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Excecutive summary University of Birmingham

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

The University of Birmingham Guild of Students (the Guild) represents all students 
studying at the University of Birmingham (the University). As the representative 
body for students at Birmingham, our elected Education Officer has compiled 
this Student Written Submission (SWS) on behalf of our students. This SWS will be 
submitted to the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), along with the University’s 
Self Evaluation Document to be assessed in the Higher Education Review (HER)  

due to take place in February 2016.

The aim of the SWS is to present a holistic view of the student 
learning experience at the University and to accurately 
represent students’ opinions about the institution at which 
they study. In particular, we have made use of our annual 
Student Voice Reports. These have been produced annually 
by the Guild since 2009 following the previous SWS, outlining 
and tracking our recommendations to the University on an 
annual basis. The reports are written based on a number 
of student surveys, College and University level reports and 
feedback from Officers and students. 

Overall, the majority of students enjoy their time at the 
University of Birmingham and speak highly of the education 
they have received here. Student satisfaction scores in the 
National Student Survey (NSS) and Birmingham Student 
Survey (BSS) have risen slightly since the last QAA Review1 
and in 2013/14 the University performed particularly well, 
as recognised by the Sunday Times Good University Guide 
‘University of the Year’ Award2. Statistics show that the 
University performs generally well against comparable 
Russell Group institutions.

The Guild has a constructive and professional relationship 
with the University. We have developed a strong sense of 
partnership working across a number of areas, as detailed 
in this SWS. Whilst there are some challenges around 
consistency across colleges, work has been undertaken to 
improve this and there are examples of excellent student 
engagement to be found.

The SWS sets out key themes which we recommend 
as areas for improvement for the University to consider 
following analysis of student surveys and other outreach 
activity conducted by the Guild. These themes are:

FEEDBACK AND ASSESSMENT: Students have repeatedly 
told us about problems with the “feedback loop” in recent 
years. Many are dissatisfied with the feedback that they 
receive for assessed work (mentioning both the timing and 
quality of feedback), and also with the responses they get 
to their feedback on educational matters.

POSTGRADUATE REPRESENTATION: Evidence suggests 
that Postgraduate students are not as satisfied with their 
learning experience as Undergraduates. There is work to do 
on improving their welfare support, careers guidance and 
representation systems.

BME STUDENTS’ ATTAINMENT: Evidence indicates that 
Black or Minority Ethnic students achieve lower results at 
University than their non-Black peers. Whilst the University 
has acknowledged this undoubtedly complex issue, we 
would like to see a further expansion of their work to ensure 
equality in achievement across the student body.

WI-FI & STUDY SPACE: Students repeatedly tell us that there 
is room for improvement in Wi-Fi and study space provision 
across the University. There appears to be a clear need for 
more specific Postgraduate study areas, appropriate room 
allocation for lecture size, and consistent, good Wi-Fi. 

JOINT HONOURS STUDENTS: Student satisfaction scores for 
Joint Honours Students are consistently lower than single 
honours students. There appears to be problems regarding 
timetable clashes, communication between departments 
and consistency across their course.

TIMETABLING: Students have told us they struggle to manage 
their exams and assignments when deadlines are bunched 
together. Clearer and earlier communication of expected 
timetables would allow students to make informed choices 
on their modules.1 National Student Survey Results 2009-2015 and Birmingham Student Survey Results 2009-2015 

2 http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/uk_news/Education/article1317401.ece 
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Our Themes: 3 BME Students’ Attainment University of Birmingham

PREFACE FROM 
IZZY LENGA 

EDUCATION 
OFFICER 2015/16

Compiling this Student Written Submission has been thoroughly rewarding. The Guild 
engages constantly with improving the student experience and we are dedicated to 
promoting the voices of students on campus. The HER, and the SWS in particular, has 
been a brilliant opportunity to reflect on the past six years, gain a deep understanding 
of students’ primary areas of concern and to track any recurring themes that have 

been flagged up year on year.

In a time where the future of Higher Education is 
unpredictable, the University of Birmingham and the Guild 
of Students continue to ensure that Birmingham students 
receive a world-class academic experience during their 
time here. It is no coincidence that the University has been 
consistently achieving between 88 - 89% in its overall NSS 
score and potential students apply here in their thousands. 
The University works cooperatively and positively with 
the Guild to ensure the student experience is above and 
beyond any of its competitors and has continually invested 
substantial resources to further this. In early 2016, students 
hope to make use of a state of the art Sports Centre and, 
in the 2016/17 academic year, students will have the 
opportunity to study for the first time in the new library at 
heart of campus. In 2014, we launched a new, tiered Student 
Representation System in partnership with the University, 
introducing consistent representation across our institution 
and ensuring that every student is a key stakeholder in 
their education. The examples of partnership listed in this 
document are just a taste of how Guild and University have 
been working together to improve Birmingham for all of our 
students. 

Izzy
Lenga

Education Officer 
Guild of Students

We know students greatly value their time at Birmingham 
- however the Guild believes that there is still work to be 
done to ensure holistically there is a positive experience 
for all. Within our Student Written Submission, we have not 
just presented our grumbles with the University: we believe 
that we have provided suitable recommendations for the 
University to take on board in tackling them. The Guild is 
willing to work closely with the University on these issues, as 
we believe a strong working relationship with the University - 
as well as being a ‘critical friend’ - brings the best outcomes 
for students.

This document would not have been possible without a core 
group of dedicated staff, who it would be wrong to leave 
unmentioned here. Firstly, to Antonia Rossiter-Eaglesfield, 
our Student Voice Manager and Naomi Atkin, Director of 
Engagement - who have been there for every step of the 
process and, without whom, this document would have 
seemed an impossible task. Secondly, thank you to the rest 
of the Student Voice Team: Shelby Whitehead, Haf Rees, 
Lewis Lay and Jamie Sweeney. Their constant hard work 
and dedication to the student voice is admirable and their 
continual research has been the rock behind this document. 

A special thank you must also go to Sunita Goddard-Patel 
for all her hard work with the QAA and to Michael Garrett, 
Director of Support and Development, who began the 
Student Voice Reports back in 2009. Thirdly, I would like to 
thank my fellow Full-Time Officer Team; Jack, Daisy, Ben, 
Remy, Roberto and Ross whose support and input during 
this process was (and still is!) deeply appreciated. My 
predecessor Joe Armer should also be thanked for all his 
preparatory work on this HER. The final thank you goes to all 
the students that I meet with and those who are committed 
to improving their experience and that of their peers whilst 
at University.

On behalf of the Guild of Students, I welcome the 
opportunities that the HER presents, eagerly anticipate 
reading the conclusions both of the SWS and of the SED 
and look forward to working closely with the University for 
the rest of my time in office.

Izzy Lenga 
Education Officer 2015/2016

Preface from Izzy Lenga, Education Officer 2015/16
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Methodology & Jargon Buster University of Birmingham

METHODOLOGY

This report focuses on the academic experience of students and researchers at the 
University of Birmingham. The process of compiling our Student Written Submission 
(SWS) has brought together a variety of different resources. We hope this will give the 
most accurate student perspective possible, and will ensure that student views are at 
the heart of this report. We have been careful to ensure that the report is based on 

solid evidence and concerns issues that genuinely affect our students. 

Through our annual Student Voice Reports to the University, 
which use extensive quantitative and qualitative data, 
we traditionally make a number of recommendations 
for improvement arising from our findings. Some of these 
will be ambitious to action and implement, and others 
more straightforward. These reports and subsequent 
recommendations ensure we are looking at any key areas 
of concern for students every year, as well as monitoring 
any progress being made. This has enabled us to produce 
this SWS report for the Higher Education Review in February 
2016 on the evidence of the past 5 years’ worth of data 
and reporting. Founded on our analysis of this data, we 
have made a number of recommendations which we 
believe are relevant, appropriate and of the highest priority 
to our students.

This report has been written by Izzy Lenga, the Education 
Officer, who was elected by students to represent their 
voice in all educational matters through the Students’ 
Union. A student forum was held on 8th September 2015 to 
prepare students for our mock review, as well as gathering 
initial feedback on the draft SWS. The final SWS has been 
released online for all students to comment, and has been 
approved by the Guild Officer Group. 

Data and research has been collected from the following 
sources for the purpose of this report: 

Additional Course Costs Report 2013

Birmingham Student Survey (BSS) 2010-15

Graduate School Management Board (GSMB) PRES Report 2015

Guild of Students’ Student Rep Surveys 2010-15

International Student Barometer (ISB) 2009-14

National Student Survey (NSS) 2009-15

NSS School Action Plans 2014/15

Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) 2011-15

Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey (PTES) 2010-15

Student Officers 2009-15

Student Rep College Education Executives 2014/15

Student Rep College Representation Group meetings 2014/15

Student Staff Committee (SSC) annual reports 2009-15

Student Voice ‘Speak Week’ activity – 2014/15

Student Voice ‘Your Voice’ activity – 2015 

Student Voice Reports 2010-15

Student Written Submission (SWS) 2009

SUEI 2 Final Audit Report 2014

UK Student Engagement Survey 2014

University Education Committee papers 2009-15

University Quality Assurance Committee papers 2009-15

Each data source has been analysed and the 
recommendations are detailed in the following pages.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN WITH THIS FEEDBACK?
The Student Written Submission will be presented to 
the University as a recommendation on policy and for 
improvements to the student experience. The Student 
Written Submission (SWS) is an important part of this review 
process. As part of the QAA Higher Education Review, the 
University will be assessed on the following national 

expectations of the Higher Education sector:

• The setting and/or maintenance of academic standards

• The provision of learning opportunities

• The provision of information

• The enhancement of the quality of students’ learning 
opportunities
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JARGON BUSTER/ACRONYM GUIDE

We appreciate we may use some confusing acronyms during this report, so we  
have provided a Jargon Buster below to help explain what some of these mean:

Reports & Data:

BSS – Birmingham Student Survey 

ISB - International Student Barometer 

NSS – National Student Survey

PRES - Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 

PTES - Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey

SED – Self-Evaluation Document  

(submitted to QAA by the University)

SWS – Student Written Submission

People & Students:

PGRs – Postgraduate Researchers

PGTs – Postgraduate Taught students

PVC – Pro Vice Chancellor

UGs – Undergraduate students

Committees, Organisations & Groups:

ARC – The Guild’s Advice and Representation Centre

BUCS - British Universities & Colleges Sport

CAL – College of Arts & Law

CoSS – College of Social Sciences

EPS – College of Engineering & Physical Sciences

GSMB – Graduate School Management Board

LES – College of Life & Environmental Sciences 

MDS – College of Medical & Dental Sciences  

NUS – National Union of Students

QAA - Quality Assurance Agency

SRS - Student Representation System

SSCs - Staff-Student Committees 

UEC – University Education Committee
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THE 
GUILD OF 
STUDENTS

The purpose of the Guild of Students is to represent every  
student at the University of Birmingham3. To do this effectively,  
the Guild works in a partnership with the University in order to  

meet the needs of all of our students. 

The Guild is led by 19 Student Officers; 7 Full-Time and 12 
Part-Time; who are democratically elected annually in 
a cross-campus ballot. Student Officers are guided on 
student opinion throughout the year through the Guild’s 
democratic structures, feedback campaigns, student 
surveys, the Student Rep System and 1-2-1 feedback. 
These methods include feedback from representative 
and liberation associations, sports teams, student groups/
societies and Student Reps. 

A dedicated Student Voice team provide support for the 
Guild’s democratic activities, including the Student Reps, 
elections, campaigning and Officer support.

Izzy
Lenga

Education  

Ben Chapman
Activities & Development  

Jack 
Mably
President 

Roberto 
Sorrentino

Housing & 
Community

Ross 
Strong
Welfare 

Daisy 
Lindlar

Representation 
& Resources

Rémy 

Claustr
es

Sports

FULL-TIME OFFICERS

PART-TIME OFFICERS

ARC
Advice & Representation Centre

74 
CORE 
STAFF

500 
STUDENT  

STAFF

OVER

JOBS, SKILLS &
VOLUNTEERING

GuildLettingsGuildLettings

STUDENT
GROUPS

Residents’
Associations

The Guild employs 74 core staff and over 500 student 
staff4 with numerous student-facing services including: the 
Advice and Representation Centre (ARC), a Jobs, Skills 
and Volunteering Service and the Guild Lettings Agency. 
The Guild works in partnership with the University to support 
53 sports clubs who compete in the British Universities & 
Colleges Sport (BUCS) leagues. The Guild also supports 
around 225 students groups/societies, 9 representation 
and liberation associations and 12 Residents’ Associations. 
Through the work of the Guild, we engage with over 4,000 
student volunteers a year. 

The Guild of Students

Anti-Racism, 
Anti-Fascism 

Officer

Community 
Action  
Officer

Disabled 
Students 
Officer

International 
Students 
Officer

Ethnic 
Minorities 

Officer

Home  
Students  
Officer

Ethical & 
Environmental 

Officer

Mature & 
Part-time 
Students 
Officer

Postgraduate 
Officer

Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, 

Trans & Queer 
Officer

Satellite  
Sites  

Officer

Women’s 
Officer

The Guild has recently implemented a new Strategic Plan which runs until 2017. Our plan was based on extensive 
research with over 4,000 students and focusses on work that students have told us are important to them.  
Our Strategic Plan priorities include:

Strategic Priority 1: 
Improving the academic and learning experience at 
Birmingham, primarily through a strengthened Student 
Representation System (SRS). 

Strategic Priority 2: 
Effectively representing the Student Voice, through 
increased student engagement in our democratic 
structures and further support for student campaigns.

Strategic Priority 3 
Supporting students to develop their skills and 
employability, through our student groups and job shop.

Strategic Priority 4  
Offering quality and value to students through our 
commercial services.

Strategic Priority 5  
Increasing student engagement and participation with all 
of our services and departments5.

3 http://www.guildofstudents.com/about/ 
4 Guild HR Department
5 http://www.guildofstudents.com/pageassets/about/strategicplan/Strat-Plan-FINAL-Web.pdf 
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OUR 
RELATIONSHIP 

WITH THE 
UNIVERSITY OF 
BIRMINGHAM

Our relationship with the University of Birmingham

The Guild has a positive and professional relationship with 
the University, and a strong sense of partnership working 
has developed across a range of services in recent years. 
Our work is increasingly collaborative, which benefits 
our students by providing services and support they can 
access and engage with. This can be challenging at times, 
as the operational and political priorities of both parties do 
not always align. Despite this there is a clear willingness on 
both sides to maintain open lines of communication and 
to support positive initiatives for the benefit of our students.

The University is welcoming of Guild contributions to 
policy development, and is supportive of the principles of 
effective student representation. As we describe below, 
major collaborative projects such as the new Student 
Representation System (SRS) have been impactful and 
have helped students to make real and positive changes 
to their University experience.

Students are well represented on University committees6, 
and are supported to participate fully through Guild 
briefings and direct links to University staff. Elected officers 
and members of the Guild management team meet 
regularly with colleagues in the University and work closely 
together on key operational issues. Links into the University 
are broad and elected Officers, in particular, have regular 
in-person contact with a range of relevant University staff. 

A number of Guild services operate under specific Service 
Level Agreements with the University, and effective working 
relationships are in place to ensure expectations are 
met and services are delivered in line with the needs of  
our students.

