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Abstract
Student academic representation is a staple feature in 
UK and international higher education. It provides a vital 
quality function whereby students, who are elected rep-
resentatives of their programme, canvas the opinions of 
peers to inform quality assurance processes. In the UK, 
there is increasing regulatory pressure for universities and 
student unions to be dual owners of representation ac-
tivity and much work has been done to enact this model. 
Nonetheless, little is known about the experiences of those 
serving as student representatives, despite this being a 
community of thousands of students across the UK, who 
hold an instrumental position in institutional quality as-
surance. We developed an instrument (SARA) to evaluate 
experiences of 773 active student representatives from 
15 UK HE institutions. It explored key areas, including re-
cruitment, training, working approaches and development 
outcomes. Data indicated low engagement in training in 
some key areas (e.g., representation of diverse groups and 
data gathering) and a narrow range of working approaches. 
These patterns may compromise the value of student rep-
resentation both from the institutional perspective and 
that of individual representatives seeking to enhance their 
skills. Recommendations are suggested for enhancing fu-
ture practice.
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1  | REPRESENTATION, ENGAGEMENT AND VOICE

Student Academic Representation (SAR) in higher education (HE) describes the process whereby students partici-
pate in quality assurance processes, usually as an elected representative of their programme, School, or Faculty. It 
is common in the UK, where this study is situated, and internationally (Cheng, 2019; Flint & Goddard, 2020; Naylor 
et al., 2021). Students who participate can enjoy multiple benefits (Flint et al., 2017). For example, representation 
provides students the opportunity to input student voice to local governance processes/curriculum enhancement 
initiatives (Flint et al., 2017). Individuals may also develop their professional capacity and transferable skills, with 
potential benefits to student success (Carey, 2013).

Representation is theorised as belonging to the family of ‘student engagement’ activities which includes stu-
dents' participation in learning activities, curriculum development, quality assurance processes, and institutional 
governance (Ashwin & McVitty,  2015). The multi-faceted nature of engagement has attracted some criticism 
within the academy, being labelled ‘fuzzy’ (Vuori, 2014) and ‘chaotic’ (Trowler, 2015). Nonetheless, student engage-
ment has been widely accepted as a concept, with the various forms generally seen as a positive (Gourlay, 2015). 
Trowler (2010, p. 2) reports robust correlations between student engagement activities and student outcomes, 
including ‘satisfaction, persistence, academic achievement, and social engagement’. Thus, interest has grown in 
methods for fostering engagement in HE settings (Ashwin & McVitty, 2015; Groccia, 2018; Thomas, 2017).

Representation is also considered a form of ‘student voice’ which Cook-Sather (2020, p. 182) describes as, ‘a 
concept and a set of approaches that position students alongside credentialed educators as critics and creators 
of educational practice’. Student voice is generated by surveys, programme evaluations, student representation, 
and participatory activities such as staff-student partnership. Whilst there are several typologies of student 
voice which differ semantically, these can be placed on a continuum, from weak to strong (Bennett & Kane, 
2014; Fielding, 2004; Lodge, 2005; McLeod, 2011). SAR is a weaker form, whereby students' feedback on ex-
tant programmes and/or processes is taken into account, but decision-making remains nested with the institution 
(Matthews & Dollinger, 2023). This could explain why SAR has, to date, received little coverage in academic liter-
ature. Instead, focus has fallen on ‘students as partners’; a prominent international agenda for addressing power 
imbalances in HE, through promoting respect, reciprocity, shared responsibility, and increased student agency 
(Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey et al., 2014; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017).

2  | REPRESENTATION, STUDENT UNIONS AND HIGHER EDUC ATION

In the UK, HE is based upon the principle of institutional autonomy. To counter this, student unionism, in some 
form, has been a feature since the late 19th century (Day & Dickinson, 2018). The current norm is for each institu-
tion to have a discreet union, most of which then take membership of the National Union of Students (NUS) (Day 
& Dickinson, 2018). Student unions have a history of activism, advocacy, representation and supporting student 
welfare (Brooks et al., 2015a). More recently, their remit has shifted, with greater emphasis on local student body 
matters and relationships with university managers (Bols, 2020; Guan et al., 2016). Representation can be central 
to this work (Bols, 2020; Turner & Winter, 2023).

