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Review of Staff Student Consultative Committees (SSCCs)

1. Context of the Review
The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) audit of the University in 2009 highlighted variability in the operation of Staff Student Consultative Committees (SSCCs) across the institution, and recommended that action be taken to review the implementation of current SSCC regulations.

In its final report, the QAA audit team concluded that:

“… the University has clear, transparent and broadly effective arrangements for student representation on committees at different levels of the organisation, although there is evidence of variations in practice in terms of how staff-student consultative committees are operated in different schools.  As part of the recommendation that the University addresses the variability in education practices at school level to ensure equity of treatment of all students and of the student experience, the team would encourage the University to take steps to ensure that every school meets the University's published requirements for the staff-student consultative committee system, and that an effective system is put in place, to ensure that outcomes of these committee meetings are reported back to the general student body in a timely and accessible manner.”
In addition to the outcomes of the QAA report, the current Review of SSCCs takes place within the context of the University’s goal of becoming a Global Top 100 institution.  This is reliant on improvements to the academic and non-academic student experience, as measured by indicators such as the National Student Survey (NSS).  In order to implement the significant changes that are necessary to achieve this target (in particular, around student retention, attainment and the student experience), increased engagement between staff and students is necessary.  SSCCs are a key forum for such engagement, and they provide an opportunity to receive both reactive and proactive feedback regarding the academic and non-academic student experience, while ensuring that students are at the heart of decisions taken that affect them. 

This Review has also taken account of best practice nationally, as well as within the University, and attempts to enshrine this best practice within the relevant guidelines.
2. Summary of Current Regulations
The Student Charter makes explicit reference to student feedback and representation, including the expectation that the University will provide “positions for student representatives on relevant University committees” and “opportunities for students and their elected representatives to give feedback to the School and University regarding their student experience, including participation in appropriate quality assurance and enhancement procedures”.

Student representation and feedback is currently received by the University at a number of levels, with the most widespread being the completion of teaching evaluation documentation and various student experience surveys, including the NSS, which achieved a response rate of 61% in 2009.  In addition to this interaction between all students and the University, SSCCs comprise the largest body of student representatives across the institution and feed into the work that is carried out by the Students’ Union at both School and Institute level, as well as through core committees such as Senate and Academic Council.
3. The Remit of SSCCs

The current regulations for the operation of SSCCs (attached as Appendix 1) incorporate many of the areas that are highlighted within the Student Charter.  The regulations identify Heads of Schools and Institutes as being responsible for ensuring the effective operation of all SSCCs within their School/Institute, and state that the purpose of the Committee is as follows:
(i) To ensure that Schools and Institutes receive evaluation and feedback from students on the quality of their academic provision and associated activities.

(ii) To provide a mechanism whereby Heads of Schools and Institutes can seek the views of students on matters of policy related to course development and review.

(iii) To enable discussion of areas of concern for students in terms of academic provision and related activities.

(iv) The competence of an SSCC relates to the quality of academic provision within the relevant School or Institute.  This includes curriculum, teaching and learning, as well as associated matters and activities within a School, such as guidance, resources, feedback and teaching accommodation.

4. Feedback and Consultation with Schools

During the summer of 2009, the Students’ Union President and the Vice President Education met with Heads of School and/or School Managers from 17 Schools to discuss the future development of SSCCs.  Following these meetings and the Senior Managers’ Retreat in the autumn of 2009, the issue of SSCCs was identified as an institutional priority that would support the University’s Global Top 100 ambition. 
Between December 2009 and February 2010, the Students’ Union President and the Director of Student Plus attended all three Faculty Senior Team Meetings with the Deans and their Heads of Schools and Institutes, to discuss required changes to the current arrangements for SSCCs.  

