Reps & Leaders Forum
Institute of Health
24th March 2025, 12:00-13:00
Attendance:
Sima Fatemipour – Academic Officer (Chair),
Deborah Willcox – MA Outdoor and Experiential Learning Rep,
Jennifer Noble – BSc (Hons) Marine & Freshwater Ecology,
Jason Sexton – BSc (Hons) Animal Conservation Science Rep,
Cathlin Bottomley – BSc (Hons) Woodland Ecology & Conservation Rep,
Sophie Puzey – BSc (Hons) Animal Conservation Science Rep,
Gabriel Eagland – BSc (Hons) Outdoor Leadership Rep,
Jonathan Eaton – Pro-Vice Chancellor for Learning & Teaching,
Signy Henderson – Dean for Student Success,
Donna Salter – Academic Representation Coordinator (Notetaker).

The meeting was begun by noting that Liz Mallabon, Head of Teaching, Learning & Student Experience (HTLSE) for the Institute of Science & Environment, was unfortunately unable to attend. Responses on institute-specific queries would be received from her after the meeting.
Assessment deadlines are often clustered close together and some students seem to have a lot of assignments to complete, one reporting having 9 due this term with 2 due on the same day. What is the rationale behind this? Could things be changed to reduce the workload and associated stress? 
(Submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts; directly by a Woodland Ecology Year 2 student and an Outdoor Adventure student)
· This question has been referred to the HLTSE to see if specific instances need to be managed.
· The University does try and avoid clustering. All students receive deadlines at the beginning of modules – if students notice problems at this stage please feel free to raise with staff.
· Occasionally things need to be moved, this can cause assignment bunching but the University does try to avoid where they can.
· Cat Bottomley explained that this has been raised many times before. She is in her fourth year and has raised it on behalf of her cohort every year. The responses given seem to suggest that either something has to be brought forward or students just need to get on with it. Students would like to see a policy that limits assignments to one per week.
Signy explained that there is a policy to avoid more than one per week wherever possible but will look at this in detail.
· Jennifer Noble raised that there are occasions when the subjects haven't been taught until the week before the deadline, which has meant students have not been able to start on assignments until very close to the deadline. It was clarified that although the assignment may include an element of choice in subject matter, it was content fundamental to the assignment that was taught late. This was also referred to the HLTSE.

Dissertation due dates are earlier than many students would prefer, as they would like the maximum time to spend on their biggest piece of work. Could this be renegotiated in future? (Submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts)
· This question was referred to the HTLSE.
· It was explained that dissertation marking takes a long time as more complex and detailed. It also needs to be first marked, second marked and reviewed by the external assessor, this process needs to be completed before the board which can make it seem very early.
· Cat gave an example of an assessment due very close to the dissertation deadline and suggested these could potentially be moved if dissertations are fixed.
Could the timetabling software be more user-friendly? 
Sometimes timetabling changes at very short notice – could this be minimised? Note – an example given in the SSF was notified to timetabling several weeks in advance, but the update was not live until the day before.
(Both submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts)
The University’s timetabling team provided this response:
We understand that the current timetabling system has its limitations, therefore a university project has been started to procure a new timetabling system. One of the major requirements of this new system is the ability to deliver individual student timetables via a student friendly platform. We have compiled a list of requirements for this new system, these requirements are currently being reviewed by key university stakeholders so they can make their own suggestions on the features they would like the new system to have. One of these stakeholders is the students union, students are welcome to contact the students union directly to let them know what they would like from a new timetabling system or alternatively they can email me at timetabling@cumbria.ac.uk. I will be certain to take all their feedback on board when we enter the next stage of the project, attending demonstrations from different suppliers of timetabling products. 

Sometimes staff can take a very long time to reply – if they are part-time, three working days can be more than a week. This is particularly frustrating in the run up to assignment deadlines. How can this be managed to minimise the impact on students? (Submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts)
· Signy explained that the University have an expectation of students receiving a response within three working days, regardless of whether the staff they are contacting are fractional, on research leave or out of the University for any other reason. This means there should always be an out of office which directs students to another colleague who can help.
· This does mean that students may need to choose whether to wait for a staff member to return or to take their query to another member of staff. In Signy’s experience, she felt that any advice is valuable but that students do need to decide for themselves.
· Part-time staff are crucial to giving students access to current practitioners.
· It was queried why there was a period in the run-up to dissertations when advice could not be given by supervisors. Could the period be made shorter?
Signy explained that this was good practice and encourages students to recognise that a dissertation is a huge piece of work which needs to be planned in advance. This period of time indicates that staff input stops as students should be at the stage of writing up and polishing.
Cat pointed out that for those studying ecological programmes, data collection may necessarily run quite late due to the phenology of their dissertation subjects. It was requested that this was reviewed accordingly.
The lack of lighting on Ambleside campus is felt to be a significant issue and quite dangerous. Can they be fixed? 
(Submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts)
· Jonathan stated that contractors will be on site this week (week commencing 24th March 2025).

