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The importance of putting personal development opportunities 

at the heart of the student experience 

Daniel Punch, Vice President: Societies & Sports 

Sunderland Students’ Union 

Executive summary 

This report has been produced to address the current problematic situation regarding 

academic timetabling on a Wednesday and intends to explore and challenge the existing 

systems in favour of a more student-facing opportunistic approach. It seeks the consideration 

of senior university executives and any other relevant staff with a remit for student 

experience and timetabling who would be required to agree on a strategic level, and would be 

responsible for taking action on the recommendations made. 

Currently at the University of Sunderland there are a large number of lectures that are 

scheduled on Wednesdays, which has presented barriers to student participation in extra-

curricular activities.  Although there is currently a process of authorised absence, it is not a 

process designed to improve student engagement with the opportunities available and is 

instead an ineffective measure implemented to tackle the problematic timetabling barriers 

that currently exist. 

This has been a topic of frustration and dissatisfaction for students for the last 30 years here 

at Sunderland and upon reflection of student-made policy it is concerning that very little 

apparent progress has been made regarding this topic in particular.  This report makes a case 

that accessibility to extra-curricular activities should be a strategic priority of the University 

and taking action recommended herein would be a step in the right direction in creating a new 

age institution. 

The Students’ Union has received substantial feedback on the subject from its membership 

and has found that a large number want to take part in extra-curricular activities; however, 

they are unable to do so due to work commitments on a weekend.  As there is a lack of 

dedicated time within the ‘working week’ set aside from student academic commitments – 

this coupled with our working student population in mind, the barriers to participation 

become clear. Students feel that they are without with the same level of accessibility to 

engage in opportunities beyond their studies in comparison with other universities, and this is 



problematic when considering the benefit that such activities bring in the form of social 

capital and graduate skills. 

There was a clear pattern of frustration when the student body was asked about the current 

situation, and it became clear that the aspects of the university experience which would 

benefit from this change included: student retention, employability, academic performance, 

widening participation & recruitment and physical & mental wellbeing. 

The University constantly strives to improve all aspects of its services and this would be an 

opportunity for positive student-facing organisational development, which would enable 

Sunderland to remain an appealing institution for students in the 21
st
 century.  

This report requests that the University give considerable thought to the topic of access to 

student opportunities on Wednesdays and take an organisational stance that it would be a 

benefit to not just students but also the institution.  As such, it recommends that the 

University actively recognises the benefits of this campaign and takes action to demonstrate 

greater commitment to the student experience at this university – one which goes beyond 

academia. 

We appreciate that the timing for this academic year is very tight; however, we would 

recommend that the University prioritise this campaign through taking action in the form of 

an action planning and steering group comprised of both the Students’ Union and the 

University.  We are hopeful that the University will implement changes as soon as possible 

and that some improvements can be made for this academic year. 
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I. Introduction 

a.  Overview  

This report intends to present a case for enshrining time in the academic 

timetable to allow for the fostering of student wellbeing, employability, 

academic performance and student retention.  It explores the reasoning behind 

the need for a ‘Stop Wednesday Lectures’ campaign and highlights the need  to 

create dedicated time for students to develop all of the above. The report shows 

that due to the academic commitments which many students face on a 

Wednesday afternoon, and the general resistance from some departments to 

enable students to easily access extra-curricular opportunities, the University of 

Sunderland could be doing more to fully support students who want to take a 

more active role in their personal development opportunities such as through 

sport.  

The report includes a reflection of the main frustrations amongst student 

students at Sunderland such as the perceived lack of recognition towards the 

importance of sport in the student experience. This, and other  general feelings 

within the student body, will be combined with a reflection on comparative 

research and University aims in order to assert the need to foster a culture of 

participation that goes beyond academic studies in order to greater enhance the 

student experience here at the University of Sunderland.   

 

b. Background 

 Sports and extracurricular activities at Sunderland have a very low 

participation rate in comparison with most similar universities in the 

country.  

 The University owns one sporting facility, while all others used such as 

sports pitches have to be hired.  While this presents a resourcing issue for 



clubs, the problem is compounded by making members of said clubs 

unavailable for matches as a result of academic timetabling. 

