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BACKGROUND 

The term ‘partnership’ has been embedded in the lexicon of higher education for the 

past decade.  Intertwined with the term ‘student engagement’ it has become a common 

approach underpinning successful staff-student collaborations in quality assurance 

and enhancement processes within universities.  

Students’ Unions have been consulting and discussing this approach, and the NUS 

Manifesto for Partnership1, published in 2011 has provided the framework for many of 

these conversations. Through the QAA Section B5 of the quality code a national 

expectation and definition of partnership within this context was provided in 2013: 

‘…..partnership working is based on the values of: openness; trust and honesty; 

agreed shared goals and values; and regular communication between the 

partners. It is not based on the legal conception of equal responsibility and 

liability; rather partnership working recognises that all members in the 

partnership have legitimate, but different, perceptions and experiences. By 

working together to a common agreed purpose, steps can be taken that lead to 

enhancements for all concerned. The terms reflect a mature relationship based 

on mutual respect between students and staff.’ 2 

It is with this definition in mind that this framework has been developed.  

Regional organisations, supported by both government and National Unions, have 

been created to support this approach within higher education institutions and SU’s – 

and it was the Scottish organisation sparqs whom Ulster employed to facilitate the 

process for Ulster University. 

DEVELOPMENT OF A FRAMEWORK 

At its meeting on 20 June 2017, the Committee endorsed the proposal to develop a 

partnership agreement to allow for meaningful engagement between the student body 

and the University at all levels.   A Working Group was established to take this 

development forward and the terms of reference and membership of the Group is 

appended.   Discussions at the Working Group, during workshops and with staff and 

students confirmed that the University has sufficient mechanisms in place to obtain 

student representation, feedback, involvement and engagement but that these could 

be made more effective.  In some instances, there had been feedback of barriers to 

student engagement with the mechanisms (eg survey completion, effective SSCC 

participation) and that therefore a framework for reviewing existing mechanisms 

should be developed.  It was noted that the University already has Student Learning 

Experience Principles, a Student Charter and Associate Charters (including one for 

                                                           
1 A Manifesto for Partnership: https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/resources/a-manifesto-for-partnership  
2 QAA Quality Code, Chapter B5: http://www.qaa.ac.uk/publications/information-and-guidance/uk-quality-
code-for-higher-education-chapter-b5-student-engagement#.WiAW0DenzIU  

https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/resources/a-manifesto-for-partnership
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/publications/information-and-guidance/uk-quality-code-for-higher-education-chapter-b5-student-engagement#.WiAW0DenzIU
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/publications/information-and-guidance/uk-quality-code-for-higher-education-chapter-b5-student-engagement#.WiAW0DenzIU
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Learning and Teaching) and was updating its Learning and Teaching Strategy.   In the 

light of these existing policies and statements, a different approach was required which 

focussed on defining the culture and ethos of working with students as partners 

against which current mechanisms could then be evaluated. 

It is proposed that the framework have the following structure.  

Part A: Values will outline the culture and ethos for UUSU and the University 

working with students as partners and identify the specific engagement opportunities 

for students and student representatives within the University’s governance 

structures.    

Part B: an Operational Plan will be developed with a view to enhancing 

mechanisms to ensure that they embody the values set out in part A.   

Part C: an Evaluation plan will specify how Parts A and B will be monitored as part 

of a wider ongoing evaluation of the initiative. 

The purpose of this paper is to update the Committee on progress and the direction 

of travel and to provide a draft of the Values proposed for the Committee’s 

comments. 

PROGRESS 

The Working Group has met on 3 occasions and there has been considerable 

discussion with students at a variety of fora including the first residential for Senior 

Class Representatives and other student network events to ascertain their views on 

partnership and representation. 

In addition, one-day workshops for students and staff were held on 19 and 20 
October 2017.  These were facilitated by student partnerships in quality Scotland 
(sparqs) and provided a useful opportunity for reviewing the current approach to 
partnership and starting to identify priority areas for further work.   As a result of 
feedback received at these workshops, the Students’ Union is proposing to take the 
following actions: 
 

 a relaunch of the course representation system to staff and students mid-
semester 2, 2017/18.  This will involve refreshed staff best practice guidelines 
and a refresh of the student facing branding communication.     

 Changes to the timing of Course Rep elections for returning students, from the 
beginning of Semester 1 to the end of Semester 2.  This will avoid the bottleneck 
of administration in Semester 1, and hold some training sessions earlier in the 
semester (currently in Weeks 4 & 5).  Returning representatives could also be 
encouraged to help recruit and encourage first year representatives; 

 Improving the feedback loop to students – on all issues raised and dealt with by 
representatives at all levels. 

 
The Group also noted that there was no student voice at campus level and it has 

subsequently been agreed that the Students’ Union would run its Student Voice Fora 

on a campus - rather than Faculty - basis as students are already represented on 

Faculty committees.  All class representatives are invited to attend these Fora which 
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are held once a semester and Provosts and Associate Deans (Education) will also be 

invited to attend.  

Following the establishment of the Doctoral College, the need for a forum for obtaining 

research student feedback was identified and discussions between the Doctoral 

College and UUSU are underway with a view to establishing a PhD Forum. 

