 
early 2000s, gradually shifted the focus of HE development and reform from scaling up to 
quality assurance and enhancement (Yin, 2020). In this process, student engagement and 
meaningful learner–teacher interactions have come to be regarded as important indicators 
for assessing undergraduate students’ learning experiences and enhancing HE quality (Sar-
gent & Xiao, 2018).

From a sociocultural perspective, Confucian heritage culture (CHC) is commonly 
regarded as one of the most influential cultures in China that is embedded in diverse Chi-
nese traditions and customs (Liang & Matthews, 2023a). The placement of family and 
society before the individual self (Tan, 2013) or the notion of ‘privilege the larger or public 
sphere over the smaller sphere’ (Marginson & Yang, 2020, p. 36), which is promoted by 
Confucian norms and values, has fostered the collectivist orientation of Chinese society 
(Tang et  al., 2021). This explains why Mainland Chinese HE is being constructed as a 
common good for society, characterised by top-down policy drivers and supervision (Mar-
ginson & Yang, 2020) and ‘decentralised centralisation’ (Wang, 2010).

Hong Kong, a former British colony, has a different sociocultural and educational 
context compared to Mainland China. Hong Kong HE has also undergone significant 
development over the last decades, driven by a rich cultural heritage and robust educa-
tional policies. In terms of policy, as with the Mainland Chinese HE system, the demand 
for quality assurance and enhancement of teaching and learning has been raised in Hong 
Kong in response to HE massification and internationalisation (Mok & Chan, 2016). Since 
the establishment of the Quality Assurance Committee in 2007, institutional policies in 
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Hong Kong have been transformed and they now emphasise student engagement and 
learner–teacher interactions as focus areas in the auditing processes (Chan, 2017).

Since Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997, its HE system has reflected a fusion of 
Chinese and Western cultural influences. On the one hand, the historical ties between Hong 
Kong and the UK have had a lasting impact on academic traditions, curriculum design, 
and pedagogy, such as bilingual teaching and learning, in Hong Kong universities (Cheng 
et al., 2016). Further, driven by globalisation, neo-liberalisation, and marketisation, liberty 
and creativity are emphasised and fostered by the culture of academic excellence enshrined 
in individualism (Mok & Xiong, 2022). On the other hand, society and education in Hong 
Kong are profoundly impacted by Chinese sociocultural ideology, specifically the col-
lectivist relational orientation emphasised by the CHC (Marginson, 2011). Therefore, as 
Dai et al., (2024, p. 4) suggested, ‘Hong Kong is becoming an in-between space that has 
a hybridised sociocultural context’, and the values and norms brought about by multiple 
cultures significantly influence educational practises and learner–teacher relationships in 
Hong Kong universities.

The above overview shows the overlaps and differences of policies and cultures in Aus-
tralia, Mainland China, and Hong Kong. Notably, Mainland China and Hong Kong policies 
emphasise HE quality by increasing student engagement and learner–teacher interactions. 
This explains the growing body of SaP research on the shaping of relational pedagogi-
cal partnerships in Mainland Chinese universities (e.g. Dai & Matthews, 2023; Dai et al., 
2021; François et al., 2016; Liang et al., 2020; Sturman et al., 2018) and Hong Kong uni-
versities (e.g. Dai et al., 2024; Ho, 2017; Zou et al., 2023) in recent years. Although SaP 
is not a specific policy term, it is an approach increasingly adopted by academics and/or 
supported in local institutions as a means of achieving the broader HE quality policy agen-
das in Mainland China (Liang & Matthews, 2021a) and Hong Kong (Dai et  al., 2024). 
Nonetheless, it is unclear how the conceptualisations of SaP vary across the three socio-
cultural contexts according to lived experiences of such partnerships. Understanding the 
potential points of similarity and difference is essential as they will contribute to realising 
the ‘perpetual translation’ (Cook-Sather, 2018) of SaP in a specific HE context that cultur-
ally enriches the interpretation and naming of SaP.