There are compelling reasons for representation to sit with the local student union. Sole ownership of the 
process by the HE institution itself would introduce a clear conflict of interest and representation should be 
independent and democratic (Luescher-Mamashela, 2013). Consequently, in the UK, student academic represen-
tation activity is led by the local student union, which provides the bulk of training and support to representatives 
(Brooks, 2017; Flint et al., 2017; NUS, 2014). This arrangement does not mitigate all challenges, however. Whilst 
institutions are confident in the impact of student representation (Little & Williams, 2010), student unions are less 
convinced about the effectiveness of student representation at programme level (Flint et al., 2017). Matthews 
and Dollinger (2023, p. 557) describe a ‘complex political entanglement’, whereby managerialist approaches taken 
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by institutions sit in tension with more socio-political commitments to democracy and citizenship espoused in 
student unionism. In other work, Flint et al. (2017) note how staff and students can have different expectations 
of power, reward, recognition, and outcomes regarding student representation. Nonetheless, the dual ownership 
model, involving institutions and student unions persists as the dominant model for student representation in the 
UK (Brooks et al., 2015a; Guan et al., 2016).

Growing regulation of UK HE has implications for how representation is operationalised and valued in the sec-
tor (Bols, 2020; Mendes & Hammett, 2023; Tomlinson, 2017). Since 2018, the Office for Students (OfS) has held 
responsibility for regulation, with representation explicitly addressed in its regulatory framework. All institutions 
are obliged to ‘provide routine opportunities for student to feedback on their experience and [programme]’, with 
representation proposed as a core method for achieving this (OfS, 2022, p. 101). The Quality Assurance Agency 
(QAA), an independent body for monitoring and enhancing the quality of UK HE, compliments the work of the 
OfS. It provides guidance on student engagement to ≥300 institutional members, representing 98% of the sector. 
The QAA (2018, p. 3) states that ‘collective student engagement involves students considering, deliberating, and 
developing informed views, independent from the provider, which are representative of the wider student body’. 
Collective engagement is seen as happening ‘primarily through student representative structures such as pro-
gramme/school/faculty representatives and, where they exist, through the students’ representative body (such 
as the students' union, association, or guild’ [QAA, 2018, p. 3]). The QAA supports the dual ownership model and 
identifies hallmarks of robust representation systems (QAA, 2018). These include induction and ongoing training, 
independent of the institution, to help students develop informed views; appropriate representation of the diver-
sity in the student body; and regular evaluation of the efficacy of representation and other student engagement 
approaches.

3  | AC ADEMIC REPRESENTATION AND STUDENTS

Whilst SAR fulfils an important quality function at institutional level, there is limited literature concerning the 
individual experiences of student representatives (Meeuwissen et al., 2019). It is useful therefore to summarise 
their typical journey. Normally, they are democratically elected to the unpaid role by peers on their programme, 
via a process orchestrated by the programme lead. The student union then provides training in quality assurance 
processes, key sectoral and institutional information, and methods for canvassing peers' views and presenting to 
committees (Flint et al., 2017). Following training, representatives engage with peers and relay their views in fo-
rums such as Student-Staff Liaison Committees (SSLC) which involve students and faculty meeting to discuss the 
programme (Carey, 2013). Staff and students share responsibility for feeding back responses to the wider student 
body. Some commentators suggest that this roster of activities is likely to appeal most to the highly engaged stu-
dent and are ‘not typical of the average student’ (Carey, 2013, p. 85). Inequity has been reported in other areas of 
student representation (Brooks et al., 2015b), and forms of student engagement, including representation, appear 
more challenging for students from minority and disadvantaged groups (Thomas, 2017).

Existing literature documents opportunities and challenges for participating students (Bols, 2020; Carey (2013), 
Dickerson, Lizzio and Wilson  (2009), Lowe and El Hakim  (2020), Lowe  (2023) and Meeuwissen et  al.  (2019)). 
Reported benefits include enhancement to students' sense of belonging, understanding of institutional processes, 
and fostering of professional skills with benefits for employability. Many of the reported challenges are proce-
dural, such as role ambiguity (Lizzio & Wilson, 2009), inadequate training (Carey, 2013), time constraints, and lack 
of local ownership within structures (Lizzio & Wilson, 2009; Thomas, 2017). In broader terms, some represen-
tatives have reported feeling unappreciated and lacking a sense of agency to enact meaningful impact on their 
programme (Meeuwissen et al., 2019).

