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1.
Introduction 
1.1
Congratulations 

Congratulations on becoming a student representative or “course rep” as they are called! There are over 300 students this year who, like you, are taking on this role. You are the main voice for the students on your course. It is through you that they can make their views known, recorded and acted on within the University. To have put yourself forward and been selected for this role you are demonstrating that you have the motivation and energy to make a difference. 

As a course rep you will have excellent opportunities to develop important transferable skills as well as getting to know other students and teaching staff. This Handbook provides you with a range of information to help you develop the skills you will need.  It also provides guidance to help you prepare and carry out the role of course rep effectively.  There are short exercises to help you think, from your own experience, about what makes communication effective, and tools and practical tips to help you reflect on and develop your skills.  Finally the Learning Development Service offers formal training sessions for course reps that will hone and consolidate these skills and boost your confidence.
1.2
The importance of student feedback 

The University places a high value on the feedback provided by students about the quality of the education they receive.  Course reps on Staff:Student Consultative Committees (SSCCs) are just one means the University uses to gather feedback from students.  The other ways in which student feedback is gathered include through module evaluations, module and programme review meetings, informal feedback, Academic Board, the Students’ Union, the National Student Survey, and the First and Second Year Experience Surveys.  
1.3
Your constituency – who you will represent

The SSCC may be School-wide or there may be separate ones for different subject areas.  An SSCC is made up of equal numbers of academic staff and students, with the course reps being elected by fellow students early in the first semester each year.  

How many course reps there are in your School and who you represent will depend on how your School organises its SSCC(s).  In some Schools, there may be a course rep for each year of each degree programme.  In other Schools there may be a rep for all first year students or all second year students and so on.  Course reps must include undergraduate and postgraduate students.
As well as participating in SSCC meetings you may also get involved in other committees.  These are described in section 2.2.

It would be wrong to think that your role is confined to representing your colleagues at formal committee meetings.  Students may come to you with issues that can be resolved more quickly and more easily by talking to the lecturer or tutor.  In some cases, students may come to you with issues that you should not get involved in and your role will be to point the students to other sources of advice and help.  This Handbook gives advice on analyzing problems and developing a strategy for dealing with them.
1.4
benefits of being a course rep

As well as having the opportunity to make a meaningful contribution to the University and to your School, being a course rep gives you the opportunity to get involved, have your say and make a difference. It gives you a high profile with staff and fellow students. It also helps to develop skills for future employment.  A graduate level job requires much more than the subject specific-expertise associated with your degree.  As a course rep you will have opportunities to develop the skills graduate employers are looking for - these include leadership and diplomacy, communication skills, problem-solving, team-working, negotiation, lobbying, advocacy, report writing, presentation and public speaking and committee skills.  You will also be able to demonstrate to employers that you have interests outside of your degree programme, that you are motivated, responsible and interested in helping improve things for others.  
The University has established its Degree Plus initiative to ensure that students capture the benefits of activities that allow them to develop their skills and experiences, so you need to see your course rep work in this context.  Be sure to check out the Degree Plus website (www.qub.ac.uk/directorates/degreeplus/) and don’t forget that your PDP e-folio will allow you to record and reflect on your skills and achievements so that you can draw on them in the future.
2.
what the role involves

2.1
the responsibilities of the course rep


Your responsibilities as a course rep are listed below:

· Responsibility 1: to identify yourself to the group of students you represent.

· Responsibility 2: to attend training events.

· Responsibility 3: to consult your student colleagues and identify any issues and needs.

· Responsibility 4: to represent the views of your student colleagues even if you do not agree with them.

· Responsibility 5: to keep an eye on the stated aims and objectives of your course and ensure that these are being addressed by the teaching that you receive.

· Responsibility 6: to attend and participate in meetings of the SSCC and any other meetings, such as module reviews and annual programme reviews, which you might be invited to attend in your capacity as a course rep.

· Responsibility 7: to liaise with the Students’ Union.

· Responsibility 8: to work with course reps from across the University on issues of joint concern.

· Responsibility 9: to refer major issues and individual issues to the Students’ Union Sabbatical Officers or the appropriate University support service.

· Responsibility 10: to help to ensure that the student perspective is considered in all decisions.

· Responsibility 11: to promote the University’s student surveys, or University-endorsed surveys, to fellow students and to encourage them to participate.

· Responsibility 12: to provide feedback to your student colleagues on the outcomes of meetings you attend.
And remember, course reps are elected by their course colleagues to represent their collective interests on issues related to their education.  This is a legitimate role which both the University and Students’ Union recognise and seek to support. 
2.2
the committees involved


As a course rep you will certainly be a member of your SSCC but may also be invited to attend other committee meetings.  The roles of the various committees are outlined overleaf:

The SSCC

As a course rep you will be expected to attend meetings of your SSCC.  The remit of the SSCC relates to the quality of academic provision in the School or Institute. This includes curriculum, teaching and learning, as well as associated matters and activities within a School such as guidance, resources, feedback and accommodation.  

Module Review Groups

You may also be invited to attend module reviews which are conducted at the end of every module.  A module must be reviewed every time it is delivered and before it is taught again.  Module review focuses on the intended learning outcomes of the module, how student learning is facilitated and assessed in relation to the intended learning outcomes, student evaluation questionnaires and results.  The review is undertaken by the staff responsible for the module and, where possible, students and other interested groups (for example, members of professional bodies).