This study investigates undergraduate students’ understanding of learner–teacher ped-
agogical partnerships within three universities in Australia, Mainland China, and Hong 
Kong. Guided by the research question—How does context in Australia, Mainland China, 
and Hong Kong influence students’ understanding of SaP?—we offer insights for culturally 
understanding and practising the original Anglophone idea of SaP in the growing arena of 
relationship-rich education.

Methodology

An exploratory qualitative study was conducted to understand students’ SaP experiences and 
perceptions, which are influenced and shaped by different sociocultural constructs. As qualita-
tive researchers, we embrace the social constructivist worldview (Creswell, 2012) and focus 
on exploring individual university students’ subjective voices and engagement based on their 
lived experiences of teaching and learning (Merriam, 2009). This method allows the emer-
gence of creative and novel perspectives through flexible and broad insights provided by indi-
viduals (Kember & Ginns, 2012).
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Participants and contexts

Employing a purposeful sampling approach (Creswell, 2012), we recruited 36 local under-
graduate students from three large research-intensive universities (12 from each institution) 
in Australia, Mainland China, and Hong Kong, to share their perceptions. We chose these 
three universities because it was evident that SaP practises were implemented in some of their 
teaching and learning processes. The student participants in this study were between 19 and 
23 years old, and they were studying undergraduate programmes in multiple disciplines, such 
as Education, Business, Finance, Arts, Science, Social Science, and Engineering.

Data collection

Ethical approval was obtained from the first author’s university, and all volunteer participants 
signed informed consent forms. A one-hour semi-structured online interview was conducted 
with each participant. The participants were interviewed using questions that explored their 
perceptions both of explicitly named SaP practises and partnership-like learner–teacher inter-
actions that were not named SaP. As Matthews et  al. (2017) suggested, the latter reaches 
beyond a limited understanding of SaP, even in Australian universities. Guided by the inter-
view questions, participants were invited to reflect on learner–teacher identities and power 
dynamics in learner–teacher interactions.

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed manually. Interviews were conducted 
in English or Chinese, depending on the student’s preference. All Mainland Chinese partic-
ipants and most Hong Kong participants selected Chinese language (Mandarin) interviews, 
while all Australian participants preferred English. The Chinese language interviews were 
transcribed in Chinese and then translated into English. As suggested by Regmi et al. (2010), 
two bilingual qualitative researchers in Education were invited to cross-check the translations. 
The English interviews were transcribed in English. All transcriptions were shared with par-
ticipants to confirm their accuracy. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant to protect 
privacy.

Data analysis

To ensure the consistency and reliability of the analysis, two authors analysed the interview 
data using NVivo 12 through a six-stage reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021). 
After the authors familiarised themselves with the data, all transcribed content was coded and 
analysed semantically and latently, and the initial codes were revised within an iterative pro-
cess. In a reflexive approach, the emerging potential themes were modified and finalised to 
present the relationships with data in the way that was most meaningful.

Findings

The analysis found that students from the three contexts expressed both converging and 
diverging understandings of SaP. The analysis resulted in three main themes: (1) Aus-
tralia: matching the Western concept of SaP; (2) Mainland China: highlighting the cultural 
adaptation of SaP; and (3) Hong Kong: reflecting the diverse possibilities of SaP. Each 
theme included a sub-theme related to how students perceive learner–teacher identities and 
power differences in partnerships or partnership-like learner–teacher interactions. Notably, 
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although the perceptions of SaP in all three contexts indicated the ethos of SaP as question-
ing and transforming traditionally taken-for-granted learner–teacher relationships (conver-
gence), students in different contexts discussed varying ways of understanding the break-
ing of traditional learner–teacher relationships by engaging in learner–teacher partnerships 
(divergence). The following sections present the students’ perceptions in detail.

