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Background

Student Congress is a full day event devised as an opportunity for Class Representatives from all over the university to come together and discuss the bigger issues that are affecting the student experience. It also serves as an opportunity for Class Reps to converse with strategic university staff and to explore current and future developments that are happening at the university. Now in its 3rd year as a full day event, this year’s Student Congress encompassed both new initiatives as well as tried and tested components.  
Presentations

To open the day, Phillip Whyte, University of Strathclyde Student Association President addressed the delegates informing them of current issues in Learning and Teaching and HE funding that framed the day not only in terms of what is happening at university level but also at a national level. 
Professor Val Belton, Associate Deputy Principal (Teaching & Learning), presented on topics that the curriculum renewal working group are currently discussing including possibly moving the academic year and introducing graduate attributes. Students who attended Congress found her presentation to be a highlight as her presentation was topical - continuing a discussion we have been having with the Class Reps in regards to the academic year (which was a topic of discussion at Class Rep Catch Up in January)- as well as a great introduction to the discussion topic (Curriculum Design & Employability) that followed Professor Belton’s presentation. 
The Q & A sessions with Principal Jim McDonald was also highly valued by the Class Reps. Attendees took the opportunity to ask Professor McDonald questions regarding issues that they and their coursemates have been facing. In particular, students raised their concerns with the migration of the Spider VLE to MyPlace as well as recruitment of graduates within the Humanities and Social Sciences. Professor McDonald also discussed the new Technology and Innovation Centre that was only publicly launched days before, so for many Class Reps, this was the first time they heard of this Strathclyde initiative. Discussions revolving around TIC also provided background for the final discussion group (Research-Teaching Linkages) of the day. 

Usman Ali, Vice President Higher Education, National Union of Students UK, was the last speaker of the day. He spoke on the student representative journey and on the importance of representing. 
Discussion Groups

As curriculum renewal moves to the forefront of both Strathclyde’s education strategy and also on the national level with the introduction of QAA “Curriculum for the 21st Century” Enhancement Theme, Student Congress reflected this development by highlighting curriculum-based issues in both of it discussions groups.  Moreover, the sessions were designed to look more closely at graduate attributes in the Curriculum Design & Employability session and incorporating Strathclyde’s expertise in research into the classroom in Research and Teaching Linkages.

Students at Congress were broken up into four discussion groups for the workshops. Each group was designed to have a range of students from different faculties, departments and level of study. There were around 12 students per group and were assisted in the discussion process by one of the following facilitators: 

Al Wilson, Engagement and Support Manager, USSA


Sara MacLean, Academic Representation Coordinator, USSA


Nicola Summers, ASK Advisor, USSA


Sarah McKee, Community Engagements Coordinator, USSA


For both discussion groups, the pyramid model of discussion was utilised to enable participants to do both self-reflections on the topics as well as discuss in pairs and than debate as a larger group. This method of discussion has been used for the past several Congresses due to its strengths of drawing out depth in the conclusions and its yield of consistently good discussions. The Class Reps were first given a general introduction and background to each of the topics by the facilitator. This information was drawn together prior to the event in a short research paper (Appendix 1) compiled by the Academic Representation Coordinator. Each participant was also provided with a worksheet with several brief questions to help guide and focus the self-reflection and group discussion (Appendix 2)
Delegates were asked to answer the questions individually before being split into groups of three or four to discuss and debate their answers. All of these smaller groups were then brought back into the larger group of around twelve and the questions were addressed and conclusions were drawn through majority and unanimous agreement. These notes have since been pulled together and overall outcomes are discussed below.
Topic 1 - Curriculum Design & Employability

1. Do you agree with the graduate attributes? Why or why not? What attributes would you add or take away?

2. Do you feel that your course has the necessary components to allow you to develop the attributes which make up the Strathclyde Graduate of the 21st Century?

3. Does the curriculum of your course (your entire degree) meet your expectations as a Strathclyde Student? If so, how; if not, then why not?