Programme Review Groups

After module review comes programme review.  This takes place annually, normally when the results of the summer examinations are known.  It considers the continued relevance of curriculum content, the quality of learning opportunities, any actions necessary to address developments in University policy and opportunities for enhancement.  As part of this, it looks at key statistical data, about student progression and achievement, for example.

Programme Review Groups are normally chaired by the Head of School and are composed of the academic staff who teach on the programme. There must be clear evidence that student views have been taken into consideration.  Preferably, however, there should be at least one course rep, drawn from a relevant SSCC present at the review meeting. 

Academic Board

Academic Board functions as a central University SSCC and discusses learning and teaching issues which relate to central University provision or policy.   It is chaired by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Education & Students and its members include one Course Rep from every School or Institute.

2.3
issues within the remit of a course rep

As a course rep, students may approach you about a wide variety of issues.  Some of these issues fall properly within the remit of a course rep but others may not.  The issues that typically course reps will deal with are discussed below.  

Course Content and Structure

Degree courses need to equip students with the knowledge and skills they will need to gain graduate level jobs in a modern, global economy.  The curriculum needs to be shaped and informed by the University’s research strengths, by student demand and by the requirements of business and industry, the professions, the community and the wider society. Equally important, the curriculum needs to be delivered so that learning outcomes are met.  The types of issues that your course colleagues may raise include:

· The course doesn’t match the description in the course handbook.

· Students don’t understand the intended learning outcomes. The intended learning outcomes aren’t being met. 

· Changes been made to the course without warning or consultation. 

Teaching Methods

Teaching methods need to communicate the course content to students in a way that promotes learning so that the intended learning outcomes are achieved.  The issues that students raise about teaching methods tend to be related to speed of delivery, understanding the lecturer and the ‘boredom factor’.  These issues are best dealt with quickly as soon as they arise rather than left to a meeting which may be too late.  If your colleagues raise issues about the quality of teaching provided by individual lecturer or tutor you should encourage them to talk to that person directly.  If they are not happy with the response or outcome then they should take the issue to the Director of Education.  But it is important that issues resolved in this way are reported to the next SSCC for the record without naming the lecturer or tutor.  Note that issues about individual staff should not be raised in an SSCC.  
Assessment & Feedback

Assessment is concerned with measuring what students have learned and it is also an integral part of learning.  Students’ learning is improved when they know what is expected of them and if they receive good quality feedback on their work.  The types of issues raised by your course colleagues might be:

· They don’t know how they are going to be assessed in a module. 

· They don’t know how they are going to be assessed for each assessment task.  

· They aren’t given guidance about what constitutes a good answer and what constitutes a fail.  For example, students would like to see work from previous years that was judged to be good.

· They aren’t happy with the feedback that they get – that it comes too late or never, that they can’t read the handwriting, or they don’t understand the feedback. 

Academic Support

The University seeks to provide an environment in which students can succeed academically, personally and socially.  It needs to support students in making the transition to university and throughout their courses.  The types of issues that your course colleagues might raise are:

· They don’t know where to go for advice on academic and personal matters.

· Students on placement or work experience feel they are not being properly supported.

· They have difficulty contacting staff when they have a problem.  

Course Organisation and Management

Students need to be able to achieve a balance between study and the other aspects of their lives, whether this is working, running a home or leisure.  The different parts of your course should come together in a way that recognizes the importance of achieving this balance.  Bear in mind, though, that full-time students are meant to be on campus five days a week and broadly from 9 to 5 so it is not unreasonable for a School to organize a lecture on a Friday afternoon even though some students may want to get home for the weekend.  With this proviso, the types of issues that course colleagues might raise are:

· The work load is too much.  Some might say it is too little, but they would be unusual! 

· That all the deadlines for handing in work are bunched together so that there is too much pressure on students at certain times.  Could deadlines be staggered better?

· There has not been proper consultation with students about changes to the course.

· Some of the costs not covered by their fees are unreasonable - for example, printing and photocopying costs or the costs associated with attending field trips.  

Teaching Facilities and Learning Resources

The University’s physical and virtual infrastructure plays a significant part in supporting learning. Students have a right to expect that they will be taught in high quality accommodation that is fit for purpose.  They need access to up-to-date and well-equipped libraries and library services and to high quality learning and teaching software that facilitates effective learning.  The types of issues that your course colleagues might raise are:
· Lecture room(s) or labs are too hot/cold; it’s difficult to hear/see at the back; equipment is always breaking down

· It’s difficult to get hold of recommended reading in the Library.

· The Library isn’t open long enough or at particular times of the year.

· Students have had problems accessing computer facilities.  Or particular software is only available in certain rooms and these rooms aren’t free all the time.

Remember, with many of these types of issues they can be dealt with without waiting for a meeting.

Personal Development

Schools have the central role to play in ensuring that students achieve their potential, through the teaching experience offered, the learning opportunities provided and the level of engagement with academic staff.  The types of issues that your course colleagues might raise are:
· Students don’t feel they are gaining in confidence as a result of taking the course.  Or they don’t feel more confident about tackling unfamiliar problems.
· Students don’t feel they have received enough support with Personal Development Planning (PDP).  