 The University’s equal opportunity policy which extends into the sporting 

sector stipulates “The University of Sunderland wants to ensure that all 

members of the University community are treated, and treat each other, 

with respect and dignity in all its activities.” As such we believe this 

policy should be reflected in the respect that the University demonstrates 

for student involvement and passion for extra-curricular activities, and 

should not hinder it so far as it does.   

 There are numerous examples of organisational satisfaction which have 

stemmed from making extra-curricular activities a focus as they can 

foster a cohesive and inclusive culture of equality in engagement through 

greater opportunity and accessibility. 

 There is an unacceptably high percentage of lectures on taking place on a 

Wednesday whilst having time to spare on Mondays and Fridays if this 

University aims to support sporting engagement and personal 

development opportunities.  

 Over the last 9 years there has been a 63% decrease in student 

memberships of societies and we believe that both Sports and societies 

are vital to a fulfilling student experience. 

 This has been a discussion which was initially started in 1986 by the 

Students’ Union annual general meeting and has been a campaign priority 

of an elected officer most years since records begin in 1996. 

 

c.  Aims & Focus 

The aim of this report  is to outline the different areas which benefit a student’s 

experience at the University of Sunderland and how they would be fostered by 

the proposal.  



Concurrently, four main aspects of the student experience were thematically 

combined through feedback from students and wider research which are: 

Wellbeing: That essential improvement to a student’s mental and physical well 

being can take place as a result of an active lifestyle  

Employability: That students gain great benefits students from taking part in 

extracurricular activities and sports. 

Academic performance: That sports and physical activity can  positively 

influence a student’s overall academic performance. 

Retention: That enabling students to make the active decision to become 

involved in extracurricular activities and sports can provide a sense of 

belonging and create greater continuity in their studies.  

 Social activities and sport need to be more accessible for all, and this can be 

achieved by embedding a vision for student development through extra-

curricular activities   Equally, a vision for the inclusion of sport in the 

University’s strategic aims so that it becomes a key component of the academic 

culture at Sunderland would be beneficial, encouraging it to be actively 

appreciated by all university departments.   

The introduction of protected developmental time within the University 

timetable  would also provide a space for the development of unique needs on 

an individual level be they any of those previously described.  In short, we want 

the University of Sunderland to recognise, truly value and work towards an 

inclusive, supported and valued sporting and personal-developmental 

environment for everyone that wishes to take part. 

 

 

 



II.  Methodology   

In informing this report three different avenues of research were taken: 

 Collecting student feedback on the topic of Wednesday lectures 

 Researching the work of other institutions who had undergone a similar 

effort 

 Considering the University’s strategy and existing policies. 

 

a. Student Feedback 

A primary source of evidence was student feedback which was collected both in 

person and through social media.  It was collected with the intent to inform the 

‘real student experience’.  Engaging students as co-researchers and co-inquirers 

enables them to hold ownership and have a vested interest in the topic of 

research and as this is a topic which affects all students it was considered vital 

to speak to a wide demographic.  It is very much a ‘live project’ through which 

the outcomes and impact will be determined by the student experience and so 

their involvement has been foundational. 

Throughout the year students were given the chance to feedback on how their 

university experience would be affected if Wednesday lectures weren’t part of 

student’s academic time table. This helped us understand the points of view 

from a diverse range of students at this university. 

It should be noted that the idea to stop Wednesday lectures itself originally 

came from students at Sunderland University.  Consequently, the process of 

consultation that was taken, involved speaking to a diverse demographic of 

students and asked “If Wednesday lectures were not part of your academic time 

table how would this affect your experience at university?”  

 



Other Institutions 

There have been a number of other unions which have undertaken the process 

of working with their partner institution to free up Wednesdays for extra-

curricular activities.  As such we undertook an analysis of these efforts to 

inform our own.   

 

b. The University of Sunderland’s Strategic Plan 

The University’s corporate strategic plan for 2016-2021 was considered in order 

to investigate how the goals of the organisation can be aligned with the 

outcomes of this campaign.  The details of university aims have been integrated 

into the case herein for freeing up Wednesdays. 

