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Proposal 

Title: “Same storm, different boats”i – A Student-Led Approach to Exploring Equity of the Student 
Learning Experience in Scotland 

Abstract: Scotland’s Enhancement Themes Student-Led Project (SLP), a national initiative comprised 
of student representatives from across the country, selected the topic of ‘Promoting Equity of the 
Student Learning Experience’ for its 2021-22 focus.  

The paper will consider the key learning points gained during our exploration of the concept of equity, 
identifying ongoing areas of challenge and sharing examples of positive practice. In particular, the paper 
considers the concept of equity in relation to student representatives, considering whether our rep 
systems are themselves accessible and inclusive for all students, and how our reps can be equipped 
to effectively represent increasingly diverse student cohorts. 

The paper will also highlight the benefits of an approach to quality enhancement activity which 
recognises that, as those with direct lived experiences of the challenges of inequitable learning and 
teaching, students are those best placed to identify what they need to thrive in education. 
 

Sectoral Context: Scotland’s Enhancement Themes and the Student-Led 
Project 
 
Scotland has an enhancement-led approach to quality. At its centre is the Quality Enhancement 
Framework (QEF), comprised of 5 pillarsii. One of these 5 pillars is the Enhancement Themes, which 
‘aims to improve the learning experience of students studying within the Scottish higher education 
sector’iii. Every 3 years, the sector agrees a topic (known as a Theme) to work on institutionally and 
nationally. Staff and students consider how to improve strategy, policy and practice under the Theme 
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and institutions are encouraged to work together on solutions to challenging issues. The current 
Theme (2020-2023) is Resilient Learning Communities. This Theme focuses on ‘meeting the 
changing needs and values of an increasingly diverse student community and a rapidly changing 
external environment’iv. The Theme has four priority areas: equality and diversity; community and 
belonging; supporting staff and student success; and accessible learning. 
 
As part of the Enhancement Themes, sparqs is commissioned by QAA Scotland to facilitate the 
delivery of the Student-Led Project (SLP). The SLP is led by a steering group of student officers from 
across Scotland who choose a sub-topic under the Theme to work on each year, supported by staff 
members from sparqs and QAA Scotland. 
 
The SLP Steering Group is formed in September each year. The exact composition of the group is 
flexible, but the group is always majority-student. Most of the members are sabbatical officers with an 
education remit, who represent their student body at the institutional level. We aim for a group which 
cover a broad geographical spread across Scotland, including those representing rural and remote 
locations. In 2021/22, the group was comprised of 8 student officers, 1 students’ association staff 
member and 1 institutional staff member.v 
 
The Steering Group meets approximately once a month from September to May. The first meetings 
involve introducing members to the wider Enhancement Theme and discussions to select the SLP’s 
chosen topic for the year. This decision is based on several factors, including the officers’ manifesto 
commitments; current issues in the wider sector as identified by national quality reporting; national 
priorities such as governmental focuses; and, in many cases, simply the organic direction of lively 
debate and discussion amongst the group. 

 

The Student-Led Project 2021-22 
 
For 2021/22, the topic the SLP Steering Group selected is ‘Promoting Equity of the Student Learning 
Experience’. 
 
The selection of this topic was motivated in part by the students’ observations of the significant 
changes to learning and teaching brought about by the pandemic. In some cases, the students 
observed that the move to digital had made elements of the student experience more equitable, and 
these are changes which institutions may wish to keep as we move out of the pandemic. In other 
cases, some changes made the learning experience less equitable for certain groups and 
demographics of students. 
 
In light of this context, institutions in Scotland are currently reflecting on what they have learned from 
the pandemic, in order to continue to develop approaches to learning and teaching that maximise the 
benefits of a more blended environment and support the diverse needs of their student populations. 
This year’s SLP builds on this momentum, encouraging institutions and students’ associations to work 
collaboratively to build a student experience that supports all students, however and wherever they 
learn. 
 
The SLP steering group identified 5 questions to explore over the 2021/22 year: 
 

• What do we understand by ‘equity’ in the context of learning and teaching and the student 
experience? 

