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Proposals to revise the structure of Academic Representatives at UoB 
 
Introduction 
This paper outlines necessary changes to the Academic Representation system at the 
University of Bedfordshire (UoB), as per previous updates to Academic Board (see Appendix 
A), to ensure an effective representation system is in place for students and the University. 
 
Concerns regarding the effectiveness of course level representation have recently been raised 
amid low numbers of representatives (“reps”) recruited and trained and a perceived lack of 
consistency in the representative system. Changes laid out in previous proposals have not 
been effective in resolving a number of issues identified within the Academic Representation 
Steering Group, but have provided a deeper understanding of the causes of some common 
issues. 
 
Beds SU has committed to a holistic review of the Academic Representative system, which 
aims to simplify and improve student engagement; a system - sensibly spread across a multi-
campus institution - that is capable of flex in consideration of the pace of change in student 
demographics at UoB. The imminent removal of course team meetings from the quality 
assurance system, which risks leaving Course Representatives with far fewer opportunities to 
liaise with their faculty [and address student issues early on], both necessitates action whilst 
also providing a timely opportunity for such a review.   
 
The review also presents an opportunity to add to the institutional efforts in addressing the 
Black Attainment Gap at UoB. The representation of BAME students within academic 
representation structures could support open channels of dialogue that can feed in to local 
plans and strategies and should be given serious consideration. 
 
This paper proposes that portfolio-level academic representation replaces the functions of 
course-level representation as they currently are; that among a minimum of two reps per 
portfolio year, one rep is reserved for a student of BAME background; and that flexibility is 
built into regulations to allow rep allocation to evolve where circumstances would require. 
 
Context 
The recent removal of course team meetings from the quality assurance process has 
accelerated the requirement for reform to the academic representation system; previously 
the academic representative’s key link to faculty, the removal of course team meetings needs 
to be addressed in a way that ensures high quality academic representation can be 
established and supported at all levels of the quality assurance process. This proposal looks 
at how the representation system can be rebalanced to ensure that it is fit for purpose in our 
modern university environment; and finally, we believe that it will solve some of the key 
administration issues that currently hinder academic representation, as identified by the 
Academic Representation Steering Group. 
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Under the current representative system, there are 572 students registered as reps in 
2018/19. However, some courses have elected multiple reps to one position; the total 
number of courses represented is just 251 (207 UG, 44 PG), therefore only 30% of all course 
representative roles are filled in real terms. To date, 18% of those 572 registered reps have 
been trained, however due to the above problem this does not represent 18% of courses 
having trained representation in place. Further, there exist inconsistencies in the ratio of reps 
to students, especially where courses have significantly high or low numbers of students. 

There are clear issues relating to the effectiveness of rep recruitment and election, including 
a clear blockage between students’ appointment to their role and the training available as 
these stages are handled by different organisations. Whilst the number of reps is relatively 
strong (572), the extent of representation across courses is weak (30%), and questions may 
be raised about the effectiveness of student representation across courses where insufficient 
students have been trained in their roles. 

 

Drivers for change 
Without course team meetings taking place in the 2019/2020 academic cycle, Beds SU have 
developed an alternative course level representation model that upholds access to grass-
roots representation for students, by students who understand their course, as well as 
evaluating where Academic Representatives currently sit and how they can retain their 
relevance. The following issues have been identified: 

1) Course level representation within the formal quality assurance structure/meeting 
hierarchy has been removed. However, access to peer representation at a local level 
is still a necessity. Academic Representatives are highly valued contributors to the UoB 
quality system, but one of their key feedback channels has been closed.  

2) Due to various circumstances, Student Staff Liaison Forums - designed to improve 
access to representation for the wider student population - have not taken place 
during the 2018/2019 academic year. This is something that will need addressing for 
the following academic year in order to ensure feedback channels are more robust 
and resilient. 

3) The Digital Representative system has been heavily invested in over the past 18 
months and now provides an additional support tool for grass root representatives to 
gather feedback and close the feedback loop but is yet to be launched among the 
wider student body. Again, this will need addressing in 2019/20 in order to ensure 
wide-reaching access to representative channels. 

 
Challenges exist in the election of reps, which are summarised as: timing issues, clarity in rep 
responsibilities and coordination and barriers to promotion. 
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Timing issues 
Delays between reps being elected and Beds SU receiving the details can create issues in the 
training of Academic Representatives. Currently election results are passed from Course 
Coordinator to Field Administrator for uploading to SITS, to then be downloaded by Beds SU 
for invitation to training events. 
 