4. How could Strathclyde make the degree you receive better in the employment marketplace?

This topic tied in with the preceding presentation by Professor Val Belton, Associate Vice-Dean Academic, who spoke about the Strathclyde’s on-going curriculum review.  It also ties in with the trend in higher education to distil and instil graduate attributes with the intention of making graduates from the institution more marketable in the jobs marketplace and differentiate the institutions degree and focus from others in the industry. Professor Belton and the group facilitators gave the delegates background on the on-going work at Strathclyde to develop these attributes. Specifically, the “4Es” that the Education Strategy Committee have been considering were the starting point for the discussion:
Enquiring – Pursuing critical questions
Ethical – Identifying risks and taking responsibility

Engaging – Actively participating

Enterprising – Creating opportunities
The overall response by the discussion group participants to these attributes was lukewarm. Some attendees perceived them as beneficial on the grounds that they would foster and recognise students who are proactive in enhancing their own learning within the course structure. Introduction of the graduate attributes would also involve a more holistic approach to education that many students would welcome. Moreover, some students noted the interdependency of the attributes and their almost cyclical nature- especially Engaging with Enquiring and Enterprising- positively. 
On the other hand, some students voiced that while in theory the graduate attributes are important as a whole, they came off as being gimmicky and only a marketing ploy. It is not just enough to talk and market these attributes to students/business but to ensure that the Strathclyde curriculum actually reflects them across the whole of all courses, departments and years. They questioned whether the introduction of the attributes would actually facilitate a cultural shift at Strathclyde.
The most controversial attributes were Ethical and Enterprising. Some participants argued that a focus on Ethics is important and necessary in a modern world. Others argued that ethics are not as important; people have different perceptions of ethics; and that by making this attribute compulsory, it would be forcing the issue much like an “overzealous religious sermon”. Enterprising was seen by some to not be related to their subject while others argued that it is required to make progress in any field. 
In response to what attribute you would add, several delegates argued for focusing on attitude with one respondent writing “Graduates must have proper attitude to make meaningful contribution.” Also, some delegates would like to see how well these attributes match up with what employers are expecting of their employees and suggested running a consultation process with business and industry to ensure attributes where responsive to the employment marketplace. 

Most students did feel that their course have the necessary components to allow them to develop the attributes. However, a high portion of those who did feel this way also noted that the focus on some attributes were lacking in their course and/or that it was dependant on the lecturer. Active participation and interaction with lecturers in the classroom which students linked to developing enquiring skills was spotty for some. Lack of choice in what they wanted to focus their studies on also limited their engagement, enquiring aptitude and enterprising ability. 
Most worrisome was that of delegates who responded to the worksheet question of whether the current curriculum meets their expectations, 42% found it to be below par. Lack of hands-on relevant learning opportunities including research and work experience; waiting until final years to actually starting investigation into areas they are interested in; and lack of contact time with lecturers and the classroom created some of this dissatisfaction. However, some participants were satisfied as they had educational experiences that did involve research/work experience, flexibility in their choice of topics to study and good relationships with their lecturers. 
When asked for ideas on how they would enhance the Strathclyde degree in relation to graduate employability, links with industry and work placements was the most common response. Promotion of Strathclyde’s research both to a wider audience but also internally would help strengthen the reputation of a Strathclyde degree. If Strathclyde were to become more known for its challenging degrees, this would also help employability. Lastly, recognition of volunteer work and extracurricular activities would enhance and demonstrate the graduate attributes and give the Strathclyders a “unique selling point”. 
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Topic 2 - Research-Teaching Linkages

1. Where do you feel your course of study is currently operating at on the Research-Teaching Matrix? Why?  Where do you think your course of study should be operating on the Matrix? Why?
2. Below is a several statements that reflect different ways that RTL can be incorporated into the classroom. For each, think about potential benefits and possible drawbacks. 

A) As part of your course, you are enrolled on an “research conference” module where you will research and present a paper/poster at a mock “research conference”.
B) All lecturers and tutors are required to carry out research as well as teach classes. Conversely, all departmental researchers also teach classes.
C) Students are required to assist departmental research activity as research assistants in credit bearing modules.
D) Research centres supported by and linked with industry are instilled in each department. Departments’ main research takes place within these centres with staff and students involved in the process. 

E) Curriculum of your course is designed around current research taking place in the department.

F) Areas of research that your department undertakes is influenced by topics currently being explored in the classroom.
As reflected in Principal Jim McDonald’s Q & A discussion of the university launching the £89m Technology and Innovation Centre, Strathclyde is focusing its attention on strengthening its reputation for excellence in research. The question posed to participants at Congress was thus: How to translate this drive and expertise into the classroom thereby not losing focus of a key responsibility of the university to also provide excellent teaching?  
Moreover, Research-Teaching linkages (RTL) was an Enhancement Theme from 2006-2008 and was widely supported by institutions and student associations. Staff from the University of Strathclyde were intensely involved on the RTL theme and the University has been keen to initiate projects/curriculum that blend research and teaching.  Five years on the question is, though, how successful has RTL been introduced into the learning environment? Are students experiencing the effects of RTL and is it having the desired outcome (enquiring students/graduates)?