Furthermore, Sunderland University’s corporate strategic plan for 2016/2021 

has important aims that can be achieved when integrated into the academic free 

lectures on a Wednesday. Research from the corporate plan highlights the key 

areas in which the university should focus on   

The key focus included: 

 Widening participation (recruitment and engagement) 

 Employability 

 Retention 

 Wellbeing 

 Academic performance 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III. Results & Findings 

a. Student feedback 

When we spoke to students the information that was gathered shows that the 

majority of them are frustrated with the lack of recognition when it comes to 

having free time to take part in extracurricular activities and sports. A lot of 

students find it difficult to balance their university work and their actual work 

because of commitments they have on the weekend.   

On Academic commitments:  

Students when asked about Wednesday lectures highlighted that because of 

academic commitments they already had; it denied them the opportunity to take 

part in social activities and students were frustrated for getting in trouble for 

missing lectures because of sports and societies commitments.  

“This would immensely help keep the balance between representing the 

university within a sports team or society and having enough time to study 

without falling behind” Katie Clarke, Second Year English Creative Writing. 

“During my time as president of the Cricket society, i found it very stressful 

getting a team together week in, week out. Wednesday lectures prevented some 

of our best players from being selected, and as a result the team was relegated. 

After years of hard work to reach that level, the team is taking a step back” 

Josh Burn, Recent Graduate   

“I got fed up with being penalised for skipping Wednesday lectures.....my 

busiest day at uni for contact time.........so I stopped playing uni rugby in final 

year to get a good final grade. It shouldn't be an either/or option.......it's 

pathetic to schedule students in on a Weds and then wonder why the sports team 

perform poorly or struggle for numbers!!”Georgia Chape, Women’s Football 

 



On support and access  

When talking to students another area of concern is support and access, students 

were frustrated that a lack of awareness for when it comes to their health and 

social wellbeing. Not to mention the students feel that they do not have a sense 

of pride around university when it comes to sports and society competitive 

matches.  

“Sports fixtures on Wednesdays help maintain my health and wellbeing 

socially, mentally and physically." Jesse Thompson, Rugby Society   

“I feel like that we can’t support our sports teams as much as we could 

compared to other Universities” Lauren Gilbey, Second Year Broadcast Media   

“I personally think it is absolutely vital, most people make all of their friendship 

groups through sports societies and other teams so need to have this time to 

blow off steam. Especially with the high pressure nature of my course (primary 

education) having that one day a week where I can let of some steam with my 

friends isn't just good for my physical body at exercise but is also good for my 

mental state. So primary schools now are trying to get in an hour's worth of 

exercise a day for all children as exercise helps you learn so why is the 

university trying to stop the only day we have for it. Lastly it will bring pride for 

everyone into the university which I think is lacking a lot all students should get 

the chance to go and watch a sports team even if they don't like playing as it 

brings more people together and makes the university a community. Take myself 

for example there is around 84 people on my course and only 10 boys half of 

which are late 30s to early 40s so don't have much in common so out of the 5 

lads my age all my age we are split into 3 different learning groups so I don't he 

much of a chance to have fun compared to other universities which I think I 

need to have so playing rugby is a huge realise where I can just go out and have 

a little bit of fun” Stephen Wood, Second Year Primary education. 



On Extra Curriculum activities  

Students commented on how extra curriculum activities was a major highlight 

of their time at Sunderland University, however they all commented there is 

isn’t enough time dedicated from the university to provide more opportunities to 

enhance their experience at university. Students highlighted that free academic 

lectures on a Wednesday will provide more time for students to catch up on 

their students as the majority have work commitments over the weekend.  

“I think that there are good and bad sides to Wednesday lectures. As a 

journalism student having a Wednesday off essentially would allow us to go and 

get more experience covering local and university sport which would 

undoubtedly allow us to gain more experience, especially for me as I want to be 

a well-rounded journalist and haven't had a chance to cover sport yet. 

However, the journalism courses at the university are very challenging in that 

we have to learn a lot of information and new skills such as shorthand etc. This 

requires a lot of time and having Wednesday's off would mean that we lose this 

time. Our days are pretty long already with the facilities such as the Media Hub 

playing a big part in our extra-curricular activities so we'd be in uni a lot 

longer”. Sophie Leanne Dishman, Third Year Journalism  

“One of the BEST experiences I've had as a University student is from being 

able to participate in societies, clubs, and sports activities outside of academia. 