Despite the ubiquity of SAR in UK HE and the QAA's hallmarks of good representation systems, there 
is recognition that the evaluation of SAR is particularly limited (Thomas,  2017). Whilst this has driven the 
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development of engagement evaluation frameworks (Thomas, 2017; Wilson et al., 2022), little empirical re-
search has followed (Meeuwissen et  al.,  2019; Natzler,  2021). The current study responds to this through 
the exploration of two research questions, drawing on a large, geographically distributed sample of student 
representatives:

1.	 What are the experiences of student representatives in terms of recruitment, training and working in 
the role?

2.	 What are the developmental outcomes for representatives?

4  | THEORETIC AL LENS

SAR is nested within discussions of student engagement; a term used to describe activities from curriculum de-
sign to governance that create opportunities for students to actively contribute to their HE experience (Ashwin & 
McVitty, 2015). This work has gained prominence as educators seeks to counter notions of ‘students as consum-
ers, seeking instead a sense of shared responsibility where students are engaging (the focus being on what they 
do) rather than engaged (in response to efforts made by their lecturers and the university) (Bryson, 2014). As work 
into student engagement has grown, so too have discussions regarding the theoretical underpinnings of the term, 
which are relevant here and were drawn on to frame the design and development of the SARA. In contrast to early 
work on student engagement that was narrowly positioned from behaviourist or psychosociological perspectives, 
we drew on the conceptual framework developed by Kahu (2013) that sought to depict the factors influencing 
student's engagement and embed these in a socio-cultural context. The framework describes distinct elements: 
the socio-cultural context, the structural influences of the university and students and psycho-social influences 
on engagement. It includes forms of student engagement (affective, cognitive, and behavioural), and the proximal 
and distal consequences of engagement. Kahu's framework places the lived reality of the student at its heart, 
making them active in this process. Each of the constituting elements of this framework reflects the complexity of 
student engagement rather than this being attributed to one narrow perspective, a criticism of early work.

Foregrounding this complexity, and the sociocultural context of the student, prompted us to consider the 
diversity of the contemporary student demographic, and sensitised us in designing the data collection instru-
ment and study, to consider the experiences of students highlighted as underrepresented in higher education 
(Goddard, 2017).

5  | METHODS

We developed the SARA instrument to be used by student unions and universities to evaluate the SAR experi-
ence. The SARA captured quantitative data through closed questions where responses were solicited using Likert 
scale, multiple choice, or closed questions. The SARA evaluated the full life cycle of the SAR journey, exploring 
motivations for participation, recruitment, training and undertaking. It captured data on the support provided and 
experiences of engaging with university systems and processes relevant to their work. Questions were included 
on demographic characterises and to examine the perceived impact of undertaking this role on their development.

The SARA was initially piloted and refined during an institutional evaluation at the lead investigator's University, 
which provided ethical approval. The research team then contacted The Student Engagement Partnership (TSEP), 
a UK-based, cross-sector organisation formed to support, develop and promote student engagement activity. Due 
to the potential of the SARA instrument to shape the evaluation of SAR activities nationally, TSEP agreed to pilot 
the instrument, and fifteen institutions from across the UK volunteered to participate. Working with local student 
union personnel at the participating institutions, all current student representatives were sent a link to complete 
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the SARA, (hosted in Bristol Online Surveys). Data for each student union was returned to them to enable local 
evaluation.

6  | DATA ANALYSIS

Initial inspection of gender data showed that the number of respondents selecting other (n = 5) or prefer not to 
say (n = 12) was low to be included as a discrete group. Hence, all analyses involving gender were based on the 
frequently chosen options of male/female; Similarly, respondents were categorised as white or Minority Ethnic 
(ME) (a combination of those identifying as mixed, black, Asian, or Arab). Whilst combining ethnic groups is not 
ideal, there were insufficient respondents in each subgroup to conduct robust ethnicity-specific analyses. The age 
variable separated younger respondents (<21 years), from mature students (≥21 years). This method differs from 
that used in the UK by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). Although SARA asked for respondents' 
present age, HESA records age on entry to the programme. Hence, one might anticipate a greater representation 
of mature individuals in the current study, relative to the snapshot of UK students provided by HESA. For each 
survey item (Tables 1–4), respective Chi-square analyses were conducted, comparing responses between differ-
ent gender, age, and ethnicity categories. A p value of <.05 was considered significant. For items featuring binary 
response options (e.g., yes/no), 2 × 2 chi-square tests were used. Some items included three response options (i.e., 
agree/neutral/disagree; Table 1 items 1a–1c and all Table 4 items). Here, 2 × 3 Chi-square tests were performed, 
with Bonferroni-corrected post hocs. Where significant results emerged, effect size (Cramer's V) was computed. 
For current analyses, with two degrees of freedom, V of >0.07, >0.21 and >0.35, indicates ‘small’, ‘medium’, and 
‘large’ effects (Cohen, 1988). To preserve space, where there were no consistent and compelling patterns relating 
to demographics, descriptive values only are provided. In Table 4, grey shading highlights significant effects and 
black boxes show exactly where key differences lie, according to post hoc analysis.

