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Community Capacity Building 

Introduction 

Students’ associations (SAs) facilitate 

student participation in shaping the life 

and work of their partner colleges and local 

communities. By providing spaces, 

structures, learning and support, students’ 

associations empower students to work 

collectively to identify their needs and 

actively influence decisions that matter to 

them.  

 

Students’ associations, like other civic 

organisations, enable a collective capacity 

of students that is transformational, both 

for students themselves and for the 

potential impact of your students’ 

association. One role of associations is to 

facilitate students to develop and lead 

their own communities in order that 

students can identify their own needs, 

represent their interests and bring about 

the changes they want to see. This means 

providing enough information, training, 

guidance and support to enable students 

to do things for themselves without 

exercising influence over the outcomes of 

their decision-making.  

 

Researchers like Han (2014) show that in 

order to achieve a high level of 

engagement and retain aware and active 

members, civic organisations must focus 

on both involving members and 

developing high-quality leaders. While 

involving members helps develop a pool of 

prospective leaders, developing leaders 

enables the long-term development of the 

SA as the leaders themselves learn to 

recruit active members, organise activity 

and deliver results. This guide discusses 

how to create opportunities to involve 

student members and provide support for 

developing and retaining them. 

 

It is important to remember that even the 

best students are unlikely to deliver impact 

without a staff team to help them 

understand the institution, ensure that 

their work takes priority in the college and 

assist them in getting things done. We can 

sometimes place enormous pressure on 

our officers to lead and manage the 

students’ association on their own, 

forgetting that it is a shared responsibility 

to ensure that students are adequately 

resourced and supported to represent their 

views and interests effectively (see 

Working with Officers). 

Involving members and 

developing student 

leaders are 

interdependent: 

Involving members 

helps to develop a 

prospective pool of 

future leaders. 

Developing leaders 

creates extra capacity 

for recruiting and 

organising active 

members. 

 

Dedicated support that enables student 

leaders to realise their own aims is 

essential in helping to develop an 

autonomous and representative students’ 
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association (see Getting the Balance 

Right). This can be labour-intensive and 

requires commitment and investment from 

partner colleges, especially to engage with 

hard-to-reach groups.  

 

Showcasing the work of college students’ 

associations across Scotland, this guide 

provides advice and practical guidance that 

aims to help college students’ association 

staff to empower their elected leaders to 

identify, work with and develop strong and 

resilient student communities on campus.  

 

What are student communities? 

Student communities come in many 

shapes and sizes. Understanding the 

complexity of your student body is key to 

maximising participation in activities and 

decision-making. 

 

Remember too that students are often part 

of many communities according to any 

particular interests, circumstances or 

issues they share with others, which give 

them common experiences. This might 

include their course, mode of study, faith, 

personal, social or economic circumstances 

or experiences of discrimination and 

barriers that they face in influencing or 

accessing services, resources and support 

(e.g. race, gender, sexuality or disability).  

 

In Democracy is Dead, Long Live 

Democracies (NUS 2015), it was found 

that groups experiencing discrimination 

find it easier to build relationships with 

people who share their experiences of 

systematic disadvantage. For example, a 

group of disabled students who connect 

because of their shared experiences of 

struggling with text-heavy courses or a 

group of women who feel unsafe in a 

particular area of campus because of their 

experiences of cat-calling from men. The 

research shows that women, Asian, 

international, LGBT and disabled students 

were most likely to believe they would 

share the same views as people like them. 

 

It is equally important to recognise that 

while communities form around common 

identity and experiences, people of similar 

backgrounds will often disagree and 

encouraging groups to explore these 

disagreements is an essential part of 

building a democratic community. The 

democratic structures and activities of 

students’ associations empower students 

by providing the learning spaces to 

identify, discuss and resolve these conflicts 

themselves. 

 

Why are student communities 

important? 