Having Wednesdays off would allow me so much more time to get involved in 

such enriching activities!” Gideon Linn, Malaysian Society  

“Having a Wednesday off will break up the week and allow students to catch up 

on work especially for those who work weekends, when I was at uni I was in uni 

everyday then at work Saturday and Sunday which made it hard to catch up on 

work” Hayley McHenry, Law Graduate  



These three topics are the beginning of the mountain of areas in which students 

feel there is room to improve within the university and as such this report will 

next investigate the ways in which the free Wednesdays campaign can address 

some of these concerns and deal with wider issues related to student 

satisfaction.  

 

b. Secondary Research 

Other Institutions 

The University of Kent previously conducted a similar campaign and called it 

Walkout Wednesdays.  Their campaign highlighted the frustration that students 

had with their university when it came to sport.  Since then Kent have integrated 

the recommendations of their Students’ Union campaign into their university 

policies and it has been highly successful in enhancing the student experience at 

their university. 

Examples of positive outcomes from introducing this time on Wednesdays can 

also be seen at institutions such as Durham.  Durham considers the space made 

for extra-curricular involvement a key reason behind their 90% retention rate.  

Enabling students to have time to actively engage with sports and society 

opportunities has improved student wellbeing and satisfaction levels. The key 

reason for the introduction of the phasing out of classes on Wednesday has been 

as a result of a cost-benefit analysis which asserts that the gains which students 

experience far outweighs the risks to academic development.  In fact, in many 

instances as will be explored next, the risks are addressed directly by the intro 

by the impact of the campaign, that is, it frees up space for students to develop 

in ways they determine most beneficial to their own progression, and in some 

instances these may be related directly to their academic studies such as 

conferences and external workshops.  



University Policies & the Strategic Plan 

Having looked at the university policies there are many which align with the 

aims of Wednesday free lectures 

 Inspiring we will provide an inspiring, enterprising and empowering 

experience for our students and staff.  

 Innovative we value people for their creativity and update our knowledge 

and practice to enhance the student experience and improve our 

institutional performance.  

 Collaborative we work together as a community with our partners and 

build lasting relationships to achieve our shared ambition.  

 Inclusive we celebrate our diverse culture where everyone’s contribution 

is welcomed and valued.  

 Excellent we strive for the highest quality in academic delivery, research 

and service standards. 

Concurrently within the Strategic aims of the university there are some 

particularly relevant aspects which resonate with the campaign effort, notably:  

The section “Learning Engagers” which can be actioned through the support of 

extra-curricular activities as learning happens beyond the classroom and it is 

vital to also consider the physical and mental wellbeing of students to ensure 

their engagement. 

The sections “Tomorrow Makers” and “Future Shapers”  which, with a focus on 

students achieving graduate employment and setting the direction of future 

industry and progress, resonates with allowing students to develop their own 

communities and improve their social capital.  

The section “Knowledge Creators” can be brought to life through providing 

students the opportunities to enrich their academic experiences through extra-

curricular opportunities such as volunteering and professional development.  

Section “Our Ambition” can be realised through improvements on course 

retention and completion, with the result that the students and the University are 

successful in creating the next generation of leaders.  

 



IV. Key themes 

The key themes of the report explore and highlight the areas that were commonly mentioned 

by students, as well as taking into account the theory behind student partnerships and 

development in a higher education environment.  

The importance of a university student’s physical and mental health has become 

increasingly documented over the last decade. Issues of students’ physical and 

mental health have become increasingly apparent over the last few 

years. Demand for counselling services has risen by 33% over the last five 

years
19

 with one in five students reporting psychological ill health.   