4.1 Current Practice

In order to measure the variability in practice across the University that had been highlighted by the QAA, the Students’ Union asked each School and Institute a series of questions, based on the current regulations.  This exercise took place between December 2009 and February 2010.  A breakdown of responses by School is attached as Appendix 2.  The outcomes associated with the above exercise included the information set out in the table below: 

	Area
	Current regulation
	Current practice

	Number of SSCCs
	It is a University requirement that every School and Institute must establish at least one Staff / Student Consultative Committee (SSCC).  Multi-subject Schools may, if appropriate, establish separate subject-based SSCCs.
	The information returned by Schools and Institutes has indicated a wide variance in the number of SSCCs within a School, with responses indicating the existence of up to 13 committees in one School.  There are a total of approximately 75 SSCCs across the 22 Schools and Institutes.

Five Schools operated a single SSCC, whilst seven Schools had two committees.  Of these seven, three committees were based on subject areas, whilst another four were based on level of study (i.e. undergraduate or postgraduate). Two Schools had three operational SSCCs, with one of these based on subject areas, and the other based on level of study.  Three Schools had four SSCCs; three had eight committees and, as mentioned above, 13 SSCCs were operational in one School. 

	Date of 2009-10 SSCC elections
	Student representatives – who should include undergraduate and postgraduate students - will be elected by their peers.   Heads of Schools are responsible for ensuring that elections take place as early as possible in the first semester, and no later than the middle of October.

The School will organise SSCC elections - which must be conducted in a fair and representational manner – in consultation with the Vice-President (Education) of the Students’ Union, who must be notified about any SSCC election in advance.
	Each of the 19 Schools that responded indicated that they had staged elections, or had filled available SSCC positions via nominations, by the middle of October 2009.



	Date of first SSCC meeting
	Dates of meetings should be set as far in advance as possible and notified to all members, and so that meetings take place prior to meetings of Academic Board [19 November 2009, 11 February 2010 and 29 April 2010].


	Only ten Schools indicated that some or all of their SSCCs had met by the end of October (i.e. within the first five weeks of the teaching year).  Of these, only seven Schools confirmed that all of their meetings had taken place during that timeframe.  Three Schools indicated that some of their SSCCs were only staging first meetings during December (i.e. teaching weeks 10-12). 


	Numbers of staff and students within the membership of each SSCC
	An SSCC will be made up of equal numbers of the academic staff and students of the School.  


	The number of staff members on undergraduate or mixed SSCCs varied from four to 22, although the majority of Committees had between seven and ten staff members.  The vast majority of the SSCCs indicated that they have at least a 50% student membership, with many such committees having a student majority.

The number of student members (or course representatives) of undergraduate or mixed SSCCs varied from four to 20, with the majority of Schools having between eight and 12 student members. There are currently more than 650 student SSCC members across the University.

	Frequency of meetings
	It is a requirement that every SSCC must meet at least twice in each semester.   Dates of meetings should be set as far in advance as possible and notified to all members, and so that meetings take place prior to meetings of Academic Board [19 November 2009, 11 February 2010 and 29 April 2010].
	Only 11 Schools and Institutes indicated that all of their SSCCs were compliant with current Regulations in terms of staging a minimum of two meetings per semester.  Four Schools indicated that all of their SSCCs meet only once per semester, whilst eight Schools indicated that the frequency of staged meetings varied within the School and was between one and two meetings per semester.

	Noticeboards
	A notice-board must be dedicated to SSCCs within each School to enable communication of matters such as the provision of details of forthcoming meetings and the highlighting of issues of relevance.
	Ten Schools indicated that they currently provide a noticeboard(s) for all SSCCs.



	Support in the distribution of SSCC minutes to students
	Minutes of all SSCC meetings must be kept, and should be circulated to members as soon as is practicable after the meeting.   The minutes should be accessible to School staff, student representatives, the Vice-President (Education) of the Union and the Director of Academic and Student Affairs.   Students in the School or Institute are entitled to have access to the minutes through the School website.
	18 Schools indicated that they currently provide support with regard to the distribution of minutes for all SSCCs, with a further two indicating they provide this support for some of their committees.