If our aim is to engage as many students 

as possible and maximise the impact of the 

students’ association, we must create the 

conditions in which students are most 

likely to get involved and take action. 

According to Han, it is through building 

new relationships between members that 

civic organisations are able to generate 

commitment, resources and strengthen 

people’s motivation for learning and 

action. 

 

Due to the large number of complex 

student communities in colleges, it should 

come as no a surprise that a one-size-fits-

all model of student involvement is not 

likely to result in either large or 

particularly diverse groups of students 

actively participating in decision-making or 

opportunities at college and in the local 

community.  

 

For example, institutional models of what 

we have come to call student engagement 

or learner voice (such as class rep 

systems, surveys and focus groups), are 

often untailored and untargeted in terms of 

how students are recruited and supported 

in their roles and fairly specific in terms of 

what kinds of issues are up for discussion.  

Class rep structures offer a particular kind 

of student engagement relating to the 
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specific educational experience of students 

in specific classes on specific courses. 

Although these initiatives are essential in 

improving the teaching and learning 

quality in specified college contexts, they 

alone do not equate to a college-wide 

partnership approach to improving 

students’ lives at college and in civil 

society.  

 

The role of students’ associations is to 

prepare students to participate as partners 

in all areas of college, local and students’ 

association decision-making. While it is 

important for students’ associations to 

work alongside course rep structures to 

improve students’ education, there is a 

much broader scope of activity needed to 

facilitate participation from a broad and 

varied range of students with broad and 

varying support needs. Getting to know 

your membership and the networks that 

exist within them it is the first step in 

doing so. 

 

Community Capacity-Building 

A common way of thinking about how to 

get students ready to participate actively 

in their colleges and local communities is 

capacity-building, i.e. building the capacity 

of students to engage as active citizens in 

the world around them. Capacity-building 

is the practice of strengthening the 

capabilities of individuals and communities 

in order that they are able to shape 

change in their environment. Effective 

capacity-building is essential in involving 

and retaining aware and active student 

members that are able to deliver impact 

for their communities.  

 

According to community development 

expert, Steve Skinner, community 

capacity-building can be broken down into 

four key areas: building skills, building 

equality, building involvement and 

building organisations. In a students’ 

association context, we can think of these 

4 key areas in terms of the table below. 

 

This guide provides information and 

guidance on the latter two of these key 

areas, how to involve and develop your 

membership to build breadth and depth in 

the capacity of your students’ association. 

Organisation 

 Constitution 

 Officers 

 Elections 

 Governance 

 Strategy 

Liberation  

 Diversity 

 Inclusion 

 Accessibility 

 Autonomous decision-making 

 Liberation groups 

Involvement 

 Clubs and societies 

 Sport 

 Volunteering 

 Apprentice Engagement 

 Support Groups 

 

Development 

 Training 

 Knowledge 

 Learning and Development 

 Empowerment 

 Wellbeing 

 Mentoring 

 Planning 
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Involving Members 

 

Investing in a range of opportunities to 

involve members is necessary in fielding a 

more diverse pool of candidates and driving 

up interest in students’ association leadership 

roles. As previously mentioned, different 

students will have varying levels of 

confidence in their abilities and it is important 

that the SA has means of supporting the less 

confident to increase diversity among 

candidates. Ultimately, the more variety you 

have in your engagement activity, the more 

variety you will have in the types of students 

that come into contact with the Students’ 

association.  
The more varied and contested an 

election, the more invested the winning 

candidate is likely to be on account of 

having to work harder to win. This should 

have a positive impact on the retention of 

student officers throughout the year, as 

long as they are well supported once in 

post.  

Investing in a range of 

opportunities to involve 

members is necessary 

in fielding a more 

diverse pool of 

candidates and driving 

up interest in Students’ 

association leadership 

roles. 

 
A more contested election is also likely to 

increase the quality of officer performance 

and therefore impact of the Students’ 

association. The networks and skills that a 

candidate needs to run a successful 

campaign in a contested election are 

similar to the ongoing community 

engagement work required to be an 

effective officer.  

