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Enabling Student-led Design of the Learning Experience 
 
Introduction 

Students are often asked to consider the value of their university experience. From a 
pedagogic perspective such requests in the United Kingdom arise from national statutory 
agencies and through internal university quality processes. However, the student perspective is 
also collated locally and nationally by bodies that vary from the university’s catering franchise to 
the National Student Survey that identifies levels of student satisfaction on their academic 
student experience.  

Whoever collects such feedback and for whatever reason, whenever this happens there 
appear to be a series of common traits. Firstly, any response to this data rarely impacts the 
students who offered the view. Universities and the sector can be very slow in responding to 
requests for change. The approval processes for innovation and change to the student experience, 
in many instances, are placed there for good reason and seek to protect and enhance the quality 
of the provision. However, they were not designed for speed and therefore any change is always 
likely to impact upon subsequent student cohorts or subsequent program design iterations. Thus, 
the students who report a potential need for change are not the ones who experience any potential 
benefit.  

Secondly, as a sector, universities are not always good at highlighting to students what 
improvements have been made and more explicitly why they were made. We often forget that for 
every student, this is the first time they have experienced this program. They may not know what 
it was like before. Their view is that this is what the university has always offered, no matter that 
you as faculty (academic staff) have been sweating all summer reinvigorating the academic 
offerings for them, based on input from students. We need to consider how we engage students 
in understanding the evolution of the program and how it has been developed based upon the 
feedback of their peers. ‘You said – We did’ initiatives go some limited way to creating this but 
in terms of involving the student in the transformation process they are only informative.  

Finally, we do not tend to involve students in creating solutions to the problems they have 
identified. Instead, we prefer to interpret what students “really” meant by what they said to make 
it more understandable and manageable for ourselves. This often absolves us from the harsh 
truths of student language and views and makes the challenge more acceptable for the University 
committee that needs to discuss the matter. At Birmingham City University, we decided to 
engage student critics and those who saw an opportunity, and employ them to help create the 
solution. The ways in which this continues to take place will be highlighted throughout this 
chapter.  
  
Context 

Richardson (2005, p.401) stated that “in the UK, it is becoming increasingly accepted that 
individual teachers will refer to student feedback both to enhance the effectiveness of their 
teaching and to support applications for appointment, tenure or promotion”. Since that time, the 
need to engage students in the creation of feedback has progressed and been enshrined within 
quality frameworks such as the Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA) UK quality code for higher 
education on student engagement. This document, QAA (2012), against which all universities 
will be judged through institutional inspections requires that: 



“Higher education providers take deliberate steps to engage all students, individually and 
collectively, as partners in the assurance and enhancement of their educational 
experience”. (p.6)  

 
The earlier suggestion that we as faculty interpret student views and translate them into 

our own more acceptable language would not be seen as ‘engaging students’ in this process. 
Indeed, it could even be seen as affront by students and by the QAA as indicating a lack of 
willingness to engage and perhaps a lack of confidence by an institution in itself. It also ignores 
the potential benefits of taking a partnership approach in which a student’s sense of attachment 
or belonging to an institution could be enhanced, which in turn would support efforts around 
retention of students. Thomas (2012) highlights that belonging is critical to student retention and 
success and that through engaging students in shaping their own outcomes, the potential barriers 
between staff and students can be erased.  

As the Bovill and Bulley (2011) model below suggests (Figure 1), we need to rethink 
how and when we engage students in activities that can deliver impact through implementation 
of their  student voice.  

 
 Figure 1: Ladder of Student Participation in Curriculum Design (Bovill & Bulley 2011, p.181)  
 
At the lowest levels are the ‘you said-we did’ campaigns that merely inform students of the 
changes the university decided to make in response to some or all of the student viewpoints. As 
you and the students climb the ladder, real student engagement increases and the impact of the 
students on the outcome increases. Fung (2017) speaks of a connected curriculum in which there 
is the “sense that education is a shared social endeavour”. She talks of education being relational 
and reminds us that the purpose of education is “to create societies in which dialogue, respect for 
others and openness to new ideas are promoted” (p. 8). 



