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PARTNERSHIP,  
CONNECTION AND 

BELONGING IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION



So what’s the 
problem?





BELONGING AND 
CONNECTION

discourse associated with 
retention

ideas of students as ull time, 
campus based

culturally specific and normative 

associated with academic 
achievement and ‘success’ (Ahn 
and Davis 2020, 622)





What have you noticed in your 
practice?





BELONGING AND 
CONNECTION

discourse associated with 
retention

ideas of students as full time, 
campus based

culturally specific and normative 

associated with academic 
achievement and ‘success’ (Ahn 
and Davis 2020, 622)







HOW DO 
STUDENTS 

EXPERIENCE THE 
DIGITAL  

UNIVERSITY?



Who can belong, how and to where?



Guyotte, Flint, and Latopolski (2019, 14) 

‘what are we wanting students to belong to? Why? 
When might belonging be undesirable?’ 

‘What does belonging do? What does it make possible? 
How might it constrain?’ 



Troubling the boundaries of belonging:

1. Belonging as uniform

2. Belonging as inherently positive

3. Belonging as fixed



What do students’ day-to-day 
interactions look like? 

How do students create 
belonging?

International; vlogs and 
interviews with 30 students; 
builds on conceptual work 



Engagement is mobile 
and multiple. Belonging 
is purposeful, 
personalised.

Today’s students engage 
in multiple communities, 
in ways which trouble 
the boundaries of space 
/ campus / belonging.



I didn't feel like I needed to belong within the 
whole university, but more I felt the need to 
belong within my course, and within a smaller 
group of friends

Being flexible is important in terms of 
belonging. I think there’s no one size fits all 
student

Probably the biggest thing is a passion for the 
course. If you enjoy what you’re doing, it kind 
of becomes a part of you, you belong to it. It 
belongs to you. 

Good teachers make all the difference. I really 
like being involved with the faculty through the 
Students As Partners programs.



Connections and mattering

Thinking about the 
experiences, spaces and 
practices of connection

Thinking about connection 
as a situated practice of 
reciprocity and relationality
 



A more nuanced understanding enables us to:

support students to express the ways in which they feel 
included

to express why they may choose not to belong

to attend more closely and critically to the situated 
moments of connection



Connection situated 
in the micro-
moments of learning 
and teaching. 



What does 
connection in / 
to the university 
mean to you?



Partnership 
for belonging 
and 
connection





Partnership and co-creation

Belonging as a mutual 
feeling

‘Partnership makes the 
university a lot more 
productive, more fair and 
just a nicer place to learn 
and work’ (Ali et al. 2020). 



Fostering belonging via engaging curricula, assessment and feedback practices –
belonging as a mutual process

• Greater engagement and formative feedback via new structure; interactive tutorials 
with participant led readings

• Programmatic Assessment design

• Oral conversation

• Different voices

• Troublesome

• Working in partnership 





Relational pedagogies

dialogic approaches, staying in touch 

understand material constraints

openness and presence rather than 
content

noticing



How have you 
used partnership 
practices to foster 
connection?
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