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Workshop 5 notes: 

The course rep role 
 
 

 

Introductory guidance 
 

This is part of a series of six workshop templates introduced in a separate guide: Exploring student 

engagement with academic staff: user guidance. Please refer to that document for general 

introductory guidance on organising these discussion workshops, including steps to take before and 

after the event. 

 

About this workshop 
 

This workshop aims to generate understanding among staff of the role of the course rep and how to 

work with them in enhancing the learning experience. 

 

The content in this workshop includes the following sections: 

 

1. Understanding the course rep role. 

2. Shaping the course rep role. 

3. Engaging course reps in committees. 

 

The activities in these sections could be used in different ways: 

• As single exercises or as part of a larger activity. 

• Adapted for multiple formats such as discussions in meetings, briefing notes, webinars, or 

indeed a participative workshop. 

• In either course or faculty team contexts or in cross-institutional forums. 

• In staff groups or in mixed staff-student groups. 

 

Each section is outlined in the paragraphs that follow. 

 

Further reading to aid your preparation 

 

• Bogdan, I. C. 2021. Miro Board as a Method of Collecting Feedback. 

https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/resource-item.php?item=280  

• Bols, A. T. G. 2017. Enhancing student representation. The Journal of Educational Innovation, 

Partnership and Change, 3(1), 81–89. https://doi.org/10.21100/jeipc.v3i1.585 

• Carey, P. 2013. Representation and student engagement in higher education: A reflection on 

the views and experiences of course representatives. Journal of Further and Higher 

Education, 37(1), 71-88. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2011.644775  

• sparqs. 2020. Preparing your course rep system and recruiting your reps during COVID-19. 

https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/upfiles/COVID-

19%20Course%20Rep%20Systems%20Resource.pdf 

• sparqs. 2020. Course rep recruitment resources. https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/resource-

item.php?item=270 

• sparqs. 2020. Five Top Tips for Supporting Course Reps during COVID-19. 

https://venngage.net/ps/HsLhESBhwJs/top-tips-for-supporting-your-reps 

• University of Strathclyde Students’ Association. 2020. How to be an Effective Rep Online. 

https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/resource-item.php?item=261  
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1.  Understanding the course rep role 
 

It is important, for staff to be able to work effectively with course reps, that they fully know what 

the role is about. This can include its function, job description and the training provided.  

 

A discussion prompt to get staff views about the purpose of the course rep may be an informative 

process to understand the perceptions (or mis-perceptions) staff may have, and this can then inform 

later work. Therefore, elements of the following content could form an ice-breaker for later activities 

in this document or could have value in themselves as the basis for a short standalone session. 

 

 

A “blank sheet” brainstorming exercise 

 

Where participants can express their own views without 

prompts. 

 
Prompts with keywords  

 

Where participants should build on concepts such as 

“representation”, “partnership” or “enhancement” to 

state what they think the purpose is or could be. 

 

 

 

Channels of communication 

 

Looking at the three groups that a course rep might 

communicate with [do a triangle with students, course 

team and the SA] to try to identify the purpose of 

communication in each direction. 

 

 
Commentary 

 

Using the existing course rep job description, generate a 

discussion about what staff think about this and where 

they feel their role interacts with, supports, or depends 

on, particular tasks listed. 
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Understanding course rep training 

 

Often, one of the best ways of learning about the role is 

through an insight into the training. You could share the 

core messages of the training and ask staff to think 

about what this means for them. At the core of sparqs’ 

introductory Course Rep Training is the SLE diagram 

and ABCD, and how they equip reps for partnership: 

these could be good prompts for reflection – how much 

do staff get feedback across the SLE elements? Is 

feedback always ABCD? What could be done to improve 

this? Link this to workshop 1. What might staff do with 

suggestions from students across the SLE that are 

ABCD-compliant, and how might they incorporate it into 

their evaluative and reflective activities to improve 

learning and practice? 

 

 

 

 
Promoting the course rep role 

 

Teaching staff can be the best ambassadors for the role 

of course rep when it comes to electing them at the 

start of the year. sparqs provides lots of materials about 

promoting the role, and you can spark useful discussion 

with teaching staff by looking at two of them: 
 

• 2020 recruitment leaflet, telling students about 

the importance of the role at this time of change 

and uncertainty. 

• A three-slide introduction to the role, which can 

be shown in classes or indeed adapted to be VLE 

text, a leaflet or other formats. 

 

Ask staff to reflect on these two resources. In particular, 

ask them to identify successful actions from course reps 

in the past year: what examples can they use as 

encouragements to the new cohort about the value and 

impact of the role? How can staff themselves exude 

enthusiasm for the role and demonstrate how valuable 

they have found working with them? 

 

 

 

  

https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/upfiles/Course%20Rep%20Recruitment%20leaflet.pdf
https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/resource-item.php?item=257
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2.  Shaping the course rep role 
 

The nature of partnership means not just teaching staff working with course reps, but also having a 

stake in the nature of the course rep role. Therefore, as the course rep role is reviewed (perhaps on 

an annual basis), there is scope for staff to play a key part in that process. 

 

The following slides could be the basis for staff discussions (with course reps or in parallel sessions) 

to reflect on the course rep role. 

 

Complete the sentence 

 

There are two sentences that you can ask staff to 

complete that generate very powerful ideas about 

their perception of, and ambition for the course rep 

role: 

 

• “I love it when course reps…” 

• “I wish course reps…” 

 

Both sentences are based on positive premises, 

encouraging staff to speak constructively about the 

course rep role. The first sentence can help create a 

picture of what a good baseline expectation about the 

role might be, and the second sentence creates ideas 

for enhancement. Answers to both can be combined 

with answers from reps themselves or the students’ 

association. Prompts, if required, could encourage 

staff to think about both basic tasks (turning up to 

meetings) to approaches (suggesting creative ideas). 