The application window for Ambleside accommodation has been pushed back on more than one occasion. Can clarity be given about what students can expect from the process? 
(Submitted collectively by Forestry and Conservation Class Reps on behalf of their cohorts)
Emma Bales, Director of Student Services, provided this response:
Where we originally anticipated issuing offers at the end of February, this was delayed slightly whilst we received and reviewed the first forecast for the 25/26 expected intake.  This forecast then informs how many beds we can release at this point in the year for continuers.  On receipt of the forecast information we decided to release 10 more beds than we normally would at this point in the year (60 beds released v 50 beds released at the same point in previous years).
The timeline associated with continuing students being able to apply, and receive offers for, university accommodation has been as follows:
1. 31 October 2025: Initial email sent to invite continuing students to apply for accommodation and Housing Fair: '25/26 accommodation application';
1. 20 November 2025: 25/26 application went live at 9am on 20 November 2025; Housing Fair hosted in CMB;

1. 3 February 2025: continuing students were emailed to advise them of an 8-bedroom property in Ambleside looking for tenants for 25/26;
1. 17 February 2025: The Accommodation Officer emailed continuing students to request for their house hunting status update;
1. 4 March 2025: emailed continuing students to inform there is a slight delay in progressing allocations/making offers;
1. 7 March 2025: number of beds to be released to continuing students (at this stage) confirmed;
1. 7 - 13 March 2025: continuing students gradually received 25/26 academic year offers; 58 offered to date; (this was as of last week)
1. 13 March 2025: first weekly private housing update sent to students that remain on the waiting list

In terms of what students can expect from the process, we had around 100 applications from continuing students for accommodation for 25/26.  It is unlikely that we will be able to accommodate this number of students.  58 students have received offers of accommodation, and the balance of applicants are now on our waiting list.  If we can release more beds to continuers, as the first year forecast intake data is refined, then we will do, but this further release is likely to be around May and therefore students should continue to explore options for private sector accommodation.  The Accommodation team will provide regular email updates and will signpost students on the waiting list to private sector properties that they become aware of.  They will also provide guidance around what students should look/check for in any property they are considering entering into a contract for next year for.  Both Wylie (Accommodation Officer) and Abby (Residence Life Officer) are based at the campus and are available to provide advice and guidance to students as needed

How is the University continuing to invest in the learning environment and resources for all students?
· Jonathan explained how blown away he was on visiting the Ambleside stores and seeing what resources were available free of charge to students.
· The move to Blackboard Ultra was completed last summer. This provides a stable platform to build on and has been used to introduce fresh threshold standards for module and programme sites. It also provides data which can be used to improve areas such as feedback management. The Blackboard Ally tool also supports improvements in accessibility. 
· New Blackboard threshold standards have been introduced as part of the move to Ultra, this is an ongoing journey. Dip tests are performed to check their use and efficacy, but the University are mindful of local needs and would like to leave space for innovation. They are keen to hear from students what does and does not work for them.
· 2025/26 should also see the introduction of the JISC Discovery Tool, a tool to support all students and staff to assess their digital literacy and access skills development tools.
· Next academic year will also see the launch of a free Microsoft Office Specialist competency certifications for students. This is an internationally recognised certification provided by Microsoft. It was asked if this was available to alumni, for those at the end of their course. Jonathan explained that unfortunately it could not be made available to alumni but encouraged interested final-year students to get it touch and volunteer for the pilot later this semester.
· Issues were raised relating to repeatedly having to reauthenticate when logging in. Jonathan to raise with IT, but students are requested to contact IT when affected by the issue.
How is the University continuing to support students with specific learning differences and disabilities?
· The University recognises that this job is never done – there is always more to do and constant social change to integrate into their approach. 
· A major focus currently is removing barriers, as part of this process Student Support services, including Disabilty Support, are key.
· A disclosure of an additional need triggers a process of assessment which usually produces an action plan. This plan varies in complexity as appropriate to the student’s individual needs.
· Wait times within this process have shortened considerably over the last year.
· The Mental Health & Wellbeing team are here for all as wellbeing is key. TogetherAll is also a great resource of appropriate support and is also available out of hours. 
· It is important to realise that the University is not the fourth emergency service, if in crisis student should please call 999 or travel to A&E.
· The Student Enquiry Point, both on line and in person, provides a means to directly access the Wellbeing Team. Wait times for counselling have reduced this year and the University hopes they will continue to reduce further over the upcoming year.
· Single counselling sessions are now available. These can be particularly helpful to help students identify the most appropriate support.
· The University has anticipatory adjustments, sometimes referred to as designing out barriers, as a key priority but ensures adjustments are made on an individual basis where needed. 
How can students ensure that their voice is heard?
· The University is keen to see more opportunities like this – there is a need to find touch points and engage in dialogue.
· Jonathan encouraged Class Reps to raise awareness of the module evaluation survey. This is open for two weeks from 17th March. It is now an online confidential survey, unless a student requests a direct response, standardised across the University. A report on closing the loop will be compiled by module teams and shared with students on April 30th.
· The University has run the Your Voice, Our Commitment campaign this year. This provides the opportunity for students to provide direct feedback through studentfeedback@cumbria.ac.uk.