 
In 2008, Birmingham City University’s Centre for Enhancement of Learning and 

Teaching created an approach to student engagement that reflected those values and saw real 
stakeholder engagement through students and faculty. A funded project stream was enabled that 
paid students to work alongside faculty to identify opportunities for developments that could 
improve the student learning experience (JISC, 2016). Students who had encountered or 
discovered the problem, or opportunity, created the solution as they sought to improve the 
quality of their own and future students’ learning experiences. The intention was that this 
engagement approach would lead to solutions that saw the development of rich, contemporary 
curriculum that better reflected the needs of students, society, and the ever-changing workplace. 

The University’s Student Academic Partners (SAP) program has won a number of UK 
higher education awards and has supported over 400 projects, in the past 8 years, leading to 
quality improvements in the learning experience that reflect the student perception of their 
learning. SAP enables students to be paid at an hourly rate for work that they undertake 
alongside their faculty partner(s). This provides faculty with an additional resource and provides 
students with an opportunity to see and be involved in the creation of solutions. This places 
students as partners in shaping the curriculum or student experience and demonstrates a 
significant move up the Bovill and Bulley ladder to the partnership rung.  

As an institution, the University is now committed to the idea of students as partners and 
the impact partnership has on the student experience. Students as partners is a key part of the 
University’s mission statement and impacts on all that the University seeks to develop. Nygaard, 
Brand, Bartholomew and Millard, (2013) highlight that the University now seeks to make its 
student engagement so integrated into the quality culture of the University, its staff, and students 
that it almost becomes ‘a state of mind’. This would enable faculty and professional services to 
ensure that the student voice was represented within processes and heard within debates, leading 
to collaborative approaches to create solutions.  

The success of the approach has spawned new developments that see student engagement 
as being a key driver in the design of Welcome Week and student orientation to the design of 
extra-curricular awards. These will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Students as partners in designing their learning has been promoted recently by the UK 
Higher Education Academy, (HEA) (2016) within its model of student engagement through 
partnership. The HEA framework identifies the need to shift from listening to students to 
engaging with them as it remarks “In the context of HE, the Higher Education Academy (HEA) 
regard partnership as a relationship in which all involved are actively engaged in and stand to 
gain from the process of learning and working together. It is distinct from listening to, or 
consulting with, students” (p.1). One area of focus within the framework is Learning, Teaching 
and Assessment; it identifies that universities should seek to “place students in different roles 
(e.g. as tutors, mentors or assessors) and as co-designers of learning materials and resources” 
(p.3). 

Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014) work that informed and preceded the development of 
the HEA’s framework states that  

Engaging students and staff effectively as partners in learning and teaching is arguably 
one of the most important issues facing higher education in the 21st century. Students as 
partners is a concept which interweaves through many other debates, including 
assessment and feedback, employability, flexible pedagogies, internationalisation, linking 
teaching and research, and retention and success. (p.7) 



 
They offer a model of four overlapping circles, showing a blurring between areas and inter-
relationships that are “complex and diverse when put into practice”. The circles focus upon 
learning, teaching and assessment; subject-based research and inquiry; scholarship of teaching 
and learning; and curriculum design and pedagogic consultancy, but at the centre is the idea of 
“partnership learning communities, which draws attention to the processes by which partnership 
operates in the four different areas”. 

The Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014) element that most pertains to the SAP activities 
in Birmingham would be the curriculum design and pedagogic consultancy activity, as viewed in 
figure 2. They identify that this is typically adopted by universities in a minimal way so that 
“Students are commonly engaged in course evaluations and in departmental staff-student 
committees”, but note that “it is rarer for institutions to go beyond the student voice and engage 
students as partners in designing the curriculum and giving pedagogic advice and consultancy 
(p.9). Yet where institutions have implemented such initiatives they have seen significant 
benefits for both students and staff”. 