Below is a diagram showing Officer presence on University 
committees. Overleaf are some examples of positive 
partnership and engagement between the Guild and the 
University. Further information about each of these can be 
found in Appendix A:

6 Please see diagram.

 College Education 
Committees (CEC)

1 Offiicer & College Reps

Student Representation 
System Advisory Board 

(SRSAB)

Education & Part-time 
Officers

University Programme 
Approval & Review 

Committee (UPARC)

Education Officer

Learning Environment 
Group

No Representation

Student Access & Progress 
Committee

EO & WO

College Quality Assurance 
Committees (CQAC)

1 Officer & College Reps

Collaborative Provision 
Committee

No Representation

Professional, Statutory & 
Regulatory Bodies (PSRB) 

sub-committee

No Representation

Graduate School 
Management Board 

(GSMB)

EO, PGSO & PGR College Reps

College Research 
Committee

No Representation

School Education 
Committee (SEC)

School Reps

College Programme 
Approval & Review 

Committee (CPARC)

1 Officer & College Reps

College Graduate School 
Committee (CGSC)

PGR School Reps

School/Department  
PGR SSCs

PGR Senior & Student Reps

Investment  
Sub-Committee

No Representation

University Knowledge 
Transfer & Engagement 

Committee

No Representation

Academic Policy & 
Regulations Committee 

(APRC)

Education Officer

University Education 
Committee (UEC)

Education Officer & PSO

University Quality 
Assurance Committee

Education Officer

University Research 
Committee

No Representation

Nominations Committee

President

Programmes Staff Student 
Committee (SSC)

Senior & Student Reps

School PG Committee

PGR Senior Reps

Strategy, Planning & 
Resources Committee 

(SPRC) 

President

Audit Committee

No Representation

Council Membership 
Committee

No Representation

Remuneration Committee

No Representation

Senate

EO & 5 Senate Reps

University Executive Board 
(UEB)

No Representation

Council

President & PGSO

Council

Sub-Council

University Level

University  
Sub-Committees

College Level

School Level

KEY:

University of Birmingham – Committee Structures
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STUDENT REPRESENTATION SYSTEM: 
The Student Representation System (SRS) is a long-
running partnership between the University and the 
Guild. In 2014/15, the Guild proposed wide scale 
amendments and developments to the then ‘Student 
Reps Scheme’ across the University, in an effort to drive 
forward the scheme’s effectiveness and fundamentally 
change (and improve!) our levels of engagement. The 
major change to the system was the adoption of a 
tiered framework of representation that would sit above 
the current structures within each School and College, 
guaranteeing a minimum level of representation at 
every level of decision making across the University. As 
part of this recommendation a new, specific ‘Research 
Model of Representation’ was proposed (sitting 
alongside a ‘Taught Model of Representation’), to 
allow for the different issues and needs of Research and 
Taught students to be fed up and down the relevant 

University governance structures.

OUTSTANDING TEACHING AWARDS: 
The Outstanding Teaching Awards, launched in 
2014/15, are a joint venture between the Guild and 
the University, and seek to recognise and reward one 
member of staff from each College for delivering 
outstanding teaching that inspires student learning. The 
Guild received 389 nominations during the eight week 
nomination period in 2014/15, which is an exceptionally 
positive response during a pilot year. This joint project 

has been extremely successful so far. 

NOT ON CAMPAIGN: 
Not On is a joint campaign, launched by the Guild  
and the University, which seeks to raise awareness 
about sexual harassment issues on campus and in 
our community. The campaign aims to promote an 
environment in which sexual harassment of any kind is 
deemed to be wholly unacceptable and to empower 
students with the knowledge, ability and confidence 
to report (and take action against) all forms of sexual 
harassment. Over 500 people have now signed the 
Not On pledge, thereby committing to educating 
themselves and to making a positive contribution to a 

safe campus environment. 

RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS SCHEME: 
Residents’ Associations (RA’s) provide representation 
and key social activities for residents in halls. They 
are supported by a dedicated staff member 
working within the Guild and are resourced by the 
University. RA volunteers work successfully alongside 
site management, site staff and residents to create 
fantastic events and to ensure that all residents have 
the most positive experience possible in the University’s 

halls of residence. 

IT’S

Sign the pledge at 
guildofstudents.com/NotOn

IT’S

IN OUR LAW SCHOOL

Residents’
Associations

Our relationship with the University of Birmingham

STUDENT MENTOR SCHEME: 
The Student Mentor Scheme is delivered by the Guild 
in partnership with Hospitality and Accommodation 
Services (HAS). The purpose of the Student Mentor 
Scheme is to provide advice and guidance to students 
living in University residences. The Scheme helps with 
a wide range of issues including shared living and 
accommodation-related issues, academic matters, 
financial matters and the general wellbeing of students 
whilst studying and living at the University. The Scheme 
employs a Welcome Team of 200 students who help 
to move new students into their accommodation. This 
academic year, they helped to move approximately 

6000 students in, across 8 sites and over 3 days. 

UB SPORT:
The Guild and the University have formed a very positive 
partnership with regards to UB Sport. A number of  
successful, innovative schemes and projects have been 
run with involvement from both the Guild and University.

EMPLOYABILITY: 
In the current climate of Higher Education, it is not 
surprising that student employability is at the heart of 
the Higher Education agenda. It is also central to the 
Guild’s Strategic Plan7. Last year the Guild’s jobs service 
advertised over 5,700 vacancies from 232 employers 
and gained feedback on 5,175 vacancies8. Employers 
confirmed that 1,700 students secured part-time or 
vacation work through the service. In the same year, our 
volunteering service recorded 4,200 student volunteers 
through the Guild9. The Guild also actively engages 
with the University’s Skills & Employability departments 
(including Worklink and Careers Network) and supports 
the verification of students’ activities towards the 

University’s Personal Skills Award.

Advice
& Guidance JOBS

PART-TIME & VACATION WORK

University of BirminghamUniversity of BirminghamUniversity of Birmingham

7 Guild of Student Strategic Plan 2014-17
8 Jobs, Skills & Volunteering Impact Report 2014/15
9 Jobs, Skills & Volunteering Impact Report 2014/15
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PROGRESS 
SINCE THE  
LAST REVIEW

University of BirminghamProgress since the last review

SINCE 
2009...
Since 2009, when the University last underwent a QAA review, the Guild has compiled 
an annual Student Voice Report (SVR), based on student feedback through a variety 
of sources including student surveys, the Student Representation System (SRS) and 
feedback campaigns run by the Guild. This report has been presented and shared 
with the University each year with the actions from the last report tracked and further 

recommendations provided going forward. 

That best practice 
examples of 

formal feedback 
from Schools 

are consistently 
applied across the 

University.

That the University 
ascertains the full 
costs of studying 
at Birmingham 
and ensure this 
information is 

relayed to  
students.

The University 
ensures that all 

students are aware 
of their rights and 

responsibilities 
as outlined in the 
Student Charter.

That module 
feedback best 

practice is 
applied across the 
University to ensure 
that this element of 
the student voice is 

not overlooked. 

A process is developed to ensure that 
Schools and Colleges work with the 
Library in order that reading lists are 
submitted in sufficient time to meet 

student demand. A process for close 
working between Schools, Colleges 

and the Library is developed, ensuring 
that reading lists are submitted in 

sufficient time to meet  
student demand.

That the University work 
in close collaboration 

with the Guild to develop 
a new strategy for the 

Student Representation 
System, preserving its 
strengths and building 

upon the weaknesses of 
the current scheme. 

That the University 
should build upon the 
work of some Schools 
and Departments to 
address timetabling 

issues and roll out best 
practice. 

THE RECOMMENDATIONS MADE IN THE 2009 SWS WERE:
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All of the recommendations from the 2009 SWS were 
included in the first Student Voice Report and have been 
continually tracked to date (see Appendices B and C). 
This has been a very effective method of highlighting 
improvements related to student concerns. It is, however, 
worth noting at this point that tracking progress over the 
years has proved challenging on occasion, due to the 

complex nature of the institution. We are already working 
with the University to improve the ease of this process 
going forward and we hope to have more comprehensive 
tracking systems in place soon. Despite this, and based on 
the levels of tracking we have been able to complete, the 
recommendations of the SWS 2009 have been actioned at 
various levels of completion as detailed below: 

Progress since the last reviewUniversity of Birmingham

STUDY COSTS
We said: 

“That the University ascertains the full costs of 
studying at Birmingham and ensures this information 

is relayed to students prior to studying.”

What’s happened since 2009:

The Guild undertook research in 2013 investigating 
and reporting on the reality of additional course 

costs at Birmingham, and their impact on students. 
In response to this report - and a subsequent Guild 

campaign - free printer credits have been issued to 
students at the University. There are also currently 

plans for the University to review field trip costs 
and consider offering financial support for those 

students who cannot afford them. We understand 
there is further work being completed by the 
University in developing course information to 

include additional course costs, so that students will 
know the true cost of studying before they commit 

to a degree pathway10.

STUDENT CHARTER
We said: 

“That the University ensures that all students are 
aware of their rights and responsibilities outlined in 

the Student Charter.”

What’s happened since 2009:

Working with the Guild, the University communicates 
the Student Charter in a wide variety of ways and 
will continue to do so moving forwards11. In 2014/15, 
we had the opportunity to provide comments on 
the Student Charter, following an email consultation 
with the University. As part of this work, the Guild 
recommended that key statements regarding 
student representation and participation be 
broadened to ensure the Student Charter accurately 
reflects the rounded student experience. The Guild 
also provided input on a number of other changes 
including ‘Teaching, Learning and Assessments’ to 
broaden this statement encompass the full scope 
of student life12. The Guild will be requesting a full 
review of the Student Charter in 2015/16, with a view 
to expanding the Charter to include projects such 
as the ‘Not On’ Campaign and to ensure full student 

consultation during this process.TIMETABLING 
We said: 

“That the University should build upon the work 
of some Schools and Departments to address 
timetabling issues and roll out best practice.” 

What’s happened since 2009:

The University has taken steps towards ensuring 
timetabling across colleges is now uniform. The 
University has implemented a three-year ‘Integrated 
Timetabling and Space Management Project’ 
(ITSMP), delivering a University-wide timetabling 
platform facilitating personalised student timetables 
and improved access to suitable teaching spaces18.  
This project is now in it’s final year. However, the issue 
of timetable clashes and exam timetabling are still 
to be properly addressed and therefore feature as 

part of the SWS 2015.

FEEDBACK LOOP 
We said: 

“That best practice in applying module feedback 
should spread across the University to ensure that 

this element of the student voice is not overlooked.”

What’s happened since 2009:
Concerns around closing the ‘feedback loop’, to 
ensure that students are aware of how their feedback 
has been acted upon, has been addressed by a 
joint ‘You said – We did’ campaign run by the Guild 
and the University. Schools and Colleges have also 
been able to run their own individual ‘You said – We 
did’ campaigns at a local level19. These campaigns 
aim to reassure students that their feedback is being 

listened to and acted upon.

University of BirminghamProgress since the last review

ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK
We said: 

“That the practices of Schools providing the best 
examples of formal feedback are consistently 

applied across the University.” 

What’s happened since 2009:

 In 2012, the University Education Committee (UEC) put 
in place a number of measures to ensure systematic 
feedback on both formative and summative 
assessment13. A review of assessment feedback, 
associated with the four week deadline for return 
of feedback, was conducted in 2012 with further 
consideration being given to providing individual 
feedback to students who fail modules. In addition, 
the PVC instituted NSS action plans, which focused 
on assessment results feedback. The University has 
also been involved in a ‘Leading Enhancements 
in Assessment Feedback’ (LEAF)14 project and has 
developed the ‘Birmingham Assessment for Learning 
Initiative’ (BALI)15, both of which aim to regularly 

evaluate Assessment and Feedback. 

In 2013, College Academic Policy Partners facilitated 
a ‘spec-check’ within Colleges to ensure that generic 
feedback on examinations was being provided. 
The spec-check found that, in all cases, Schools 
were broadly compliant with the Code of Practice 
requirements for the provision of generic feedback 
on examinations. As a result of the spec-check 
amendments to Section 8 of the Code of Practice 
were recommended to clarify the University’s 
requirements around the provision of generic and 

individualised feedback on examinations. 

In 2014/15, the University also introduced ‘Banks 
of Assessed Work’ in all Colleges (following a 
successful pilot in CAL) and exercises for students to  

understand marking criteria across all Schools.

Whilst efforts have been made by the University to 
tackle this area, key concerns still remain as students 
continue to share examples of issues regarding 
their assessment and feedback. For this reason, 
assessment and feedback continues to be a key 

theme and recommendation in the SWS 2015. 

LIBRARY MATTERS
We said: 

“That a process is developed to ensure that Schools 
and Colleges work with the Library in order that 

reading lists are submitted in sufficient time to meet 
student demand.” 

What’s happened since 2009:

In 2010, the Library brought forward the deadline for 
reading lists by one month and also introduced a 
separate process for book order requests16. Further 
issues were raised regarding students holding 
books for too long, thereby disadvantaging fellow 
students. This concern was addressed in a Library 
Services Meeting17. The 2011 ‘LibQual’ survey was 
used to feed in to plans for the new library. As a result 
of this survey, library representation was added to 
staff-student committees (SSCs) in order to address 

library matters at a local level. 

STUDENT  
REPRESENTATION SYSTEM 

We said: 

“That the University works in close collaboration 
with the Guild to develop a new strategy for the 

Student Representation System which incorporates 
its strengths and addresses the weaknesses of the 

current scheme.” 

What’s happened since 2009:

In September 2014 the University, in partnership with 
the Guild, launched a new Student Representation 
System (SRS). A tiered system was introduced to 
guarantee a minimum level of representation at 
every level of decision making across the University. 
The first year of this new scheme has been successful 
and - moving into year two - we have introduced 
a separate framework for taught and research 

students to accommodate their needs20.

We acknowledge the commitment the University has 
made to addressing the 2009 SWS recommendations 
and the positive work, both completed and ongoing, 
undertaken to put these recommendations into practice. 
We also acknowledge the University’s work to implement 

our subsequent Student Voice Report recommendations, 
as demonstrated through their annual approval by UEC 
and the embedding of action plans across the institution  
to resolve positively any issues raised. 

10 Update from the Vice President Education (Joe Armer) ‘Additional 
Course Costs Update’ Email 
11 Student Voice Report 2010
12 Student Charter Development Guild Amends

13 Student Voice Report 2012
14 Leading Enhancements in Assessment Feedback 
15 Birmingham Assessment for Learning Initiative
16 Student Voice Report 2010

17 Student Voice Report 2012
18 Timetabling and Teaching Space Policy 2015/16
19 You Said We Did 
20 Student Rep System Outline – ‘Student Rep System - since 2009’
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OUR 
THEMES

1
FEEDBACK AND  

ASSESSMENT

2
POSTGRADUATE 
REPRESENTATION

4
WI-FI AND  

STUDY SPACE

3
BME STUDENTS’ 

ATTAINMENT

6
TIMETABLING

5
JOINT HONOURS 

STUDENTS

As the work described in the previous section is ongoing, for the purpose of the 2015 SWS, we have focused primarily 
on areas of the Birmingham Student Experience which we feel are in need of closer attention and scrutiny. Many of the 
recommendations made in the Student Voice Reports have referenced discrete operational matters. In 2015, we refocussed 
our Student Voice Report on broader themes, including how these areas of concern may be addressed. As these are larger 
areas of work, we are in dialogue with the University to establish interim targets for 2015/16 in relation to these themes.  

It is from these key themes that we have drawn the majority of our discussions in this document.
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FEEDBACK ISSUES
If we consider ‘Feedback from Students’, the University 
took advantage of the opportunity in this year’s NSS to 
ask additional banks of optional questions. It is pleasing to 
see that the University’s overall score for ‘Feedback from 
Students’ has risen.

Nevertheless, the decline in satisfaction for the statement 
‘I have had adequate opportunities to provide feedback 
on all elements of my course’ is disappointing, recording 
a 2% fall to 85% this year. In comparison to average scores 
in this section, which remain around the 60% mark, this is 
a positive response. However, it still indicates a perceived 
fall in student’s ability to provide feedback on their entire 
course. ‘My feedback on the programme is listened to 
and valued’ has remained at 63% this year, indicating 
that students feel no clear advances have been made 
in this area. This is compounded by the fact that only 61% 
of students supported the statement ‘It is clear to me how 
students’ comments on the programme have been acted 
upon’, although it should be noted that this is a year-on-
year increase of 2%. 

We believe this is representative of an institution-wide 
problem with ‘closing the feedback loop’. There are many 
instances where the University has listened to students 
and addressed issues that have been raised, however 
students are unaware of these changes due to poor 
communication. We believe that it is often for this reason 
that student satisfaction in this area remains relatively 
low, and we have been working hard to explore ways 
of improving communications to students. We recently 
proposed changes to the Student Representation System 
Code of Practise to specifically include feeding back to 
constituents as a clear part of the role. Whilst to many this 
could seem an obvious recommendation, we wanted to 
be certain that all Reps were sure of this responsibility , and 
thereby hopefully helping to improve this score in future 
years. The University must continue to work closely with the 
Guild in promoting the ‘You Said, We Did’ campaign and 
in creating new, innovative ways to jointly feedback to 
students. 

FEEDBACK AND ASSESSMENT

FEEDBACK AND ASSESSMENT IN STUDENT SURVEYS
Feedback continues to be an area of concern for our 
students and this is evidenced by lower satisfaction across 
the University on this issue. The Student Voice Report 2014 
detailed the ongoing issues raised across the University by 
students through the NSS 2013, BSS 2014 and PTES 2013, 
alongside comments gathered through Guild internal 
surveys and direct contact with students and Student Reps. 
Whilst steps have been taken to improve feedback through 
the University-wide roll out of the ‘Assessment Banks’ 
and ‘Peer Marking Exercises in Colleges’21, and through 
collaboration with the Guild on the projects such as the 
Outstanding Teaching Awards and the re-launch of the 
Student Representation System, satisfaction scores taken 
from the NSS 2015, the Birmingham Student Survey 2015, 
our own internal survey analysis and work with Student 
Reps, maintain that not enough progress has been made 
to improve satisfaction in this key area. 