Clarity on responsibilities and rep coordination 
Confusion around ownership of the rep system and roles and responsibilities therein can 
disengage students in rep duties. As above, students elected by their Course Coordinator are 
then confused when they are contacted by Beds SU to be invited to training, and further 
confused to receive a meeting invite from a member of administrative staff. 
 
Barriers to promotion 
Promotional barriers can materialise where no single party involved can provide all of the 
information without referring reps elsewhere, increasing the rate of drop out at various 
stages of the process; i.e. an interested student approaching the Beds SU stand at Freshers 
Fair has to be referred to their Course Coordinator for election details more definite than 
“Teaching Weeks 1-3”. 

 

Aims and Proposal 
The aims of this proposal are: 

1. to create a structural change to the current academic representation system that 
provides both Beds SU and the University of Bedfordshire an effective platform to 
effect change at a “grass roots” level and uphold academic quality assurance 
requirements in lieu of course team meetings; 

2. to reduce the stages involved in the election of portfolio level Academic 
Representatives, thereby reducing drop-out rate at various stages of the process and 
improving continuity of support; 

3. in line with the above, to streamline the points of contact, support, and information 
provided to potential Reps and other students; and 

4. to place a new emphasis on BAME representation amongst Academic Representatives 
to further support the current partnership work between Beds SU and UoB regarding 
closing the black attainment gap. 

 
Beds SU propose that by focusing the attention of Academic Representatives towards a 
portfolio-based system of representation, we can ensure that students retain a role on quality 
committees, as well as providing a higher quality of training and 1-1 time with each Academic 
Rep. Moving over to a system based around portfolio representation would provide Beds SU 
with the scope to improve the quality of support that an Academic Representative would 
receive due to a reduction in the total possible number of Reps (currently at circa 1800 Reps 
based on 1 per year, per course for approximately 600 courses). 
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Recommended Actions: 
1. The current academic representative roles are revised to focus on portfolio level 

representation at Portfolio Executive Committees:  
1.1. At UG level Portfolio Representatives would ideally be elected into two open places 

on each year in each portfolio. A third place on each year in each portfolio is reserved 
for a BAME* Portfolio Representative. 

1.2. At PG level, Portfolio Representatives would be elected into ideally two open places 
on each portfolio. A third place in each portfolio is reserved for a BAME* Portfolio 
Representative. 

1.3. The Business School MBA portfolio would have two open places, and a reserved third 
place for BAME representation. 

Flexibility would be worked into the system to ensure adequate representation is 
developed at satellite campuses. This would be coupled with our further push on 
digital technologies. 

2. Portfolio Representatives are given access to and training on the Beds SU Digital Rep 
platform, allowing them to efficiently and effectively gather feedback remotely from 
across the portfolio, irrespective of their own course or location of study. This tool also 
allows Reps to close the feedback loop by sharing with their cohorts the responses and 
context that they receive at Portfolio Executive Committee meetings.  

3. Beds SU hosts events such as drop in sessions with the VP Education and Academic 
Representation Coordinator to allow representatives the ability to feedback easily. 

4. Student Staff Liaison Forums (See Appendix B) are embedded within Chapter 9 of the 
quality handbook to ensure that student representation at course level is still accessible 
to all students who need and want it, or those who may not be as digitally literate as 
others. 

 
In total, the estimated number of reps  [under the proposed system] is 240, which represents 
an average ratio of reps to students as 1:57.  
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Changes to elections 
Beds SU is proposing an end-to-end support system for Representatives whereby 
nominations, elections, training, ongoing support and recognition/accreditation are all 
handled by the same team; such would address existing challenges with rep election. In-line 
with moving to a portfolio-based representation system it is proposed that some changes to 
the elections system will also need to take place to ensure that the system functions more 
effectively. The proposed changes would address any emerging constraints arising from the 
change from course to portfolio reps, whereby previously in-class election would be easily 
facilitated, yet less so (or inhibited) under the portfolio-based regime. 
 
In regards to the University of Bedfordshire, this would mean that from ‘before elections’ 
right through to the end of an academic year where Academic Representatives can get 
accredited for the work they do, representatives know exactly who they need to go to for 
what reason, and staff confusion can be cleared up drastically. Requests for exemptions to 
this system (e.g. for study centre cohorts, or cohorts with a high proportion of professional 
placements) should be made to Academic Representation Steering Group and ratified at TQSC 
to ensure that oversight of the representational system is maintained. 
 