• How can we promote the importance of equity to support the diverse needs of students? 
What changes are still required from the student perspective? 

• Recognising the diverse needs of students, what are the barriers to students having an 
equitable learning experience? 

• How do we make blended learning and teaching as engaging and inclusive as possible for all 
students? 

• How do we continue to develop representative systems and equip student representatives to 
effectively support all of the students they represent? 

 
The students chose to develop 5 substantive outputs over the course of the project: 
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• A piece of desk-based research to collate a set of key existing theory, practice and resources 
related to equity in learning and teaching.vi 

• A ‘top tips’ document on how to develop equitable learning opportunities.vii 

• A workshop that explores how students’ associations and institutions can develop course rep 
systems that effectively represent diverse groups of students.viii 

• A suite of case studies related to equitable learning and teaching practices [to be published 
August 2022]. 

• An introductory guide for student reps on the topic of equity in learning and teaching [to be 
published August 2022]. 

 
For each of the outputs, 1-2 members of the steering group took on a lead role. This approach allows 
all the officers to have a chance to take responsibility for the development of a national level resource, 
while ensuring that membership of the steering group does not become overly burdensome. Student 
officers are incredibly busy, and we are mindful that their role in national level development work 
needs to strike a balance between giving them new opportunities and ensuring that the 
responsibilities are proportionate and manageable alongside their institutional time commitments. 
 
As we come to the end of the SLP for 2021/22, we are able to look back on a hugely valuable year 
spent developing our understanding of the concept of equity, identifying the challenges for institutions 
in creating an equitable student experience for all, and sharing examples of best practice from across 
Scotland with the sector. Below we will outline some of the key learning points we have gained 
throughout the year’s SLP activities, as well as sharing some of sparqs’ ongoing initiatives in this 
area. 

 

Equity and the Student Learning Experience 
 
To give a foundation to our discussions on equity, sparqs introduced the SLP Steering Group to our 
Student Learning Experience (SLE) diagramix. This diagram is used across a range of sparqs’ 
activities including in our course rep training, where it helps course reps to break down the concept of 
the learning experience into more manageable bitesize chunks. 
It is 

important that 
institutions and students’ associations consider issues of equity across the entire breadth of the 
student learning experience. The SLP identified issues of equity across all of the elements in the 
above diagram and included this range of themes across our published outputs.  
 
For example, during the pandemic, the move to online learning highlighted that some students did not 
have access to the learning resources needed to engage in their studies, including devices such as 
laptops and access to an effective internet connection. Although the pandemic brought these 
challenges to the forefront of institutions’ attentions, equitable access to learning resources is not a 

sparqs' Student Learning Experience Diagram 
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new issue. For instance, in 2017, the Scottish Government estimated that a third of low-income 
households (on incomes of less than £15,000) in Scotland had no internet access at all. Many 
institutions have been able to provide equipment directly to students by donating laptops or providing 
dongles that improve the quality of internet connectivity. Nevertheless, as new students join the 
institution each year digital exclusion remains a barrier for many. 
 
Let us also consider the issue of equity in the context of learning and teaching processes. For 
example, for some students the move to online teaching has removed barriers. There is no cost of 
travel to campus, students with parental or caring responsibilities may find it easier to structure their 
courses around childcare, and for students living far away from campus, such as those living in 
remote areas such as parts of the Highlands and Islands, they do not need to travel for multiple hours 
to get to campus. But for other students, the move online has created barriers. They may not have a 
stable WiFi connection, may have a lack of access to necessary equipment, and some students find 
the online space a challenging space to maintain focus and engage. Unlike a campus environment, 
students’ home environments are not standardised and some may have distractions of home life that 
cannot be avoided. 
 
Our Rep Guide to Equity in Learning and Teaching [to be published in August 2022] will introduce 
student reps to issues of equity across the student learning experience. If we want students to work in 
partnership with the institution, to identify where issues of equity exist within learning and teaching 
and to work together on solutions, then we need to equip our student reps to understand these issues 
and to recognise how and why students may experience education differently from one another.  