7  | RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

7.1 | Sample

A total of 773 student representatives responded to SARA. Sample sizes for each item-specific analysis vary 
fractionally, owing to occasional missing responses. The profile of those who chose not to respond to SARA is un-
known, and we have not computed the overall demographic profile for the 15 participating institutions. However, 

TA B L E  1 Student representatives' perceptions of the recruitment process.

Item no. Item wording Agree (%)

1a All students had an equal opportunity to be a programme rep 94

1b The recruitment process was transparent 81

1c The recruitment process was democratic 73

At recruitment did you receive the following? Yes (%)

1d Short summary of duties 78

1e Role profile 63

1f Information on support and training 53

1g Information about skill development 35

1h Information on recognition and reward 27
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TA B L E  2 Student representatives' perceptions of what was addressed during training.

Was the training about the following? Yes (%)

2a The structure of student representation at your institution 54

2b How to engage students 48

2c How to feedback results of representation to students 39

2d Student support structures and services 38

2e Using questionnaires/polls/focus groups to gather the student opinion 32

2f Working with diverse groups 25

2g Using social media in representing students 24

2h Academic regulations 22

2i Current academic representation issues in your area 16

2j How to present an argument 16

2k Good learning and teaching in higher education 15

2l How to use other resources (institutional reports/datasets etc) to support 
representation

12

2m How to use the National Student Survey to support representation 9

TA B L E  3 Proportion of student representatives reporting key working approaches.

Yes (%)

SECTION A: Engagement in discussion

3a When you take issues forward, do you use evidence from talking to students face to 
face in class?

90

3b Have you discussed student rep. business with other programme reps.? 75

3c Have you attended staff and student liaison meeting? 58

3d Have you discussed student rep. business with your school rep.? 43

3e Have you attended meetings hosted by the Student Union? 28

3f Have you discussed student rep. business with the Student Union Vice President 
Education or other President?

22

SECTION B: Use of existing data and documents

3g Are you aware of the National Student Survey (NSS)? 67

3h Are you aware of published programme information? 49

3i Are you aware of Programme, School and/or Faculty action plans? 47

3j Are you aware of other institutional student surveys? 45

3k Are you aware of institutional reports/policies? 44

3l Are you aware of institutionally held student data? 43

3m Are you aware of advice or guidance from a regulatory body? 42

3n Are you aware of the UniStats website? 41

SECTION C: Collection of original data

When you take issues forward, do you use evidence from

3o Social media? 53

3p Classroom observations? 46

3q Questionnaire data from your own survey? 23

3r Focus groups? 7
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it is possible to make a basic comparison between our sample and the overall UK student body. For consistency 
with HESA data (HESA, 2023a, 2023b) we isolated UK-domiciled1 students within our data. The profile of our 
sample is as follows, with sectoral data in brackets: male 34% (41%1), ≥21 years 46% (40%1), minority ethnic 21% 
(28%1), STEM subjects 49% (47%2).

7.2 | Recruitment

Table 1 relates to the recruitment process for student representatives. All items were analysed for variation in re-
sponding relating to age, gender, and ethnicity. No significant effects emerged for 1a and 1b. For 1c, the proportion 
of younger students (70%) who agreed that recruitment was democratic was significantly lower than mature coun-
terparts (80%) (χ2 = 6.52, p = .04, V = .09). The proportion of White students who disagreed with this statement (9.4%) 
was also significantly higher than ME counterparts (3.8%) (χ2 = 6.64, p = .04, V = .09), although post hocs confirmed 
no significant difference in the (high) proportions who agreed, rendering this finding less consequential. No immedi-
ate explanation is apparent for these significant but very small effects. They should be contextualised by recognis-
ing the high overall proportion of representatives agreeing with items 1a-1c, reflecting largely positive perceptions 
of the journey to becoming a representative. This outcome is potentially important, as related work has noted that 
being elected democratically as a SAR affords legitimacy to the work a representative undertakes, both from the 
perspective of the students they were representing and academic staff (Bols, 2020). However, we acknowledge that 
the current data only captures perspectives of those who were successful in achieving a representative role.