In terms of the student survey results however, when 
comparing ‘Assessment and Feedback’ NSS 2015 scores 
with those from the previous three years, we can see 
that the scores for assessment related statements have 
improved (please see statements 5 & 6 below). For 
feedback however, only one score has improved, relating 
to the detail of comments (please see statement 8 below). 
The remaining two statements within this section of the 
survey (promptness and clarity) have decreased in 2015. 
This is particularly disappointing as scores for feedback-
related statements had previously been increasing slightly 
year on year. 

It is important to note that, when looking at the NSS survey 
2015 scores in totality, the % agree scores for statements 7, 
8 and 9 (which are all feedback related) are the lowest. 
These are the only scores to fall below 75% (excluding 
Students’ Union Satisfaction and section average), making 
feedback the University’s lowest performing area. 

However, when compared to the Russell Group the 
University is only below the average Russell Group score for 
‘Feedback on my work has helped me clarify things I did 
not understand’ (Russell Group average 63%). In all other 
areas the University is equal to or exceeds the Russell Group 
average which is positive.

1
Our Themes: Feedback & Assessment

NSS: 
Assessment 

and Feedback

5.

The criteria used 
in marking have 

been clear in 
advance.

6.

Assessment 
arrangements 
and marking 

have been fair.

7.

Feedback 
on my work 
has been 
prompt.

8.

I have received 
detailed 

comments on  
my work.

9.

Feedback on 
my work has 

helped me clarify 
things I did not 

understand.

2012 66 73 77 64 61 58

2013 68 75 76 67 65 60

2014 69 74 76 68 65 62

2015 70   76   79   66   66   61 

B6. 

Feedback  
from students

B6.1 

I have had adequate 
opportunities to provide 

feedback on all 
elements of my course.

B6.2 

My feedback on the 
course is listened to  

and valued.

B6.3 

It is clear to me how 
students’ comments on 
the course have been 

acted upon.

2014 69 87 63 59

2015   70   85 63   61 

21 UEC Papers 23.7.14
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POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS
This issue is not limited to those studying an Undergraduate 
degree. Data from the Postgraduate Taught Experience 
Survey 2015 also highlights a problem: whilst a positive 76% 
(an increase on 2014 PTES score of 72%) agreed that they 
have had appropriate opportunities to give feedback on 
their experience, only 59% agreed that ‘Feedback on the 
course is listened to and valued’ and only 52% of students 
agreed that ‘It is clear how students’ comments on their 
course are listened to’.

As with Postgraduate Taught students, our Research students 
also score the University less positively on feedback issues 
however we acknowledge that this year’s PRES scores have 
increased, seeing a 2% rise between 2014 and 2015 for ‘the 
final assessment procedures for my degree are clear to 
me’ (76%) and has remained the same for ‘I received an 
appropriate induction to my research degree programme’ 
(74%). Despite these increases our anecdotal evidence 
through PGR Reps and direct contact with students is that 
this area remains an unaddressed issue for some students. 

QUALITY OF FEEDBACK
Regarding the quality of feedback received by students, our 
own internal evidence once again highlights dissatisfaction 
with both the quality of feedback, and the time it takes to 
receive, both for submitted work and exams22. The NSS 2015 
once again demonstrates lower satisfaction in this area 

with just a 1% improvement to 70%23 compared to 2014. 
There has been an overall 8% improvement since NSS 2008 
(62%) and we recognise the hard work that has gone into 
achieving this rise. However, satisfaction in this area remains 
significantly lower than in others. 

This, coupled with the recent results of the BSS 2015, where 
satisfaction scores are at 63%, demonstrate that more could 
be done across the University to fully develop and improve 
the feedback that our students receive. It is positive to see 
that this year’s BSS scores for this section’s average have 
improved by 2%; however it still remains the lowest scoring 
area for student satisfaction across the University. The Guild 
highlighted this as a key area of concern in the 2009 SWS 
and all subsequent Student Voice Reports (2010 – 2015), 
and believes that, whilst the positive steps discussed above 
have been welcomed, we have not yet seen the strategic 
approach needed to bring these scores in line with overall 
satisfaction.

The University has recently taken a decision to reduce the 
period of time in which work will be returned to students 

from 20 working days to 15. We have concerns over this, 
as evidence proves year on year that many students are 
unhappy with the quality of feedback they receive, rather 
than the timeliness. Moreover, it is currently not uncommon 
in practice for students to receive their work after the 
current deadline of 20 days. We are apprehensive about 
the potential knock on effect this measure will have on 
the quality of feedback received by our students, and we 
remain sceptical that this shorter deadline will be adhered 
to. Feedback should be of the highest quality and scrutiny. 
The imposition of this shorter deadline may prove to be 
impractical and will endanger (rather than support) quality. 
We understand that the University is motivated to fall in line 
with the Russell Group average standard of 15 days, but 
we are not clear on whether this is the best option for our 
students. 

The teaching on 
my course

Assessment and 
feedback

Academic  
support

Organisation and 
management

Learning  
resources

Personal 
development

 NSS 2009 86% 63% 76% 81% 83% 80%

NSS 2010 88% 63% 76% 80% 83% 80%

NSS 2011 87% 62% 74% 78% 77% 80%

NSS 2012 90% 66% 80% 80% 81% 83%

NSS 2013 90% 68% 81% 80% 84% 82%

NSS 2014 90% 69% 83% 82% 84% 83%

NSS 2015 91% 70% 83% 82% 84% 83%

Our Themes: Feedback & Assessment

That each College develop a ‘Student Engagement 
Strategy’ that incorporates a clear vision for supporting 
and developing student engagement on a day to day 
basis with specific approaches and opportunities for 
student feedback, a College procedure for feeding 
back to students and specific processes for student 
consultation. This should include the University working 
with the Guild on the Student Engagement Strategy. 

For the University to make a strong commitment to 
detailed and thorough feedback for students and 
for this to be disseminated through the Colleges and 
Schools. The Guild believes the University must put 
provisions in place to help lecturers commit to the new 
deadline and use this year as a trial period for the new 
15 day deadline. 

That the University continue to consult with the Guild in 
the development and implementation of the new Policy 
on Major Changes, and any further alterations to this 
policy. 

At the time of writing, the Guild has been in regular 
consultation with the University on this policy and a 
meeting was held on 21/10/15 in which the Guild and the 
University provisionally agreed on the new document, 
subject to its wording. The Guild will have the necessary 
involvement in all new changes that come under the 
definition and we implore the University to ensure the 
policy is strictly adhered to across the institution.

We are also aware of rising cohort sizes and the need for 
the University to provide additional resources to those 
schools and departments with particularly large (and 
unplanned for) student intakes. Our evidence suggests that 
an increasing number of students see rise in cohort size as 
the reason for a decline in the quality of education and 
feedback that they receive24. 

A common misconception is that opportunities to provide 
feedback, and see its impact, are more important for non 
final years. We believe this is not wholly accurate. Whilst the 

opportunity to provide feedback may be more important 
to non-final year students, actual feedback on work and 
assessment is far more crucial to final year students. We 
encourage the University to take this into consideration 
when planning University-wide strategies around student 
feedback and the targeting of key messages and resources 
in the future. It is also worth noting here that University has 
recently developed a new Student Engagement strategy, 
and we are keen to see how this positively impacts upon 
the experience of students.

POLICY ON CONSULTING STUDENTS ABOUT MAJOR CHANGES
Student consultation around major changes is a key 
component of a modern and engaging University. It was 
disappointing to see last year that changes to the College 
of Medical and Dental Sciences (MDS) were proposed and 
approved without sufficient student consultation. Following 
the involvement of the Guild and the representative bodies 
within the College, this has now been somewhat mitigated 
but we believe that the University policy on these changes25 
was not followed as closely as it could have been. Similar 
problems regarding student consultation were also noted 
when changes were proposed to College of Engineering 
and Physical Science (EPS) courses earlier this year. While 
this process started positively, we have raised concerns 
regarding a number of elements of the later stages of  
the consultation.

This policy is currently under review, and the Guild, at the 
time of writing, has been in regular consultation with the 
University on this. A meeting was held on 21/10/15 in which 

the Guild and the University provisionally agreed on key 
changes to the policy, with a view to ensuring a full and 
comprehensive consultation is undertaken in the event of 
major changes being proposed. This example of a strong 
partnership and working relationship between the Guild 
and the University demonstrates how both organisations 
can create the best outcome from students when  
working together. 

We are confident that the Guild will have the necessary 
involvement in all new changes that come under the 
definition and expect the University to ensure the policy 
is strictly adhered to across the institution. We believe 
that being able to engage in proper consultation is a 
fundamental right within Higher Education and we ask the 
University to ensure that any further proposed changes to 
this policy are made in full consultation with the Guild and 
the student body. 

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS: 

University of Birmingham

22 SSC Annual Reports 2013-15
23 NSS 2014 & 2015

24 ISB 2014 & ISB 2015, NSS 2015 Student Comments - Cohort Size Filter
25 Policy on Consulting Students about Major Changes 2014/15
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POSTGRADUATE REPRESENTATION

There are over 13,000 Postgraduate students at the University, including around 4,500 
Postgraduate Researchers (PGR)26 and around 8,700 Postgraduate Taught (PGT) students27. 
This means that almost 40% of the student population at the University are Postgraduates.

In comparison to the overall student satisfaction scores seen 
in the NSS and BSS, the PTES and PRES surveys have reported 
an average 5% lower score in student satisfaction in the 
past two years28. This suggests that Postgraduate students 
at the University have a less positive student experience, 
when compared to their undergraduate counterparts. It is 
also worth noting that around 52% of PGT and around 25% 
of PGR students are part-time and, furthermore, over 65% 
of PGT students and over 75% of PGR students are classed 
as mature students29. These groups traditionally have little 
to no involvement with the Guild. This has the potential to 
impact negatively upon their student experience as they 
may be unaware or unable to access student support and 
enrichment services in the Guild.

2
University of BirminghamOur Themes: Postgraduate Representation

REPRESENTATION OF POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS
There are specific problems with representation of PGRs 
who, due to their teaching responsibilities, play a key role 
in the Birmingham student experience and should be fully 
supported to conduct both their research projects and 
staff roles. The Guild has spoken at length to PGR students 
as part of the Student Representation System consultation, 
which led to the creation of a new, separate Student 
Representation model for research students, which is 
currently in its first year of implementation30 (see below). In 
an attempt to gather as much fresh information as possible 
during the development of this model, we engaged PGRs 
through other initiatives such as Speak Week, College 
Education Executives, Student Reps Survey, one-to-one 
contact and the Postgraduate and Mature Students 
Association (PGMSA). 

Postgraduate representation is an area of work that a large 
number of institutions and Unions struggle with. The different 
needs and expectations of Postgraduates are complex 
and require a dedicated and flexible support framework. 
What is clear to us now is that to effectively support and 
listen to Postgraduates within the University of Birmingham, 
there was a clear need for a new Student Representation 
System Framework. Only 62% of the respondents within PRES 
2015 agreed that they were satisfied that the institution 
values and responds to feedback from research degree 
students. Due to the fundamental differences in experience 
between taught and research students, we believe that a 
specific tailored approach for PGRs is the most effective 
way of improving their experience in this area.

26 PGR Grouping Demographics Reports
27 PGT Grouping Demographics Report

28 NSS, BSS, PTES, PRES – Overall Satisfaction Scores 
29 PGT & PGR Grouping Demographics Reports

30 UEC 15 06 04 Student Representation Evaluation & UEC 15 06 03 Student Representation Taught and Research Model

Postgraduate 
Taught  
(PGT)

Postgraduate 
Researchers  

(PGR)

Undergraduate 
Students Postgraduate Research Rep Model

Graduate School 
Management Board 

Guild Education Officer /  
Postgraduate Officer and 

College Reps 

University Research 
Committee and  

Knowledge Transfer 
Committee

Guild Education Officer 
and Postgraduate Officer

University Level  
Meetings

College PGR  
Committee

College Reps /  
School Reps 

College Level 
 Meetings

School PGR  
Committee

School Rep and  
Senior Rep

School Level  
Meetings

Student  
Cohort

Student  
Forums

Senior Rep

Student Reps
Student Level  

Meetings
Staff Student  

Committee (SSC)

2726



University of BirminghamOur Themes: Postgraduate RepresentationUniversity of Birmingham

POSTGRADUATE STUDENT CONCERNS
A number of important issues were raised through the 
various feedback initiatives mentioned above, as well as 
through student surveys such as PRES and PTES, around 
support provision at institutional level, the lack of availability 
of comprehensive information and a strong desire to see 
the support and operational processes joined up across the 
University31. 

Following analysis of the most recent PRES results in 2015, it 
is clear that the University performs least well in the areas of 
research culture, professional development and support for 
teaching32. When compared to other Russell Group scores 
the University underperforms in all of these areas, with this 
correlating strongly with overall satisfaction. This is echoed in 
the scores received from PGRs on the various opportunities 
they experienced during their time at Birmingham. For 
example, only 29% of PRES respondents agreed they had 
received advice on career options at Birmingham whilst 
only 13% had taken part in a placement or internship. 

We have received most feedback regarding support for 
teaching. Concerns have been raised around ‘Teaching 
Assistant Contracts’ and the lack of University-wide 
detailed information around this. Whilst there are few issues 
recorded with the roles themselves, a large number of 
students reported confusion around the number of hours 
that PGRs can teach, with students reporting a range of 
between 6 and 15 hours as being the allowed maximum. 
We understand that many students are permitted to work 
up to 48 hours per week averaged over 17 weeks (in line with 
the Working Time Directive), but this is variable depending 
on a student’s funding, as some funders impose restrictions 
significantly below the legal maximum. However, this is 
not clearly understood by our students. Clear information 
on the maximum number of permissible hours for each 
programme of study, and the reasons for this restriction, is 
needed. 

Concerns have also been raised regarding the processes 
by which teaching roles are assigned, as this appears to 
vary across each College and School. One Student Rep 
from the Business School highlighted that it is the Student 
Reps themselves who draw up a rota, compared with 
another School in which an administrative staff member is 
in place to oversee allocation33. We understand that the 
University does not consider this to be best practice, but the 
approach is not currently consistent across the institution. 
The Student Voice Reports in 2013, 2014 and 2015 have all 
raised the issue of supporting PGRs who teach, particularly 
with regards to creating a Postgraduate community 
and ensuring the dissemination of correct and relevant 
information. 

Student Reps from various Schools have also highlighted 
significant HR issues, focussing particularly on issues of 
induction, contracts, payment, and payment systems. 
There have been different processes and systems operating 
across the University and this has caused confusion and 
stress for those students affected. Student Reps in the 
Business School have made a number of comments that the 
transfer of contract management from Work Link to Eploy 
was very stressful. Student Reps in Biosciences have spoken 
about issues with receiving payment for work delivered 
and a number of Reps across various schools have also 
raised concerns regarding the operation of three different 
payment systems, particularly as payment can be received 
from any of these systems. The Guild is aware of steps being 
taken by the University to resolve these issues including (as 
of Summer 2015) moves to employ all students working 
in the University through Worklink in the first instance. We 
commend these steps and welcome further dissemination 
of information around payments and processes. 

Student Reps in the College of Arts and Law have raised 
concerns about the quality of induction processes34 and 
the lack of coordination across the College for students 
new to teaching roles. They felt that this was unfair when 
compared to the full induction and residential training that 
the College of Life and Environmental Sciences offers its 
new students. Throughout our engagement, it was evident 
that the University should review the support provisions in 
place across each College. Whilst there are examples of 
good practice across the University, such as the School 
of Social Policy introducing mentoring for PGR students35, 
there are distinct support needs that need to be centralised 
through joined up administration and operational planning. 
The introduction of specific staffing and easily identifiable 
support teams would enable this. 