 
Recommended Actions: 
1. Academic Representatives elected online through the Beds SU website to best facilitate 

portfolio level (cross-course) democratic elections. Beds SU already have the systems in 
place to be able to elect Academic Representatives online and have been conducting 
these for Student Voice Champion positions as well as Post-Graduate Research positions 
for two years. 
• Centralising the election process would allow Beds SU to outline precisely what role 

other staff members/teams have to play in the elections. 
2. Staff members within the university promote opportunities and elections in lectures and 

classes in induction weeks. 
• Beds SU will provide content for promotions including - but not limited to – videos, 

digital content for screens, fliers, and scripts for staff members to use to ensure parity 
across the institution. 

3. Beds SU to pass over the details of students elected immediately after elections. This 
removal of any delay would ensure that students are invited to the correct meetings as 
early in the academic year as possible and details could be uploaded where necessary in 
a manner across the institution around the same time. 

4. Representatives to be made aware of the training dates – and, where possible, earliest 
meeting dates – at the point of nomination to the role. 
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Closing the black attainment gap 
Working to close the Black Attainment Gap is one of the biggest missions of the HE sector, 
collectively and independently. In Beds SU, we’re focused on partnership working to make 
progress to reduce the Black Attainment Gap, and we hope to be able to provide a strong and 
collected student voice. As part of our Academic Representation review we’ve been looking 
at ways in which we can ensure the representation structure is setup to listen to the voice of 
students from BAME backgrounds. Strong BAME student representation would visibly 
demonstrate UoB’s commitment to understanding and addressing the BAME attainment gap 
and involving students in this commitment; and would work to promote BAME student 
leaders and would-be role models for UoB’s BAME community. 
 
In universities that have actively promoted and focused their efforts on developing and 
implementing BAME representation, the effects speak for themselves. The University of 
Hertfordshire has created a BAME forum in which students feel supported to succeed, and as 
a result the students themselves have just coordinated and run a successful BAME career fair. 
By implementing specific BAME representation in the University of Bedfordshire meeting 
structure, Beds SU believes that true partnership working between the Students’ Union, the 
University of Bedfordshire and students can start to reduce the gap. 
 
Recommended Actions: 

1. Reserve a specific position per year in each portfolio for a BAME representative to 
channel the views of students at Portfolio Executive Committees. 

2. Set up a working group within Beds SU comprising of BAME representatives and our 
executive officers to ensure that the student voice is fed back in meetings that would 
be relevant. 

3. Continue to work in partnership with the university on projects that are set up to close 
the Black Attainment Gap. 

 
 
Additional considerations and further points for discussion: 
 
Beds SU acknowledges that there are some points remaining open for consideration and 
finetuning moving forward and would expect the following areas to be closely monitored by 
the Academic Representation Steering Group, and considered in regular Beds SU Updates to 
FABs and TQSC: 
1. Removing elections from the classroom may initially lead to lower democratic 

engagement. Instead of a simple show of hands, students will be required to log on to cast 
their vote. Whilst this risks a drop in turnout, to retain the existing election system would 
act against the aims of this proposal. Therefore the proposal has sought to mitigate this 
risk, such as requesting strong University support in coordinating elections, promoting 
digital engagement and providing guidance/promotional resources.  
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2. The inclusion of a reserved BAME rep position may create distortion in rep recruitment 
for a variety of reasons. Beds SU acknowledges this risk, however asserts that the benefits 
of creating the reserved place outweigh the risk of variation; monitoring of rep 
recruitment should inform a future response to any emerging issues. 
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Appendix A – Beds SU Academic Board Update 
 
In the March 2019 SU Report, Academic Board was informed of the number of academic 
representatives recruited and trained. The SU committed to work with ADSE’s, via the 
Academic Rep Steering Group, to map the coverage of academic representation at course-to-
faculty levels. 

The SU understands that there should be one student representative elected per course for 
each year of that course, for which the SU’s mapping exercise suggested that the University 
should have approximately 840 reps (660 undergraduate incl. Foundation degrees, 180 
postgraduate). 