Very few statistically significant effects emerged, with no meaningful pattern. Thus, in the interests of space, 
only raw descriptive values are provided. The null effects for demographics are reassuring, as they indicate con-
sistent experiences amongst student representatives and no evidence of discrimination.

For the information provided during the recruitment phase, there were few consistent associations with de-
mographics. The overall profile of responses is, however, concerning. Whilst a large proportion reported receiving 
a role profile (1e) and summary of duties (1d), only 27% received information on rewards and recognition associ-
ated with the role (1h). This oversight could impact students' motivations to serve as a representative, although 
the concept of motivation lies outside the scope of the current study. Students are increasingly time poor (Mendes 
& Hammett, 2023) with competing commitments outside of university (Butcher, 2020) and so may be reluctant 
if they are unaware of the personal developmental benefits possible from participation (Bols, 2020). Indeed, an 
underwhelming proportion of respondents reported receiving information about available support and training 
related to the role (1f), and skills they might develop (1g).

As described, recruitment is usually undertaken by programme teams, whereas support, training and devel-
opment sit within the student union. Current findings suggest that information provided by programme teams 
focuses on utility of the role to the programme/institution (summaries of duties), rather than beneficial outcomes 
for the individual. Such ‘narrow framing’ of the representative role is consistent with earlier literature. For exam-
ple, Carey (2013) and Flint and Goddard (2020) observed how the scope of representatives can be restricted to 
‘speaking’ and ‘acting’ on behalf of peers, or as ‘agents of quality assurance’, who gather, analyse and report on 
peers' experiences through formal quality assurance structures.

Current findings highlight potential need for programme teams to brief students on the training, support and 
developmental outcomes attached to SAR.

7.3 | Training

Table 2 summarises respondents' experiences of training provided by the student union. It is, perhaps, unsurpris-
ing that few respondents reported coverage of current academic representation issues in your area (2i). These local 
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10 of 17 |    WINTER et al.

priorities are more likely to be discussed in departmental forums, whereas this training is often generic, delivered 
to representatives en masse. Elsewhere, the low incidence of topics being addressed represents one of the most 
concerning findings within the current data. Only one topic, the structure of student representation at your institu-
tion (2a)—was reported by more than 50% of respondents.

Topics relating to communication and networking were the next most frequently covered (i.e., 2b and 2c). 
However, given the centrality of communication skills to the student representative role, it is underwhelming 
to see less than half of respondents reporting these topics. As student representatives are agents of student 
voice, organisations such as TSEP have recommended that training prioritises communication skills (e.g., Flint 
et al., 2017). Indeed, representatives not only engage with peers to identify issues; they are also invited to 
programme and/or university-level committees, where they constitute student voice (Lizzio & Wilson, 2009). 
These forums can be challenging for representatives, as they can raise contentious issues, and may feel inhib-
ited to speak openly (Carey, 2013). To ‘close the loop’ representatives also need to report back to peers effec-
tively (Flint et al., 2017). It cannot be assumed that student representatives already possess well-developed 
communication skills at the point of recruitment. Hence, the limited coverage during training is concerning. 
Similarly, only 25% reported dedicated training on working with diverse groups (2i), even though many contem-
porary UK HE programmes are diverse in terms of age, ethnicity, nationality, gender, and educational back-
ground. Latest mechanisms for engaging with key stakeholders (i.e., social media; 2g) also seemed absent from 
the training received by most respondents, indicating assumptions that these individuals are already ‘digital 
natives’ (Prensky, 2001).