Concerns around a lack of appropriate PGR workspace 
were highlighted in the Student Voice Reports in 2013, 
2014 and 2015. Whilst this has been a point of discussion 
across the University, the Guild believes further work is 
needed in this area to improve spaces for PGR students 
and to take into consideration the needs and worries of 
this student community. The Guild welcomes the recent 
investment in Westmere, a new University Graduate 
School (UGS) building, which opened in October 2015. 
This is an undoubtedly positive move towards a dedicated 
Postgraduate community space. However, as we have 
been told that 95 PGRs from the College of Arts and Law 
PGR have been allocated desks at this site, we believe this 
will impact on other PGRs being able to use the space. We 
acknowledge that space will remain an issue on a campus-
based University and welcome the opportunity to work  
with together with the University in the future to help tackle 
some of these issues. 

Our Themes: Postgraduate Representation University of Birmingham

31 Student Voice Report 2015
32 Graduate School Management Board PRES Report, July 2015

33 Student Voice Report 2015 
34 Student Voice Report 2015

That the University should evaluate and recommend 
areas for improvement to the current support provisions 
available across each College for Postgraduate students. 
The evaluation should consider: staff support, workspace, 
an allocation system for teaching assistant roles, payment 
processes, induction processes and the information made 
available to students.

The Guild also asks the University to work in partnership 
with us in our efforts to better support and engage with 
postgraduate students, by collaborating on enhanced 
Postgraduate Representation and campaigns. 

THE GUILD’S INTERACTION WITH POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS
We wish to recognise and highlight the Postgraduate 
experience as an area in which we need to cultivate a 
stronger understanding. We are currently in the process 
of implementing a new, separate student representative 
model for Postgraduate Researchers which will include 
relevant activities and mechanisms to ensure that we 
deliver a service that meets the needs of these students. 

Of the Postgraduate students that do engage with the 
Guild, around 670 are members of Student Groups, out 
of around 7800 members36 and there are a total of 115 
members of the Postgraduate and Mature Students 
Association37 (which is intended to represent the opinions 
of over 13,000 Postgraduates). There were no Postgraduate 
students elected to the reserved Postgraduate places 
on Guild Council last year38 but there are around 259 
Postgraduate student reps39. The largest interaction that 
the Guild has with Postgraduate students is through 
the Advice and Representation Centre (ARC). For the 

academic year 2013/14 there were 610 diagnostic 
enquires from Postgraduate students, 710 online queries 
from Postgraduate students and 126 casework cases for 
Postgraduate students40.

The proportion of ARC queries identified as Postgraduate is 
directly proportionate to the demographic of the student 
population. When compared with other Guild services, 
Postgraduates are most engaged in the ARC,  suggesting 
that there is a clear demand for representation and support 
from Postgraduate students. We believe this increasing 
proportion of Postgraduate students identifying issues 
through the ARC41 may indicate the lack of a Postgraduate 
support network from the University. Furthermore, many 
Postgraduate issues are related to supervision concerns 
and problems with supervisors, suggesting that the 1-2-1 
support that Postgraduates are receiving is not adequate 
for their welfare needs.

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS:

37 Association Grouping Demographics Report, 2015
38 Guild Councillor Election Report Nov 2014

39 BOXI Report 2015
40 ARC Impact Report 2013/14

35 College of Social Sciences SCC annual reporting, 2015
36 Societies Grouping Demographics Report, 2015

41 ARC Impact Reports 2009-15 
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BME STUDENTS’ ATTAINMENT 

Across the Higher Education sector, there is evidence of a gap in attainment between 
White and Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) students. Nationally, in 2013 the average 
gap was 18%, falling to 12% in the Russell Group42. This is a complex issue and does not 
stand independently of wider inequalities in society. However, we believe that the HE 
sector has a significant role to play in promoting equality of opportunity and success, 

and that Birmingham has potential to take a leading role in this.

The picture at Birmingham in 2013/14 was of an 11.5% 
difference between White and Black and Minority Ethnic 
(BME) students gaining a first or upper second degree 
classification43. This score then varied across the five 
colleges at Birmingham, ranging from 9% – 16% and within 
schools this varied from 6% to 24%. 

Whilst Birmingham’s data shows a gap that is lower than 
average - and the University should be applauded for the 
work that has taken place over recent years to achieve this 
- we would like to see an additional commitment to leading 
the higher education sector and work towards eradicating 
this gap at Birmingham.

Our analysis of the 2014 NSS highlighted some striking 
differences in student satisfaction between Black and White 
students. However, the 2015 NSS results have shown a clear 
improvement in this area, which is commendable. In terms 
of ‘Overall Satisfaction’ the University scored 88% in 2015. 
However, when only Black student responses are taken 
into account, this score falls to 86%. This is much improved 
when compared to 2014, where ‘Overall Satisfaction’ of 
all Birmingham students was 89%, with Black students only 
scoring at 81%. If we delve deeper into the NSS, we see 
larger satisfaction differences between Black and White 
students, with Black students being significantly less satisfied 
with their teaching experiences, feedback and academic 
support. Notable examples here are:

3

 STAFF 
HAVE MADE 
THE SUBJECT 

INTERESTING 

9% 
DIFFERENCE

 STAFF ARE 
GOOD AT 

EXPLAINING 
THINGS 

5% 
DIFFERENCE

 THE CRITERIA 
USED IN MARKING 
HAVE BEEN CLEAR 

IN ADVANCE 

6% 
DIFFERENCE

University of BirminghamOur Themes: BME Students’ Attainment 

It is worth noting that the number of respondents for Black 
students has for the last couple of years been between 80 
and 100 students with the total BME populations within the 
NSS normally within the low hundreds. This means that it 
would not take much for the satisfaction scores to change 
significantly for BME responses compared with White 
students that respond in the 1000’s. Another factor which 
could contribute to the issue of obtaining accurate and 
representative data from BME students is that for example 
in NSS 2015 there are around 500 students identified as 
‘ethnicity not known’ in the data.

Again, it should be noted with this data only black students 
and white students have been separated for analysis, 
and the Guild fully recognises the complexity of the issues 
surrounding BME attainment gap and BME students gaining 
access to and studying within HE institutions. 

The University has taken some active steps to address 
this issue, including the launch of the BME ambassador 
scheme in partnership with the NUS Black Students’ Officer, 
who is a former Birmingham student. The Provost of the 
University acts as the institution’s Equality Champion, and 
a Deputy Pro-Vice Chancellor for Equality has recently 
been appointed. The University Executive Board (UEB) is 
in ongoing discussions to establish practical methods for 
lowering gaps in attainment. We commend them on this 
action, and hope to see continued expansion of this work.

There should be no attainment gap at the University on 
the basis of personal characteristics, and we believe that 
Birmingham can be at the forefront of ensuring equality for 
all students.

That the University should continue to acknowledge the 
BME attainment gap at a strategic level and launch a 
comprehensive programme of research and analysis to 
fully understand the current picture at Birmingham, utilising 
staff and student perceptions and experiences to identify 
key challenges and opportunities for development. Taking 

the voice of BME students into account is vital in this work 
and it is recommended that a staff – student working group 
is created to review current institutional strategies, policies 
and practices that seek to address student success and set 
out key recommendations and actions for implementation.

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS: 

42 The ethnicity attainment gap, UEC paper 14.10.03  
43 The ethnicity attainment gap, UEC paper 14.10.03
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WI-FI AND STUDY SPACE
ACCESS TO IT FACILITIES

Access to excellent IT has become an expectation of the 
full University experience. In a modern world, where almost 
every student has access to multiple devices and social 
platforms, the University must ensure that the quality and 
availability of basics such as Wi-Fi, software programmes, 
e-mails and cloud based storage is guaranteed and 
consistently delivered. Students in 2015 expect their access 
to be easy, unhindered and constant. The most recent BSS 
results highlighted a one per cent drop to 80% for the question 
‘I have been able to access general IT resources when I 
needed to’ (See table below). Whilst a single percentage 
drop is not hugely significant, it does highlight the fact that 
only four in five students are satisfied with their access to 
general IT resources. This satisfaction score drops to a very 

concerning 56% for the question ‘sufficient computers are 
available for me to use on campus’ and to 65% for ‘sufficient 
printers are available for me to use on campus’. 

It has long been argued that students’ use of computers 
is in decline as students now have access to a number 
of their own devices. Whilst this is predominantly the case 
across the student body, our direct evidence44 suggests 
that students still expect to be able to access computers 
to complete the necessary work to fulfil their programme 
expectations and that access to tablets or smart phones 
is not the same as access to a fully set up computer and 
workstation.

4
Our Themes: Wi-Fi and Study Space

WI-FI ON CAMPUS
Access to Wi-Fi is a major concern across the University, 
as demonstrated through the recent eight per cent drop 
to a 52% satisfaction rate within the most recent BSS (See 
table below). This is disappointing and links back to our 
previous comments on student expectations and the 
overall University experience. During our Speak Week 
engagement activity, the topic of Wi-Fi was fifth on the 
list of 16 topics raised, with all comments being negative. 
Issues raised have commonly focussed on Wi-Fi not working 
and the lack of signal or connectivity on parts of campus. 

Whilst the Guild is aware of significant steps being taken 
to improve learning resources (and in particular Wi-Fi) 
across campus, we believe this issue needs a more urgent 
response, including a University-wide strategic plan of 
action. We hope that work undertaken this summer to 
improve network resilience and capacity will lead to an 
increased score in this area for 2016.

ACCESS TO LEARNING RESOURCES
Through our conversations this year with Student Reps 
and the student body through Speak Week we know that 
access to learning resources is a key concern45. Specifically, 
a lack of access to specialist equipment and programmes 
was raised consistently by Student Reps and students within 
the College of Engineering and Physical Sciences46. Issues 
ranged from necessary software only being available on 
some computers and computer rooms being frequently 

booked by staff to a general lack of computers for flexible 
student use. The BSS 2015 question ‘I have been able to 
access specialist equipment, facilities and rooms when I 
needed to’ has decreased by one percentage point to 
74%, meaning that one in four students are not satisfied with 
resources available. Another area of decline in the 2015 
BSS was around software availability on campus, further 
compounding the issue of a lack of specialist resources. 

BSS Question 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

The Wi-Fi coverage on 
campus is reliable

 N/A N/A  N/A N/A 60% 52% 

BSS Question 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

I have been able 
to access specialist 

equipment, facilities or 
rooms when I needed to

66% 66% 67% 71% 75% 74% 

The software available on 
campus meets my needs

86% 84% 84% 86% 88% 86% 

44 Speak Week, student comments gathered through ‘Speak Week’ activity, December 2014

45 Speak Week, student comments gathered through ‘Speak Week’ activity, December 2014
46 College of Engineering & Physical Sciences Education Executive, February 2015

BSS Question 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

I have been able to access general IT 
resources when I needed to

73% 71% 71% 76% 81% 80% 

Sufficient computers are available  
for me to use on campus

60% 55% 55% 59% 57% 56% 

Sufficient printers are available for  
me to use on campus

60% 60% 58% 62% 69% 65% 

IT facilities that I use on campus are in good 
working condition (e.g. computers,  

printers, scanners)
87% 87% 82% 87% 89% 86% 

I am able to find a place on campus to plug in 
my laptop/other IT equipment for private study 

when I need to
 N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A 64% 62% 
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STUDY SPACE ON CAMPUS
Student feedback gathered by the Guild across this year 
tells us that space is not being effectively utilised and 
students continue to find it difficult to easily access the 
space they need to learn, both individually and within 
groups. There has been an ongoing concern with study-
space on campus. The Student Voice Report 2010 cited a 
shift in student concerns from timetabling to study spaces, 
with questions raised about the suitability of rooms and 
issues around booking group study spaces. These concerns 
have been repeated in all Student Voice Reports from 2010 
to 2015. Recently, these concerns further extended into the 
electronic aspects of study space, with a particular focus 
on computer availability. Comments made by students 
throughout Speak Week noted that they need a wider 
variety of study space on campus outside of the library, 
including increased availability of computer study space. 

Moreover, concerns were raised around the lack of group 
study rooms available for use47. The NSS 2015 results also 
show a small decline in positive responses to the statement 
‘I have been able to access general IT resources when I 
needed to’. This statement addresses not the infrastructure 
available, but how available these resources actually are 
to students, re-emphasizing the need for the University to 
readdress its approach to flexible learning spaces. The 
Guild has started to work with the University on this and 
it is a key priority for the current Education Officer. The 
University has been open to discussions in this area and we 
are confident that access to space will be improved. Initial 
steps are being taken to refurbish some areas, expand 
lecture-capture technology and facilitate informal use of 
some learning spaces when available. This ongoing project 
has resulted in the third recommendation below. 

That the University should explore the resource needs 
of students across the individual Colleges and develop 
individual learning resources strategies that take into 
account the individual school and programme-based 
needs, to complement the overall University strategy.

We believe that the University should continue to invest in its 
Wi-Fi resources, ensuring the IT provisions in place are kept 
up-to-date with demands from students. 

Further, that the University should explore the feasibility of 
identifying unused teaching spaces and allowing students 
to access these as additional study spaces. The University 
should also work to ensure adequate informal learning 
spaces and group-learning spaces are created and made 
available to students for flexible use.

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Our Themes: Wi-Fi and Study Space

47 Speak Week, student comments gathered through ‘Speak Week’ activity, December 2014
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JOINT HONOURS STUDENTS
In the Student Voice Report 2014, and in previous reports dating back to 2010, the Guild raised 
concerns with the experience of joint honours students. Joint honours students have consistently 
raised issues at Staff-Student Committee (SSC) meetings, within NSS free text comments and 
in one-to-one direct contact with the Guild. It was encouraging to see that, following the 
recommendations in last year’s report, steps have been taken to improve communication 
between schools and departments. However, the Guild believes more can to be done to ensure 

full parity of experience between joint honours students and those on single subject courses. 

COMMUNICATION
Communication between schools is a key issue and the 
BSS 2015 details that only 32% of joint honours students 
agree that ‘as a joint honours student I am satisfied with 
the communication between departments’48. This has 
only improved by 0.5% on the 2014 BSS results49. There 
are a number of comments in the free text section of 
the NSS50 that are written by dissatisfied joint honours 
students, however the NSS does not specifically ask these 
students for their satisfaction with their joint honours 
course as the BSS does. Most comments relate to a lack 

of communication between Schools and Departments, 
timetabling concerns or restrictions in module choices. 
When dissected further the BSS data shows that one school 
achieved just 11% satisfaction in 2015 in this area and the 
best scores only reached 48% satisfaction. Joint honours 
students also demonstrated a 3% lower satisfaction score 
for ‘the programme is well organised and is running 
smoothly’ when compared to single honours students. 
Below are some of the comments students made in 2015 
NSS regarding communication:

5

 THERE HAS BEEN LITTLE TO NO 
COMMUNICATION BETWEEN 

DEPARTMENTS, WHICH IS FRUSTRATING 
AS A JOINT HONOURS STUDENT. 

 STUDYING JOINT HONOURS SOMETIMES 
MEANS THAT THERE IS MISCOMMUNICATION 
BETWEEN DEPARTMENTS AND THEREFORE THE 
ORGANISATION OF THE COURSE SOMETIMES 

IS NOT AT ITS BEST. 

 DEPARTMENTS DON’T COMMUNICATE 
A LOT WHICH IS BIT RUBBISH FOR JOINT 

HONOURS STUDENTS WHO GET TOLD 
CONTRADICTORY INFORMATION. 

Further anecdotal evidence was gathered on this issue in 
the Student Staff Committee (SSC) annual reporting, with 
specific examples provided below:

• College of Social Sciences annual SSC reporting 
found Joint Honours students raised concerns about 
their timetabling of exams and lectures. Whilst 
acknowledging some improvements are being made, 
the annual reports concluded that these issues remain 
areas of concern, with communication between 
departments for Joint Honours students remaining far 
from perfect51. This is also echoed in the BSS 2015 CoSS 
result for ‘as a joint honours student I am satisfied with 
the communication between departments’ which 
achieved only 27%52.

• College of Life & Environmental Sciences annual SSC 
reporting found Joint Honours students raised issues 
about timetable clashes across multiple disciplines and 
communication issues, including limited information 
available to Joint Honours students (e.g. plagiarism, 
lecture dates, Kinvig)53.

Our own engagement work in 2014/15, undertaken 
through Speak Week, College Education Executives, 
and the Student Reps Survey - has further supported our 
belief that communication and organisational issues for 
joint honours students remains a key issue and should be 
addressed. We are aware of recent work being done to 
improve communication between some specific schools, 
and information pages have been developed on Canvas 
specifically for Joint Honours students, to signpost them to 
support and welfare services. There are pockets of good 
practice around the University, and we are keen to see 
these expanded across the institution.