Student Involvement

The University is committed to ensuring students have opportunities to contribute to decision-making at School level (for example, through module and programme reviews and SSCCs) and University level (for example, through surveys like the First and Second Year Experience Surveys and the National Student Survey).  The University relies on course reps to promote these feedback mechanisms to course colleagues and to encourage them to use them.

If students contribute advice and comment then they deserve to be told what action has been taken in response – this is “closing the feedback loop”.  The types of issues that your course colleagues might raise are:

· What happens to the course evaluation forms?  How is the evaluation acted upon?

· What action has been taken in response to feedback and comment?  What are the reasons for no action being taken?
2.4
issues outside the remit of a course rep

Reading through the previous sections, you have probably realized that course reps deal with issues that affect all or some of the students on a course.  You are there to represent the views of the majority of students, although this does not mean that the views of a minority should not be respected and accommodated where possible.  But you do not deal with individual student issues or take up the cause of individual students.  From time to time you may be approached by a student about an issue where you as course rep should not get involved.  Do not get drawn into: 

· disputes between students and academic staff, or between individual students (for example, harassment, discrimination and victimisation)

· issues covered by formal University procedures (for example, exam failures, academic appeals, individual complaints, disciplinary hearings)

· queries about finance or funding including debt

· welfare problems (for example, housing, employment and immigration), health and personal issues

Some of these issues are very complex and dealing with them requires specialist training.  If they are not handled correctly – or sometimes if the outcome is not what the student wanted - then there can be very serious implications including legal implications.  Indeed, if you advise a student on matters of immigration you are breaking the law.  If a student approaches you about any of these issues you should advise them to contact the Students’ Union Sabbatical Officers or the Student Guidance Centre.  If you want to help then you can offer to help arrange an appointment but note that you should not contact Officers of the Students’ Union or members of University staff about a student without that student’s permission.  

Lastly, the main responsibility of a course rep is to ensure that students have a high quality academic experience.  Course reps should not get involved in problems associated with University services, for example, cleaning in the halls of residence during vacation.  These may be important issues on which the students you represent have very strong opinions and they may affect a large number of students.  However, they are not necessarily issues which the academic staff associated with your course can deal with.  Problems of this sort should be referred to the Students’ Union. 

There is more about dealing with student complaints in section 4.2
3.
being an effective course rep

3.1
introduction

As a course rep you are the main channel of communication between course colleagues and the academic staff in your School.  If staff are to develop and improve the quality of modules and programmes then they need your input.  Sometimes improvements come from putting things that were wrong right and course reps can expect to listen to the concerns and complaints of course colleagues.  But you will get opportunities to use your position positively too.  Use your voice to make suggestions and changes that will improve academic standards and actively shape the learning experience of students.   

The communication channel between staff and students which course reps provide works in two directions.  You represent the views of students to staff and you also communicate information from staff to course colleagues – perhaps taking soundings about proposed changes.  This section aims to help you perform your role effectively.  

Confidentiality

As a course rep you must treat any information you receive from a course colleague as confidential. If a student’s issue requires you, as the course rep, to talk to a third party, you should always gain the student’s consent first. If you wish to communicate any personal details about any individual you must seek their informed and written permission beforehand. You must never give out other people’s contact details without their express permission.  Remember there are many reasons why students may not wish even members of their families to have these details. 

Section 2.4 explained that course reps should not get involved in students’ personal issues.  If, however, a student with a personal problem has come to you and you are concerned for them to the point where you feel it necessary to break their trust (that is, you have concerns for their safety) then you should seek advice from the Vice President Welfare of the Students’ Union or from the Student Guidance Centre. 

3.2
communicating with your course colleagues

Some of your course colleagues will know about the course rep system but there will usually be some who don’t and may see themselves as having nowhere to go with frustrations and problems.  Even where students know about course reps they may not understand the role so you will need to explain it to them so they know they can come to you if things on the course are going wrong – and hopefully too when things are going right.  Once a problem is resolved or an issue sorted, you will have to feedback to colleagues on the outcome so that they have confidence the system works.  This section discusses ways of communicating with course colleagues.  

To start with, there are a number of ways you can make yourself known.  You could:

· ask your lecturers to give you a few minutes at the start or end of a class so that you can introduce yourself and explain your role and how you can be contacted
· place posters on School notice boards.  Posters with spaces for you to insert your own details are available from the Students’ Union and School offices
· ask for your name and contact details to be placed on the School website.  Note that you should use your Queen’s email address for course rep business.  Make sure that you delete old messages regularly so you inbox is not full and remember to check your emails daily.  You may want to give others your mobile number but you don’t have to if it’s a problem for you
· ask the School if they can assign you a pigeon-hole where students can leave messages for you

· establish a regular “surgery”.  You could be in a certain place at a set time every week – ask the School if there is a room you could use, say, from 1.15 pm to 1.45 pm every Wednesday.  Or you could make a point of meeting for 10 or 15 minutes after a particular lecture.  Remember to give details of the meeting on a poster or website

· talk to people, get chatting to them, try and attend and introduce yourself at any welcome events or meetings that your School organizes, use your own networks.

Now try the two short exercises that follow.  They will help you to begin to sort out your ideas about being a course rep and communicating with your colleagues.
Exercise 1

Think of an example when you were happy with the service you received from either a University member of staff or from an individual outside of the University. 

What contributes to good service?

What will be evidence that you are providing a good service as a course rep?