There was evidence of patchy efforts to familiarise student representatives with the key features of institu-
tional support and governance. The proportion who reported dedicated training in student support structures and 
services (2d) and academic regulations (2h) was, respectively, just 38% and 22%. Meanwhile, only 12% reported 
receiving guidance in how to use other resources (institutional reports/datasets etc) to support representation (2l). In 
terms of equipping representatives to collect new data as part of their work, only 32% reported training in using 
questionnaires/polls/focus groups to gather the student opinion (2e). There appeared to be particularly low coverage 
of quality assurance and quality enhancement, despite these themes featuring prominently in staff discussions 
and planning to enhance the student experience (Meeuwissen et  al., 2019). Respectively, just 9% and 15% of 
reps. reported training in the National Student Survey (NSS) (2m) and the associated topic of what good learning 
and teaching in higher education (2k) looks like. The profile of training undertaken by many representatives may 
have significant implications for their effectiveness. Where individuals lack proficiency or confidence in certain 
practices (e.g., accessing and interpreting institutional data) they may stick to a narrow palette of approaches, 
undermining efforts to accurately represent student voice. For example, if they rely on ad hoc communications 
from students (e.g., emails), as opposed to systematic data sets and methods (e.g., surveying), they may give dis-
proportionate weight to the views of a vocal minority. Any impression of unsophisticated working can erode the 
legitimacy of student representation work in the eyes of other key stakeholders (e.g., programme teams), (Lizzio 
& Wilson, 2009).

All items in Table 2 were analysed to identify associations with demographics. There were no compelling pat-
terns for gender or ethnicity hence descriptive values only are provided. For several items, there was a consistent 
association with age, whereby mature students were more likely than younger counterparts to report receiving 
training in topics (albeit the proportion remained underwhelming), this finding lies outside the focus of the current 
paper.

It is important to note that this study did not examine what training was offered by participating institutions. 
The impression of training by respondents could reflect a lack of relevant training, or a failure of individuals to 
engage. There is a need for further research to unpick why student representatives report completing so little 
dedicated provision.
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7.4 | Working approaches

Table 3 shows the proportion of respondents who employed key approaches in their work. Items have been 
grouped into three sections. Although no causality can be assumed, there appears to be some consistency with 
the data on Training, raising the possibility that individuals' choice of methods, once in post, may be limited 
by the scope of initial training received. For example, topics of communication and networking received more 
coverage during training (items 2b and 2c). Table 3, Section A shows that face-to-face discussions with stu-
dents (3a) and discussions with other programme reps. (3b) were the leading methods, employed by a majority 
of reps.

In terms of how student matters are subsequently relayed to staff, 58% reported attending SSLCs (staff 
and students discuss a given programme) (3c). Given the integral role of school-level meetings in internal 
quality assurance (QAA, 2012), it appears that a significant minority of representatives are not accessing this 
platform to enact or impact change, perhaps suggesting limited awareness of the importance of such meet-
ings to representation work. Concerns have also been raised about how power imbalances between staff and 
student representatives impact engagement, especially when students may be required to raise challenging 
issues (Bols, 2020). Some caution is appropriate, however, when interpreting the extent to which representa-
tives engaged with SSLCs (3c) or their ‘school rep.’ (3d). Varied organisational structures across institutions and 
departments mean that in some cases there may be no such fixtures, or alternative nomenclature, affecting 
responses.

Whilst underwhelming, the proportion of respondents attending SSLCs dwarfs the number attending meet-
ings hosted by their student union (3e) or discussions with (Vice) Presidents for Education or other portfolios (3f). 
This pattern alludes to a potentially important phenomenon. As noted, systems of student academic representa-
tion occupy a complex space, where they are overseen by student unions yet ‘serve’ a programme based within an 
academic department (Flint et al., 2017). Student unions have increasingly focussed on this local representation 
(Guan et al., 2016), potentially drawing attention away from broader remits (e.g., social, extra-curricular, commer-
cial and guidance services; Brooks et al., 2015a). Having been elected by programme peers, and communicating 
mostly with programme peers and staff, student representatives may not perceive their work as being strongly 
associated with the student union. Further research appears warranted to explore this potential disconnect be-
tween the ‘local’ and the ‘institutional’ within the remit of the representative role.

Just as there appeared to be scarce training on key documentation and data sets, Table 3, Section B indicates 
little systematic use of these resources by respondents. Two-thirds were aware of the NSS (3g); although this is, 
perhaps, still underwhelming, given the centrality of this instrument in UK HE. Less than half of respondents were 
familiar with the other resources, which include documents with material impact on student experiences, such 
as published programme information (3h); programme/school/faculty action plans (3i); institutional policies (3k); 
missives from regulatory bodies (3m); and institutionally held student data (which is likely to include information 
on attainment and continuation for different student groups) (3l).