 

“Learning Engagers”: The University have a vision for students physical and 

mental wellbeing:   

 “We will develop our research, knowledge, skills and expertise in order to 

continue to make significant social, economic and cultural contributions to our 

environment. We will engage with key partners and support areas such as 

health, sport, wellbeing and enterprise. We will promote culture in all its forms, 

sustainability and social cohesion. We will build partner relations with key 

stakeholders and provide leadership in support of regional objectives” 

The physical and social benefits of participation in extra curriculum activities 

are a key contributor to a student’s overall individual happiness. This has a 

direct effect on university engagement; improving long-term health behaviour, 

fitness, confidence and happiness, students are more capable in achieving 

“broader goals in education and development”  

For many students at Sunderland University, the students believe that there is 

not enough drive to help the pressures of exam 

assignments, alongside promoting a healthy body and mind. Students had a 

variety of views; students felt that if the opportunity to not attend Wednesday 



lectures was available, it would benefit them in many ways including playing 

sport, feeling healthier, reducing stress levels and improving overall happiness. 

"Having Wednesday lectures off can be the difference between a full squad and 

calling a game off. Speaking to other teams who have Wednesday's off they all 

seem amazed we can even function as a society This is a stressful time in our 

lives as students and the time with societies on Wednesdays can be the only high 

in a tough week. It offers both the physical exertion and social exposure that is 

needed for our mental well being” Andy Hobson, Third year Sports  

It is evident then that students’ physical and mental wellbeing is becoming a 

key concern for their university life, and academic free Wednesdays will 

provide opportunities for more awareness projects to inform students of 

physical and mental health issues that a high percentage of students 

unfortunately suffer every year. Furthermore, it creates a social environment for 

students to meet up and get involved in activities that help relieve stress and 

increase their overall satisfaction of Sunderland University while have a healthy 

lifestyle.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 informs us that the percentages of risk and disorders that current 

students at Sunderland University unfortunately may suffer seriously needs to 

be addressed. It explains simple processes that can benefit which does relate to 

academic free Wednesdays.    



No Wednesday lectures and extra curriculum activities can be a key factor 

in securing future graduate employment. 

As we acknowledged previously, the University has a vision for students in 

graduate employment as “Tomorrow Makers” and “Future Shapers”. 

“Embedding employability provides the opportunities to develop knowledge, 

skills, experiences, behaviours, attributes, achievements and attitudes to enable 

graduates to make successful transitions and contributions, benefitting them, 

the economy and their communities. Employability is relevant to all students 

and at all levels of study so includes both undergraduate and postgraduate 

provision”. 

For the university to address this effectively, employability should be embedded 

into all learning and teaching policies, processes and practices – particularly in 

the curriculum – and considered throughout the student lifecycle, from the very 

start of a student programme through to completion of their studies. All 

stakeholders, including academic and support staff, students, careers services, 

students’ unions, and employers, have a role to play in embedding 

employability and should be involved in doing so. The framework thus 

promotes the principles of inclusion and collaboration as key to achieving a 

joined up approach.  

Stopping Wednesday lectures provides students with the opportunity to take 

part in sports and extra-curricular activities. This form of involvement has 

increasingly been recognised as fundamental to graduate employability; 

leadership positions, organisational roles and other positions of responsibility 

are all made achievable through this process.  

Being a member of a sports club and society is now valued by employers as not 

merely an addition to a person’s ability but showcases the development of 

values, behaviours, attitudes and competencies transferrable to the workplace. 

The University of Sunderland should acknowledge the benefits of sport to a 



student’s employability and promote future sport initiatives that encourage these 

transferrable skills.   

“I feel that when I get regular exercise it helps me to concentrate more on my 

uni work, and focus better during lectures, therefore feel that everyone, no 

matter what course they are on should have the chance to partake in sports with 

the university on a weekly basis (Wednesday). In addition, the opportunity to 

work as part of a team in a sport is a great skill to highlight when applying for 

jobs” Kayleigh Toni hall, Equestrian Society  

Research suggests In Michael Tomlinson’s essay, “A Degree is Not enough: 

students’ perceptions of the role of higher education credentials for graduate 

work and employability”, he finds that  

“students perceive their academic qualifications as having a declining 

role in shaping their employment outcomes in what is perceived to be a 

congested and competitive graduate labour market.” 

To conclude, all students come to university to create a head start in their future 

employment. The university already focuses on the future of its students as it is 

integrated into the university strategic plan 2016-21. “Our programmes will 

include work integrated learning, enterprise, innovation and leadership skills, 

design and digital skills. They will be influenced by employers and informed by 

schools and colleges” However, with the addition of academic free lectures on a 

Wednesdays the chances of a student gaining the job they desire will increase. 