Having thought about your own experience as a customer, what can you draw from this to help you promote yourself effectively to other students (and staff) to ensure people know you are the course rep? Exercise 2 is intended to get you thinking about the students you are representing and what works best as a way of communicating with them. 
Exercise 2

How are you going to let students know who you are and how to contact you?  Outline your plan and note any action you will need to take to ensure this is effective.

What may prevent students finding out about you and your role?  For example, do all students have English as a first language, do all students attend lectures?

What action could you take to deal with this?

If you think you may need some help with this then contact the Learning Development Service at lds@qub.ac.uk.  
3.3
listening skills

As a course rep you will probably find yourself relying on your listening skills more than any other.  If you can listen effectively to what people are saying then you will get a proper understanding of what the issues are and be able to come up with the right solution.  There is no point finding a solution to the wrong problem so listening is key.

Listening is a difficult skill to master but, as with any other skill, you can improve your listening skills with practice.  You may find the following tips helpful:

· give your full attention to the person speaking. Don't look out the window or let your self be distracted by anything else going on in the room 

· make sure your mind is focused, too. It can be easy to let your mind wander if you think you know what the person is going to say next, but you might be wrong! If you feel your mind wandering, change the position of your body and try to concentrate on the speaker's words

· focus on content, not delivery. Have you ever counted the number of times a lecturer clears his or her throat in a fifteen minute period? If so, you weren't focusing on content

· let the speaker finish before you begin to talk. Speakers appreciate having the chance to say everything they would like to say without being interrupted. When you interrupt, it looks like you aren't listening, even if you really are 
· try not to start planning what you are going to say next while the person is still talking. You can't really listen if you are busy thinking about what you want to say 

· listen for the main ideas. The main ideas are the most important points the speaker wants to get across. They may be mentioned at the start or end of a talk, and repeated a number of times. Pay special attention to statements that begin with phrases such as "My point is..." or "The thing to remember is..." 

· try not to argue mentally or form a judgement while the speaker is still talking. An open mind is a mind that is receiving and listening to information

· ask questions. If you are not sure you understand what the speaker has said, just ask. It is a good idea to repeat in your own words what the speaker said so that you can be sure your understanding is correct.

· give feedback. Sit up straight and look directly at the speaker. Now and then, nod to show that you understand. At appropriate points you may also smile, frown, laugh, or be silent. These are all ways to let the speaker know that you are really listening. Remember, you listen with your face as well as your ears! 
Exercise 3 will help you think about your listening skills and help you listen effectively.

Exercise 3
Think of a situation where you felt you were being listened to. What did the person do that made you feel they were listening effectively?

Think of a situation where you felt your were not being listened to.  What was it that made you feel you were not being listened to effectively?
A student sends you an email saying they think lecture notes should be available online.  How would the student know you had registered the point they were making?
3.4
getting to the crux of the matter

If you are to function effectively as a course rep you need to be able to analyse issues or problems clearly and relate them accurately to the SSCC or the member of staff concerned.  If you do not have a clear understanding of the issue or you understand the issue but do not relate it accurately then the “solution” might end up addressing a different problem! Remember that one of the responsibilities of the course rep it to keep an eye on the stated aims and objectives of the course so that students receive quality teaching and that the stated aims and objectives of the course are being addressed.  Bear this in mind as you talk to course colleagues.  Bear in mind too that sometimes people do not remember things in a logical order or in chronological order so it will be up to you to work out the key issues and the order of events.  Once you have ordered the information, confirm with course colleagues what you understand to be the key issues.  If your understanding does not coincide with their understanding get them to re-clarify things for you.  The following approach may help you get to the crux of the matter. 

What is the problem?

Try to identify as clearly as possible what’s wrong (and right) with a situation.  Is this a campaign for change, that is, do you want something new to happen or a protest against change?  For example, has a decision been made or changes introduced that impact negatively on you or your course colleagues?  

Why is it a problem?

Can you explain why something is a problem?  For example, if something new has been introduced how does it affect students – does it affect teaching quality or place additional load on students or involve students in additional expense?

How do you know it’s a problem?

Can you explain how the matter has come to your attention?  Have students raised it with you or complained to you or is it something that affects you yourself?  Remember that it is your responsibility to represent the views of course colleagues even when you don’t personally agree with them so approach things with an open mind.  If it seems that a number of students have an issue or having a different experience to you then try to find out why.  

Who does it affect?

Can you identify the students affected by the problem?  For example, does it affect just first years or final year undergraduates or taught or research postgraduates?  Or males or females?  Or home or international students?  Or mature students?  Or students on placement?

When is it/will it be a problem?

Are there any deadlines or timescales to meet?

What are the objectives?

Ask your colleagues what they hope to achieve by raising the issues and what their preferred outcome would be.  Try to work out if you need to achieve “ideal goals” which represent the ideal solution or “practical goals” which may fall short of ideal but still represent a workable solution.  This will help you decide on the best course of action.  

3.5
developing a strategy

Once you understand the issues and what your course colleagues’ preferred outcome is then you can begin to think about the most appropriate course of action.  Asking yourself the following questions may help you develop a strategy for dealing with the issue:

Does this fall within my remit as course rep?

Try not to get carried away in your eagerness to help.  The first thing to do is stop and ask yourself if the issue falls within your remit as course rep or does the student need to be referred to another source of help.  Re-reading sections 2.3 and 2.4 may help you decide.  Also section 4 lists other sources of help – one of these may be more appropriate.