 

Support Groups 

There is meaningful work that can be done 

in supporting existing networks on campus 

and helping students to establish interest-

based relationships with their peers. Such 

networks can support students socially, 

emotionally and academically by providing 

spaces to share their experiences and 

provide peer-to-peer support. 

 

Support networks can be of vital 

importance in making the students 

association accessible and in some cases, 

developing the confidence, skills and 

abilities of your members, especially those 

that identify as being part of a 

marginalised group. Informal networks will 

already exist among your members and 

may be unknown to the students’ 

association, others will be more visible.  

 

Once well established, students may begin 

determine shared agendas, developing 

solutions to address issues that matter to 

them and organising themselves to 

influence institutional priorities.   

 

Where to Start? 

When attempting to initiate your network, 

it is a good idea to do some research and 

consultation to think about the following 

questions: 

 

 What types of students might benefit 

from a support network? 
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 What are the needs of these students? 

 What are the barriers that prevent 

these students from participating in the 

SA? 

 Where can you reach people who may 

identify as being part of this group? 

 What activities could you hold? 

 Are there community groups that you 

could connect with? 

 What spaces are accessible to this 

group? 

 

Community Support 

Partnerships 

In cases where students might benefit 

from specialised support that the SA is 

neither best placed nor adequately 

resourced to deliver, it can be useful to 

develop community partnerships with 

organisations that have expertise in 

specific areas. These organisations may be 

able to advise on the best ways to engage 

students with regard to specific issues or 

even run an activity in partnership with the 

SA. 

 

Borders College Students’ Association set 

up a Student Support Network made up of 

local organisations that have an interest in 

the welfare of students. Chaired by the SA 

President, the group meets quarterly to 

update on their work and discuss ways in 

which organisations can work together to 

better improve their services. Guest 

speakers are invited in to discuss topics 

including LGBT+ terminology, sexual 

health services, and student funding 

application processes. There is always an 

opportunity at the end of each meeting for 

networking. 

 

Case Study: Borders College 

Students Association 

BCSA has established a Student Support 

Network (SSN) whose vision is ‘to provide 

students with clear and effective 

signposting to external support 

organisations’. Membership includes 

representatives from local support 

organisations and college student services, 

and is chaired by the current Student 

President. Membership currently stands at 

25, with this figure consistently growing as 

we forge new relationships with local 

support agencies. The SSN demonstrates 

our commitment to the following: 

 

 Developing a better understanding of 

local organisations key aims and 

objectives 

 Establishing effective partnerships with 

support organisations working locally 

and support departments within the 

college  

 Providing valuable networking 

opportunities for our internal and 

external partners  

 Encouraging student referral between 

organisations  

 Sharing good practice around student 

engagement  

 Forging closer relationships to improve 

communication and information flow  

 Driving improvements in our 

responsibility as corporate parents 

(section 58 of the Children and Young 

People (Scotland) Act 2014. 

 

BCSA makes a positive impact on the 

student experience at Borders College both 

through direct support provision (e.g. 

advocacy, signposting and awareness-

raising), and by developing and sustaining 

effective partnerships with local 

organisations.  

BCSA has established several college-

based drop-in services for students which 

are available on two of our three campuses 

with on-demand support available at our 

third. These projects have been developed 

with the help of local organisations 

including Penumbra (a local mental health 

support organisation), Borders Young 

Carers, Skills Development Scotland, 

Citizens Advice Bureau and LGBT Youth. 

This work has ensured specialist support is 
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available to students on a range of issues 

including those relating to finance, 

accommodation, mental health, careers 

advice and LGBT support.  

In total, we have received 25 referrals to 

our drop-in services. Samantha Linton 

from Penumbra, who has supported 18 

students accessing the Penumbra drop-in 

service, stated that “a few students would 

have definitely dropped out without our 

support’, suggesting that initiatives driven 

by BCSA have had a positive impact on 

retention and student health and 

wellbeing.  