 
Figure 2: Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014) Model of Partnership Learning Communities 
 

As faculty members, we normally think we know what we are trying to do as we draw 
upon our hard-earned experience and insight. However, we also hope we are honest enough to 
admit that we do not always get it right and that day by day we move further away from the 
reality of being an undergraduate student. The comments of George Mehaffy, at the 34th Annual 
Conference on the First-Year Experience in 2015, reverberate whenever we discuss with faculty 
the opportunities for change and improvement in the learning experience.  

“As a recovering academic, I have been startled to discover recently that students learn 
outside of class. Who knew? As a faculty member and teacher, I had always assumed that 
learning took place only in class. In fact, if I’m honest, I thought learning took place only 
in my class. And if I’m really honest, I thought that learning took place in my class only 
when I was speaking.” (p.5) 

 
The SAP initiative and its sister program the focuses upon mentoring activities, Student 

Academic Mentoring (StAMP), provide many examples of how the student voice has been 



utilized to implement changes in curriculum design and delivery that better reflect the needs of 
students and faculty. The areas where change occurs can be grouped into four key themes:  

• Development of new content/ learning/resources/ assessment approaches – curriculum 
focus; 

• Consultation/ survey/network projects/micro-community building/student engagement 
focus; 

• Employability, employment, professional practice and placement experience; and 
• Institutional drivers such as first year experience, extra-curricular activities. 

 
This chapter provides examples of those themes and offers insights into how faculty and 

students have worked together to implement change through working partnerships. We highlight 
examples of initiatives that have been undertaken, what this looked like in practice, the learning 
gained by all partners and the impact on the student experience.  
 
Student Academic Partners – Case Study (1) 
 
What is good feedback? 

Student dissatisfaction is often well reported, with “technicalities of feedback, including 
content, organization of assessment activities, timing, and lack of clarity about requirements” 
often being the subjects of focus (Evans, 2013, p. 69). This SAP project sought to address the 
low student satisfaction results on the assessment and feedback process experienced by a subject 
department.  

One of the key aims of this project was to highlight students’ perceptions of what they 
saw as good feedback in relation to formative and summative assessment. The project was 
student-centered in its design with a student partner acting as the lead researcher. The mixed 
methods research approach saw a quantitative survey of students followed by peer-to-peer semi-
structured focus groups that enabled open discussions about the University and its approaches to 
assessment and feedback. In addition, the project team also ran several academic staff events to 
explore perceptions of their own feedback and interaction with students. 
  The key outcomes from the quantitative survey which was completed by 106 students 
stated that: 

• 62% of students confirmed that the receipt of feedback took 20 working days or less as 
required by University policies; 

• 36% of the students, the highest score, stated that they believed ‘face-to-face’ to be the 
best method for giving feedback, but 52% of these students said they had never received 
this type of feedback; 

• 48% of students had not discussed assessment feedback in any tutorial sessions;  
• When asked about what may improve the feedback in their respective programs, the three 

lead requests were to have named specific feedback sessions after hand-in; to have 
feedback sessions every week leading up to submission and to have a mandatory 
publishing of all feedback through an internal mechanism to ensure a consistent standard 
was visible to all; and  

• Only 24% of the students indicated that they believed peer learning would improve the 
quality of feedback given.  
 