Is this something I can talk to a member of staff about or does it need to go to the SSCC?

Not every issue needs to be referred to the SSCC.  Always try to solve problems at the lowest possible level, for example, by speaking informally to a tutor or the lecturer responsible for the module.  Remember that complaints about individual members of staff should not be raised at the SSCC.  Bear in mind too that the SSCC may meet only once a semester and a quicker resolution may be found by talking to the individual concerned. Section 3.6 lists the key people typically associated with a degree programme and may help you decide who is the best person to talk to.

Is it urgent?

If the matter is urgent and the person who can help you, for example, the lecturer responsible for the module, is not available then you should contact the Director of Education (DE) in your School for advice.  If something is properly a matter for the SSCC but is urgent, you should approach the SSCC Chair or, if they are not available, the DE.  

Do you need to involve the Students’ Union Sabbatical Officers?

Sometimes a problem may come to you where you may find that there is strength in numbers.  For example, perhaps your course colleagues want Library opening hours extended or more laps tops available on loan from the Student Guidance Centre.  On issues like this you should consider approaching the Students’ Union Sabbatical Officers for support.  They may know of students in other subjects facing the same problems and may decide that the Students’ Union would be better taking up the issue with the University rather than leaving it to individual course reps to deal with.
Do you need to submit a paper?

If an issue that you wish to raise at the SSCC is straightforward then it is enough to ask for it to be included as an item on the agenda (see section 3.8 for information about how committees work).  If the issue is not straightforward (or if you are unable to attend the SSCC) then it may be advisable to submit a paper to the SSCC.

3.6
getting it sorted – who to go to

In very many cases, the issues that a course rep is asked to deal with can be sorted out quickly and effectively outside of the SSCC.  The following list of who does what in a typical School may help you decide who is the best person to go to.  At the end of this section you should be in a position to try Exercise 4. 
Module Co-ordinator

This is the person who has developed the module and has overall responsibility for it. The main responsibilities of the Module Co-ordinator are planning the module, keeping it under review and making any changes to it that emerge from module review, co-ordinating and managing the teaching on the module, and co-ordinating the assessment of students on the module.

Chair of the SSCC


If you are unable to resolve an issue by talking to the member of staff concerned or if something is urgent, that is, it needs to be dealt with before the next meeting of the SSCC then you should consider talking to the Chair of the SSCC.  He or she may be able to take immediate action on behalf of the Committee (which will have to be reported to the full SSCC at the next opportunity) or may even decide to call an emergency meeting.

Director of Education


All Schools have one or more Directors of Education (DEs).  As their title suggests, DEs are responsible for the School’s educational provision (that is, for taught courses as opposed to research) and for overseeing the implementation of the School Education Strategy.  If you have gone to a member of the School’s academic staff with a problem and have been unable to reach a solution then the DE may be able to help.
Head of School


The Head of the School is ultimately responsible for all aspects of the School’s activities including staff and student issues.  It is unlikely that course reps will need to take problems to the Head of School – unless, of course, the Head of School is also the Chair of the SSCC – as hopefully most problems can be resolved at lower levels.
Sabbatical Officers of the Students’ Union


The Sabbatical Officers of the Students’ Union are listed in section 4.3.  As course rep, the Sabbatical Officer you are most likely to find yourself liaising with is the Vice-President Education who is responsible for advising, representing and campaigning for students on academic issues.  (It’s a good idea to make yourself known to the Vice President Education even if there are no issues that need his or her support as the Students’ Union needs to have a good insight into how students across the University feel about things.)
Exercise 4
See if you can use the approaches outlined in the previous sections to analyse the following problems and come up with a strategy for dealing with them.

A student says they want you to raise the issue about assessment of the module not being clear. 

A student says that other students in her group project are not participating and she is worried and annoyed that a group mark will not reflect her input and the difficulties experienced

A student is concerned that the library has limited opening hours at the week end. The student is from Manchester and as it is very quiet over the week end feels this would be a good time to get plenty of study completed in the library

3.7
negotiation skills

According to the Oxford Concise Dictionary, to negotiate means “to confer with others in order to reach a compromise or agreement”.   Effective negotiation is about helping you to resolve situations where what you want conflicts with what someone else wants.   Negotiation is a careful exploration of your position and the other person’s position, with the goal of finding a mutually acceptable compromise that gives you both as much of what you want as possible.   Always remember that negotiation is not just about achieving your objectives – successful negotiations are conducted in a way that preserves or even improves your relationship with the other party.  
The ability to negotiate is a key life skill and one your role as course rep will provide you with opportunities to develop.  Good negotiators possess a number of qualities: awareness and sensitivity to what the other party wants, patience and good communication skills.  Some people may be more natural negotiators but negotiating is a skill that can be developed with practice.  The following tips may help you and you can also try Exercise 5 which is designed to help you think about your own negotiating style:

· make sure you have done your preparations beforehand so that you have the key facts and figures at your fingertips.  Have a clear idea of your objectives (what you want to achieve), your bottom line (the minimum you will accept) your trades (what might you give up in exchange for something else) and your alternatives (what will happen if you don’t reach agreement)

· with multi-issue negotiations, keep the whole package in mind.  Be prepared to go below your bottom line on one issue if it means getting a good result on another

· sitting across a table can appear confrontational.  If you must discuss issues at a table then taking a seat at 90% to your main antagonist can appear more collaborative