It is also proposed that each School/Department identify a Student Advocate from 

among its academic staff.  The role of the student advocate would be to: 

 Act as a voice for students within the School/Department in instances where 

students felt unable or uncomfortable raising issues or suggesting ideas and 

where appropriate, to represent them, accompany or otherwise assist them with 

having their voice heard; 

 Act as a liaison point between the Students’ Union and the staff and students 

of the School/Department in relation to ensuring students are 

elected/represented on all relevant committees; 

 Provide oversight of the effectiveness of student feedback mechanisms within 

the Faculty.  Once identified, these staff would be kept informed of the work of 

this Working Group. 

 

PART A: ULSTER/UUSU STUDENTS AS PARTNERS VALUES 

Key to the development of the proposal is a common understanding.    The following 

values have been developed which will serve as an underlying ethos for working with 

students as partners.  An outline of the existing mechanisms for student engagement 

in governance and quality assurance and enhancement activities will also be drawn 

up. 

STUDENTS AS PARTNERS VALUES 
 
TRUST: Students and staff will work together in a non-tokenistic way to build a culture of trust 
and respect in which everyone’s views are valued.   
 
EXCELLENCE: There will be willingness to change and an intent to strive for excellence within 
the learning and teaching environment at Ulster. 

 
SUPPORT: The University and UUSU will create and nurture opportunities for staff and 
students to have creative and meaningful discussions about their education experience.  Staff 
will work to ensure students feel able to join in constructive discussion in a safe and non-critical 
space.  

 
HONESTY: Everyone will work openly, accepting that the outcomes will not be pre-determined 
but that issues can be explored and alternative ideas put forward and discussed. 

 
TRANSFORMATIONAL: Working in partnership will be a transformative experience for all. 
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PART B: DEVELOPING AN OPERATIONAL PLAN - IDENTIFYING PRIORITY 

AREAS FOR ENHANCEMENT 

At the October workshops, attendees considered a large number of elements and a 

number of areas were identified as requiring further exploration as detailed below.  In 

the main feedback indicated that there were sufficient mechanisms and processes in 

place to enable representation and engagement of students but that there was scope 

for enhancing the operation and implementation of these using a partnership approach 

as described in the draft agreement.  In particular, an emphasis on relationship-

building, developing trust, and enabling and supporting students and their 

representatives to work in partnership were identified as key to ensuring effectiveness. 

Representation/engagement at committees: 

1. The extent to which students are active contributors to the committees they are 
members of and their views and opinions are valued and acted upon; 

2. Students are present when we explore challenges or make decisions around 
key learning and teaching issues; 

3. How much confidence there can be that when students’ representatives 
contribute to meetings their views are based on the views of the students they 
represent; 

4. The level to which students regularly add items for discussion to the agendas 
of meetings and present papers and/or make presentations; 

 
Involvement in enhancement at programme level: 
 
5. Whether there are staff within academic units who have a role in supporting the 

role of student representatives at that level; 
6. The extent to which there are effective mechanisms in place to collect individual 

student feedback; 
7. How students are involved in the design and approval of programmes; 
8. When things are going wrong on a particular course or programme, whether 

there are opportunities for students to raise this and for changes to be made in 

time to improve the experience for those students; 

9. The extent to which students and staff have access to data relating to the 

student experience at a course/programme level; 

 

Use of Student Surveys: 

 

10. The extent to which students fill in questionnaires and believe them to be taken 

seriously; 

11. Whether actions taken as a result of student questionnaires are communicated 

to students; 

12. The role of students in helping to design questionnaires and promoting them to 

the student body; 

13. Whether there are opportunities for staff and student representatives to discuss 

survey results together; 

Student Union representation: 

14. The extent to which there is a high turnout in student leaders’ elections. 
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Each of the four areas above will be taken as a separate work stream. The Group, in 

consultation with students, student representatives and staff, will consider how these 

activities are currently undertaken, potential barriers to a partnership approach, 

identification of good practice, suggested enhancements and how good practice might 

be supported.  The outcomes of this will form the basis of the operational plan.   

The development of the Framework is running concurrently with the development of 

the new Learning and Teaching Strategy.  It is intended that the Strategy and 

Framework will align and be mutually reinforcing.  The majority of the members of 

the Group are also involved in the development of the Learning and Teaching 

Strategy. 
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APPENDIX 

 

UUSU-ULSTER UNIVERSITY STUDENT REPRESENTATION PARTNERSHIP 

AGREEMENT WORKING GROUP 

 

Terms of Reference 

 
1. To develop an outline of the terms of a UUSU-Ulster University Student Representation 

Partnership Agreement  
 

2. In consultation with staff and students, to develop a common understanding of the nature 
of the future partnership in relation to student representation 
 

3. To engage with the wider academic and study body and to oversee the development of 
the agreement  
 

4.  To  ensure consistency with the development of the new Learning and Teaching Strategy 

 

5. To report to the Academic Standards and Quality Enhancement Committee  

 

In reaching decisions, the Group will have due regard to their impact on, and implications for, 

the University’s commitment to ensuring equality of opportunity and good relations as outlined 

in its Equality Scheme, and associated policies, and where possible and practicable the 

Committee will ensure that its actions are proactive in this respect. 

 

Membership 

Composition Members 

UUSU Representatives Mr K McStravock (Chair)  

Ms A Honan 

Ms M Mulholland 

Head of Quality Management and Audit Unit Mrs J Alleyne 

QMAU Representative Ms C Browning 

Associate Deans (Education) Professor A McKillop 

Professor H Farley 

Professor R Fee 

Dr M Keenan 

CHERP/What Works? Representative Ms R Curran 

Doctoral College Representative  Ms L Thompson 

ADDL representative (DL students) (as required)  Ms A MacNeill 

 

 

 