The issues raised by students about communication 
between Schools and Departments when embarking on 
a joint honours degree also appears to have a knock-on 
effect on timetabling, as detailed below. 

The University should look to further develop and continually 
assess communication plans that clearly outline how joint 

honours programmes and students will be managed and 
supported throughout the duration of their time at University. 

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Our Themes: Joint Honours Students

51 COSS Annual SSC Report 2015 52 BSS 2015 53 LES Annual SSC Report 2015

48 BSS 2015  49 BSS 2014  50 NSS 2015 Joint Honours Comments
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TIMETABLING
T imetabling and submission deadlines continue to be challenging for students 
and departments across the University. Since 2010, students have raised 
concerns to the University via the Student Voice Report and, in 2014, we called 

for assessment deadlines to be spread across a broader period. 

This remains a key issue and, whilst steps have been taken by 
the University to improve this, more needs to be done. We 
believe a University-wide initiative is now needed to ensure that 
Schools and Departments are marrying up their teaching and 
assessment dates with others across the institution. 

The NSS 2015 question ‘the timetable works effectively as 
far as my activities are concerned’ has registered a score 
of 85%, with a consistent score of 84% for the previous three 
years. The BSS 2015 however displayed a lower score of 79%. 

6

Other questions in this NSS section ask: ‘Any changes in the 
course or teaching have been communicated effectively’ and 
‘The course is well organised and is running smoothly’. Responses 

to these questions have remained stable at 81% and 80% 
respectively. We would like to see these scores rise, to reflect the 
University responding to student concerns on this issue. 

Question:  
The timetable works 

efficiently as far as my 
activities are concerned

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

BSS 2015 Scores 81% 81% 81% 81% 79% 79%

NSS 2015 Scores 84% 82% 84% 84% 84% 85%

Our Themes: Timetabling University of Birmingham

Whilst NSS scores in this area are steady and appear at 
a reasonable level, evidence from other sources gives 
us a clear indication that timetabling remains a concern 
for our students. Student feedback through Speak Week, 
the Student Reps Survey and Student Staff Committees 
(SSC) highlights concerns amongst the student body 
around cohort sizes and rising student numbers year–on-
year without additional resourcing for Schools. Anecdotal 
evidence, such as that provided below, shows us that 
timetables across the University are not being shared 
early enough and students often struggle to find out when 
lectures and seminars are to be held:

• College of Life & Environmental Sciences SSC annual 
reports showed students raised issues around deadlines 
being too close together and frustration around 
feedback being varied and inconsistent. Following 
these discussions, Student Reps raised the concern 
that students need quicker access to timetables to 
be able to see updates and react within enough time 
avoid problems with their existing responsibilities or 
workload. 

• College of Social Sciences NSS School Action 
Plan 2014/15 detailed concerns raised about the 
organisation and management in all schools of large 
seminar or lecture sizes with particular focus on clashes 
between timetabling and exams54. 

Exam timetabling is also of concern with students from across 
the University telling us that issues in this area are having a 
significant effect on their ability to perform well. Grouped 
exams are the biggest issues with students relaying that two 
or three exams in two days are too difficult to manage. 
This is especially difficult for joint honours students who are 
facing the added issue of poor communication between 
departments, resulting in frequent grouping of exams.

The issue of ‘bunched’ assessment deadlines and exams 
was discussed with the University during University Education 
Committee (UEC) in June 2015. The University has raised 
concerns that as they increase module choice, it is difficult 
to avoid bunched assessment deadlines. This leads to 
the question of whether students value a broad range of 
module choices or evenly spread assessment deadlines 
and exams most highly.

As this issue continues to be raised annually, it is 
recommended that the University needs to consult with 
students to inform the direction in which improvements may 
be found. We understand that increased module choice 
and flexibility may impact upon timetabling, but we would 
like to see students fully consulted in the development of 
any solution to this issue.

We are aware of challenges faced by the University with 
regards to the availability of teaching space relative to 
class sizes and the need to ensure that spaces are used to 
their maximum efficiency. However, following the creation 
of the Student Voice Report 2015, initial discussions have 
been had regarding possible improvements for 2015/16.

Whilst the University continues to face challenges in resolving 
timetabling issues, clarity of communication to students at 
the beginning of each year can be improved more easily. 
As the demand for variety of learning options continues, 
we believe that it would be a positive step for the University 
to improve communication around assessment submission 
and exam dates at the point of module choice, allowing 
students to make informed decisions around their workload 
at key times in the year. While this would not prevent all 
students from having clusters of exams, and we would not 
want it to be the primary motivation for module selection, it 
would empower students to make decisions and plan their 
time based on realistic expectations. 

That the University should, initially, provide the expected 
assessment timetable for modules prior to the deadline for 
students to indicate their choices. 

Alongside this, we recommend that students are consulted 
widely in the development of an ongoing plan to resolve 
timetabling concerns where possible. 

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS: 

54 NSS (2014 Results) School Action Plans
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There have been some incredibly positive steps taken by the University in response to 
recommendations in both the SWS 2009 and the annual Student Voice Reports. The 
quality of education provided by the University is generally good, with many excellent 

teaching staff across the institution.

The SWS is focussed on continuing issues which have 
repeatedly impacted upon the student experiences in 
recent years. We have also spoken about the needs of 

specific under-represented groups, for which we believe 
the University needs to invest further support. In summary, 
our key recommendations are below.

CONCLUSION

That each College develop a ‘Student Engagement 
Strategy’ that incorporates a clear vision for supporting 
and developing student engagement on a day to day 
basis with specific approaches and opportunities for 
student feedback, a College procedure for feeding 
back to students and specific processes for student 
consultation. This should include the University working 
with the Guild on the Student Engagement Strategy. 

For the University to make a strong commitment to 
detailed and thorough feedback for students and 
for this to be disseminated through the Colleges and 
Schools. The Guild believes the University must put 
provisions in place to help lecturers commit to the new 
deadline and use this year as a trial period for the new 
15 day deadline. 

That the University continue to consult with the Guild in 
the development and implementation of the new Policy 
on Major Changes, and any further alterations to this 
policy. 

At the time of writing, the Guild has been in regular 
consultation with the University on this policy and a 
meeting was held on 21/10/15 in which the Guild and the 
University provisionally agreed on the new document, 
subject to its wording. The Guild will have the necessary 
involvement in all new changes that come under the 
definition and we implore the University to ensure the 
policy is strictly adhered to across the institution.

THEME 1: 
Feedback and Assessment

That the University should evaluate and recommend 
areas for improvement to the current support provisions 
available across each College for Postgraduate students. 
The evaluation should consider: staff support, workspace, 
an allocation system for teaching assistant roles, payment 
processes, induction processes and the information made 
available to students.

The Guild also asks the University to work in partnership 
with us in our efforts to better support and engage with 
Postgraduate students, by collaborating on enhanced 
Postgraduate representation and campaigns.

THEME 2: 
Postgraduate Representation 

That the University should continue to acknowledge the 
BME attainment gap at a strategic level and launch a 
comprehensive programme of research and analysis 
to fully understand the current picture at Birmingham, 
utilising staff and student perceptions and experiences 
to identify key challenges and opportunities for 

development. Taking the voice of BME students into 
account is vital in this work and it is recommended that 
a staff – student working group is created to review 
current institutional strategies, policies and practices 
that seek to address student success and set out key 
recommendations and actions for implementation.

THEME 3: 
BME Students’ Attainment 

That the University should explore the resource needs 
of students across the individual Colleges and develop 
individual learning resources strategies that take into 
account the individual school and programme-based 
needs, to complement the overall University strategy.

We believe that the University should continue to invest in its 
Wi-Fi resources, ensuring the IT provisions in place are kept 
up-to-date with demands from students. 

Further, that the University should explore the feasibility of 
identifying unused teaching spaces and allowing students 
to access these as additional study spaces. The University 
should also work to ensure adequate informal learning 
spaces and group-learning spaces are created and made 
available to students for flexible use.

THEME 4: 
Wi-Fi and Study Space

That the University should look to create communication 
plans that clearly outline how joint honours programmes 

and students will be managed and supported 
throughout the duration of their time at University. 

THEME 5: 
Joint Honours Students

That the University should, initially, provide the expected 
assessment timetable for modules prior to the deadline 
for students to indicate their choices. Alongside 

this, we ask that students are consulted widely in the 
development of an ongoing plan to resolve timetabling 
concerns where possible.

THEME 6: 
Timetabling

We intend to share the outcomes of the QAA HER with 
students via online methods for the first time, and we hope 
to increase student engagement with this process by doing 
this. We are working hard in partnership with the University 
to engage more students as active participants in their 
academic experience, and sharing evidenced concerns 
and positive developments is a key part of developing our 
work in this area.

We see this review as a valuable opportunity to reflect on 
the University’s current efforts to provide an exceptional 
learning experience and we look forward to working with 
the University to enhance the education and experience 
of students in the coming years. 

Conclusion
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APPENDIX A:
PARTNERSHIP 

PROJECTS

STUDENT REPRESENTATION SYSTEM (SRS)
The Student Representation System (SRS) has been a long-
running partnership project between the University and 
the Guild, and one of which we are incredibly proud of. In 
2014/15, the Guild proposed wide scale amendments and 
developments to the then titled ‘Student Reps Scheme’ 
across the University, in an effort to drive forward the 
scheme’s effectiveness and fundamentally change (and 
improve!) our levels of engagement. The major change 
to the system was the adoption of a tiered framework of 
representation that would sit above the current structures 
within each School and College, guaranteeing a minimum 
level of representation at every level of decision making 
across the University. As part of this recommendation a new, 
specific ‘Research Model of Representation’ was proposed 
(sitting alongside a ‘Taught Model of Representation’), to 
allow for the different issues and needs of Research and 
Taught students to be fed up and down the relevant 
University governance structures. 

We have also implemented a number of other initiatives 
to complement the new framework - including developing 
a clear and consistent ‘Student Reps’ brand, introducing 
incentives for Student Reps who take on additional 
responsibilities (i.e. Senior Reps, School Reps and College 
Reps), implementing a training and skills development 
programme for Reps and new, exciting ‘Rep Engagement’ 
initiatives such as Speak Week, College Education 
Executives and Birmingham’s first regional Education 
Representation Conference. 

In 2014/15, a key measure of success for the Guild’s 
‘Improving the academic and learning experience’ 
Strategic Plan theme was to implement 100 changes as a 
result of the SRS. Over the past year, we have recorded over 
120 changes that have been made through student-led 
activity via the SRS, demonstrating the impact this system 
can now achieve. These changes ranged from improving 
accessibility by introducing breaks into two hour lectures to 
altering assessment deadlines to avoid clustering. Here’s 
what some of our Student Reps said about their experiences 
of the SRS last year:

 FROM THE EXPERIENCE OF BEING A SCHOOL 
REP, I HAVE LEARNT INVALUABLE LESSONS 
REGARDING LIAISING AND COMMUNICATING 
WITH A VARIETY OF PEOPLE. I HAVE ALSO BEEN 
INVOLVED IN A NUMBER OF FOCUS GROUPS, AND 
MADE A POSITIVE IMPACT ON MY COURSE. 

 TOGETHER WITH THE UNIVERSITY I HAVE MET AND 
DISCUSSED POINTS SUCH AS HOW STAFF-STUDENT 
COMMITTEE MEETINGS CAN RUN MORE EFFECTIVELY, 
HOW THE AGENDA ITEMS ARE BEST ADDRESSED 
WITHIN THE MEETING AND THE MOST EFFICIENT WAY 
STUDENTS CAN COLLECT AND COMMUNICATE ANY 
FEEDBACK THEY MAY HAVE. 

 MY EXPERIENCE OF BEING A STUDENT CHAIR HAS 
BEEN FANTASTIC. I FOUND THE FIRST FEW MEETINGS 
I DID REALLY NERVE WRACKING, AND STILL GET 
NERVOUS NOW, BUT I AM SO GRATEFUL FOR THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO IMPROVE MY CONFIDENCE IN  
A FORMAL MEETING SITUATION. 

The Guild and University have worked hard over the past 
12 months to ensure the successful implementation of all 
recommendations. The Student Representation System 
Advisory Board, chaired jointly by the Education Officer 
and Pro-Vice Chancellor for Education and comprised of 
relevant staff and elected students, oversees the scheme, 
ensuring it is well managed and is achieving its key aims. We 
are pleased with the new Student Representation System 
and would like to thank the University for working with us in 
such a positive way. We look forward to developing these 
exciting initiatives in future years. 

   

Appendix A: Partnership Projects
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OUTSTANDING TEACHING AWARDS

The Outstanding Teaching Awards, launched in 2014/15, 
are a joint venture between the Guild and the University, 
and seek to recognise and reward one member of staff 
from each College for delivering outstanding teaching that 
inspires student learning. The recipients of the awards are 
nominated by the student body and are then shortlisted 
and chosen by a panel of Student Reps, Staff and Directors 
of Education. This year, awards were made to each 
recipient at one of their College’s Degree Congregations 
in July. The Guild received 389 nominations during the eight 
week nomination period in 2014/15, which is exceptionally 
positive considering this was our pilot year. 

This joint project has been extremely 
successful and something we are 
very proud to have worked on. 
The University and the Guild were 
very impressed with the role that 
each of the Student Reps had in 
the shortlisting process. All of the 
Student Reps that participated in 
2014/15 were fully engaged and each nomination was 
given careful thought and consideration. This was a great 
way of engaging students in the positive aspects of their 
learning experience, and we look forward to working with 
the University on bigger and better Outstanding Teaching 
Awards next year. 

NOT ON CAMPAIGN
Not On is a joint campaign, launched by the Guild and 
the University, to raise awareness about sexual harassment 
issues on campus and in our community. This campaign 
was implemented in response to National Union of 
Students’ (NUS) research into ‘lad culture’ and sexual 
harassment on University campuses across the country. 
The aim of the campaign is to promote an environment 
in which sexual harassment of any kind is deemed to be 
wholly unacceptable and to enable students to have the 
knowledge, ability and confidence to report and take 
action against all forms of sexual harassment.

Alongside the University of Birmingham, we launched this 
campaign with a video and statements posted online, 
committing to tackling sexual harassment and creating 
an inclusive and welcoming community. As part of this 
campaign, which is now in its second year, the Guild and 
University encourages all students and staff to challenge 
behaviours around them and to sign the ‘Not On’ pledge. 
Over 500 people have now signed the pledge, thereby 
committing to educating themselves and to making 
a positive contribution to a safe campus environment. 
Inclusion of ‘Not On’ materials in Welcome Week materials 
and Birmingham enrolment was also a 

positive enhancement in 2015/16, and we look forward to 
further working with the University on innovative ways to 
progress this important campaign. Here’s what Daisy, our 
Representation & Resources Officer 2015/16, has to say 
about this campaign:

 

 Following shocking statistics from the NUS which say that 
1 in 7 women students will be seriously sexually assaulted 
during their time at University, we launched the Not On 
campaign against sexual harassment in February 2015. 
The campaign is a joint partnership between the Guild 
and the University, and we are striving to eliminate sexual 
harassment on our campus. Together, we have worked 
to train student staff in how to manage reports of sexual 
harassment, created online resources on the campaign 
to be accessed by university staff, and promoted the 
campaign to thousands of students during Welcome Week, 
raising awareness of what sexual harassment is and the 
fact that it will not be tolerated. This year, we have also 
developed a Not On working group to make sure that the 

campaign will continue to grow.  

IT’S

Sign the pledge at 
guildofstudents.com/NotOn

IT’S

IN OUR LAW SCHOOL
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Roberto 
Sorrentino

Housing & 

Community Officer

RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS SCHEME

Residents’ Associations (RAs) providing representation and 
key social activities for residents in halls, are supported by a 
dedicated staff member working within the Guild and are 
resourced directly by Birmingham. Strong links between the 
project coordinator, the Housing and Community Officer 
and the accommodation management team are essential 
to the success of this support and these relationships are 
collaborative and effective. 

RA volunteers have worked successfully alongside site 
management, site staff and residents to create some 
fantastic events, and to ensure that all residents have the 
most positive experience possible in the University’s halls 
of residence. From large scale BBQs, festivals, sporting 
events, fun days and much more, residents have had more 
opportunities than ever to bond with each other and their 
residences. RAs have also worked hard to ensure that 
students’ safety and enjoyment is a top priority – for example, 
the Liberty Court Residents’ Association successfully 
campaigned to get a new crossing installed outside the 
hall to maximise their students’ road safety. Where halls 
have been undergoing building developments, residents 
have benefited from their RAs’ ability to communicate with 
site management on their behalf - recent examples include 
work undertaken at Aitken Hall in 2014 and Chamberlain 
Hall in 2015. Support and communication from both the 
University and the RA Scheme through the Guild resulted in 
greater student satisfaction. 