Australia: matching the Western concept of SaP

The analysis shows that the Australian university participants’ perceptions reflect the inter-
pretations and conceptualisations of SaP in the broad literature (e.g. Cook-Sather et  al., 
2014; Healey et  al., 2014; Matthews et  al., 2018). Perceiving SaP as a way of question-
ing traditional learner–teacher relationships, many students (e.g. Ann, Daniel, Laura, and 
Jonathan) saw SaP as a way to bring about creative pedagogical relationships and mutual 
knowledge exchange. For example, Daniel, who was studying Education, stated the 
following:

I think SaP breaks the traditional learner–teacher relationship so that our [students’] 
voice can have the chance to play the role as much as possible in the teaching and 
learning process. For example, our suggestions for teachers’ teaching according to 
our demands are more likely to be accepted. In doing so, not only can students learn 
what they want, but teachers can also understand students better and practically learn 
how to improve their teaching methods and skills.

Daniel’s reflection indicates that SaP practises could effectively improve the quality of 
teaching and learning. Furthermore, some students (e.g. Alex, Bonnie, Laura, and Matt) 
perceive the ethos of SaP as an approach to transforming their institutional cultures, as 
Laura, who was studying Science, shared:

The implementation of SaP practice fosters cultural change within disciplines and the 
university towards more genuine and meaningful ways that focus on cultivating both 
students’ and teachers’ self-awareness and responsibility.

Moreover, several students (e.g. Louis and Sophie) perceived SaP as an antidote to 
the neoliberal notion of students as consumers. Sophie, who studied Business, indicated 
that partnerships have challenged the passive engagement and learning experiences that 
emerged from students seeing themselves as consumers.

Students and teachers as equally pedagogical partners

By perceiving SaP as a way of questioning and transforming traditional learner–teacher 
relationships and the consumer model brought by neoliberal approaches, many participants 
perceived themselves as co-creators, co-teachers, and co-learners with teachers to contrib-
ute to the course pedagogically. Ted, who was studying Finance and Economics, described 
this as follows:

The shaping of pedagogical partnerships provides students with opportunities to con-
tribute to curriculum design and delivery. I feel that I am no longer just a student 
but another teacher in charge of the course. When the course coordinator adopted 
my suggestions, I felt excited and nervous about whether the teaching and learning 
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process could be carried out more effectively, because I was worried about whether I 
would be able to make a satisfactory contribution.

Meanwhile, in partnerships, students’ perceptions of their teachers’ identities also make 
a dramatic difference. Instead of the rigid hierarchy in the traditional teaching and learning 
model, Leo, who studied Computer Science, shared the following:

The teacher showed the students the feeling of being a collaborator and help seeker. 
Her own thoughts and opinions became less important and dominant, and [she] 
focused more on our expertise.

These experiences indicate that the students enjoyed an increased sense of responsibility 
and agency in their teaching and learning processes. This resonates with the partnership 
values of respect, reciprocity, and shared responsibility (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey 
et al., 2014; Matthews et al., 2018). Furthermore, we found evidence of a shift in the tradi-
tional learner–teacher power relations but not an erasure of power dynamics. A student of 
Business, Alex, shared her feelings:

Although we were empowered to engage in some activities that we had never expe-
rienced before, such as engaging in some decision-making processes, I feel that this 
has a limited scope. It is more like teachers giving us the maximum power to exercise 
in the allowed matters.

Mainland China: highlighting cultural adaptation of SaP

Mainland Chinese participants’ perceptions of SaP highlight both the importance and 
adaptation of pedagogical partnerships. As mentioned earlier, one of the perceptions of 
Mainland Chinese students is about questioning traditional learner–teacher relationships. 
As with findings regarding Australian university students’ perceptions, some students 
(e.g. Liu, Sun, and Zhou) felt that SaP is a way of changing the functions of students and 
teachers in their pedagogical relationships, as it enables them to understand each other bet-
ter. However, other students (e.g. Guan, Han, Tian, and Wang) perceived SaP as a way 
of transforming traditional learner–teacher relationships into ‘familyships’—relationships 
between students and teachers based on mutual care and support. These experiences indi-
cate that the collective cultural environment may support SaP practises in the Chinese con-
text, although Confucian cultural scripts are contested (Liang & Matthews, 2023a). Stu-
dents’ active engagement in teaching and learning activities was fostered as the teaching 
and learning environment became harmonious and warm. For example, Tian, studying in 
Education, described her feelings about engaging in SaP practise:

When we were studying a course that aims to achieve the goal of co-creation of les-
sons, in the second half of the term, I felt that both students and teachers were not 
simply implementing the practices according to the designed process, but as more 
like a kind of mutual care and support between friends. Specifically, because this 
teacher was old, I felt that she was more like a selfless and considerate mother who 
tried her best to accommodate our preferences. This also made us want to spare no 
effort to contribute to the course.

In contrast to those who saw SaP as questioning traditional learner–teacher relation-
ships, some students (e.g. Deng, Gao, and Xu) perceived SaP as a tool merely for meet-
ing the current institutional policy requirements. These students did not provide positive 
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feedback; instead, they expressed a dislike of top-down policy-driven teaching and learn-
ing. Gao, who was studying Arts, reflected:

Because our university requires teachers to pay more attention to student engage-
ment and learner–teacher interactions in daily teaching and learning, many teach-
ers in our major have introduced SaP practices to comply with policy requirements. 
While these practices have been implemented, they only appear to scratch the sur-
face. Teachers just want to complete them as soon as possible to meet the evaluation 
criteria and don’t care about the difference these practices can make.

Therefore, some students believed that, for institutional reasons, they did not gain genu-
ine experiences of SaP learner–teacher interactions and practises. However, they proposed 
constructive suggestions. They thought that successfully implementing SaP, a Western 
concept, in the context of Chinese universities requires continuous adaptation and testing. 
For example, Gao indicated that:

As a pedagogical concept from a context that emphasises individualism, it [SaP 
practice] cannot be easily and directly implemented in the relational Chinese soci-
ety, which emphasises collectivism. We can learn from its rationale, but the specific 
forms and content must be determined according to our shared values, beliefs, and 
policy orientation. In addition, this requires the strong support of relevant research in 
the Chinese context.

Students as helpers following the lead of teachers

Although many Mainland Chinese participants experienced SaP practises and 
learner–teacher interactions, they felt they did not truly represent the image of student part-
ners as described in Western universities. Instead, they understood themselves as helpers 
and collaborators who followed and completed teachers’ requirements. For example, Liu, 
who was studying Science, reflected:

When teachers involve us in SaP practices, we can literally be perceived as peda-
gogical partners because we are indeed collaborating with teachers to complete some 
work together. However, we will only engage in the work assigned to us by teachers. 
The learner–teacher relationship has indeed been changed within a limited scope, but 
it remains limited within this scope. For us, it was like maintaining relationships with 
teachers in different ways depending on the situation. So, technically, we [the stu-
dents] are both collaborators and followers.

Therefore, alongside the perceived identities of students as collaborators and follow-
ers, the teacher’s identity in the partnerships was still largely perceived as that of leader 
by most Mainland Chinese participants. For example, even in the evolved ‘familyships’ 
between students and teachers, Wang, studying in Arts, still emphasised the significance of 
teacher leadership:

At present, teachers still have the initiative to control the entire teaching and learning 
process. If you want these SaP practices to be effectively and meaningfully imple-
mented, I think they need the leadership of teachers. Within this, I think a teacher’s 
attitude is a very crucial factor in leading to change. Students may not want to sin-
cerely engage in activities if teachers appear to be pursuing their own interests.
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Hong Kong: reflecting the diverse interpretations of SaP

The perceptions of SaP from Hong Kong university participants showed some similarities 
with both the perceptions of students from Australia and from Mainland China, reflect-
ing the influence of hybrid cultural values and norms in the Hong Kong HE context (Dai 
et al., 2024) while also exhibiting some differences that demonstrate the diversity of inter-
pretations of SaP. In seeing SaP as a way of questioning traditional learner–teacher rela-
tionships, Hong Kong participants had two ways of explaining this perception. On the one 
hand, some students (e.g. Chan, Fong, and Lo) described SaP as creating spaces for mutual 
learning among students and teachers. This aligns with students’ perceptions in both Aus-
tralian and Mainland Chinese universities. However, other students (e.g. Ching, Hong, 
Leung, and Tsui) explained this perception only from the perspective of evolved one-way 
learner–teacher relationships that could benefit them personally. Tsui, who was studying 
Arts, described this based on his experience as a teaching assistant:

I was lucky to be invited by a teacher to take up a teaching assistant position this 
semester. In the process of helping teachers with teaching and preparing teaching 
materials, I felt that I gained deeper insights into the course content. It also improved 
my collaboration skills.

Unlike the Australian and Mainland Chinese students, more than half the Hong Kong 
participants saw SaP as an essential means of safeguarding the rights and interests of stu-
dents. For example, Lai said:

When we engaged in SaP practices, I felt that students’ interests were being pro-
tected. These interests are not only about learning what should be taught but also 
about whether our preferences are treated with equal respect and attention.

Moreover, like the Mainland Chinese students, some Hong Kong students saw SaP as an 
important pathway for achieving institutional policy reform. However, unlike the Mainland 
Chinese students, the Hong Kong students also expressed the desire that the implementa-
tion of SaP practises would change the university’s culture, which is consistent with the 
views of the Australian university students.

Students as different customers partnering with teachers

The perceived identity changes in learner–teacher partnerships among Hong Kong partici-
pants reflected both Australian and Mainland Chinese understandings. The most frequently 
mentioned learner–teacher identity mode was one in which teachers still played a leading 
role in pedagogical activities, with students following teachers’ instructions to a certain 
extent, which highlights teacher domination in the teaching and learning environment of 
Hong Kong. This is similar to the experience of Mainland Chinese students. Nonetheless, 
many Hong Kong participants also demonstrated a strong sense of being customers in SaP 
practises, albeit without the motive of transforming the customer model that we found in 
students at the Australian university. Specifically, the Hong Kong participants had two dif-
ferent understandings of being customers. Many students noted that, as payers of tuition 
fees, they should be enabled to acquire as much knowledge and as many skills as possible. 
This type of student regarded SaP as a benefit to students, as mentioned above. For exam-
ple, Ching, who was studying Social Science, said:
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Students, as customers of higher education, deserve high-quality and responsi-
ble education. Teachers involve students in some teaching and curricular activities, 
which is one way of achieving that, as those activities can enhance our learning 
experience at the university. At the same time, this also allows us to acquire broader 
knowledge and skills not covered in the textbooks.

Another, smaller, group of students considered the customer identity differently. They 
believed that, because students are customers of the university, they have the right to 
engage in the decision-making processes associated with teaching and learning, and they 
believed that both students and teachers could benefit from such partnerships. For example, 
Chan, who was studying Engineering, said the following:

Since we are paying to the teaching and learning process, we should reasonably have 
the right to make selections and decisions, such as the design and delivery of cur-
riculum, the choice of knowledge to learn, and the forms of assessment. Overall, our 
[tuition] fees must ensure that we gain the desired experience.

Discussion

This study explored the views of undergraduate students on SaP in three different HE con-
texts: Australia, Mainland China, and Hong Kong. The aim was to advance the collective 
understanding of SaP as a global practise by identifying and recognising converging and 
diverging perceptions, which we refer to as qualitative cultural variations. The study found 
that students expressed convergent views on the intention of SaP to change learner–teacher 
relationships, but diverged in how and why those relationships changed, which illuminated 
context-dependent understandings of students as followers, customers, and partners. The 
three groups of participants acknowledged that SaP involved questioning taken-for-granted 
learner–teacher roles and relationships, which aligns with existing SaP theories (Matthews 
et al., 2018). However, diverging underlying logic shaped their views of why students and 
teachers might engage in SaP practises. Mainland Chinese participants emphasised the 
shaping of ‘familyship’ beyond pedagogical learner–teacher relationships, while Hong 
Kong participants focused more on individual benefits and interests. Australian students 
largely held well-documented conceptions of SaP, which is unsurprising, given that most 
SaP literature research has been conducted with students from Anglo-American–British 
contexts. Overall, the study showed that SaP is not a one-size-fits-all approach, and qualita-
tive cultural variation plays a significant role in how it is perceived and practised.

