
 

 

Introduction 
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. 

 

In-line with the removal of course team meetings, 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 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 update paper outlines how portfolio-level academic representation replaces the 

functions of course-level representation as they currently are; that of 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. 

 

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. 

 

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.  

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. 

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. 

 

Aims and Proposal 
The aims of this proposal were: 

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). 

 

Actions for the 2019 academic year 
1. The current academic representative roles are revised to focus on portfolio level 

representation at Portfolio Executive Committees:  

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 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. 

 

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. 

 

Actions for the 2019 academic year 

1. Academic Representatives are elected through the Beds SU website. 

2. Staff members within the university promote opportunities and elections in lectures. 

3. Beds SU to pass over the details of students elected immediately after the elections. 

4. Representatives to be made aware of the training dates before the election period. 

 

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. 



 

 

 

Actions for the 2019 academic year 

1) Reserve a specific position per year in each portfolio for a BAME representative. 

2) Set up a working group within Beds SU comprising of BAME representatives and 

executive officers. 

3) Continue to work in partnership with the university of 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.  

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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix A – 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