Academic free lectures will provide time for student’s midweek to come and 

join employment workshops provided by the university aimed at enhancing the 

employment attributes such as CV writing, interview practice and 

communication with others.   

 

 



Figure 2  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 explains the processes how as a university we can utilise the resources 

we have to make positive head start in the futures of the students at Sunderland. 

This relates to academic free Wednesdays as all the embedding employability 

traits can achieved through practice on the free time that is available.  

 



No Wednesday lectures can improve a student’s academic performance 

Sunderland University strives to improve their students’ academic performance. 

Students highlighted a lack of opportunities when it comes to extra-curricular 

activities, sports and societies. This as a result creates stress and frustration 

among many students; however it has been frequently asserted by students 

themselves that there is a direct correlation between taking part in any kind of 

activity and having a positive work ethic. 

Sunderland’s vision for improving academic performance and producing  

“Knowledge Creators”: 

“We will open up new networks and connections for these students and offer 

personal support and guidance throughout their learning journey, empowering 

them to seize their opportunities as we act as an agent of social change. We will 

work with our partners, our supporters and our alumni to achieve these aims. 

We will satisfy these varying needs by developing programmes which are more 

diverse and flexible” 

Academic free lectures on a Wednesday provides the opportunity for students to 

regularly meet up once a week and discuss projects and do work together.  It 

would apply to many students at this university as the majority have work 

commitments on the weekend. Studies show that the confidence; happiness and 

engagement with university life that sports provide can be transferrable to 

students’ academic performance and achievement.  Sport “can promote 

attention to learning and overall progress” which supports students’ ability to 

develop academically. The association made between competitive sports 

participation and “lower frequency of mental ill-health, eating and dietary 

problems and total risks” (Sport England, 2011) can result in a stronger 

capability to academically perform.  



 “There has been a strong correlation shown between playing sport and an 

increase in endorphins, which can help to increase ability for problem solving 

and can help to stabilise and improve mood. Physical activity also increases the 

blood supply to the brain, which increases work performance” Fee, Hockey 

Society  

The university should address this effectively as academic performance has a 

direct link with sporting participation benefiting health, wellbeing, and 

neurological development. The psychological importance of sport on a student 

can be valued as transferrable to their academic performance and achievement. 

The following framework thus promotes the principles of innovation and 

excellence. 

Figure 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 explains the direct coloration between physical activity, health and 

academic performance. This relates to academic free Wednesdays as more time 

will be provided for students to be involved with sports clubs/ societies, as a 

result it is creating positive lifestyle and productive academic performance.   

 



To conclude as the university strives for students to achieve the best results 

possible, academic free Wednesdays not only provide time for students to meet 

up regularly during the week to discuss projects, it promotes a healthy lifestyle 

physically and mentally. As a result this would provide opportunities for more 

students to be involved in workshops while creating a sense of collaboration and 

co-development here at Sunderland University. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Not having Wednesday lectures will be a key reason why students stay on 

at university.  

One of Sunderland University’s biggest problems is stopping students from 

dropping out. When speaking to students about how they felt regarding 

Wednesday lectures, the response that was gathered showed that students were 

not provided with the same opportunities compared to other universities around 

the country. Alternatively, the majority of students made it clear that being able 

to take part in more extra-curricular activities and joining sports clubs/societies 

had a big impact on their decision to stay.  

The university has a vision for student retention:  “Our Ambition”  

“Retention (completing a programme of study within specific timeframe), 

attainment (cumulative achievements in HE and level of degree-class award) 

and progression in and beyond education are all components of student success. 

Success in each of these areas depends on the extent to which students are 

engaged, and their belonging is fostered within their programme and wider 

institution, across the whole student lifecycle” 

With academic free time tables, it provides engagement with other students, 

wellbeing, academic performance and employability opportunities which are all 

key factors in a student’s reason for remaining at university. Sport can be the 

fundamental reason for high retention rates – of the top ten Universities with the 

lowest UK drop-out rates, seven have produced specific strategic plans for 

sport.  

