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Fair Access Briefing: Two

Fair Access 
Research

Working with Students’ Unions 
Students’ Unions are independent 
organisations with the purpose of 
democratically representing and 
supporting all students. 

Student sabbatical officers are elected 
annually by the student body to work 
and speak for students. In addition to 
these elected officers, Unions are run by 
students and full-time members of staff.

Many Unions in England are affiliated 
with the National Union of Students 
who work to ensure that students’ 
voices shape policy and action 
at a national level.

Students’ Unions can provide 
unique insight into how higher 
education policies and research 
are lived by students.

Unions have access to a lot of 
knowledge, data and experience that can 
be invaluable to those working in the 
area of fair access to higher education.
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Jane de Vekey

Jane is SUBU’s 
Research and 
Information 
Manager. In 
addition to her 
commitment to 
giving voices to 
students, Jane 
brings with 
her extensive experience in research 
and analysis relating to widening 
participation, learning development and 
student experiences.

Students’ Unions:

Joff is the Head 
of Student 
Engagement at 
SUBU. He is a 
leading higher 
education student 
experience specialist 
and has a track 
record of engaging 
students with research and embedding 
research into the Students’ Union.

For more information and to read 
some of our Fair Access Research 
blogs take a look at the Centre for 
Excellence in Learning blog:

www1.bournemouth.ac.uk/about/
centre-excellence-learning/
our-research/fair-access

Meet the team:

Dr Vanessa Heaslip and Dr Clive Hunt 
lead a research group of students, 
academics and professional staff. 

Why working with 
Students’ Unions matters 
The work of widening participation focuses on 
transforming institutions into more accessible, more 
equitable and more just places of learning for students. 

This means that the experiences and voices of students 
must shape the work we do – whether this is research, 
policy or practice. Without working with students we 
cannot do work that is for students.

Part of the guidance from the Office for Fair Access 
makes it clear that Students’ Unions must be 
involved, in some form, with the development of an 
institution’s access agreement. 

The history of activism and advocacy which shapes 
Students’ Unions means they can provide researchers, 
policymakers and practitioners with a way of working 
that ensures students’ voices are heard. 

As organisations run by students for students, Students’ 
Unions have significant insight into the complexities of 
becoming and being a student in the 21st century. 

Their unique understanding of the lived experiences 
of students is particularly important when working 
with groups of students whose lives are all too often 
marginalised within institutions and society. 

Unions can help level the playing field by enabling 
students from marginalised and disadvantaged 
backgrounds access to opportunities, resources, 
experiences and a dedicated team of staff.

The student-centred approach rooted in trust and 
mutual respect that Students’ Unions work with can 
help researchers and policymakers with their way of 
working with students.

Working in partnership with Students’ Unions is 
invaluable if you want to develop research, policies, 
services and teaching and learning strategies which 
empower students and enable them to succeed.

Working with Students’ Unions matters because 
working with students matters. 
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Case study: Understanding student experiences

One of the major strands of the Fair Access 
Research programme is a survey of all students 
developed in partnership with SUBU.

We wanted to understand how students 
themselves conceive of their experiences and to 
find out how students from different backgrounds 
feel about university. 

Understanding what it is like being a student 
– particularly a student from a non-traditional 
background – can help us make the university 
better for all students.

We developed the survey over the course of the 
year, responding to pilot testing last summer.

Key findings from the pilot study include:

• Students who are the first in their family to go 
to university prioritise getting a good job when 
reflecting on their decisions to go to university

• These students also reported lacking some 
social capital and networking skills

• Mature students reported feeling that the 
social side of university is not for them, giving 
them a potentially limited student experience.

In May, an online survey was shared with all 
students. We’ve had a really positive response 
and will analyse the data over the summer.

Why this matters to you:
We know that some groups of students are more 
likely to leave university early. We also know 
that some groups of students face persistent 
gaps in belonging that seriously affects their 
opportunities to succeed. 

Finding out how students themselves understand 
their experiences of being at university is vital 
to help you implement approaches that are best 
tailored to the needs of your students. 

The government proposals for TEF means that 
reducing non-continuation rates and improving 
students’ attainment outcomes is a key sector and 
institutional priority. 

Finding out more about how your students 
experience university – including negatively 
– is critical to helping improve the 
lives of all students.  

What could you do? 
Students’ Unions are working with academics 
and policymakers to ensure that teaching and 
learning represents all students and works 
towards liberation and social justice.  

Meeting with your Students’ Union could help you 
find ways to make sure that what and how you 
teach empowers all your students. Working with 
your Students’ Union offers more opportunities 
for widening participation students to engage in 
voluntary and work experiences.
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