The University has played a fundamental role in supporting 
the scheme, giving advice on residential issues, support 
with events and use of communal space, ensuring 
residents get value for money at RA events (for example, 
bar and food prices) and much more. Via the RA 
scheme, the Guild has helped to support the University 
with addressing student queries, controlling the flow of 
questions and feedback from residents to staff, increasing 
the use of communal spaces and on-site facilities in 
residences, and financial support.                                         

Volunteering as part of a Residents’ Association gives 
students the chance to develop and learn new skills, 
and in recent years we have seen a strong trend in these 
volunteers progressing into broader representative roles, 
including Full-Time Officer positions.

We look forward to continuing to develop the scheme’s 
relationship with the University for years to come.

Here’s what Roberto, our Housing & Community  
Officer 2015/16, says about the RA Scheme:

 

 The RA Scheme has only been positive in my life at 
University. When I first moved into Jarratt Hall my flatmates 
and I did not have much in common so it was hard to 
engage with them. The RAs at the time reassured me that 
there would be a free pizza event that evening where I 
could meet some new people which certainly put me at 
ease at one of the most daunting times of my life. At that 
event, I met some great people who turned out to be my 
future housemates and best friends who I now live with 
both in second and third year. This just shows that the 
scheme funded by the University can play such a pivotal 
role in someone’s life by giving students the opportunity 
to meet new people at some of the great events that 
the RAs coordinate. Since then and as a result of seeing 
the positive impact of the scheme first hand I decided 
to stand in the elections to be part of Jarratt Hall RA 
which was an amazing experience influencing so many 
residents’ lives and meeting new fantastic people along 
the way. I appreciated and valued the scheme so much 
so that I decided to run for an Officer position at the Guild 
of Students which had the most to do with the scheme so 
I could help promote and improve an already incredibly 
positive scheme which only improves student satisfaction 

at their time at University of Birmingham.  

Residents’
Associations

University of BirminghamAppendix A: Partnership Projects
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STUDENT MENTOR SCHEME
The Student Mentor Scheme is delivered by the Guild 
in partnership with Hospitality and Accommodation 
Services (HAS), and is managed through a Service Level 
Agreement. The purpose of the Student Mentor Scheme 
is to provide advice and guidance to students living in 
University residences. The Scheme helps with a wide range 
of issues including shared living and accommodation-
related issues, academic matters, financial matters and the 
general wellbeing of students whilst studying and living at 
the University. The Scheme consists of core staff (Student 
Support Advisors) who support a team of 12 paid student 
mentors.

The Student Mentor Scheme employs a Welcome Team 
of 200 students who help to move new students into their 
accommodation. This academic year, they helped to 
move approximately 6000 students in, across 8 sites and 
over 3 days. Over Welcome Week, the Scheme runs a 
series of non-alcoholic events designed to support students 
through the transitional University arrivals period. During 
Welcome Week 2015, over a thousand students attended 
events such as a Mocktail & Casino night, Quiz night and an 
International & Postgraduate Welcome Evening. 

The Student Mentor Scheme supports students throughout 
the year: during the academic year 2014/15, the Scheme 
dealt with 368 individual cases where students required 
specific support. The Scheme also deals with some complex 
student cases - for example supporting flat mates following 
the death of a student. In addition, the Scheme delivers a 
variety of campaigns targeting key issues that are relevant 
to the wellbeing of all students, such as housing, extenuating 
circumstances and exam stress. The housing campaign 
provides information to students before they move into the 
private rented sector. The House Hunting Information Day 
held in November 2014 attracted over 1000 students, and 
a further 300+ students attended a series of mixing events 
designed to help them find flatmates.

Here are some of the things students living in accommodation 
have said about this scheme:

 I JUST WANTED TO THANK YOU FOR ALL 
THAT YOU DID FOR ME - YOU REALLY HELPED ME 
THROUGH A DIFFICULT TIME, AND I CAN’T EXPRESS 
HOW GRATEFUL I AM. NOT ONLY DID YOU HELP 
ME IN THE SESSION, BUT YOU WENT BEYOND THAT 
AND CONTINUOUSLY CHECKED ON HOW I WAS 
AND EVEN OFFERED TO MEET ME OUTSIDE OF  
THE OFFICE HOURS SHOULD I FEEL THAT THERE  
WAS ANYTHING MORE TO DISCUSS. 

 OUR FLAT SITUATION SEEMS TO BE GETTING 
A LOT BETTER FOLLOWING THE FLAT MEDIATION. 
THE GUYS FROM DOWNSTAIRS NOW USUALLY 
STAY DOWNSTAIRS AND OUR FLATMATE VISITS 
THEM INSTEAD WHICH IS GOOD, AND I FEEL THAT 
THIS HAS ALLOWED US TO BE FRIENDS WITH THEM 
BECAUSE WE’RE NOT HAVING TO ASK THEM TO BE 
QUIET OR CLEAN UP ANYMORE. THANK YOU FOR 
ALL YOUR SUPPORT, IT REALLY HAS HELPED! 

 THANK YOU FOR TODAY. IT’S FILLED ME  
WITH A LOT OF CONFIDENCE THAT THERE IS  
SUPPORT FOR ME HERE. 

 I REALLY ENJOYED THEIR EVENTS IN FRESHERS 
WEEK BECAUSE I MET PEOPLE LIKE ME WHO DON’T 
WANT TO DRINK EXCESSIVELY.  

 (HAS RESIDENTS SURVEY 2014)

 IN MY FIRST FEW WEEKS OF FIRST YEAR, IT 
[STUDENT MENTOR SCHEME] WAS ONE OF THE KEY 
FACTORS IN HELPING ME GET USED TO CERTAIN 
ASPECTS OF LIFE AT UNIVERSITY.  

(HAS RESIDENTS SURVEY 2014)

 CAN I SAY THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT 
OVER THE INCIDENT [STUDENT DEATH] AND 
SUPPORT FOR THE STUDENTS AT CHAMBERLAIN. IT 
WAS GREATLY APPRECIATED FROM NOT ONLY THE 
STUDENTS BUT ALSO THE VILLAGE TEAM.  

 (VALE VILLAGE MANAGER)

Advice
& Guidance
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Rémy 
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Sports Officer

UB SPORT
Over the past few years, the Guild and the University have 
formed a very positive partnership with regards to UB Sport. 
A number of different and innovative schemes and projects 
have been run with involvement from both the Guild and 
University resulting in some big successes in this area. Free 
fitness classes have been run at the Guild by University of 
Birmingham Sport (UB Sport) to try to increase participation 
in classes. 

These activities resulted in over 300 attendees throughout 
the year, which is incredibly positive to see. University 
residences also introduced intra-mural sport, run by UB Sport 
in partnership with the Guild, helping organise competitive 
sports whilst also feeding into another successful partnership, 
the Residents’ Associations. 

The Guild is also excited to be involved, along with the 
University, on the Project Task Group created to oversee 
UB Sport in the newly developed Sports Centre. This new 

development will reflect Birmingham’s status as one of the 
top three universities for sport in the UK. The new Sports 
Centre will enable us to engage with even more people 
throughout Birmingham and beyond, both students and 
the wider community, with the new centre having triple the 
capacity of the current facilities.

Here’s what Remy, our Sports Officer 2015/16, has to say on 
our relationship with UB Sport:

 The relationship between myself as a representative 
of the Guild and students in general and UB Sport is great. 
Sitting on the management team allows the student voice 
to be heard and actually listened to, ideas are taken on 
board and acted on, allowing a healthy relationship 
between students and UB Sport. It echoes their mantra of 
sport run by students for students.  

EMPLOYABILITY
In the current economic climate, it is not surprising 
that student employability is at the heart of the Higher 
Education agenda. It is also central to the Guild’s Strategic 
Plan, and as such, one of our five key priorities over the 
next three years is to ensure that students are ‘developing 
skills and increasing their employability’. We undertook 
major consultation when finalising our Strategic Plan and 
we found that our students don’t expect us to duplicate 
services (such as careers support) that are already offered 
by the University. Instead, students wanted to see the Guild 
as part of a wider employability agenda, supporting their 
personal development beyond a degree. Our Strategic 
Plan research also found that employability is important to 
nine out of every 10 students (93%) and very important to 
two out of three (65%).

Last year (2014/15) the Guild’s jobs service advertised over 
5,700 vacancies from 232 employers and gained feedback 
on 5,175 vacancies. Employers confirmed that 1,700 
students secured part-time or vacation work through the 
service. In the same year, the volunteering service recorded 
4,200 student volunteers through the Guild. Here’s what 
some students had to say about these services:

 EASY, SIMPLE AND YOU’RE ALL LOVELY 
WHENEVER I SPEAK WITH YOU. 

 IT’S BEEN REALLY REWARDING AND ENJOYABLE 
TO BE PART OF A SOCIETY THAT HAS SUCH 
A DIVERSE GROUP OF PEOPLE THAT COME 
TOGETHER TO DO SOME REALLY COOL AND 
AMAZING THINGS FOR SUCH GREAT CAUSES. 

JOBS
PART-TIME & VACATION WORK

University of BirminghamUniversity of BirminghamUniversity of Birmingham
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We also actively engage with the University’s Skills & 
Employability departments, including Worklink and Careers 
Network. Monthly meetings take place between the Guild 
and Careers Network to increase collaborative working 
such as publicising Jobs and Volunteering Fairs and 
reducing the likelihood of clashing dates of events. 

The Personal Skills Award (PSA) is the University of 
Birmingham’s employability programme for undergraduate 
students. A number of Guild activities can be used to gain 
points towards the PSA and last year 582 students counted 
Guild activities towards their award. This consisted of 86 
Student Staff; 155 reporting taking part in Student Voice 
activities; 337 for Student Groups activities and 4 for ARC 
volunteers.

Looking to the future, the Guild underwent an organisational 
restructure in January 2015, with Job Zone and Student 
Development Volunteering departments combining to form 
the new ‘Jobs, Skills and Volunteering’ department, to align 
itself with the new 2014 -2017 Strategic Plan. Since January 
2015 the department has begun work on developing 
an external volunteering service which will ensure it is as 
accessible as possible with an online resource hub.

As part of 2015/16 Welcome Week activity, we embarked on 
gathering comments from students about their perception 
of the year ahead and what concerns they may already 
have, in a bid to begin to tackle these expectations and 
ensure relevant support is in place. This activity showed clear 
student need from their first day at University for information 
about skills, employability and opportunities to further their 
personal development in the year ahead. Below are just 
some of the 249 comments we gathered about students’ 
anticipated needs for the year ahead:

 I’D LIKE INFORMATION ABOUT JOBS AND INTERNSHIPS 

 VOLUNTEERING AND JOB OPPORTUNITIES 

 LEARN NEW SKILLS 

 HAVE AN IDEA OF A CAREER PATH 

 MORE STUDENT JOBS MADE AVAILABLE ON CAMPUS 

 TRYING TO FIND A PART TIME JOB 

Appendix A: Partnership ProjectsUniversity of Birmingham

We recognise that there is a huge demand for jobs and 
volunteering opportunities, as demonstrated by the 
numbers of students who engaged in these activities last 
year. However, it has become more apparent that this 
demand for personal development is not just considered 
by final year students who are coming to an end of their 
degree and are beginning to think about their career 
paths; this area is vitally important to students from day 
one at University before even stepping foot into a lecture 
theatre. 

We are therefore committed to continuing these range 
opportunities for students to access as well as working in 
partnership with the University to ensure no services are 
duplicated and a wide, diverse range of activities and 
opportunities are always on offer. 
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Appendix B: Tracking progress since 2009 SWS

2010
The University collected information 
on course costs from Schools in Spring 
2009, which were presented at UQAEC 
in May 2010. 

2011
Following this recommendation the 
University increased their estimate of 
‘hidden’ course costs to a figure much 
closer to the Guild’s own estimate; 

During the academic year 2007/08 
the University stated on its website that 
the average extra course costs for a 
student over a 42 week study period 
was £350. Research by the Guild and 
the West Midlands Area National Union 
of Students (WMANUS) into course 
costs found the average extra cost to 
students to be £675 (across the West 
Midlands). The University responded 
to this feedback by amending the 
information on the website to reflect 
this research, estimating the average 
extra cost to be an estimated £504 for 
a 42 week UG course. 

The Guild recommended that the 
University continued to monitor course 
costs across courses at Birmingham, 
ensuring that accurate course cost 
information is published to potential 
students through the website and 
prospectus.

2012
Through its Access Agreement with 
OFFA, the University has made a 
commitment to ensure that those 
students most in need of financial 
assistance receive additional support 
(in monetary form). In addition, the 
University has taken steps to ensure that 
costs such as field trips are significantly 
subsidized where they are compulsory, 
and incidental costs such as printing 
receive a contribution from all 
Colleges’ budgets.

The Guild welcomed the commitment 
of the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education) 
to undertake work into hidden course 
costs with the Guild during the 2012/13 
academic year.

That the 
University 
ascertains 
the full costs 
of studying at 
Birmingham 
and ensures 
this information 
is relayed to 
students.

2013 
The Guild recommended a review of 
additional course costs be accepted 
and taken forward as a substantive 
item by the Student Representation 
System Advisory Board (SRSAB).

A small working group was formed, 
including the Vice President 
(Education), Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
(Education) and other relevant staff 
which resulted in the production of a 
questionnaire circulated to all students 
to investigate additional course costs.

The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education) 
contacted UG students in January 
2014 to inform them of action taken. 
This included; 14,200 students being 
provided with 200 printer credits as of 
January 2014; Schools asked to provide 
reading lists and identify essential texts 
and provide Library Services with this 
information; staff asked which texts are 
essential for the library to buy; to have 
all reading lists available on Canvas for 
the next academic year.

2014
UEC confirmed that progress was being 
made against recommendations 
relating to additional study costs, and 
that these would be referred to the Pro-
Vice-Chancellor (Education).

GEES was the only School in which a 
mandatory field trip with a substantial 
student contribution existed. Since 
this was considered to be a College-
level issue, the Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
(Education) discussed this matter 
with the Head of School and College 
Director of Education.

There are currently further plans for the 
University to review field trip costs and 
potentially offer financial support for 
those who cannot afford them.

2015
There is further work being completed 
by the University in developing their 
advertising of courses and including 
additional course costs.

The Guild’s additional course costs 
report was discussed by SRSAB on 
two separate occasions and will be 
considered by UEC in early 2015. 
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2010
The University advertises the Student 
Charter in a wide variety of ways and 
will continue to do so, working with the 
Guild.

2011
The Guild stated that they would 
like to be actively involved in the 
development of the Student Charter in 
2011/12.

No ongoing work to be conducted. 

2012
No ongoing work to be conducted. 

The University 
ensures that 
all students 
are aware of 
their rights and 
responsibilities 
outlined in the 
Student Charter.

2013 
No ongoing work to be conducted. 

2014
No ongoing work to be conducted.  

2015
The Guild is in contact with the 
University and is due to be involved in 
the review of the Student Charter in 
January 2016. 

2010
University is reviewing possible 
implementation of a common 
timetabling system across the 
institution.

2011
Delivery and review of the integrated 
timetabling system. To be followed up 
by the Guild. 

2012
No further developments logged.

The University 
should build 
upon the 
work of some 
Schools and 
Departments 
to address 
timetabling 
issues and 
roll out best 
practice.

2013 
No further developments logged.

2014
UEC confirmed that discussions 
were underway regarding the 
recommendations relating to the 
provision of feedback and assessment 
scheduling.

2015
From Jan 2015 all Schools have a role 
focused on transferring activity from 
academics to professional services 
staff in the areas of timetabling. 
These are senior professional services 
roles, Administration and Academic 
Quality Managers (AAQMs). The roles 
have focused so far on quality and 
timetabling. For timetabling, this has led 
to all but approximately 20 teaching 
events in CAL being ‘roomed’ by the 
end August. AAQMs have also been 
working closely with the JH Senior 
Administrator, so clashes could be 
resolved.

A timetabling ‘triage’ system is being 
set up in conjunction with the AAQMs 
to deal with any clashes early in the 
semester to avoid potential issues.
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2010
The University now requires Schools to 
put in place mechanisms for monitoring 
return of feedback and assessment. 

It is included within University legislation 
that all non-final-year students will 
receive feedback on examinations 
from the 2010-11 academic session.