“The LGBT drop-in has not only supported 

me while I came out as transgender during 

my studies at college, but the confidence 

and feeling of acceptance I gained through 

the service has helped me become less 

stressed so I could focus more on my 

studies and raise my potential.” Sean 

O’Donnell, Borders College student, HNC 

Administration and Information Technology  

What motivated you to start the 

student support network? 

Awareness of a need to augment our 

current support provision by development 

partnerships and creating new 

relationships between ourselves and local 

support organisations who could provide 

specialist support on a range of issues. 

This was mutually recognised by the SA 

and college and so the project progressed 

in partnership although driven largely by 

the SA. For example, we insist the group is 

chaired by a member of the SA executive 

(currently the student president). 

 

What support did you receive from the 

college? 

We worked very closely with one colleague 

in particular who provides a key link 

between the SA and support services. The 

initiative is also championed by the Head 

of Student Services and members of SMT. 

We have a high level of engagement from 

student support services in particular with 

many of the department managers 

attending regularly at meetings (e.g. 

Student funding manager, marketing & 

publications manager, head of student 

services). 

 

How did you identify organisations to 

join? 

We considered the complex needs of the 

students with which we worked and 

identified organisations accordingly. For 

example, it was raised at a Faculty Council 

Meeting (our version of class rep 

meetings) that there was a need for sex 

and relationship awareness training at one 

of our satellite campuses. We proactively 

invited a representative from NHS Borders 

to discuss the support they could provide. 

Similarly, we identified a need for mental 

health support so we ensured we had 

representation from Penumbra, a local 

organisation providing mental health 

support. We also involved LGBT Youth 

during our LGBT charter journey. 

 

How did you contact organisations?  

Mostly by e-mail. Many of the 

organisations approached us having heard 

of the initiative from colleagues who 

already attended our meetings – a really 

positive response. Contacting 

organisations is very much a collaborative 

approach – the SA leads on the work but 

other staff members invite contacts they 

have established. 

  

How did you secure buy-in?  

Actually, this was very easy! Organisations 

were looking for a platform to make new 

contacts, share and learn best practice, 

and speak directly to the college about the 

challenges they face/developments they 

would like to implement. This type of 

forum (discussing student support more 

generally) was lacking in the Borders. 

Turnout is always very high - we often 

struggle to find a room big enough!  
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How is the SSN administered? 

The SA staff member administrates the 

SSN – scheduling meetings, booking 

rooms, inviting new members, taking 

minutes and distributing relevant 

information. All meetings are chaired by 

the Student President to ensure an entirely 

student-focussed approach. 

 

What are your aspirations for the 

scheme? 

We hope to continue driving improvements 

in the student experience as a result of 

improved communications and partnership 

working on schemes that will 

fundamentally benefit students. We also 

hope the initiative will continue to provide 

an opportunity for the college to evaluate 

our performance from the perspective of 

external agencies. It will also be an 

important source of evidence for our work 

around ‘How Good Is Our College?’ to 

evidence the way in which we work 

collaboratively with partners and 

stakeholders. 

 

What impact has the SSN achieved in 

terms of outcomes and outputs? 

 Creation of HelpU – a collaborative 

project that has allowed us to develop 

a guide to student support in the 

Borders where students can access 

information, contacts details and 

referral criteria for a range of issues 

from LGBT support to mental health, 

learning support and domestic 

violence.  

 Evidence of effective partnership 

working 

 Organisation of a student health and 

wellbeing event that took place in 

conjunction with the SA Freshers’ Fair 

 Invitations to organisations such as 

LGBT Youth and NHS Borders who have 

attended as guest speakers to share 

best practice around inclusion and 

safeguarding.  