 The student lead on the project had some difficulty recruiting staff members, but 
through a mixture of perseverance and adaptability collected a broad range of comments. When 
asked about the amount of working days they took to provide feedback, 40% of the staff 
respondents said that they often took longer than the 20-working day feedback target and 
confirmed that they knew that it was in contravention of university policy. The more engaged of 
these also identified alternative methods for giving feedback, ranging from audio feedback to 
follow-up meetings that would occur immediately after the receipt of written feedback.  
 A key outcome of this SAP project was that it highlighted the importance of 
consistency when communicating assessment briefs and the implementation of assessment 
regulations. There was disparity in what students saw as constructive and timely feedback, often 
associating this with the speed in which it was given to them. In addition, the project highlighted 
opportunities in the way in which staff might offer feedback with a hint that students might be 
willing to engage in new forms of feedback.  
 Beyond the initial findings, the project’s outcomes impacted the design processes for 
new programs across the department; it led to a new staff development theme which involved 
students and academic staff in delivering the training, and saw a refocusing within the 
department on setting the expectations for students around assessment through improved 
assessment briefings. As Evans (2013, p. 106) highlights, acknowledging the student perceptions 
of our practice can enable us “to design with empathy and understanding of their point of view”. 
A general strength of these student led projects is that the student perspective is delivered 
directly by students which introduces the reality and emotion of their views.   
 In the following year, the department saw a 7% increase in overall student satisfaction 
through the UK National Student Survey. A substantial part of that improvement was attributed 
to enhancement projects like this one. In addition, the assessment and feedback questions in the 
survey revealed increased scores in all four of the questions with the overall satisfaction 
percentage in this category increasing from 64% to 71%.  
 
Student Academic Mentoring Programme (StAMP) – Case Study (2) 
 The Student Academic Partner (SAP) scheme’s sister initiative, the Student Academic 
Mentoring Programme (StAMP) allows students to work with staff in a mentoring capacity. As 
Skoglund et al (2015, p. 12) highlight, there are numerous models of mentoring which students 
can fulfill on such an initiative, including induction, workshop, one-to-one and study group 
mentoring.  
 The example to be drawn upon here saw one department focus upon the need for one-
to-one support of international students prior to and during their arrival at the University. A 
Cultural and Language tutor in the department created an opportunity for five student mentors 
from the School of English to provide English language support on various undergraduate and 
postgraduate programs in her own department. The project, entitled “Cultural Inclusion in Art 
and Design”, targeted the large majority of students who did not have English as their first 
language. These international students were on programs that had previously struggled with 
student satisfaction. 
  This particular project utilized the “one-to-one mentoring model” highlighted by 
Skoglund et al (2015, p. 12) whereby students would offer pre-bookable and/or individual drop-
in sessions. It was through these sessions that student mentors could articulate the importance of 
understanding the nuances and colloquialisms present in the English language, particularly in 
relation to communicating with potential employers.  



 The project proved to be highly successful and achieved the following aims through 
the student partnership approach: 

• provided clear, directed and relevant expertise in academic skills and English language 
usage necessary for international students to produce high-quality work up to 
postgraduate-level; 

• created an inter-disciplinary community of practice based on the principles of knowledge 
transference;  

• increased the potential for graduate employment through access to a wider skill set and 
richly contextualized language; 

• ‘internationalized’ UK students through shared practice and experience; and 
• provided an environment in which student mentors reflected on their own practice and 

skills, deploying them in the coaching and mentoring of others. 
 
 A key aspect of support created by the student mentors was the development of a 
‘safe’ environment, where mentees can seek solutions through the mentors. This was a 
fundamental factor for first-year students, who as Bartram (2008, p. 659) highlights in his 
research are “more concerned with the practical aspects of their student experience” such as 
language support and understanding what is required for their summative assessments. Students 
used these one-to-one spaces to show student mentors any drafts of written assessments in 
addition to any supplemental materials such as CVs and cover letters. Student mentees stated that 
they gained knowledge and confidence from listening and conversing with English native 
speakers in these environments, and as a result, built confidence around their use of the English 
language.  
 The evaluation survey revealed that the project had directly impacted over 300 
students across the targeted programs. Ward, Thomas and Disch (2012) identify a broad 
spectrum of opportunities that can be met through peer mentoring. In this instance the 
engagement of mentors with different professional staff members, such as employability 
counselors, well-being advisors and academic development staff provided support for those 
mentors but also revealed to faculty the opportunities that were afforded by engagement with 
these professionals. 
 The success of the initiative was enabled through the faculty who led the project as 
they were highly invested and embedded the mentors into their program, regularly 
communicated about mentor availability with their students, and encouraged their international 
students where possible to book them.  
 The holistic nature of the project also meant that at any point in the project there were 
up to 15 members of University staff working directly with the student mentors assigned to their 
program, including administrative and wider academic support staff. In this process, the roles of 
student and staff are almost reversed and the student acts as a conduit to wider University 
services where cultural capital and growth in the individual can be fostered (Ward, Thomas & 
Disch, 2012). In the case of this project the students acted as the conduit for directing students 
down the appropriate pathway for support if it could not be resolved in the one-to-one tutorials.  
 Academic staff stated that the success of the project was significantly attributable to 
the inter-disciplinary culture that had been embedded as a result of introducing English students 
to Art students. In particular, the building of a bridge of support for international students and the 
provision of invaluable vocabulary and language support had created a tangible difference. As a 