2011
ULTC approved a paper from 
the Feedback on Examination 
Performance Working Group at its 
meeting in April 2011.

This paper stated that generic 
feedback should be made available 
to students via Web-CT within 2 weeks 
of the end of the summer term. It also 
stated that all students who have 
failed modules will be provided with 
an opportunity to receive additional 
feedback on the failed elements 
of assessment in order to be able 
to progress, but normally only after 
having received and taken note of the 
generic feedback.

There was also clarification of the 
4-week feedback rule with this 
amended to 20 working days for 
2011/12 onwards. This was agreed at 
APRC in May 2011.

No ongoing work to be conducted. 

2012
The University Education Committee 
(UEC) put in place a number of 
measures to ensure systematic 
feedback on assessment, both 
formative and summative. A review of 
feedback on assessment, associated 
with the four week deadline for return 
of feedback, will be conducted in 
Summer 2012 with further consideration 
being given to providing individual 
feedback to students who fail modules. 
In addition, the PVC has instituted 
NSS action plans, which will focus 
on feedback on assessment results. 
Colleges are due to report in early 
December 2011.

The Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) 
and University Senior Tutor will be 
initiating discussions with Schools over 
summer 2012 to examine best practice 
in providing feedback and support for 
students who fail their examinations in 
the Main Examination Period. A report 
on this should be tabled to SAPC in late 
2012. The Guild to consider the findings 
of this report.

The practices 
of Schools 
providing the 
best examples 
of formal 
feedback are 
consistently 
applied across 
the University.

2013 
A document was circulated at UEC 
which outlined methods of Closing the 
Feedback Loop along with College 
responses.

College Academic Policy Partners 
facilitated a spec-check within 
Colleges in January/February 2013 
to ensure that generic feedback on 
examinations was being provided.

The spec-check found that in all cases 
Schools were broadly compliant with 
the requirements of the Code of 
Practice in the provision of generic 
feedback on examinations. As a result 
of the spec-check amendments to 
Section 8 of the Code of Practice were 
recommended to clarify the University’s 
requirements in relation to the provision 
of generic and individualised feedback 
on examinations.  

2014
No further developments logged.  

2015
The University have undertaken 
a review of their assessment and 
feedback practices by engaging 
with projects such as the Higher 
Education Academy (HEA) funded 
project, Transforming the Experience of 
Students Through Assessment (TESTA). 

In relation to this, the University have 
developed the Birmingham Assessment 
for Learning Initiative (BALI), which 
evaluates how effectively assessment 
enabled student learning. 

Moving forward the University is in 
the process of introducing a new 
communications and engagement 
strategy which will include mixed-year 
feedback groups in each Department 
or School, meeting once a month 
with a member of staff to discuss 
local issues. Heads of School will then 
email all students each monthly to 
inform them of action taken as a 
result of feedback received. This Guild 
will work with the University on joint 
communication plans. 
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2010
The library moved the request date for 
reading lists to one month earlier, and is 
piloting a scheme to work with School 
administrators to receive reading lists.

Different process developed so that 
reading lists are now sent separately to 
requests for book orders.

Library worked with Guild and Student 
Reps to identify where gaps in lack of 
reading lists remain.

2011
Widespread marketing of the ‘Not 
in Library Scheme’ needs to be 
conducted with all students to ensure 
that feedback is obtained on provision 
of reading lists.

Regular if relatively low use made of 
this service – resulting in purchase of 
books on average of up to £500 per 
month.

‘Not in Library Scheme’ is being re-
branded as ‘i-recommend’ for start of 
2011/12 academic year.

Library to review reading list provision 
after the start of the 2010/11 academic 
year to determine problem areas 
that remain. Work with these areas to 
ensure reading lists are made available 
on time. New processes in place in 
Colleges and Library. 

Further reviewing work processes to 
ensure that Library services have the 
most effective work flow in place.

Library worked with Guild and Student 
Reps to identify where gaps in lack 
of reading lists remain. Discussion at 
Guild/Library Services termly meeting 
Services. 

Guild has provided links to student 
course reps who have been 
contacted when appropriate to gain 
understanding of difficulties in book 
provision in specific course or subject 
areas.

Library Services has been working with 
ASA and Curriculum Development Unit 
to integrate the provision of reading lists 
into modular course approval process. 

A reading list template has been 
provided by Library services in the 
aspiration to standardise information 
received so that it is clearer to students 
as to status of texts listed – to buy, to 
be available in Library as core text or 
background reading

Library services have been working 
directly within Colleges to promote 
the need for reading list provision. This 
has resulted in developments such as 
EPS agreeing to co-ordinate centrally 
reading list provision to Library Services.

The development of a new reading 
list management system which would 
be linkable to WebCT and library 
catalogue. Currently awaiting beta 
stage demonstration.

A process is 
developed to 
ensure that 
Schools and 
Colleges work 
with the Library 
in order that 
reading lists are 
submitted in 
sufficient time 
to meet student 
demand.

2012
No further developments logged.

2013 
A mapping exercise of Library 
representation across Schools and 
Colleges is underway. 

The Library recently identified those 
Schools where there was no Library 
representation on staff-student liaison 
committees (SSCs). Subject Advisors 
now attend most of these committees 
in order to address library matters at a 
local level. They are particularly  
seeking to encourage the supply of 
reading lists to the Library and identify 
areas for enhancing access  
to information resources.

In terms of College representation, 
CAL and MDS already have Library 
Committees. Library representation 
elsewhere is more ad hoc and will be 
an area for further development over 
the coming year. 

It is now a requirement that a Subject 
Liberian is invited to attend Staff 
Student Committees (SSCs). 

 

2014
No further developments logged. 

2015
University-level summary of annual 
Staff Student Committee (SSC) reports 
was presented at SRSAB in September 
2015 detailing that the majority of SSCs 
reported that Subject Librarians had 
been invited to one meeting during the 
year. However, at local levels some SSC 
reports did not confirm this, so this is an 
area Student Voice will be working on 
with the University to ensure this process 
is taking place and documented. 

University of Birmingham

2010
A working group was set up to look 
at the best examples of module 
feedback. This group reported back 
with a suggested best practice model 
with a view to disseminating this across 
the University.

2011
Delivery and review of new feedback 
processes. To be followed up by the 
Guild.

2012
The University developed a number 
of initiatives to tackle this area 
including individual (where possible) 
feedback for students who fail 
module components, and feedback 
containing constructive comments with 
suggestions for future improvement. 

The availability of Centre for Learning 
and Academic Development (CLAD) 
funding for Schools who want to 
reconsider their approach to assessing 
students has also been made 
available..

The best 
practice in 
applying 
module 
feedback 
should spread 
across the 
University to 
ensure that this 
element of the 
student voice is 
not overlooked.

2013 
No further developments logged.

2014
No further developments logged.

2015
University has in place a number 
of mechanisms through which 
students have the opportunity to 
provide feedback, both collectively 
and individually: including module 
evaluation questionnaires.

2010
The Guild and University have worked 
together to develop a strategy for the 
period 2009-12 and are in the process 
of implementation. This strategy 
addresses the key elements of the 
Student Rep System focussing on 
increasing the impact of the system.

2011
An agreed action plan is in place for 
the implementation of the Student 
Representation System Strategy 
2009-2012 (agreed at University 
Quality Assurance and Enhancement 
Committee and Academic Policy and 
Regulations Committee)

2012
No further developments logged.

2013 
No further developments logged.

2014
The Guild undertook research into 
comparator Universities and their 
Student Rep structures. 

Agreement in principle was reached 
with the University on implementing 
a new Student Rep System with 
increased resource and scope. 

2015
In 2014/15 the Guild proposed wide 
scale developments to the Student Rep 
System, making fundamental changes 
to try to drive forward its effectiveness 
and engagement. The major change 
to the system was the adoption of a 
tiered framework of representation 
that would sit above the current 
structures within each School and 
College and guarantee a minimum 
level of representation at every level of 
decision making across the University. 
A new, specific ‘Research Model of 
Representation’ was proposed that 
would sit alongside a ‘Taught Model 
of Representation’ and allow for the 

different issues and needs of Research 
and Taught students to be fed up 
and down the relevant University 
governance structure.

Engagement work is on-going with 
initiatives such as a student rep skills 
programme, a Student Rep Regional 
Conference and Student Rep Awards 
being piloted this year.

The University 
works in close 
collaboration 
with the Guild 
to develop a 
new strategy 
for the Student 
Representation 
System which 
incorporates its 
strengths and 
addresses the 
weaknesses 
of the current 
scheme.
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APPENDIX C:
TRACKING PROGRESS  

ON OTHER 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
FROM STUDENT VOICE  
REPORTS 2010 - 2015

SVR Year Recommendation from SVR Progress to date (September 2015)

2010

Recommendation that the University introduce 
guidance regarding communication of changes to 
module and course provision to the student body, 
including the necessity to consult with the student 

body on planned changes where appropriate.

In response to the SVR 2010, the University 
highlighted the changes that had been made to 
the ‘withdrawal/modification of modules’ process 

which now includes a consultation section with 
existing students. The Guild have also worked with 

the University on reviewing and re-wording their 
‘Policy on Consulting Students on Major Changes’ 
to ensure full and thorough student consultation is 

always adhered to in these situations.

Recommendation that the University undertake 
more research in order to understand why 

Postgraduate Taught Students were most likely to 
run into academic difficulties during their studies.

The University responded by collecting more 
specific demographic data on appeals, 

misconduct and plagiarism cases, and by 
developing a number of initiatives to increase 

awareness of good academic practice

Recommended that the University consider having 
Full-Time Officers sit on College Learning and 

Teaching committees in order to increase the level 
of student representation on University committees. 

This new representation structure was approved by 
the University at the start of 2011.

2011

That the University takes proactive steps to ensure 
that students have a more thorough understanding 

of what each degree classification represents 
and the level of skill, knowledge and commitment 

required to achieve them.

Skills and Knowledge for each programme are set 
out in the programme specification. Assessment 

criteria are available within each School for 
discussion with students and personal tutoring 

sessions should focus on the commitment required 
to attain the highest level of achievement. The 

Curriculum Review, led by the PVC in September 
2012, looked at a wide range of curriculum 
matters, including assessment. The student 

workshop, which was one element of this review, 
looked specifically at how we can engage 

students in these aspects in a more effective way. 

 There were also ongoing discussions in 2012/13 
and 2013/14 about the move to a GPA system 

which would also have significant impact on this 
issue and require the close work of the Guild to 

support work around student understanding of this. 
Through a series of meetings from November 2013 
to June 2014 the HEA supported higher education 

institutions to explore and test the possible use 
of a proposed GPA model in their own context. 
This pilot came to an end in June 2014. As part 
of the pilot the University set up a GPA project 
working group chaired by Pro-Vice Chancellor 
(Education). A meeting held on the 12th March 

2014, noted that the Institution is at least two/three 
years away from implementing a GPA system. 
Once the national pilot and local modelling is 

complete, a full consultation will take place with 
the academic staff and the study body, but it will 
be five to six years before any student receives a 

GPA score at graduation. 
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2011

That the University increase computer facilities 
on campus for students.

During summer 2011 Library Services and IT Services 
increased wireless coverage and access to power in 

the main library; Learning Spaces and IT Services jointly 
funded a small facility in the Guild and submitted a 

bid for funds to create a further facility in the Guild in 
2011/12.

The University has a committed plan to develop 
and refurbish its learning environments in 2014/15 

and 2015/16. This includes the computing facilities. 
Additional PCs have been made available in a 

number of incidental spaces across the campus, 
and the refurbishment of Aston Webb and the Library 

development will see this number increase.

That the University carries out an investigation 
into the current system of requesting and 

holding books to ensure that students are not 
able to keep books for prolonged periods of 

time to the disadvantage of others.

Lending practices were discussed in more detail at 
regular meetings between Library Services and the 

Guild in 2011/12. No further action logged.

That the new Code of Practice for personal 
tutors and the impact of the Senior Tutor role 

is reviewed and reported to the University 
Learning and Teaching Committee within 18 

months.

UEC endorsed this recommendation in 2011/12. 
The new Code of Practice on Personal Tutoring and 

Academic Feedback was introduced for the 2012/13 
academic session, and is reviewed annually by Student 
Access and Progress Committee (SAPC). The University 
Senior Tutor makes regular termly reports to SAPC and 

meets regularly with Guild colleagues.  
No further action logged.

That the University looks into possible solutions 
to address the shortage of exam venues, and 
supports the University Learning and Teaching 
Committee paper’s proposal that a full review 
of all aspects relating to centrally-managed 

examinations be carried out. 

UEC endorsed this recommendation as part of the 
review of centrally managed examination scheduling. 

This review took place in summer 2012. The Guild 
considered the findings of this review and ensured that 

suitable measures are implemented in time for the 
2012/13 exam period. No further action logged.

That the University undertakes a review 
into whether a more satisfactory system of 

timetabling exams can be achieved.

UEC endorsed this recommendation as part of the 
review of centrally managed examination scheduling. 

The Guild recommends that it be invited 
to input more extensively into the area of 

widening participation.

The President met with the Head of Outreach to discuss 
this further. No further action logged. 

That the University and the Guild carry out 
a joint review of the ‘Policy on Consulting 

Students about Major Changes’ in light of the 
concerns raised regarding the inconsistent 

approach to student consultation.

UEC endorsed this recommendation in January 2012. 
In 2015/16 the President and Education Officer worked 
with the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) on reviewing 
this policy ensuring thorough and clear guidance on 

student consultation is noted and adhered to. 
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2012

The Guild welcomes the dialogue taking place 
between the ARC and University Graduate 

School (UGS). It is keen to ensure that out of this 
joint working, the University develops supervision 

standards that are adopted consistently by 
each School and College across the University. 

The Senior Tutor attended the Graduate School 
Management Board (GSMB) in 2012/13 to discuss the 

gap between personal tutoring and mentoring at  
PGR level. 

A supervision expectations guidance document was 
created by UGS in collaboration with ARC and PG 
Officer. It was launched in 2012 and is on UGS and 
ARC websites as a resource for PGRs and staff. No 

further action required.

That the University and Guild develop a joint 
consultation process for the development of 

new or revised Codes of Practice and policies.

The Academic Policy and Regulations Committee 
(APRC) was asked to provide the Guild with an 

indication of anticipated upcoming amendments to 
Legislation throughout 2012/13 in order to allow the 
Guild to more fully participate in any consultation 
process. Members of APRC continue to receive 

meeting papers, including any relating to changes 
to student facing legislation, at least one week in 

advance of meetings. 

SAPC consider annually the agreed OFFA 
Agreements. The Welfare Officer and Education 
Officer are consulted regarding the University’s 

OFFA Agreement and will continue to be consulted 
at appropriate stages of the OFFA Agreement 

development process. 

That contact hours be investigated as part 
of the University’s Undergraduate Curriculum 

Review.

This was demonstrated through the Key Information 
Set (KIS) exercise in 2012, through consideration 
of HEFCE guidance on contact hours, reviews of 
teaching methods in some Schools, and through 

Undergraduate Curriculum Review.

The Curriculum Management Team provided the 
following update: “The KIS exercise has led to Schools 

paying more attention to their contact hours and 
adjusting teaching methods where necessary, 

especially after viewing competitor data after the KIS 
was first published.”

The Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) chaired a 
project group on the KIS to ensure Schools took 
careful audit of the number of contact hours on 

programmes of study. This allowed for clarity as to 
how many contact hours each student could expect 

to receive.
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2012

The Guild is keen to reiterate its 
recommendation from the Student Voice 

Report 2011 that the new Code of Practice 
and in particular the impact of the Senior Tutor 

role be formally reviewed at the end of the 
2012/13 academic period. 

The process of Personal Tutoring as it relates to Transition 
Review (TR) was reviewed by College Academic Policy 

Partners (CAPPS) and a full review of TR was planned 
for the University Education Committee (UEC) meeting 

in May 2013.

CAPPS facilitated a ‘Specific Check’ on Transition 
Review in each College and reported to the University 
Education Committee (UEC) in May 2013. The Specific 

Check found that; high levels of engagement with 
Personal Tutoring across all Schools; a high level of 

compliance in the vast majority of Schools; that student 
feedback on Transition Review was overwhelmingly 

positive.

UEC resolved that; Academic Skills Centre would 
be invited to meet with each College to discuss 

opportunities for additional support; to support the 
University Senior Tutor’s proposal to hold Transition 

Review Tutorials any time during the first five weeks of 
the second semester; that attendance at Transition 

Review Tutorials be recorded in the same way as 
attendance at Personal Tutorials; duration of the 

tutorial would vary according to the needs of each 
student; there would be increased synchronicity 

between the Guild Fair and the Student Services ‘Get 
Involved’ Fair.  