	SSCC websites
	Students in the School or Institute are entitled to have access to the minutes through the School website.
	11 Schools indicated that they currently provide a website which publicised information regarding their SSCCs.


In addition to the above, Schools were asked to indicate the extent of current best practice, including:

(i) A dedicated email account: three Schools indicated that they currently provide a dedicated generic email account for all of their SSCCs, with a further three providing such a facility for some of their committees.

(ii) The right for SSCC representatives to speak before lectures: of those who responded, all but two indicated that they currently permit student representatives to address classes regarding SSCC issues.
(iii) The Chair of the SSCC is currently a student: of those who responded, ten Schools indicated that the Chair of their SSCC(s) is a student.  A further two Schools indicated that the Chair or Secretary of some of their committees was a student.

4.2 School Views on Expanded Representation

In addition to the information above, School and Institutes were asked to complete a questionnaire regarding their views on increasing student representation within the School.  The results of this consultation exercise are summarised below:

(i) Are student representatives currently invited to School Board meetings?
(a) Yes






  2

(b) Limited representation / other committees

  6

(c) No






12
(d) Total responses




20
(ii) Would you support the introduction of regular student representation on School Boards, within the context of reserved items, during discussions concerning confidential issues
?
(a) Yes






16
(b) No






  4
(c) Total responses




20
(iii) Would you support the introduction of a ‘School Representative’ role, which would represent the School’s students on committees such as the Academic Board and the School Board and would be supported in their work by the Students’ Union?
(a) Yes






13
(b) No






  1
(c) Mixed response / need more information

  4
(d) Total responses




18
4.3 Best Practice Identified by Schools

Schools were asked to provide examples of best practice that they believed existed within their SSCCs and that should be considered by other Schools.  Examples of such initiatives included:

(i) Course representatives are involved in the collection of mid-semester module feedback, and meetings with academic staff take place to address any issues that are raised.

(ii) The appointment of students to chair SSCC meetings; such students work in partnership with the School to agree the agenda for each meeting.

(iii) Agreement in advance of the agenda, permitting the invitation of members of staff from within and outside the School, who are not normally members of the SSCC, to attend meetings to address specific issues that have been raised.

(iv) The agenda for meetings contains two sections; the first enables the consideration of general student feedback, whilst the second section focuses on an individual topic that is agreed in advance (e.g. assessment and feedback, evaluation of Welcome Week).

(v) SSCC issues are a standing item on School Education Committee agendas.  Student representatives sit on School Education Committees and are involved in programme and module review panels.

(vi) Regular email communication takes place between the School and course representatives, to update them on decisions made by the School and University and to highlight any issues that have been enacted since the last meeting.

(vii) The creation of a SharePoint site to support the work of course representatives.

(viii) The introduction of ‘deputies’ for course representatives, who may attend meetings if the primary representative is unable to do so, particularly in smaller Schools.
(ix) A variety of staff membership models, including reducing staff representatives to only the Director of Education and the Programme and Level Directors; while others invited all staff members who worked in the area covered by the SSCC.
4.4 Summary of Findings

Although many Schools identified areas where they currently have best practice relating to SSCCs, a number of issues were raised through the consultative exercises, including:

(i) A lack of engagement by student members at SSCC meetings.

(ii) A lack of knowledge amongst students regarding the role of the SSCC.

(iii) Confusion regarding the ‘ownership’ of SSCCs.

(iv) Concern regarding the appropriateness, or otherwise, of certain issues that were being raised at SSCC level (e.g. problems with individual members of staff or issues that were beyond the control of the School or Institute).

(v) The level of training received by student members of SSCCs.
(vi) Inconsistent implementation of current regulations across Schools and subject areas.
5. Feedback and Consultation with Course Representatives 

In addition to the meetings with Schools and Institutes highlighted above, the Students’ Union undertook a second consultative exercise involving student members of SSCCs.  This involved a number of feedback sessions with 30-35 course representatives following the training outlined above, as well as an online survey that was open to all course representatives and with 86 respondents during February and March 2010 (the full results of which are attached as Appendix 3).  This survey also built on prior research that had been undertaken by the Students’ Union as part of the QAA Student Written Submission.