result, not only had the student learning experience been improved anecdotally, but survey data 
on student feedback also showed improvements in student satisfaction.  
 Although there are clear and measurable benefits here, the practicality of 
implementing such a project on three  campuses, spread across the city had its challenges.  For 
the academic staff lead on the project this meant that they were effectively a line manager to five 
students, located in different places during the project. This is not a singular occurrence, as 
authors such as Bovill et al. (2016) suggest that this is one of the consistent means of resistance 
to students as partners/co-creators. It can often be interpreted as an ‘extra’ piece of work rather 
than the provision of an extra resource. 
 In addition, the geographical spread of students also made it difficult to physically 
meet the students as a team. With the project impacting two campuses and the students using 
over a thousand hours of student work between them, managing the time of the students in both 
formal and informal settings was difficult. Furthermore, the sporadic nature of interactions 
between mentors and mentees meant that there were some inconsistencies in the delivery of 
briefs within the one-to-one sessions. In effect, these issues all align with wider concerns about 
the proposed scaling up of the project and the financial and capacity resources required to do this 
successfully. Nygaard et al. (2013) also note that one of the important benefits of this kind of 
partnership work is that it should lead to enhancements that would benefit the entire student 
cohort, rather than a small section of it. Whatever the concerns, the fact that the department has 
sought to embed the project in its future plans means that managers are prepared to face these. 
As the academic staff lead reported “The project has been such a success that the subject 
department is planning to roll this project out across a full range of other departments and 
provide funding for a more extensive permanent long-term support mechanism.” (p. 12)?? 
 
Orientation of new students (Case study 3) 

In line with continuing the partnership ethos, the University sought to embrace new 
avenues for engaging with student-led design. A focus upon the first-year experience and 
retention across programs was a relatively new activity for the University and this saw 
partnership work directed through the Students’ Union (SU) into the way that the University 
welcomed students to the University and the city. 

The joint creation of Welcome Week offered students a coordinated range of activities 
that showcased the opportunities and support provided by the University and Students’ Union. 
This saw the SU and students, employed in the Centre for Enhancement of Learning and 
Teaching, designing and delivering activities that they knew worked for students and were not 
based on the vague recollections of senior staff at the University.  

A refreshed Welcome Week was developed in order to help students feel part of the 
University, enabling them to make new friends and settle in to both university life and the city of 
Birmingham. For a lot of students, the transition to higher education is not just one that occurs 
inside the classroom. They may be away from home for the first time in a city which is 
potentially unknown to them. To help support this transition the University works with the 
Students’ Union to put together a Welcome Team which consists of current students and is 
representative of the university demographics. 

Peer mentoring is an area of student support that is discussed frequently across the higher 
education sector in recent years (Chester et al, 2013; Collings et al, 2014; Hulme and De Wilde, 
2014; Johnston, 2010). It is seen as a way of benefiting student transition, and ultimately student 
retention, whilst students make the shift into a demanding learning environment. Within the 



University, one School approached the transition of new students through an online Level Up 
program which embraced the fundamental principles of peer mentoring and began as soon as 
students confirmed they would be attending the University. 