Sunderland has been proactive in developing its many programmes over the last 

couple of years, improving facilities and establishing the awareness 

programmes among students and staff. It is clear, nevertheless, that in fulfilling 

its targets of retaining its intake of young full time undergraduates, Sunderland 

can draw upon developments of sports programmes made by other UK 



universities that have played a key role in improving academic performance, 

student satisfaction and lowered annual dropout rates. 

“Wednesday lectures hold back not only students on an individual level but the 

university as a whole. Students missing society's (which potentially helped with 

the integration into more of a social life) in my opinion should not even be an 

issue as sport is so prominent in most students’ lives. Making it harder for 

students to enjoy, commit and compete competitively for a society also results in 

less achievement to come for Sunderland University” Dan Winterburn, Third 

Year Law . 

An example of the role extracurricular activities can be seen at Durham 

University which has been acknowledged as having the second lowest rate of 

student drop-outs in the UK (NATFHE)
1
, with 96% of undergraduates 

successfully completing their degree
2
.  Their rate of sporting participation 

among undergraduates is over 90% with a primary focus on “social 

opportunities and a sense of belonging that can be particularly important in the 

early days when you are settling in at University.  In considering best practice 

we assert that students should never be in a situation where their lack of 

engagement, boredom or poor wellbeing support pushes them to feel they have 

to leave. Academic free lectures on a Wednesday will open up so many new 

directions for students, which as a result will enhance their student experience at 

this university and increase retention levels. Ultimately, the overall outcome 

will involve more students taking part in activities and events, which not only 

help the University in achieving their strategic plan, but also tangibly improve 

the lives of its membership.   

 

 

                                                 
1
 http://www.unis4ne.ac.uk/files/Retention_report70.pdf 

2
 http://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/durham 

http://www.unis4ne.ac.uk/files/Retention_report70.pdf
http://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/durham


Figure 4  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 integrates all the key themes into one, retention is a major issue but it 

explains all the attributes that Sunderland University should apply in order to 

ensure that the students have the best experience and stay. This relates to 

academic free lectures as a variety of different opportunities will develop due to 

free time which will accommodate all students at this university. 

 



V. Conclusion 

It is evident that dedicated time for personal development opportunities plays a 

fundamental role in improving student engagement, wellbeing and 

employability that leads to positive effects on academic performance and 

increased retention rates. Our recommendations are not simply increasing the 

quality of sport at Sunderland, but enabling these positive links to be put into 

practice within the culture of the institution for the benefits of students and the 

future of the University.  

In taking into consideration the values which the University seeks to implement 

within their new corporate strategy, the theoretical background which student 

attainment and progression has, and the blatant desire communicated by 

students suggest that a culture of participation needs to be instilled within the 

student experience.  As such, this report concludes that freeing up time on 

Wednesdays would be a benefit to all parties involved with the intent to provide 

an active, strategic level commitment to the personal development and 

wellbeing of students here at Sunderland. 

A commitment to instilling a cultural change in the form of academic-free 

Wednesday afternoons would for all students at Sunderland would as a result:  

 

 Enable the development of access to extra-curricular activities for all 

students at Sunderland and would work towards the key strategic 

objective of improving student retention and accessibility. 

 Introduce more volunteer/charity opportunities and bolster the focus on 

employability 

 Promoting a more inclusive sporting experience for students 

  Support the expansion of University workshops and academic enhancing 

experiences  

 Allow for the establishment a health and wellbeing campaign to ensure 

that students at Sunderland exercise for at least 30 minutes per day, 5 

times a week 

 Create more opportunities for students to take part in and stay at 

university. 

 



VI. Recommendations 

I recommend that the University immediately integrates this proposal into their 
future timetable planning. 

I recommend that a working group be set up with the relevant members of the 

University to address the findings of this report and work to implement No 
Academic Wednesdays. 

I recommend an immediate change to the timetabling of all students as far as is 

feasible at the current stage in order to accommodate the need for Wednesdays 
to be student development and participation days. 

I recommend that this becomes a top priority for the University to implement in 

order to contribute towards achieving their strategic plan in a way that is in the 
best interest of the most students. 
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