5.1 Survey Findings

Course representatives indicated that they were satisfied that action was taken on issues raised at SSCCs (78.4%) and that issues could be raised between meetings (71.2%). Most course representatives agreed that there was good discussion at SSCC meetings (86.5%) and that their SSCC delivered results for students in the School (68.9%). There was a more mixed response when it came to issues around feedback, with 56.7% stating that the School regularly reported back to the SSCC and 43.3% indicating that the School regularly reported back to all students. Finally, 48.6% of representatives indicated that their SSCC discussed proposed policies and procedures, while 47.3% agreed that the School made students aware of the SSCC and opportunities to get involved. Course representatives also indicated a lack of knowledge around contact points in the Students’ Union as well as the support provided by the Union.

Course representatives were finally asked to indicate their support for a number of suggestions put forward by the Students’ Union. Many of these have been incorporated into the proposals in Section 9, and included: increased representation within Schools for students (88.8%), student chairs/co-chairs (55%), increased promotion within School publications (84.5%) and the introduction of a ‘lead’ course representative (80.2%). Relating to the Students’ Union, 75% of course representatives supported an increased role for SSCC members within the Union Council, while 81.9% supported a regular conference for representatives, with 80.6% supporting a regular bulletin from the Students’ Union.

5.2 Best Practice Identified by Course Representatives

The variability between Schools was again evident within each of the elements of the consultation, however, many course representatives highlighted areas they felt were best practice within their School, including:

(i) Regular and well-planned meetings, followed up by online distribution of minutes and approachable staff outside of the SSCC meeting.

(ii) Election of a student chair to coordinate the agenda on behalf of the course representatives.

(iii) Students from a number of different subject areas within the School share a SSCC allowing for exchange of information and experiences across various pathways.

(iv) Services external to the School invited to address specific issues at the beginning of the agenda.
(v) The School ensures that actions are followed up after the meeting and that progress is reported back.

5.3 Summary of Findings

The Survey and focus groups identified a number of key issues for course representatives relating to the operation of SSCCs, many of which correlate to the issues raised by Schools in Section 4.4, including:

(i) A perceived lack of engagement by academic staff at SSCC meetings.

(ii) Little or no support provided with regard to raising awareness of SSCC issues amongst the general student population.

(iii) Little effort by some Schools to facilitate, or direct, feedback regarding issues that are not under the control of the School (e.g. issues relating to the Library, catering, etc).

(iv) A lack of formal ‘reporting back’ on issues that had been previously raised by students.

(v) Student representatives believed that they were simply being informed about decisions affecting them which had been taken by Schools, rather than having any real input into the decision-making process.
(vi) A lack of understanding regarding how the University operated, the role of the Students’ Union and how to influence decisions.

6. Additional Support for SSCCs from the Students’ Union and the Directorate of Academic and Student Affairs
The current Regulations state that the Students’ Union will organise training sessions each year for student representatives on SSCCs. Training was delivered by the Students’ Union to more than 300 course representatives during November and December 2009.

The Directorate of Academic and Student Affairs (DASA) has sought to support and complement the training provided by the Students’ Union.  In 2008-09, DASA introduced a Course Representative Handbook, which addresses the issues that course representatives are likely to find themselves confronted with and how they can deal with these effectively.  The Learning Development Service (LDS) has built on the information contained within the Handbook by providing workshops on topics such as the enhancement of communication skills.  The Students’ Union and the LDS have been using feedback from sessions with students and staff to better focus future training.
7. NUS Benchmark

The National Union of Students (NUS) has recently completed a benchmarking exercise of course representation systems across the UK.  As a result of this initiative, NUS has produced a benchmarking toolkit for students’ unions and institutions, covering ten key areas that are assessed using a five-point sliding scale.  The ten categories addressed within the toolkit include many of the issues that students and Schools of the University have identified as matters of concern, including ownership, support and training, effectiveness of the SSCC system and the depth of student representation. 

