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1
Introduction

De Montfort University has been involved with the development of collaborative provision for over fourteen years.  Its Associate College Network has evolved over this period to its present structure that comprises eleven colleges, based loosely around the University’s campuses at Leicester and Bedford.  Whilst partnerships have been rationalised, student numbers have remained at approximately 1300 FTEs.  The University sees the network as an essential strand to its widening participation strategy and new products such as Foundation Degrees and University Certificates will be developed in collaboration with partner colleges  taking advantage of local market needs and providing opportunities for non-traditional learners.  Planned growth in student numbers to around 2000 in the network is envisaged over the next three years.

When the network first developed there was not the current Government emphasis on partnership and collaboration and so its purpose was mainly to increase student numbers, rather than attract a different type of learner.  The majority of courses delivered replicated those offered at the University and were aimed at a national or regional rather than local market.  Progression to the University was a “bonus” rather than a planned outcome, the reverse of the current situation

In terms of increasing student numbers the network was successful. However, this somewhat loose strategy resulted in an uncoordinated and unplanned approach towards collaborative provision.  A consequence of this was that ad-hoc developments often took place between individual faculties and college departments with little thought being given to costs or to the infrastructure needed from central departments such as marketing, student services and the academic registry.

Once the importance of collaboration and partnerships was recognised as an essential part of the Government’s higher education agenda Educational Partnerships, a central department,  was formed at the University with the responsibility for overseeing the development of collaborative provision with partner colleges and promoting widening participation activities.  It consisted of personnel working at both a strategic and operational level  

2
The work undertaken

The challenges facing the department soon became apparent.  Partner colleges and collaborative provision had a low profile within the University. The perception at faculty level was that student numbers were low,  even though collectively the network had more students than some faculties.  Individuals were not aware of the importance of the network to the University’s widening participation strategy and saw collaborative provision as additional to their usual workload without further reward.  
Educational Partnerships has worked for the past four years with colleges and University departments to raise the profile of the network within DMU, increase its effectiveness at meeting the objectives of its member colleges  and improving the student experience at Associate Colleges.  The focus of the work has been to embed the Associate College network into the mainstream  processes of the University. This has been done at specific stages of the student life cycle. As a result, partner colleges are now an integral part of the University’s promotional, recruitment and enrolment activities.  Additionally,  closer links have been made with DMU Associate College students including formalised visits  to the University during induction week and throughout the academic year.  Furthermore, activities such as “away days” and staff development sessions take place between subject specific staff at DMU and colleges.

3 The Strategic Review

Notwithstanding the work undertaken, it was deemed that a strategic review of the network was necessary to strengthen and improve the management of the partnerships.  The review was undertaken by Educational Partnerships and involved meetings and discussions with appropriate stakeholders within DMU. A number of recommendations were made but for the purposes of the case study these will be restricted to the two most important.

3.1
Committee structure

The review highlighted a problem in that the network committee structure was unable to embed collaborative provision into the University’s mainstream activities as there were no formal reporting lines to and from strategic University committees.  This lack of Associate College engagement at a strategic level made planning difficult as the network was not party to faculty plans. It also re-inforced the perception that working with Associate Colleges was a “bolt-on” activity.

The committee structure has since been revised and streamlined.  There are now direct reporting lines from the Associate College Steering Group and the Associate College Strategic Management Committee through to the University’s Academic Planning Committee and Academic Board. The Director of Educational Partnerships represents the network at both of these fora.

3.2       Operational Agreements 

A consequence of the way the Network developed has been a lack of clarity and transparency over responsibilities and expectations.  Collaborative contracts and service level agreements existed but the former lacked  operational details whilst the latter did not adhere to a common format.   Following the review the collaborative contracts have been updated and the service level agreements amalgamated into one operational document covering all aspects of the partnership which includes:

· Planning and target setting

· Quality assurance

· Marketing and promotion

· Student admissions, enrolment and administration

· College funding

· Examinations and assessments

· Library services and IT

· Student services

· Staff development

· Faculty and associate college relationships

The agreement has been produced in both hard and electronic copy.  It will be updated on a termly basis and be published on the Educational Partnerships’ web page www.dmu.ac.uk/ep  The agreement is a living document. Relevant stakeholders have been asked to produce a short self assessment report at the end of each academic session to ensure that remedial action can be taken if necessary and best practice disseminated.  A conference is planned in 2004 to share good practice and allow exchange of local variations to operational agreements  

4 Ongoing issues

4.1
Organisational Culture

Whilst the facilitation work undertaken by Educational Partnerships with University departments and colleges has increased the network’s profile and provided a stronger infrastructure on which to base future developments, there is the ongoing tension between different organisational cultures.  In general, colleges prefer a centralised approach to collaborative provision in that it provides them with consistency and is more efficient than having to work with a number of individual faculties.  Faculties prefer to work in a devolved way within a prescribed framework.

An example of where these two approaches can present difficulties is in relation to college funding.  Payments are based on student data collected centrally.  However, because faculties “own” student data, amendments can only be made by a faculty.  This might mean that a college needs to communicate with three or four faculties before funding can be transferred.  A central department such as Educational Partnerships can reduce delay by facilitating communication channels.  

A second example of where differing cultures have caused problems is in the development of new collaborative provision.  The lead time required by DMU for the development and validation of a new course is usually greater than that required of colleges when developing their own provision.  Whilst colleges sometimes complain that difficulties arising at faculty level can lead to delays in the development process, university staff will claim, from experience, that rushed developments  often lead to poor recruitment.

5 Conclusion

Collaborative working is a complicated and expensive operation.  For it to be successful, effective management of the partnership is essential.  Important factors to take into account in the management process are:

· A specific strategy to be devised and freely articulated to all parties by senior management.  

· The need for a central unit to co-ordinate and facilitate the operation, with clearly identified Higher Education Co-ordinators in partner institutions 

· Collaborative provision to be embedded at both an operational and strategic level within the University

· A clear and transparent understanding of the respective responsibilities of both parties as set down in formalised organisational agreements to include financial arrangements

· A recognition that different organisational cultures can create tensions within the relationship.