The emergence of scholarship on SaP practises in Mainland China and Hong Kong 
allows for expanding global discourse as more practise-based research is published from 
Asia (see Liang, 2023; Sim, 2019; Sturman et al., 2018; Tanaka, 2022; Toh & Chng, 2022). 
One risk of country and cultural comparisons (particularly ones of either side of an ‘east/
west’ dividing line) is essentialising or suggesting an evaluative judgement about a ‘right 
way’ to engage in SaP. To mitigate this risk, we draw on Cook-Sather’s (2018) notion of 
perpetual translation to examine the changes in understandings and relationships that SaP 
work can bring about. According to Cook-Sather (2018), perpetual translation entails an 
examination of ‘assumptions about the meanings of words, the cultural historical under-
standing behind the constructs, the practises and relationships they signal, and the pos-
sibilities for transformation that perpetual translation affords’ (p. 5) that is ‘necessary for 
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this work of communicating across differences [of] identity, culture, position, and power’ 
(p. 5). The underlying principles of SaP used in defining this work as a relational peda-
gogy between students and teachers in HE have different resonances and dissonances with 
cultural scripts in each context we studied. These cultural scripts can be used to ‘anchor’ 
the innovation of pedagogical partnership (Cook-Sather, 2022)—to connect what is per-
ceived as new (a different way for teachers and students to understand and interact with one 
another) to what is considered familiar (the cultural script particular to the context). Both 
perpetual translation and this practise of anchoring can support necessary cultural varia-
tions as well as transformations in both theories and practises of SaP work. Thus, we draw 
on perpetual translation as a process for critical reflection done collectively through schol-
arship (see Cook-Sather et al., in press) and in dialogic SaP practises.

We propose that the strong collectivist notion of ‘familyship’—which is derived from a Chi-
nese CHC cultural tradition of hierarchical relationships between parents and children—can 
anchor SaP and serve as a foundation for SaP approaches in Mainland China. This founda-
tion can be translated through SaP into mutual benefits for both teachers and students, thereby 
allowing the dynamic evolution of sociocultural practises. We draw on perpetual translation, as 
Cook-Sather et al. (in press) argue, as a dialogic process where partnership participants trans-
late and are translated by partnership principles in their particular contexts. While Anglophone 
values and norms tend towards individualism, many SaP scholars are challenging this in Anglo-
American–British contexts, as a more collective premise is offered by the ethos of SaP (Liang & 
Matthews, 2023b). This premise echoes the collectivist social relationships in China, and thus 
there is the potential for ‘familyship’ and SaP to inform and be informed by each other. Research 
exploring learner–teacher relationships in Chinese universities found ‘a family dynamic with the 
hierarchy and tradition that come with familial relationships’ where the Chinese norm of Guanxi 
(meaning close connections between people to gain mutual benefits) fosters ‘family ties’ between 
students and teachers (Dai et al., 2021, p. 11). The relational dynamics of ‘familyship’ assert a 
hierarchical logic that affects the identities of and power dynamics between engaging members. 
This cultural logic explains why participants from Mainland China perceived themselves as help-
ers and/or followers in SaP practises while also recognising that SaP questions and shifts tradi-
tional learner–teacher interactions.