To frame this discussion, participants were introduced to a Research-Teaching Matrix (also sometimes called the Research-Teaching Nexus) in question 1. The matrix represents a continuum of two vectors. The X axis reflects the range of emphasis of either research content to research processes. The Y axis is concerned with the participatory nature of the students with the material being presented (i.e. student-focused v. teacher-focused). 
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Moreover, question 2 explored a range of different ways that RTL can be incorporated: asking participants to suggest benefits as well as explore possible drawbacks. These questions were framed as simplified statements based on the work of Trowler and Wareham (2007), which synthesised the relationship between research and teaching, how this relationship may play out in practices as well as possible benefits and drawbacks for each relationship into a grid. Although the students were not presented with this grid, the facilitators were debriefed in it and used the content to help set the scene or to spur dialogue. 
	Relationship
	Practices
	Suggested benefits
	Possible drawback

	A. Learners do Research
	Research-based learning
	Range of skills and

concepts developed
	Patchy coverage

of curriculum

	B. Teachers do Research
	Teaching cutting edge material
	Professionalises

academic staff
	Exclusion of

students

	C. Teachers and learners research together
	Students as research assistants
	Task-oriented and cooperative relationship
	Learning too slow to cover curriculum

	D. Teachers, Learners and Business do research 
	Teaching and research are linked into the commercial environment and

communities
	Research-teaching links offer knowledge transfer and value in institutional reputation*.
	The needs and priorities of employers and others take precedence



	E. Research culture

influences teaching and learning
	Research culture

permeates learning


	Motivational context for teaching and learning
	Research prioritised over teaching

	F. Teaching and learning influences research.
	Research projects refined and developed as with students
	Mutual benefit to both teaching and research in a feedback loop.
	Substantive

research becomes

sidelined.


For question 1, the RTL matrix, participants were asked to place dots on a communal graph marking where they feel their course is currently operating and where it should be. Currently, 56% of participants felt that their course emphasised research content over the process of research while 22% felt that it was split between content and process. An equal number noted that their course was heavier in process then in content. When asked where they felt their course should be operating on the emphasis continuum, 44% would like to have content emphasised over the process with another 27% preferring a balance. Therefore on this continuum, the university is operating on a level that most students agree with. 
Similarly, the expectation of the students in regards to participation was also well matched with they feel is currently happening at the university. 37% noted that currently their course is balanced between student as audience and student as participant with 35% noting that their course leans towards being teacher-focused. However, this was not contended in the expectations of the students as there was also an almost 1/3 split between teacher-focused, student-focused and balanced. 

These results highlight that there is a wide range of expectations amongst students and it is often dependant on what faculty or even department they sit in to as what they receive and expect. For example, HaSS students preferred and received more emphasis on research process while those on engineering course were receiving more emphasis on content but were, for the most part, satisfied with this emphasis.  However, these result could also be interpreted another way. It was noted both on the self-reflection sheets and in the group discussions that, as one students comment put it, “there is a polarisation between the departments that are good at research and the departments that are good at teaching”. 
The RTL matrix mapping was only the starting point to the discussion and in group discussion there were qualitative points raised by the participants that can be of equal use in evaluating where Strathclyde is in incorporating research into the classroom and where students feel that it should be. Engineering students, for example, voiced their discontent in the focus (teacher-focused to student-focused continuum) stating that they felt like they were “getting talked at”. They also felt at times, that their classes relied too heavily on the “Copy & Learn” or “Read-Do-Repeat” approach to their learning. There is little chance for them to put their learning into practice or to understand the process of how to solve problems. On the opposite end of the spectrum, HaSS students noted in group discussion that their courses focused on learning but not on doing or on application of their knowledge. 