 

 

A year in the life of a course rep  

 

A great way to critically reflect on the course rep role 

is to consider its cyclical nature over the academic 

year. This exercise could be synchronous (in a 

meeting) or asynchronous (conducted over a few 

days). 

 

Firstly, create twelve sheets (perhaps flipcharts on a 

large round table, or slides in a shared document) – 

one for each month. Firstly, ask staff to write down 

what happens in each month relating to course reps. 

You could use the following headings as prompts at 

the start, or as classifications for the answers 

afterwards: 
 

• The election process. 

• Quality activities. 

• Research and communication. 

• Students’ association activities.  

 

Secondly, mark the points where staff might have a 

role in the events of each month, and try to agree 

what is required for this. For instance, staff might 

need to give reps an opportunity to speak to course 

mates in classes, make time to listen to reps, or 

develop constructive responses to the ideas and 

suggestions offered by reps. 
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Creating a course rep job description 

 

If you want to create or revise a job description for 

the course rep role, these headings and explanations 

could be used to generate ideas. Responses from 

staff could be aligned with, or generated alongside, 

those of reps themselves or the students’ association. 

Throughout, it is worth thinking about whether, and 

how, the role might vary between circumstances – 

such as departments, campuses, or different levels or 

modes of study.  

 

 

 
 

The overall purpose How would staff sum up the role in a sentence? This is a 

useful measure of how confidently staff could describe the 

role to their students or new colleagues. 

The tasks What do staff think are the individual tasks? They might 

involve communication or attending meetings. This creates a 

detailed understanding of the role. 

Who you work with Reflecting on the different points of communication (teaching 

staff, students, the students’ association) illustrates the 

importance of the role to partnership. 

Who supports you Though there will be some overlap with the above, this is 

about sources of help and guidance, such as heads of 

department or the students’ association. 

How much time is involved When staff are confident about this, it helps set expectations 

for all. You might encourage complex answers here (for 

instance, it varies across weeks). 

The skills you need Where does the balance lie between making the role feel 

accessible to any student, and ensuring that people are 

broadly competent in it? 

The skills you gain What do staff see as the personal development potential in 

the role? Course reps may engage with formal meetings or 

regulations for the first time. 

What you might do next Similar to the above, impactful course reps could be 

encouraged to move on to other roles, such as faculty rep or 

quality reviewer. Do staff know about these? 
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3.  Engaging course reps in committees 
 

A core part of the course rep role is to sit on committees at the course level – these might be called 

programme boards, course committees or student-staff liaison committees. Essentially, this will be 

the forum where staff and course reps (and possibly other students) on the course get together to 

discuss the learning experience, analyse student feedback, and create ideas for enhancement. They 

may also be the same meeting at which individual student progression is discussed, in which case 

student reps should withdraw for this part of the agenda. 

 

These may be the first experiences that course reps have of formal meetings or quality systems. 

Given reps may change from year to year, there will also be a power dynamic that staff must be 

conscious of: it can be easy for staff to inadvertently dominate proceedings and shape the 

atmosphere of the meeting. 

 

The following exercises may help staff to reflect on what they can do to support reps effectively in 

meetings. 

 

Course reps’ hats 

 

How course reps behave in a meeting, and how 

staff interact with them, all depends on what 

the perception is of what the course rep is there 

for. Remember, course reps’ actions or conduct 

in a committee can be shaped, not just by their 

own perception of their role or the training they 

receive, but how others around the table 

perceive them too. In any case, while staff may 

have a good understanding of the job 

description, it may not go into specific detail 

about behaviour in committees. 

 

Ask staff to think about the various possible 

“hats” or labels on this slide, and the image or 

connotation they each conjure up in terms of a 

course rep’s conduct in a meeting. Which is the 

best one for course reps? Which is the least 

appropriate for course reps? Are there any 

obvious missing ones? Are there a few that 

might combine to create an ideal course rep 

role in meetings? 

 

Then, what is the corresponding staff role that 

complements and encourages that ideal role?  

 

Again, this exercise could be done together 

with, or in parallel with, course reps. 
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Successful meetings 

 

A big part of the course rep role is attending 

meetings with their teaching and support staff 

to discuss the learning experience. These could 

be called Staff-Student Liaison Committees, 

course committees, programme boards, or 

many other names. These will operate as 

forums for discussing enhancement of the 

learning experience at course or programme 

level, though sometimes they double up as 

more formal meetings to review individual 

student progress and achievement (items for 

which it is standard for course reps to 

withdraw). It’s important that staff know what 

the meetings are called, how they work and 

what their own role in it is. 

 

sparqs’ course rep training includes what reps 

should do before, during and after meetings 

with staff. These three slides include a 

summary of the guidance that our training 

conveys on this. Ask staff to look at this list, 

and think about the following questions: 

 

1. Do you agree or disagree with any 

points? 

2. How well have you seen reps exemplify 

these points? 

3. Is there anything obvious missing from 

the lists? 

4. If there is a gap between expectation 

and reality, what might cause it? 

5. Most importantly, what can staff do to 

support or enable these actions? 

6. Finally, how much is enabling an 

inclusive atmosphere for student 

members in the committee down to just 

the chair’s actions, and how much can 

all staff participants contribute? 
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