· use a collaborative tone and friendly gestures

· be open to ideas and prepared to adjust your position in the light of new information

· adjournments can be useful for diffusing tension or to allow you to think about a new piece of information that appears to weaken your argument 

· deadlocks can sometimes be resolved by deferring the particular item and moving on to the next one

· make sure you exit the negotiations knowing exactly what has been agreed.  Confirm your understanding with the other party and get written agreement if necessary.
Exercise 5

Think of situations where you have been required to negotiate. For example, have you had to negotiate with an employer to reduce your hours of work to accommodate study?  Or have you had to negotiate with flat mates on the sharing of cleaning and cooking?
Thinking about the situation in question, what worked well?
Thinking about the situation in question, what didn’t work well?
Being Assertive

You may have found yourself in situations where you wanted to say something, but didn't because you didn’t want to get into a row, or where you were so wound-up and angry that you had a violent outburst which you regretted later.  These are examples of situations where assertive communication would have helped.  To be truly assertive, you need to see yourself as being of worth and as having a right to enjoy life.  At the same time, you value others equally, respecting their right to an opinion and to enjoy themselves.  Being assertive in your communication style will help you in negotiations. Assertiveness is a preferred option to being passive, aggressive or passive-aggressive.  The following tips may help you develop your assertiveness:
· believe you have a right to express your needs, wants or opinions

· imagine you were advising your best friend about what to do or say in the situation you are finding difficult 

· know what you want to say.  Write down what it is that you are unhappy about and separate facts from emotions 

· say it! Don’t hesitate or beat about the bush, come right out with it.  Practice before you say it – but check for appropriateness

· be specific.  Say exactly what you want or don’t want, so that there can’t be any confusion.  Begin with the word ‘I’.  No long explanations are necessary

· say it as soon as possible.  Letting too much time pass builds up apprehension.  On the other hand, don’t say it at the peak of your anger.  Wait for that to pass

· manage your voice.  Try to keep a steady pace and even pitch. Manage your breathing so that you don’t start to sound breathless

· maintain comfortable eye contact.  Look at the person you are talking to as you will get valuable information about their response and they will see that you are genuine

· avoid laughing nervously.  Smile if it’s appropriate, but if you giggle or laugh you won’t look as if you mean what you say and this will confuse the person you’re talking to
· start small and progress to acting assertively in more difficult situations and with more difficult people.
Managing Conflict

From time to time working with others – whether they are course colleagues or academic staff – involves conflict.  Learning to manage conflict effectively will help you in your role as course rep and in many areas of life.   It may help to remember that conflict is natural and that most people find it uncomfortable.  However, conflict is sometimes necessary if a truly collaborative outcome is to be achieved so it’s something that needs to be dealt with rather than avoided.  Here are some tips for managing conflict that may help:

· keep the interests of your course colleagues as the focus 

· make sure only one person speaks at a time 

· listen to each other with respect and patience

· pepper your responses with the phrase, "I understand". This phrase will support your goals when the tension is high and you need to find common ground to form compromises or agreements with the other party. 

· focus on the problem and avoid personal attacks 
· take notice when you feel threatened by what someone is saying to you.  Resist the temptation to defend yourself or to "shut down" the other person's communication  

· stay flexible

· participate in identifying options for moving forward (you may not be able to resolve the conflict) 

· learn to listen to the two sides of the conflict that you are in as if you were a mediator.  Mediators try to look for the creative compromise that takes into account the limits and the needs of both parties. 

· consider an objective approach for deciding outcomes when you are at a stalemate (this may be as simple as agreeing that one person may have the final word or as complex as establishing a criteria for decision making) 

· make a positive decision to speak with decorum and dignity whenever you are angry or frustrated

· honour confidentiality. 

There are a number of models that discuss the ways we can approach negotiations and deal with conflict. The Thomas Kilman model is widely used and its five styles are outlined below.  Thinking about these may help you decide how important an issue is and how much you need to be prepared to fight for it. 
· Collaboration = Win/Win 

Can be useful when you a looking for all to be in agreement but will take time

· Compromise = Win some/Lose some

Can be useful when you do not have a lot of time and as a short term solution

· Competition = Win/Lose 

When you need to win because to lose is not an option

· Accommodation = Lose/Win 

Useful if not important to you and if it is important to the other party

· Avoidance = Lose/Lose

Can be useful when the issue is not important or there is too much to lose by addressing it

Exercise 6

Dealing with conflict can be uncomfortable but there are also numerous benefits if you are able to deal with conflict.  Can you think of some benefits?

List examples of conflict you have dealt with over the last year. 

What did you do to try and resolve these conflicts? 
What does that indicate about how you communicate when in a conflict situation?  
3.8
committee skills

A key responsibility of the course rep is to attend meetings of the SSCC.  Your attendance serves two important purposes:

· you will be able to let the academic staff know how students feel about their course.  If your course colleagues feel that things aren’t right with a course then the academic staff need to know so that the possibilities of changing things can be looked at.  Conversely, responsible course reps will also try to feed back to academic staff on things that are going right.  Clearly receiving positive feedback contributes to a good relationship between staff and students but it also means that staff know what works and can possibly extend this good practice to other areas

· you help ensure that the student perspective is considered in all decisions and may be required to relate plans for any changes to your course colleagues so that you can take soundings from them.  