The full benchmarking model is attached as Appendix 4, and provides a 
framework within which best practice can be developed at Queen’s.

8. Key Findings

In order to ensure the delivery of a system of SSCCs that is tailored to support University and School agendas and development plans, there are a number of issues, raised by both Schools and students, which need to be addressed, including the following:
(i) The need for increased consistency in the operation of SSCCs across the University through the embedding of good practice, while giving Schools the flexibility to develop models that best suit their requirements.
(ii) The need for a clearer understanding of the roles and responsibilities of those involved in supporting the work of SSCCs.

(iii) The need to create stronger links with all students regarding the work of their course representatives.

(iv) The need to strengthen the role of the SSCCs in the minds of students and staff, via the regular communication of key decisions that have been taken at committee meetings (the introduction of an effective feedback cycle).

(v) The need for increased engagement and ownership of the SSCC system by both staff and students.

(vi) There are a number of issues regarding the level of representation provided by SSCCs, including the frequency of meetings and the lateness or absence of elections for representatives.

(vii) The need for increased support and training from Schools, Institutes, Academic Support Directorates and the Students’ Union.
(viii) The need for the development of a central database for SSCC members.
(ix) The need to ensure that course representatives are automatically and systematically involved in the decision making processes of the Schools/Institutes.
9. Delivering Improved SSCCs 

All stakeholders involved in the operation of SSCCs at Queen’s have acknowledged that additional clarity is needed with regard to the regulations that provide the framework for these committees.  In order to appropriately address those concerns that have been raised within the QAA Audit Report and the consultation exercises with Schools and students, it is proposed that the regulations should become a minimum ‘Code of Practice’ for the operation of SSCCs within Schools.  This Code of Practice will enable the University to build on the existing instances of best practice that currently take place across campus.

It is hoped that the proposed changes can be implemented in advance of the beginning of the next academic year (2010-11).  The substantive proposed changes include:

(i) The development of a partnership approach between the Schools, the Students’ Union and the Academic Support Directorates, regarding the continued embedding of best practice and the provision of additional support, including:

(a) Establishment of timeframes for: elections (by week 3 or semester 1) and return of information regarding elected members, including the introduction of a standard proforma (by week 4). Agendas will normally be distributed seven days in advance of meetings; while, minutes will normally be circulated within 14 days of the date of the meeting. 

(b) The current regulation regarding the minimum number of meetings (two per semester) should be reaffirmed.
(c) The Schools and the Students’ Union, in partnership with DASA, will be responsible for running a proactive campaign to involve students in the work of SSCCs.  The Students’ Union will also make its democratic support services available to Schools to assist with the management of elections and nominations.
(d) Schools will be encouraged to invite external representatives to attend meetings of their SSCCs to address specific issues, such as teaching accommodation or library services.

(ii) The development of SSCCs that can facilitate more proactive engagement between staff and students, while involving students at all levels of decision making, including:

(a) Expand the focus of SSCCs to include input into the development of School policies and responses to reports such as the National Student Survey, the Annual Programme Review and reports from External Examiners.
(b) A fundamental realignment of the level of student representation that is currently in place within Schools.  Based on the consultation findings in Section 5 above, this will include the introduction of student membership to all School Boards and Education or Teaching and Learning Committees.
(c) As part of this increase in student representation and to enhance the representative role of student members of SSCCs, a new position of ‘School Representative’ will be created.  This person will be elected during the Students’ Union Council elections, with all students entitled to seek election and vote.  The School Representative will serve as the Chair or Co-Chair of their SSCC and will be a member of the Students’ Union Council.  He/she (or a nominee) will also sit on the University’s Academic Board, the School Board and the School Education Committee.  Further information regarding this role is attached as Appendix 5.
(d) In Schools with more than one SSCC, each such committee will appoint a student Chair or Co-Chair from amongst its membership, who will sit on any corresponding School Education Committees.
(e) The initial proposal is to create one position per School and Institute; however, this should be reviewed, especially in the context of large and multi-subject Schools.
(f) School Committees with student representatives may include ‘reserved items’ on agendas; student members will leave the Committee during such discussions.  Reserved business will only be used for discussion of issues that relate to named or identifiable staff and/or students. 
(g) In order to ensure that student representation on School Boards is relevant and efficient, agendas will be developed which allow student members to be in attendance for the most relevant parts of the meeting.
(h) SSCCs will deliver regular reports to the School Management Board, and will have the power to request that a specific issue is discussed at a future meeting of the Board.  It is proposed that these reports should be brought forward at least once per semester.
(iii) The development of improved engagement between staff and student members of SSCCs, with verifiable efforts to explain the role and impact of the SSCC to all students, thus facilitating an effective ‘feedback cycle’. This process will include:

(a) Increased contact from course representatives to students within the School to seek student feedback on issues in advance of SSCC meetings, but also to make students aware of actions that have been taken around specific issues.  This will include the ability to email all students within the School/subject area through the School Office. Course representatives will normally be given permission to give brief addresses to lectures, tutorials, etc., provided the relevant lecturer or tutor has agreed to this in advance; such addresses should normally be delivered by representatives who are students in that class. Schools will also facilitate the increased circulation of minutes and the introduction of online discussion forums (where possible).
(b) Engagement between staff and students at SSCC level should be part of a wider remit for the committee, dealing with issues relating to the development of a strong community within the School or subject area.
(c) Opportunities for the promotion of SSCCs within existing communication tools will be fully utilised; this will include increased information within School publications (such as module handbooks), the development of SSCC sections on School websites and increased publicity in Students’ Union media outlets.
(d) The minutes of meetings will be circulated to the Students’ Union and DASA. 
The Students’ Union will raise in its report to Academic Board any issues that have been raised by one or more SSCCs that have University-wide implications, following consultation with the course representatives in the relevant areas. Students’ Union officers will also be given the opportunity to attend SSCC meetings ex-officio.
(e) The Students’ Union, in consultation with the Academic Support Directorates, will offer increased assistance to course representatives in carrying out their role.  This will include access to online survey software and University reports and policies.  A new joint training programme, involving the Students’ Union, DASA and the Schools, will also be put in place that empowers course representatives to make a contribution to their committees, whilst also enabling course representatives to increase the level of engagement of all students with the University.  Other support that will be put in place will include the further development of the Course Representatives’ Handbook and the establishment of a central online resource centre for representatives to utilise.
(f) The Students’ Union will stage ‘Course Representative Conferences’, once per semester, to bring together representatives from across the University. 

(iv) The enhancement of existing student representation at a University level, including:

(a) The Terms of Reference of the Academic Board should be clarified to explain its role in relation to the representation of wider academic and academic-related issues.  The Board should also be given an opportunity to influence the development and delivery of policy decisions that are taken by the Education Committee.  The proposed revisions to the Academic Board Terms of Reference and Membership are attached as Appendix 6.
(b) A ‘Student Feedback Matrix’ should be developed, outlining the various forms of student representation and feedback at both an Institutional and School level.  This initiative would clearly indicate to students and staff the most appropriate avenues for feedback, along with information regarding how such feedback would be addressed and reported on.
10. Next steps

The proposals will be taken to the May 2010 meeting of the Education Committee for consideration as part of the report from Academic Board. The Students’ Union Council, Students’ Union Executive Management Committee, Academic Board, Supporting Student Attainment Sub-Group and University Management Board have also endorsed the Review.

The new regulations will require the approval of the Courses and Regulations Group ahead of implementation for the 2010-11 academic year. 
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� This includes Education and Learning and Teaching Committees; previous invitations to course representatives to attend School Board meetings that were not taken up; and, invitations to discuss specific topics


� Reserved business is defined as the discussion of issues that relate to named or identifiable staff and / or students.
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