The design and delivery of Level Up was through a student/staff partnership aligning with 
Healey et al (2014). Initially, the Level Up program was created in response to an issue with 
student retention within the School of Media. Students were particularly concerned with the 
social and academic issues that occurred when transitioning into higher education. In a response 
to this the project used Level Up Mentors, who were current students, to mentor incoming 
students. To provide both pastoral and academic support, the Level Up Mentors would 
communicate with students through various social media outlets and a Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE), answering the questions of incoming students. 

Students were also offered academic support prior to attending and during Welcome 
Week through a short academic task completed prior to arrival. This task was aligned with the 
use of the free copy of the key course textbook sent out prior to arrival. As a result of this task, 
academic staff were able to evaluate various skills such as referencing and academic writing to 
put appropriate measures of support in place. This task also acted as a way to introduce students 
to their personal tutors as they assessed and provided feedback on the piece of work.  

Since beginning this project, the School saw an increase of 7% in student retention. As 
well as this increase, there has also been a marked cultural shift towards the ethos of partnership 
work with students throughout the School and the University, as the success of the work has 
been translated through duplicate schemes in all the other academic areas of the University as the 
financial benefit secured through improved retention convinced senior budget holders to invest.  

 
Conclusion  

Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014, p. 8) explain that the development of partnership 
learning communities is crucial to enabling partnerships to develop. They identified that key 
components of such a partnership learning community are “working and learning arrangements 
that support partnership” and “attitudes and behaviors that each member of the community signs 
up to and embodies in practice”. This has been embodied through the three case studies 
highlighted in this chapter and the continuing principles that underpin this work at Birmingham 
City University. 

The student experience at the University became a matter of shared ownership as students 
better understand and are empowered to influence the design of the program offered. Thomas 
(2012) would recognize this statement as being connected to students having a greater sense of 
belonging to the University. There are many opportunities to develop this type of activity and 
Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014) quote the Wales Initiative for Student Engagement (WISE)  
partnership for higher education in the UK which explains its position that: 

Partnership is more meaningful if it…happens at the level of each individual student and 
staff member’s experience. Typically, this takes its form in the learning and teaching 
process – at a course or module level. Partnership, however, must also extend beyond 
learning and teaching into other activities of the university, for example, widening access, 
volunteering, community engagement, and employability.  (p. 16). 

 
Certainly, the students who participate in projects (Nygaard et al, 2013) identify with the 

idea of partnership. The way in which this also impacted their attitude towards the university and 



the generation of greater sense of connectedness was also explained by McMillan and Chavis 
(1986) who identified that belonging has four components: 

The first element is membership. Membership is the feeling of belonging or sharing a 
sense of personal relatedness. The second element is influence, a sense of mattering, of 
making a difference to the group and of the group mattering to its members (p. 4). 
The two other components include, reinforcement and shared emotional connections. 

However, we would suggest that the issue of a greater sense of membership—through being 
highly engaged with staff and the changing nature of the student relationship with staff, both 
teaching and professional support—has had the most significant impact. The personal investment 
of time, effort and emotion by students was identified by McMillan and Jarvis as being key and 
is reflected in the feedback we received from student partners.  

Students also have made shared emotional connections, as McMillan and Jarvis identify, 
but as they conclude, that may be less frequent as it requires frequent high-level interactions. 
Healey, Flint and Harrington (2014, p. 8) suggest that the ultimate goal of a university through 
engaging with students within the curriculum should be that “working and learning in 
partnership becomes part of the culture and ethos of the institution”. Birmingham City University 
seeks to make its students as partners approach ‘a state of mind’ (Nygaard, et al, 2013) for staff 
and students engaged in its learning communities. The short-term benefits for student and staff 
partners who participate are substantial and the long-term benefits for future students through a 
student-led design of their learning experience make the investment and vision worthwhile.  
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