This section is intended to help you prepare for attending and making effective contributions to meetings.  It starts by explaining how a formal meeting is typically ordered so that you can see the points at which you will be able to make your input and then discusses some of the skills and qualities you will need in order to make effective contributions to meetings.

Committee meetings: membership and order of business

The membership of a committee is formally defined and only members may attend (although some times other people may be invited to provide specialist advice).  The Chair of the committee is responsible for the conduct of the meeting, deciding what business is discussed (the agenda) and ensuring that everyone has the chance to make their contribution.  The Secretary of the committee is responsible for the administration of the committee: for agreeing the agenda with the Chair, circulating the agenda and papers in advance and for writing the draft minutes and any formal communications (letters) afterwards.   In some cases, a member of the School’s clerical staff may attend meetings to take notes so that the Secretary is free to listen and contribute to the discussion.

Formal meetings normally follow a fairly strict agenda.  A typical agenda is set out below:

· Apologies

The Chair will read out the names of members who are unable to attend the meeting and have sent their apologies for absence in advance.  Although you should strive to attend every meeting of the SSCC, there may be times when this is impossible.  If you can not attend then you should email or telephone the Secretary of the Committee in advance and send your apology.
· Minutes

The minutes are a record of the decisions taken at the previous meeting.  Members will be asked to confirm that they are an accurate record.  If you think a decision has not been recorded correctly or there appears to be a misunderstanding in the minutes then you should ask the Chair if the minute can be amended.

· Matters arising

This is an opportunity for the Chair or any member to give a brief update on an issue that appears in the minutes.

· Reports

This is where specific people report on particular projects or work they were tasked with.  If the report is a written one then the member responsible for it will be asked to speak to it and answer any questions.  As a course rep you may be asked to report back on an issue that you had to consult course colleagues about.

· Items

Individual items of business will be listed.  These are issues that committee members, including the course reps, will have asked to be placed on the agenda.  If the issue is complicated then you might want to write a paper about it.  Papers are normally circulated in advance with the agenda and minutes so that members can read and prepare themselves for the discussion at the meeting.  Papers can also be tabled at the meeting but having them sent out in advance is better.

· Any other business

Any issue not covered in the meeting can be raised here.  It may be a general query, a question to another member about their work or a point of information about a forthcoming event.

Before the meeting

Find out who the other members of the committee are.  Different Schools organize their SSCCs on different bases.  Some Schools may have a SSCC for each programme, others may bring together groups of programmes in a single SSCC.  You should also find out who the Chair and Secretary are.  Find out too how many meetings there are per year and how will you be advised of dates, times and venues.  For each meeting, find out what is the deadline for getting something on the agenda – this might be two weeks before the meeting takes place.  The staff in the School Office should be able to help you here.  

Talk to your course colleagues to find out what the issues are.  Get as much feedback as possible and try, if possible, to get positive as well as negative comment.  Talk to other course reps on the committee, tell them what you intend raising and find out what they intend raising – there may be issues of joint concern.  If the issue is complicated it may be advisable to set it out in a paper that can be circulated in advance with the agenda. Talk to the Students’ Union – the Vice-President Education will be your point of contact on most things.  The Students’ Union needs to have a good overview of what the various issues are across the University, can keep you posted on any issues being discussed centrally that will affect students and can give you advice on, for example, what might represent a good or reasonable outcome.  Once you have agreed what issues you intend raising contact the Secretary of the SSCC and let them know so that they can be put on the agenda; this is preferable to raising matters under “Any other business”.  

Read the agenda and papers carefully as soon as you get them – leaving it until just before the meeting may mean you have no time to seek advice or do some background research.  Is there anything you need to take advice on from the Students’ Union or discuss with course colleagues or other course reps?  Make notes of what you want to say or of any questions you want to ask.

At the meeting

The following represents good advice about attending meetings:

· be punctual or even early, and take all your papers and notes with you

· sit with your allies and where the Chair can see you

· contribute to the discussion.  You are not fulfilling your role if you just go along to sit and listen.  Keep your contribution short for maximum impact

· be positive and constructive and help try and find solutions

· be assertive (but not aggressive).  Be aware of the volume and tone of your voice – too quiet and you risk not being heard, too loud and you may appear argumentative

· ask questions.  If you do not agree with something say so.  Do not wait until the decision is almost made before putting in a counter-argument 

· if you are confused about something ask for clarification through the Chair

· take notes of what is being said so you are clear about what has been agreed and who will carry out the necessary action (so you can report this to your course colleagues)

After the meeting

Your most important responsibility after the meeting is to feed back to your course colleagues on issues they have raised with you.  Apart from the fact that these students deserve to know what action will be taken in response to their concerns, providing feedback re-enforces confidence in the course rep system.  If your course colleagues feel that their comments have no impact they can become disheartened and alienated from the course rep system and this makes your job harder.  You may also need to consult your course colleagues about issues that have arisen at the SSCC, for example, proposed changes to a course.  Section 3.2 outlined ways of communicating with course colleagues before the meeting and the methods of communication after the meeting are very much the same – talk to people, put up posters, ask your lecturer for five or ten  minutes of class time.  You should also report the outcomes of any meeting you attend to the Students’ Union.

Once you receive the minutes of the meeting, read them carefully to make sure discussions have been accurately recorded and that nothing has been left out.  Apart from anything else, this will help the course rep who comes after you check up on the action points that were agreed at the meeting. 