In regards to the “Relationship-Practice” statements, students at Congress felt that several of the statements carried more positives than negatives. In particular, there were very good comments regarding research-based learning. Students’ noted that a research conference module would give them valuable experience; encourage independent exploration; and build confidence as well as research skills. As asked, the students also brainstormed about the negatives of such learning and while there were only a few noted most stated that it would be daunting, intimidating and hard to assess. One did note that it would be a “time-sink” and that assessing it to reflect how much time was needed to prepare a research conference presentation would probably not be accurate. 
The most popular method of incorporating research into the learning experience of Strathclyde students was in conjunction with industry. This does highlight that students want the University to be better connected with industry, something that is being progressed by the Technology and Innovation Centre, but that they too wanted to get involved. Students would value the connections with research and industry but even more so if they were included in the process. Positives of this linkage would be increasing the strength of a Strathclyde degree by giving hands-on real world experience. It would have the knock-on effect of better connections with industry and better employability rates. There are the possible ethical and moral pitfalls with certain companies and that it might be more applicable to engineering and science departments and not as applicable to social sciences. 
Great debate surrounded the statement of students being required to assist departmental activity as research assistants. Some students would value this hands-on experience and would increase their employability. However, others felt that students may be taken advantage of in this situation where they (students) become relegated to “admin slaves” with very little learning opportunities. The issue of how to assess such work also arose as the possibility of it being intensive on research staff. 

Participants were not keen on teaching and learning (T & L) influencing research with only one pointing out an actual benefit. Most commented that it would be hard to implement and would stagnate research. Instead, students were more in favour of research influencing T & L as it would provide students with cutting edge knowledge. However, there were questions raised on the implementation of such an idea in that it might provide too narrow of scope and that basics or the big picture might become obscured. 
So what direction does this discussion on RTL give to both the Student Association and the University? While there is variation into what students at Strathclyde are receiving, expect and methods of implementing, one thing is clear: that the students of Strathclyde would like to see stronger research-teaching linkages. Overall most seem in support of Strathclyde’s move towards a cutting edge research university but they are keen to benefit from this expertise and for Teaching and Learning not to be sidelined for the headline grabbing research but to work with the university to benefit from it. 
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Forum and Decision Time

New to this year, an open forum allowed Student Congress Attendees to raise and discuss issues. Based on the new governance structure of the Student Association, the forum discusses the Student Representation Paper that was recently approved by Senate and how it would effect class reps; introduced the “Contact Your Rep” tool on MyPlace that will be piloted next year; and allowed Class Reps to discuss other issues that had been previously raised at forums/catch-ups as well as new issues. Minutes from the forum are attached as appendix 2. 

Decision time was the last item on the agenda and a perennial favourite of Class Reps. During decision time, Class Reps used an interactive voting system to record their opinions on issues discussed at Congress. A number of these questions and results are featured in the Discussion group coverage and the graphs of all pertinent results can be accessed in appendix 3.  
Conclusions
Student Congress also highlighted several key issues that students at the university are currently facing.  These can be summarised below:

· The majority of Congress attendees were lukewarm about the proposed “4E” graduate attributes. 40% felt that there could be better ones while the same amount of respondents felt they would help “a bit”. 

· Out of the four graduate attributes that were discussed (engaged, enquiring, ethical and enterprising), engaged and enquiring were the ones that the students consider to be the most important to develop while ethical and enterprising were considered the least important.
· The curriculum of their course failed to meet 42% of the participating students’ expectations with 15% responding that it did not meet them at all. 
· Their was a polarisation of students in regards to being involved in or even learning from research activity in their department. 44% of students have been involved in carrying out research as well as learning about it in their classes but an equal amount answered they had little or no exposure. 

· 28% of responding students were unaware of any research being undertaken in their department.  

Feedback on event

In both the immediate feedback sheets and the impact survey sent out weeks later, Congress attendees rated the event highly with all but one non-graduating participants stating that it was worthwhile and they would attend next year. Students most enjoyed finding out the future direction of Strathclyde direct from universities strategic leaders and having the ability to interact with university figures and other reps. 


Which attribute do you think is the least important for Strathclyde Students to develop?





Engaged	15%


Enquiring	19%


Enterprising    31%


Ethical		35%








Which attribute do you think is the most important for Strathclyde Students to develop?





Engaged	48%


Enquiring	33%


Enterprising     7%


Ethical		11%








What did you enjoy or value the most about Student Congress? 


~


The chance to interact with senior management at the Uni and understand the future direction of the Uni.


~


The presentations were excellent and the ability to ask questions was welcome.


~


The ability to engage with other Reps and share opinion.


~


Finding out what will be happening around Strathclyde in the future, and what is happening now.

















 Have you learned from or been involved in research that is currently being carried out in your department? 


Yes- I have been involved in carrying out research as well as learning about it in my classes


44%





Yes- My classes have incorporated research topics/processes into the curriculum but have not had hands-on involvement


12%





No- I have had little or no exposure to research currently being carried out in my department


44%
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