Through the comparison across contexts, our findings show how Mainland Chinese stu-
dents make sense of their identities and power dynamics in Chinese learner–teacher part-
nerships influenced by the notions of the ‘larger or public sphere’ and the ‘smaller sphere’ 
(Marginson & Yang, 2020, p. 36) in collectivist Chinese society. However, as Liang (2023) 
reflected, growing individualism among Mainland Chinese university students may lead 
to increased utilitarianism in learner–teacher relationships, resulting in a shift away from 
collectivism and partnership principles of reciprocity and mutuality in HE. When cultur-
ally situated and practised without cross-cultural judgement, the critically reflective pro-
cess of engaging in SaP can yield a new understanding of the relational dynamics between 
students and teachers in HE. Such dynamics are shaped by pedagogical orientations and 
socio-political forces influencing national policies, often in a conflicting manner, and 
therefore necessitate perpetual translation. In Mainland China’s HE system, the concept of 
mutual benefits for students and teachers through the ethos of SaP is manifested in the form 
of ‘familyship’. This relational dynamic is shaped by the intersection of the pedagogical 
orientation of increasing student engagement and learner–teacher interactions, the policy 
characteristics of ‘decentralised centralisation’, and the collectivist society.

In comparison, participants in the Hong Kong context expressed a mixture of West-
ern, Mainland Chinese, and neoliberal influences, which was evident in the desire for SaP 
to maximise personal benefits while also following teacher instructions. According to Dai 
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et al. (2024), Confucian values and norms have significantly shaped learner–teacher rela-
tionships in Hong Kong universities, where Dao, or ways of showing respect, manifest in 
intergenerational deference. This is evident in the Hong Kong participants’ preference that 
teachers take on the leadership in SaP practises. Despite this, they held notions of self-
responsibility in SaP practises, which emerged as a strong sense of individualism resem-
bling the positionality of a customer. Unlike the perception we found among Australian 
participants of SaP as a strategy combating the ‘students as customers’ discourse (Mat-
thews et al., 2018), Hong Kong participants embraced SaP as a rich experience and a right 
that students as customers can leverage for their personal benefit and gain.

These examples demonstrate how student participation can be understood and practised 
in a way that respects the leadership of teachers while also acknowledging the rights of stu-
dents. This process of understanding and practising reflects a perpetual translation (Cook-
Sather, 2018) in Hong Kong in relation to both Confucian values and current notions of 
individualism. Using perpetual translation as an analytic lens to understand cultural vari-
ation across ‘three non-Western contexts’ (Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Pakistan) from the 
perspective of academic developers, Cook-Sather et al. (in press, p. 60) argued:

Established associations, historical and current contexts, and possibilities will always 
influence terms and selves. But, instead of seeing these as (only) barriers to partner-
ship, we can understand them as opportunities to revisit, dig deeper into, and learn 
from established roles and practises.

Resisting static categorisation, we argue for dynamic and evolving conceptions of SaP 
that allow for cultural variations to honour unique cultures and contexts. Critical reflective 
theorisations of perpetual translation pave the way for a dynamic orientation of SaP with 
practise and policy implications.

Conclusion

This study explored local undergraduate students’ perceptions of SaP in Australia, Mainland 
China, and Hong Kong to further advance the collective understanding of SaP as a global praxis 
by identifying and recognising qualitative cultural variation. Through comparative and reflexive 
thematic analysis using the relational lens of SaP, we demonstrate the ways in which differing 
sociocultural and policy contexts shape the converging, then diverging, understandings of stu-
dents as followers, customers, and partners. We echo scholarly calls for culturally situated and 
comparative research on SaP. Theorisations using the notion of perpetual translation provide a 
critical reflexivity that mediates risks of making essentialising or comparative judgements in 
cross-cultural analyses of pedagogical partnership practises.

This study contributes to the existing SaP literature in two important ways. First, we pro-
vide insights into the conceptualisation of pedagogical partnership in the three contexts, 
especially Mainland China and Hong Kong, to enrich interpretations of SaP and go beyond 
the prevailing Western and Anglophone discourse. Second, we provide an example of rec-
ognising qualitative cultural variation in SaP conceptions and practises to guide future cul-
turally situated research beyond Anglophone contexts. Rather than essentialising culture, we 
acknowledge the role of cultural variation in understanding and practising partnerships. We 
advocate expanding comparative research on pedagogically oriented partnership practises 
that contribute culturally nuanced insights to advance global scholarship.
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