 

One size does not fit all 
 
As we progress through and out of the pandemic, institutions are beginning to make longer-term 
strategic decisions about their future provision following a sustained period of emergency planning.  
How do institutions decide what they will look like post-pandemic, if, as we illustrate above, a 
particular decision levels the playing field for one student while the very same decision makes it more 
challenging for another? 
 
If we recognise that the different circumstances and needs of students lead to different requirements 
for their learning and teaching contexts, an institution which aims for equity therefore needs to offer 
students as much choice as possible in order to allow them to engage with their academic experience 
in the way the most suits them. Examples could include offering both online and in-person options for 
classes and offering a range of assessment types. This does not mean giving students an entirely 
unlimited choice of how their course is delivered and assessed, but perhaps offering 2-3 options, to 
ensure quality remains assured and that staff are not overburdened. But offering this type of semi-
personalised approach and allowing some degree of flexibility will go far in allowing students to tailor 
their learning and teaching to their own skills, personal circumstances, and aptitudes.x 

 
Diverse student voices 
As part of the SLP, we ran a workshop at QAA Scotland’s Enhancement Themes Conference, 

exploring with attendees the roles institutions and students’ associations can have in supporting 

student reps and rep systems to effectively engage with issues of equityxi. As the student body 

becomes increasingly diverse, how do institutions and students’ associations ensure their student rep 

systems reflect this diversity? We asked attendees to look at 3 sections of the rep system – 

recruitment; training and resources; and rep processes, systems and structures. Under each theme, 

we asked the groups to consider a set of equity-themed questions: 

 
Recruitment • Do you know which groups of students are well-represented or under-

represented in your rep population? How do you know? 
 
• Do you gather demographics data on your student reps? In what ways 
could this sort of data be used by the students’ association/institution? 
 
• What is your process for recruiting reps? Are there any elements of this 
process which could be barriers for particular student groups? 
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• What can be done to ensure that institutions and students’ associations are 
hearing from diverse voices and harder to reach groups of students? Do you 
know of any existing examples of good practice? 
 

Training and 
resources 

• What format does your training take? Online or in-person? Synchronous or 
asynchronous? If synchronous, when is it scheduled? What are the 
barriers/strengths of your training format? 
 
• Does your rep training include content on hearing from and representing 
diverse voices? Are reps aware of the concept of equity, and how it relates to 
learning and teaching and to their roles? 
 
• What resources could you provide to reps to support them to understand 
issues of equity and to represent diverse voices? Do you know of any 
existing examples of good practice? 
 

Rep processes, 
systems and 
structures 

• Are there student groups at your institution that don’t engage with the rep 
system? Who and why? 
 
• What kind of meetings are reps invited to attend? When are where are 
these meetings scheduled? Are there any barriers to attending? 
 
• Do you have a process where students can raise issues of equity directly 
with the students’ association? 
 
• Are there opportunities for reps who are particularly interested in the topic 
of equity to get more involved in departmental and institutional initiatives 
throughout their time in the role? How could institutions and students’ 
associations facilitate this and can you think of any existing opportunities 
where you could engage further with reps? Do you know of any existing 
examples of good practice? 
 

 
Key reflections and suggestions of effective practice from the workshop included: 
 

• Where possible, provide choice for reps to engage in their role; for example: different times of 
the day and locations of training, different formats of resources, alternative ways to contribute 
to student-staff committees such as sending in comments via email. 

• Consider how to provide online spaces for your reps, such as a Microsoft Teams space, that 
allow reps to engage with one another as easily as possible. 

• Reps should be trained and supported to understand the diversity of the students they 
represent, and how students may experience learning and teaching differently from one other. 
Training should include those groups who are protected under the Equality Actxii as well as 
other groups such as direct entrants into second or third year (articulating students), student 
parents and carers, students whose first language is not English, and adult returners to 
education. 

• Equip reps with the knowledge to signpost to specialist services (while reassuring them 
they do not need to be specialists themselves). 

• If your students’ association has liberation officer roles (or equivalent), ensure that your 
reps know about them and how to contact them. 