There was particularly limited evidence of student representatives using sophisticated methods to collect 
original data, as part of their efforts to help represent their cohorts. As shown in Table 3, Section C, around half 
reported utilising evidence from social media (3o), although it is unclear if this involved passive auditing of social 
media streams to identify emerging topics or discursive interactions. Just less than a half of respondents reported 
using classroom observations to corroborate programme issues (3p). Meanwhile, bespoke questionnaire/surveys 
(3q) and focus groups (3r) were only reported by 23% and 7%, respectively. Taken together, sections B and C in 
Table 3 do not indicate a highly data-informed approach to student representation.

These are relevant findings. The OFS (2022) and QAA (2018) concur that representatives should develop in-
formed views, reflecting the wider student body. However, appropriate data-generating methods for identifying 
consensus amongst students were infrequently reported in this sample.
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7.5 | Developmental outcomes

The developmental gains associated with SAR can motivate students to engage to enhance their future employ-
ability (Bols, 2020). Therefore, it is with interest we consider the proportion of representatives who reported 
assorted developmental outcomes (Table  4). First, it is insightful to examine descriptive values in the column 
titled ‘TOTAL’. Again, there is broad consistency with the patterns for Training and Working Approaches (although 
causality cannot be assumed). The most frequently reported outcomes relate to interpersonal and communication 
skills (Section A), mirroring the greater frequency with which these featured in training (Table 2) and subsequent 
working approaches (Table 3). For all items in this section, over 70% of representatives reported the outcome. 
These findings are encouraging and align with extant work in this area (e.g., Carey, 2013; Flint et al., 2017). Our 
data indicate the development of valuable transferable skills that may benefit individuals in study and employ-
ment, including interpersonal communication (4a and 4c), public speaking (4g), professionalism (4b) and leadership 
(4e).

Respondents were much less likely to report other outcomes. In terms of research and analysis skills 
(Section B), only 50% reported that being a representative had developed their data-generating methods (4j), 
with slightly more reporting that they had developed their ability to collate resources in support of an argu-
ment (4i). These findings accord with earlier evidence that reps. received little training on how to conduct 
primary data gathering (Table 2, item 2e), and made relatively few efforts to do so as part of their role (Table 3, 
items 3p and 3r).

Table 4, Section C shows that more than half of representatives reported engagement in educational enhance-
ment (4k) and quality assurance (4l). However, there is uncertainty about the consistency with which respondents 
understand these terms and the nature and depth of their engagement. Consequently, there appears to be a case 
for additional, more granular investigation involving qualitative methods.

In section D only 29% of reps. reported having achieved institutional-level change (4n). This is, perhaps, un-
surprising, given that the focus of their service would have been on local issues relevant to programme cohorts. 
A much healthier 72% reported enacting programme changes (4 m), which underscores the ongoing value and 
relevance of SAR.

Analyses according to demographics showed a compelling pattern regarding ethnicity. In Table 4, the first col-
umn of values compares responses amongst ME and white representatives. For seven of the 14 items, statistically 
significant effects were observed. In all cases, ME students were more likely to report the given outcome. Whilst 
V values indicate that these effects were small, the findings provide consistent evidence that ME students realise 
particular benefit from engagement as a student representative. Initial analysis included all students, irrespective 
of country of origin. The ME group is more likely to include international students, drawn from territories without 
comparable student representation systems. It is possible that these individuals might give particularly positive 
endorsements of the UK system, so inflating evidence of positive outcomes amongst ME students. Consequently, 
analyses were repeated, incorporating only UK-domiciled students. As can be seen from the second column of 
values in Table 4, the effects and overall pattern remained largely intact. This indicates that particularly positive 
outcomes reported by ME representatives are genuine, and not attributable to differences in nationality. The 
persistence of this pattern is notable; UK-domiciled ME students are classed as an underrepresented group by the 
OfS cited as at risk of underperforming or withdrawing due to issues including academic and social integration 
(Kauser et al., 2021). As Kahu's (2013) engagement framework highlights, student engagement can benefit stu-
dent academic success and promote a sense of satisfaction and well-being. Therefore, the numbers of students 
from ME groups reporting positive outcomes could indicate the potential for academic representation to encour-
age underrepresented students to engage, with a view to enhancing retention and success.

Another possibility is that ME representatives may be disproportionately situated in certain academic dis-
ciplines, where student representation systems are particularly effective/rewarding. The sample size was not 
sufficient to allow robust analysis of ME students situated in certain disciplines, or even the broader STEM and 
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    |  13 of 17WINTER et al.