4.
useful information

4.1
Training for Course Reps
The Learning Development Service offers a number of workshops which will help you develop skills you will need as a course rep and throughout life, for example, on effective communication, problem-solving and assertiveness.  Attendance is free.  Call at the Student Guidance Centre or visit www.qub.ac.uk/directorates/sgc/learning/Workshops/

4.2
Referring Individual Student Issues

As explained in section 2.4, course reps should not get involved in the problems of individual students whether these are academic problems like appeals against exam marks, personal problems or complaints about University services.  If a student with such a problem approaches you then you should redirect them to another source of help:

· Complaints against another student

These are dealt with under the University’s student discipline procedures.  Advice is available from Academic Affairs (which is located in the Administration Building) and the Students’ Union.

· Complaints about a member of University staff

This are dealt with under the Student Complaints Procedure.  Advice and information leaflets for students are available from Academic Affairs (located in the Administration Building), School Offices and the Students’ Union.

· Complaints relating to the Students’ Union

Contact the Deputy General Manager of the Union.
· Problems relating to postgraduate research

Contact the Postgraduate Office.

· Complaints about postgraduate funding

Contact the Postgraduate Office.

· Complaints or appeals against marks for examinations or assessed work

Ask at your School Office or at Academic Affairs (located in the Administration Building) for information about applying for a clerical check of marks or about requesting a review of an assessment decision.
· Complaints or appeals against progress committee decisions

Academic Affairs (located in the Administration Building) deals with appeals against decisions of School Student Progress Committees and can advise here.
· Complaints about policy issues

Contact relevant Students’ Union officer or Staff-Student Consultative Committee representative

· Complaints about University services 

Contact the Head of Student Affairs about services based in the Student Guidance Centre (see section 4.4 below).  The Director of Students Plus is responsible for student accommodation, catering, child care services, sports services and services provided by the Students’ Union.
· Students with health concerns (physical or mental)

Should be referred to the University Health Centre at 5 Lennoxvale.

· Students who are worried or anxious about any issue

Can be referred to the Counselling Service in the Student Guidance Centre.

4.3
The Students’ Union

The Students' Union exists to provide effective representation, impartial advice and student-led services.  It co-ordinates campaigns to fight for students’ rights and lobbies local and national politicians on students’ and young people’s rights.  In the Students’ Union building the Union provides a range of services and facilities including catering, bars, common rooms, study rooms, meeting rooms for clubs and societies, shops, a bank, insurance broker, travel agent and bookshop.

The Union has a democratic structure, which allows students to control it, and all Queen’s student can participate by attending Students' Union meetings and voting in student elections.   The Sabbatical Officers of the Students’ Union, who are elected by the student body, are listed below:  

· The President 

Represents student interests to the Vice-Chancellor and the community, and also supervises, in collaboration with the permanent staff of the Union, all the commercial and social activities of the Students’ Union.
· Vice President Campaigns & Communications

Has overall responsibility for campaigns in the Students' Union, and is in charge of internal communications and publications such as the Handbook and Students' Union Magazine.   Also liaises with the national students unions.

· Vice-President Clubs & Societies
Assists students with day-to-day matters regarding Queen's sporting clubs and societies.
· Vice-President Community

Is here to ensure that community relations are of the highest standard and also to foster and maintain a dynamic community atmosphere at Queens. This is done through the provision of all inclusive student events, working with RAG in the execution of their duties, liaising with residents groups and other local bodies and working with external volunteering and charitable groups. 

· Vice-President Education

Advises, represents and campaigns for students on academic issues.
· Vice-President Equality and Diversity

Works with under-represented groups such as international, mature and lgbt (lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) students, as well as student with disabilities, in order to get them more involved in the University and the Union, and to tackle areas where they face discrimination.

· Vice-President Welfare

Is available to help on any welfare problem students come across including problems with living conditions, landlords, rent, housemates and tenancy agreements.
4.4
The Student Guidance Centre

The Student Guidance Centre brings together the following key student services under one roof:  

	· Admissions Service
	· Learning Development Service

	· Careers, Employability and Skills
	· Student Records and Examinations

	· Counselling Service
	· Welcome and Orientation

	· Disability Service
	· Widening Participation Unit

	· Student Finance
	


The Student Guidance Centre is in University Terrace next to the University Bookshop.  Opening hours are 9 am to 5 pm, Monday to Friday.

4.5
Useful web links
· QUB Students’ Union
www.qubsu.org.uk
· Student Guidance Centre
www.qub.ac.uk/directorates/sgc/
· Degree Plus
www.qub.ac.uk/directorates/degreeplus/
· University Health Centre
www.universityhealthcentreatqueens.co.uk/
· University procedure governing Staff:Student Consultative Committees
www.qub.ac.uk/directorates/AcademicStudentAffairs/FileStore/Filetoupload,53841,en.pdf 
· Communication skills, listening skills, assertiveness, conflict management

http://spot.pcc.edu/~rjacobs/career/effective_communication_skills.htm

http://hcd2.bupa.co.uk/fact_sheets/html/improving_assertiveness.html

http://stress.about.com/library/assertiveness_quiz/bl_assertiveness_quiz.htm

http://www.infoplease.com/homework/speaklisten.html
http://webhome.idirect.com/~kehamilt/ipsyconstyle.html
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