• Engage with your existing reps on institutional and national equity initiatives - work in 
partnership with reps to identify issues and solutions. 

• Postgraduate students, in particular research students, are often an under-represented 
group in the rep population. Solutions include dedicated roles for PGR students (instead of 
grouping PGT and PGR under one ‘postgraduate’ role) and linking rep systems with existing 
postgraduate groups and structures such as societies or institutional postgraduate 
committees. 

• For some students, the time commitment of being a rep may be too high. This can be a 
particular barrier for students who work alongside their studies and do not have time to take 
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on significant extra-curricular commitments. Consideration needs to be given to the size and 
scope of the rep role and ensuring that it does not become burdensome. For senior reps, 
undertaking a role which is expected to take up a larger amount of time, paying these 
students or giving them an honorarium to recognise their contribution should be considered. 

• Even before COVID-19, some students’ associations had begun to move their training online 
and this number unsurprisingly increased during the pandemic. Many students’ associations 
have found that the move to online training has made it easier for students to engage and 
removed barriers to accessing training such as needing to travel to campus. Students’ 
associations should review their rep training in the context of equity and consider continuing 
to offer an online training option. 

• As a sector, we need to recognise the importance of the individual student story – reps 
shouldn’t always need to demonstrate that there is an issue by proving it impacts a large 
group of students. Depth of feeling is as important as breadth of feeling, and focusing only on 
issues which affect large cohorts can risk tyranny of the majority. 

• Capture who your reps are through diversity monitoring. 

 

Diversity of student reps - you can’t manage what you don’t measure 
 
This final reflection – capturing who your reps are through diversity monitoring – is an aim shared by 
sparqs. The course rep role should be open to all students, regardless of their demographic profile. 
As we have identified above, students do not have homogeneous experiences and we cannot 
assume that one student’s experience of a course is the same as another’s. There is a risk that, 
where a group of students is underrepresented and their voices unheard by the institution and the 
students’ association, that these students are further disadvantaged by this exclusion. 
 
Since 2017, sparqs has run a national project – ‘Monitoring the Diversity of Course Reps’ – to 
advance the equality and diversity of student representation and to create an evidence-base for 
further research and activity at institutional and national levelxiii. At its core is a questionnaire covering 
15 demographic areas and administered to course reps during their training. In 2021/22, the project 
received responses from over 3000 reps in 23 institutions across Scotland. 
 
Each year, participating institutions receive an institutional report for internal use, in order to identify 
under-represented groups in their rep populations and consider initiatives they may be able to 
introduce to ensure that they capture the voices of all students. The data collected is also aggregated 
into a national dataset. As the project develops further, sparqs aims to build an increasingly complete 
understanding of course rep diversity at the national level in Scotland, in order to develop cross-
institutional initiatives which aim to create rep systems which are as equitable as possible and remove 
barriers to entry and participation. 

 

Conclusions 
 
This year’s Student-Led Project has given us an invaluable opportunity to spend dedicated time 
considering the issue of equity in the student learning experience. All the resources created during the 
SLP have been student-led from start to finish. As experts in their own learning, students are uniquely 
placed to deliver activity on issues of equity. As people with direct, lived experience of the challenges 
of inequitable learning and teaching, students are best placed to identify what they, and those in 
similar circumstances to them, need to succeed and thrive in higher education. 
 
The Student-Led Project model is an approach that is undoubtedly transferable to the settings of other 
countries and their quality systems. As long as you have a group of engaged student representatives, 
and provide them with sufficient support and structure throughout the programme, you will reap the 
benefits of resources made by students, for students. This initiative truly embodies the oft-quoted 
slogan within social justice movements of ‘nothing about us without us’, empowering students to take 
the lead on issues which affect them and set the agenda for changexiv.  

 

Discussion questions for the session: 
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1. Where are the opportunities for students from diverse backgrounds to impact on institutional 
and national strategies for equity in learning? 

2. What can be done to ensure that institutions and student representative bodies are hearing 
from diverse voices and harder to reach groups of students? 

3. Are your student rep systems equitable? Do you know which groups of students are well-
represented or under-represented in your rep population, and why?  
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