Arts categories. However, using the whole cohort of white and ME UK-domiciled students, it was feasible to 
compare responses between representatives serving on STEM or Arts programmes. As can be seen in the third 
column of values in Table 4, there were no significant differences in the outcomes reported by respondents from 
different disciplinary backgrounds. Moreover, it is important to avoid assumptions about the concentration of 
students from ethnic backgrounds in certain disciplines. For UK-domiciled students, HESA data indicates that 
46.4% of white students study STEM subjects, which compares closely with the 49.8% of ME students.2 The 
various analyses offer no evidence that the differential reporting of outcomes accord to ethnicity is driven by 
academic discipline.

8  | FINAL WORDS

This paper reports the outcomes of the use of the SARA, a survey instrument designed to capture data on the ex-
periences of academic representatives. Through the SARA, we have presented a national data set that explores the 
recruitment, training, working approaches, and developmental outcomes associated with student representation.

The findings suggest that the initial recruitment stage should be revisited, to fully promote individual benefits 
that students may derive from participation (i.e., social engagement and developmental outcomes). Once in role, 
care should be taken to ensure that suitable training opportunities are available and that representatives utilise 
these (e.g., in communications and networking skills; engaging diverse student groups; institutional processes and 
data; and data collection skills). Only with this training can representatives fully realise potential developmental 
outcomes and effective practice.

This shift in focus, to foreground student representatives, may help address some contemporary criticisms 
attending representation. For example, partnership working is embedded in SAR practices (Flint et  al.,  2017), 
with universities and student unions taking responsibilities for different aspects. Nonetheless, there is also a 
sense that agendas for quality assurance and monitoring have hijacked SAR systems (Mendes & Hammett, 2023). 
Indeed, students report frustration at being repeatedly called to provide input to quality assurance processes in 
mechanistic ways which do not genuinely represent being listening to. They also have concerns about the slow 
pace of change (Mendes & Hammett, 2023; Jerome & Young, 2020). The worst outcome is that quality assurance 
practices and student voice activities become simplistically associated with neoliberal concepts such as ‘students 
as consumers’ (Tight, 2013; Tomlinson, 2017). This would be regrettable, given the potential of student represen-
tation to benefit both individuals in the role and the wider student body.

Through the SARA, we have provided much-needed evidence about the experiences of students working as 
academic representatives, and recommendations as to how practice in this area can be enhanced. The SARA can 
now be used by student unions and universities to evaluate their own SAR systems. Imperatives to evaluate, to ev-
idence success and provide frameworks for ongoing enhancement, are pervasive across all aspects of HE practice 
(Thomas, 2017; Wilson et al., 2022). Some may see this as playing into narratives of accountability, but as advocates 
of student engagement work report, engagement has the potential to enhance agency and empower students to lead 
change (Wilson et al., 2022). This can only be achieved if we have an evidence base in which to review the efficacy of 
current practice. By drawing on the student engagement framework of Kahu (2013) to design the SARA we developed 
an instrument that heeded the complexity of this field of practice. Including for example, student demographics (as a 
proxy for socio-cultural context) facilitated a more nuanced analysis, capturing both who is engaging in as well as their 
experience. Such insights are much needed, as discussed by Bols (2020), and align with calls made by sector bodies 
for student engagement work to be more contextual and cognisant of the student body (Goddard, 2017). Our data 
clearly indicate value in universities and student unions critically examining their SAR systems, as a shared endeavour. 
Undertaking such evaluation in collaboration could, in the longer term, strengthen the working relationships between 
universities and student unions in this area, ultimately benefiting the impact of SAR activity (Healey et al., 2014).
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To conclude, this study demonstrates that service in student representative roles can, at its best, provide 
an authentic form of student engagement (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2012), which should appeal to a range of 
students. Perhaps the most positive finding from the current study was evidence that ME students in particular 
reported positive developmental outcomes from participation as a student representative. This sits in contrast 
with less positive patterns of engagement amongst ME students, as identified in other areas of HE practice (Stuart 
et al., 2011). The current findings coincide with evidence that engagement activities, including student voice work, 
help foster belonging and connection (Trowler, 2015) which, in turn, can optimise success and retention (Blake 
et al., 2022). Despite this positive picture, our informal analyses indicate that the proportion of ME students taking 
student representative role may be disproportionately low. Thus, the current positive findings should be used to 
build the numbers of ME students in these positions which, in turn, would help the student representation com-
munity more closely resemble and reflect the diversity in the wider student population.
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