That the University Graduate School 
undertakes a review during the 2012/13 

academic year into the careers guidance 
and opportunities available to Postgraduate 

taught students and Postgraduate researchers 
at Birmingham. 

It was agreed that a review of PGT and PGR careers 
support, be taken forward by the Graduate School, 

Guild, Careers and Employability and Student Services. 
The University Graduate School and Careers Network 
continued to work closely on this issue and secured 

continued funding for PG careers support. Using 
information from a pilot on PGT student induction, work 

was undertaken to scope out what the wider review 
of PG employability and student support more broadly 

would cover.

Enhanced careers advice and support for PGRs 
was discussed at GSMB in July 2013. Colleges and 

Corporate Services teams (in particular the University 
Graduate School, Careers Network and Library 

Services) were tasked with formulating a set of action 
plans in response to the feedback from PGR PRES 
results. These actions plans were disseminated to 

PGRs via College-specific PGR PRES reports by early 
November 2013. Each of the Colleges included 

proposals for enhanced employability support in these 
action plans. The Director of Graduate Studies also 

discussed with the Director of Employability the staffing 
resources needed to support an enhanced model of 

Postgraduate researcher careers support.
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2012

That the University explores how feedback 
can be provided promptly to students without 

compromising its quality and effectiveness. 

The Director of Education (LES) considered the roll 
out of the BALI initiative across the institution as 

part of the Undergraduate Curriculum Review in 
2012/13. 

The Transition Review provided students with a 
focused feedback session on their performance 

and development. College Academic Policy 
Partners facilitated a spec-check within Colleges 
in January/February 2013 to ensure that generic 

feedback on examinations is being provided. 
Findings from the spec-check were reported to 

UQAC in May 2013.

The spec-check found that in all cases Schools 
were broadly compliant with the requirements of 
the Code of Practice in the provision of generic 

feedback on examinations. As a result of the 
spec-check amendments to Section 8 of the 

Code of Practice were recommended to clarify 
the University’s requirements in relation to the 

provision of generic and individualised feedback 
on examinations.  

That the University develops a new approach to 
exam timetabling, in consultation with the Guild, 
to be implemented in time for the 2012/13 exam 

period.

The Exams office was asked to work with the Guild 
in the early part of 2012/13 on a set of principles. 
The Exams Office carried out a feasibility study 

on the use of a new Exams scheduling system in 
September 2013 and concerns were factored into 
this discussion alongside the needs of the Schools 

and Departments.

The Guild is keen to ensure that the results of 
the LibQual 2011 survey play a significant role in 

informing plans for the new library. 

That a wider consultation be carried out with 
students to ensure that the experiences of current 

Birmingham students are used to produce a 
successful library for future cohorts. 

The President was made a member of the New 
Library Project Group. It was recommended in 

2012/13 that there would be wider consultation 
on the new Library design once the Planning 

application had been approved.  

The College of Arts and Law reviewed their 
provision of reading lists to the Library to improve 
practice and the PVC and the Director of Library 

Services liaised on a University protocol for 
the provision of reading lists over the summer. 
Consideration was also given to governance 

matters and how Library issues are discussed within 
Schools and Colleges. As part of this mappings 

exercise of Library representation across Schools 
and Colleges was undertaken in 2012/13. 

This resulted in the current requirement that a 
Subject Librarian is invited to attend Staff Student 

Committees (SSCs). 
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That the University take further action 
to enforce the deadline for schools to 

provide their reading lists to  
Library Services.

As above.

That the University examines the 
organisational and administrative 

processes in place within schools and 
how effective they are at delivering 
accurate and timely information to 

students. 

The recommendation on the effectiveness of Schools in 
providing accurate and timely information was accepted by 

UEC and taken forward as part of the recommendation arising 
from Closing the Feedback Loop. 

A document was circulated at UEC which outlined methods of 
Closing the Feedback Loop and College responses.

The Closing the Feedback Loop Menu of Good Practice 
document, including College responses, was circulated  

to SRSAB. 

That the University provides a definition 
of the term ‘strategic fit’.

No developments logged.

That the Policy on Consulting Students 
about Major Changes be extended 
to cover how students and the Guild 
will be involved throughout all stages 

of ‘major changes’, including decision 
making and the implementation of 

any changes.

That a ‘how to’ guide be produced to 
accompany the ‘Policy on Consulting 

Students about Major Changes’. 
This guide would provide schools 
with a step by step guide on how 
to adequately consult and involve 

students in processes of change, and 
should be completed by the  
end of term 1 in the 2012/13  

academic session.

Education Committee determined not to revise the Policy in 
2012/13 in light of the fact that the inclusion of the student 

voice in decision making and implementation activity were 
already provided via effective student representation including 
on governing boards and senior committees at School, College 

and University level.

The Guild drafted supplementary guidance on the Policy on 
consulting students about major change. A paper on proposed 

changes to the Policy was discussed at SRSAB in April 2013.

Since this, in 2015/16 the President and Education Officer 
have worked with the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) on 

reviewing this policy ensuring thorough and clear guidance on 
student consultation is noted and adhered to. he Guild drafted 
supplementary guidance to the Policy on consulting students 
about major change. A paper on proposed changes to the 

Policy was discussed at SRSAB in April 2013. 
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2012

The Guild is unaware of any research currently 
undertaken by the University to assess the quality of 
support and information received by new students 

immediately prior to them starting, and upon 
arrival. The Guild recommends that this be done.

UEC noted this recommendation and agreed 
actions in January 2012.

This recommendation was considered as part 
of the newly established University Welcome 

Committee. The Committee sought to ensure a 
greater degree of alignment between all areas of 

provision.

No further action required.

2013

The University explores other possible sites for 
social learning and study spaces for part-time 
Postgraduate students, increase IT facilities in 

schools, and investigate why core texts are not 
available for students in the

The University has a committed plan to develop 
and refurbish its learning environments. Additional 

PCs have been made available in a number of 
incidental spaces across the campus, and the 
refurbishment of Aston Webb and the Library 
development will see this number increase. 

In response to the growing demand for informal/
collaborative working spaces, the University 

is instigating a working group that cuts across 
all relevant stakeholders (HAS, CLAD&LS, ITS, 

Library Services, Estates etc.) to ensure that the 
development of these spaces is coherent and the 

quality is consistently high. 

The new Westmere site has now been opened 
in 2015/16 and is s dedicated space for 

Postgraduate students. 
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2013

The University considers ways of 
improving support for Postgraduate 
researchers in their research work 
and professional development, in 

particular:

• investigate how information about 
and access to tailored careers 
guidance and information be best 
embedded into PGR programmes

• work with schools and colleges to 
ensure that PGR students are fully 
supported in their teaching and 
are integrated into the research 
community, both within their 
school and more widely in the 
institution

• consider mechanisms for 
consulting part-time students on 
their particular needs to ensure 
equity of experience for all PGR 
students

The University has invested in a new University Graduate School 
(UGS) building (Westmere) which opened in October 2015. At 
Westmere, students will be able to obtain face-to-face advice 

and support from UGS staff. The University recognise the need to 
improve information for students who do not work on campus. 

The recent UGS review approved a new online gateway, which 
will provide online information and training facilities for all 

PGR students. Work on the new gateway will begin in autumn 
2015/16.

The University works with LES, the Guild 
and the student body to identify more 
clearly and address student concerns 

in LES.

The Guild was concerned about the poor 2013 NSS student 
satisfaction results for some study programmes within the 

College of Life and Environmental Sciences (LES). These low 
scores were particularly for ‘Assessment and Feedback’ but 

also ‘Teaching’, and ‘Organisation and Communication’. The 
Guild has worked with LES over the past 2 years, especially with 
regards to the Student Rep System. The NSS satisfaction scores 

have since increase.

All colleges ensure that an identified 
member of staff has responsibility for 
overseeing communication and the 

feedback loop to enhance systematic 
feedback to students; and additionally 

that regular feedback should be 
routinely provided in lectures, 

welcome events, seminars, personal 
tutor meetings, email communications, 

SSC meetings etc.

The University is in the process of introducing a new 
communications and engagement strategy which will include 
mixed-year feedback groups in each Department or School, 

meeting once a month with a member of staff to discuss 
local issues. Heads of School will then email all students each 

monthly to inform them of action taken as a result of feedback 
received. The Guild will work with the University on joint 

communication plans once this strategy has been released.
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2014

That the University strengthens the 
feedback processes across each College 
and ensure that students are fully aware of 
the purpose and practice of feedback and 

assessment.

UEC confirmed in 2014/15 that discussions were underway 
regarding the recommendations relating to the provision 

of feedback and assessment scheduling.

The University has undertaken a review of their assessment 
and feedback practices by engaging with projects 

such as the Higher Education Academy (HEA) funded 
project, Transforming the Experience of Students Through 
Assessment (TESTA). In relation to this, the University have 

developed the Birmingham Assessment for Learning 
Initiative (BALI), which evaluates how effectively 

assessment enabled student learning. 

Examples of best practice has been shared across 
Colleges, including the use of an assessment bank, as in 

CAL, and a marking exercise used in Biosciences.

That the University Colleges spread 
assessment deadlines across a broader 
period with specific reference to joint 

honours students.

UEC confirmed in 2014/15 that discussions were underway 
regarding the recommendations relating to the provision 

of feedback and assessment scheduling.

A working group was set up in 2014/15 in CAL to consider 
issues relating to the organisation of joint honours 

provision programmes (and deadlines). UEC endorsed 
a number of recommendations arising from this group 
in May 2015, including a review of programme aims 
and learning objectives for improved programme 

coherence, the introduction of dedicated sessions to 
enable Joint Honours students to plan their work better to 
overcome any assessment bunching issues, and greater 

transparency in annual review for comments and analysis 
relating to Joint Honours programmes.

That the University investigates low 
satisfaction with the number of contact 

hours in the College of Arts and Law.

UEC confirmed the Director of Education (College of Arts 
and Law), would be asked to respond to issues relating to 

contact hours in CAL. Various local actions have  
been taken:

Hispanic Studies have asked for a ‘list of Tutor’s office 
hours and room numbers in a visible place’. This is now on 

the noticeboards. 

English Literature have extended their Undergraduate 
office hours during assessment deadline weeks. Work is 

underway, particularly in the College of Arts and Law, to 
improve the mediation of Joint Honours programmes.
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2014

That the University find an interim 
solution to the limited learning 

resources and study spaces and 
that these issues are fully addressed 
in the long term plans for University 

learning resources.

UEC in 2014/15 confirmed that interim actions to alleviate issues 
caused by limited access to PCs and study space, including the 

revision and reissue of the whole campus student space map 
would be discussed by the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education), the 

Director of CLAD and Learning Spaces and the Director of Library 
Services. Work was undertaken on raising student awareness of 
the location and availability of PCs. Various large developments 

such as the building of the new library, major upgrades to IT 
facilities across campus and the introduction of Canvas are  

on-going.

That the University extends its 
commitment for free printer credits 

permanently and to all students.

UEC in 2015/15 confirmed that progress was being made against 
recommendations relating to printer credits, and payment for 
multiple delivery of sessions and that these would be referred 
to the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education). Extension of printer 

credits for Undergraduates for another year was agreed and 
the extension of them to Postgraduate taught students was 

additionally approved. 

That the University implements 
a more equitable system of 

contributions and subsidies for  
field trips.

GEES was the only School in which a mandatory field trip with a 
substantial student contribution existed. Since this was considered 
to be a College-level issue, the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education) 

discussed this matter with the Head of School and College 
Director of Education. There are currently further plans for the 

University to review field trip costs and potentially offer financial 
support for those who cannot afford them.

There is further work being completed by the University in 
developing their advertising of courses and including additional 

course costs. The additional course costs report has been 
discussed by SRSAB on two separate occasions and was 
considered by University Executive Board in early 2015.

That the University gives further 
consideration to payment for 
multiple delivery of sessions by 

Postgraduate teaching assistants, 
to ensure that a fair and equitable 

approach is implemented.

UEC confirmed that progress was being made against 
recommendations relating to payment for multiple delivery 
of sessions and that these would be referred to the Pro-Vice 

Chancellor (Education).
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2015

That the University fully acknowledge the 
BME attainment gap at a strategic level 

and launch a comprehensive programme 
of research and analysis to fully understand 

the current picture at Birmingham, 
utilising staff and student perceptions and 

experiences to identify key challenges 
and opportunities for development. It 
is recommended that a staff – student 

working group is created to review 
current institutional strategies, policies and 

practices that seek to address student 
success and set out key recommendations 

and actions for implementation.

The University, in consultation with the Guild, will review 
the 2014/15 data when available, to ascertain if further 

progress has been made.

That each College develop a ‘Student 
Engagement Strategy’ that incorporates 

specific approaches and opportunities for 
student feedback, the College procedure 

for feeding back to students, specific 
processes for student consultation and a 

clear vision for supporting and developing 
student engagement on a day to day 

basis.

A working group will be established by the PVC 
(Education) and DPVC (Equality and Diversity) to 

include the Guild as members. This group will review 
current strategy and propose new approaches where 

appropriate.

That the University conduct a full review of 
their ‘POLICY ON CONSULTING STUDENTS 

ABOUT MAJOR CHANGES’ with full 
involvement from the Guild to ensure 

student consultation is appropriate allowing 
enough time to be allocated for student 

engagement.

The University is in the process of introducing a new 
communications and engagement strategy with students. 

This will include mixed-year feedback groups in each 
Department or School which will meet once a month with 
a member of staff (academic or professional services) to 

discuss any local issues students may be experiencing. 
Heads of School will then email all students each month 
to inform them of action taken as a result of feedback 

received from the mixed-year feedback group and other 
routes, such as the Student Representative System.

That the University look to create specific 
College and School communication plans 

that clearly outline how joint honours 
programmes and students will be managed 

and supported throughout the duration 
of their time at University. These strategies 

should be drafted in full with feedback from 
the relevant programme or school and with 

full student feedback.

A review of the Policy on Consulting Students on Major 
Changes began during summer 2015 and has been 

through a consultation process with the Guild, Human 
Resources, Legal Office and College Directors of 

Operations. The Pro-Vice Chancellor (Education), and 
the Guild President and Education Officer will meet 
with representatives from Legal Services and Human 
Resources to confirm the amended Policy before it is 

submitted to APRC for approval.
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2015

That the University launch a full scale review of 
its approach to both day to day timetabling 
and timetabling of exams and scheduling of 
assessment deadlines to ensure that students 
on both single and joint honours courses have 

a clear understanding of their timetable and, in 
the case of exams and assessments, are able 

to prepare accordingly.

The University and the Guild agreed that a 
communications strategy is required to explain the 
inevitable trade-off between providing extensive 

module choice and the ‘bunching’ of  
assessment deadlines.

That the University evaluate the current support 
provisions available across each College for 
Postgraduate Research students, considering 
staff support, workspace, allocation system 
for teaching assistants, payment processes, 

induction processes and the information 
available to students with an aim to propose 
significant improvement for consideration by 

the University.

The Guild has agreed to prioritise the issues in this 
recommendation that can be tackled in 2015/16. 

That the University should explore the resource 
needs of students across the individual Colleges 

and develop individual learning resources 
strategies that take into account the individual 

school and programme based needs to 
complement the overall University strategy.

The University and the Guild agreed that whilst 
IT and Wi-Fi are not mentioned explicitly in this 

recommendation they feature heavily in the text of 
the SVR. The University has an ongoing programme 
to expand the coverage and capacity of the Wi-Fi 

network. During summer 2015 Wi-Fi access points have 
been upgraded and extra capacity has  

been provided. 

That the University should explore the feasibility 
of identifying unused teaching spaces and 

allowing students to access these as additional 
study spaces. The University should also work to 
ensure adequate informal learning spaces and 
group learning spaces are created and made 

available to students for flexible use.

IT Services are in the process of gathering information 
regarding Wi-Fi ‘black spots’ around campus in order 

to improve capacity in those areas.
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*Indicates SWS 2009 recommendation theme

It should be noted that only those themes which have been recommended within two or more SVRs have been included in the table above. 

The following themes were removed from this table, as well as any college-specific recommendations which are deemed to be local issues:

• Widening Participation (2011)

• Contact hours (2012)

• Code of Practice (2012)

• BME attainment gap (2015)

• Degree classification information (2011)

• College Level Representation (2010)

• Personal & Senior tutors (2011)
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