There are currently 572 students registered as reps, however some courses have elected 
multiple reps to one position; the total number of rep positions filled is 251 (207 UG, 44 PG), 
therefore 30% of all rep positions have been filled. To date, 18% of all registered reps have 
been trained, however this represents 18% of registered reps and does not refer to the 
number of rep positions filled that have been trained. 

There are clear issues relating to the effectiveness of rep recruitment/election; and a clear 
blockage between students’ appointment to their role and the training available. Whilst the 
number of reps is relatively strong (572), the extent of representation across courses is weak 
(30%); and questions may be raised about the effectiveness of student representation across 
courses where insufficient students have been trained in their roles. 

The SU’s recently appointed CEO is working with SU staff and the Director of Student 
Experience as broader conversations are required to ensure the effectiveness of the rep 
system more generally; it is perceived that review of the rep system is a larger piece of work 
that requires engagement from senior colleagues in both the SU and institution. Whilst the 
SU have ideas that may contribute to improvements (e.g. online training; methods of reward 
for student participation; improved communications to course coordinators and academics 
on processes to follow), it is acknowledged that a holistic approach to reviewing the rep 
system in its entirety will be more beneficial. For example, tweaks to practices may result in 
an upward bump in positions filled and more reps trained, however inconsistencies with the 
spread of reps across courses and locations, and the effectiveness of reps when in post may 
remain, risking the extent of improvements all would wish to see. 

These conversations need to proceed in partnership with ADSE’s and faculty leaders ahead of 
the recruitment of reps for the coming academic year. The SU wants to see high levels of 
representation, sensibly spread across the multi-campus institution, where reps join a 
community of students contributing well to the development of their programmes. To 
achieve this aim the SU expect to consult with the Academic Rep Steering Group and other 
University colleagues, with a turnaround plan developed over the summer. However, recent 
proposals presented to TQSC regarding the removal of Course Team Meetings (in favour of 
online Course Team Journals) have accelerated the need to address the system: according to 
the Quality Handbook, this is currently the first point of contact an academic representative 
should have with faculty members to record concerns. The DVC Academic has requested a 
proposal to the July meeting of TQSC regarding a replacement arrangement. 

The SU continues to develop its support infrastructure for student reps, in particular in regard 
to digital engagement. The SU’s new digital rep platform has launched in a beta phase and is 
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already seeing reps communicate with their constituents and other reps virtually. The system 
expects to support reps across all sites share practice and report their activities as a rep. 
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Appendix B – Rationale for Student Staff Liaison Forums 

Moving towards an open forum for all students would expand the institution’s capacity to 
respond to feedback relating to the student experience in a swifter manner at course level, 
rather than being escalated immediately to the portfolio level where it may not necessarily be 
the most appropriate forum. It is suggested that the Student/Staff Liaison Forums take place 
around two weeks before a Portfolio Executive Committee, allowing sufficient time to process 
any issues raised that need escalating. 

It is hoped that the streamlining of this feedback will lead to higher satisfaction scores across 
the board in the BUS, RUSS and NSS surveys. Inviting all students within their course to engage 
in a forum at this level allows them the opportunity to participate as co-creators of their 
curriculum. It allows students to take a charge in how their course functions regardless of their 
location as it is envisioned that Student/Staff Liaison Forums will take place on their home 
campuses. Bringing these meetings to all core campuses and study centres opens up the scope 
for students on satellite sites to have more of an input and influence in the development of 
their curriculum and puts them on an equal footing with the students on the larger Luton and 
Bedford campuses. 

Whilst expanding the student voice at course level will encourage ownership of their 
educational experience, it is recognised that some students may not feel comfortable 
discussing their feedback within a forum environment. To safeguard the voices of these 
students, it is proposed that Beds SU dovetails Student Staff Liaison Forums alongside a digital 
rep functionality to process additional feedback. Systems will redirect feedback directly to 
their course representatives. 

The forums would require leadership and commitment throughout the institution in order to 
be effective; Beds SU is keen to be as supportive or constructive as could be helpful in ensuring 
their success. 
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Appendix C – Proposed Representation Structure 
 

 

VP Education

CATS Faculty

Student Voice 
Champions x6

Academic 
Representatives 

x72

All Students

UBBS Faculty

Student Voice 
Champions x6

Academic 
Representatives 

x75

All Students

EST Faculty

Student Voice 
Champions x6

Academic 
Representatives 

x36

All Students

HSS Faculty

Student Voice 
Champions x4

Academic 
Representatives 

x57

All Students