 

 

Clubs & Societies 

Clubs and societies are often the first entry 

point for students who later go on to lead 

their students’ associations. They provide 

an accessible activity through which 

students can develop their own 

communities of interest and find out about 

the SA. This in turn benefits the 

association as there is a wider group of 

active students the SA can work with and 

encourage as potential election candidates. 

 

Given that many college students don’t 

have a lot of time to give outside of their 

studies and don’t spend a lot of time on 

campus, it can be challenging organising 

activities. Getting students to identify clubs 

they would like to take part in and 

encouraging them to run their own 

societies is difficult, especially in the first 

stages of trying to establish a campus 

culture.  

 

In order for activities on campus to be 

sustainable, they must be led by students 

themselves. It is likely that this will require 

an initial investment on the part of the SA, 

to generate interest in clubs on campus 

and  It is the role of the SA to create the 

conditions for this to happen, which 

involves an investment of money and time 

in support and development for students 

leaders wanting to initiate a club. 

 

Where to start? 

Consult with your students to find out: 

 Is there a demand for clubs and 

societies on campus? 

 What about kinds of clubs would be 

popular? 

 What are the barriers for students in 

setting up clubs? 

 What would students need to organise 

their own activities? 

We know that students care about their 

future employment, so it’s worth 

promoting the opportunity to run a society 
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in terms of the skills and networks they 

will develop.  

 

For more resources on training society 

leaders visit NUS’s Opportunities Hub 

www.opportunitieshub.nus.org.uk/training-

guides/   

 

 

Case Study: Glasgow Clyde 

College Students’ Association 

We wanted to set up clubs and societies to 

engage with students and get them 

involved in the students’ association, their 

learning experience and broader society. 

We also wanted to help develop leadership 

skills within the membership. 

 

How did you do it?  

We came up with a series of proposals for 

SA activities, which we provided for free in 

the first term. We checked if our proposals 

were popular though a survey and by 

visiting classes and talking to students. 

Creating opportunities for them and being 

clear that we were also looking for 

proposals from them worked well in 

increasing the number of proposals of 

clubs, societies and activities. 

 

We offered, free cinema tickets in the 

city’s best cultural hubs (Cineworld, 

Contemporary Arts Centre, Andalus 

Cultural Centre, Womens’ Library), yoga 

classes, spinning, homework group, 

Spanish classes, language exchange lunch, 

Black History Month lunch, LGBT coffee 

morning, Apprenticeship, Enterprise, 

Women in STEM and Fairtrade events, 

Student Parent Group, IT Mentoring and 

an App Workshop.  

 

We paid for some of the activities up front, 

provided lunches and coffee where 

necessary and looked for opportunities to 

use the college services for free (such as 

the sports department who provided the 

spinning classes). Overall, we made an 

investment of around £4,000, which has 

been worth it in terms of building a culture 

of participation and identifying future 

leaders.  

 

This term, we have seen many students 

volunteering to run the following activities, 

all of which are free except where stated: 

Socialist Society, Art Therapy, Debate 

Club, Weekly Cinema Club, Volleyball, 

Football, Dance Class (we pay a teacher 

£15 per class by popular request from 

students), Yoga, Young OCD Society.  

 

We have also have students volunteering 

to help us put on large scale events 

including International Women’s Day, a 

Graduation Ball and a James Aspey 

Inspiration event, which was attended by 

400 students. 

 

What advice would you give to other 

students associations? 

Invest in your students! By providing 

popular activities for free in the first 

instance, you’ll develop communities of 

students who are motivated to take 

responsibility for the activities in order to 

keep them going. Creating the initial buzz 

and building relationships among the 

members is really important. 

 

What were the outcomes?  

As mentioned above, we have seen a huge 

growth in student-led activities on campus. 

We are experiencing greater levels of 

commitment and participation from 

students, with more proposals to create 

activities and more students getting 

involved in the students’ association in one 

way or another. We can say that the image 

of the SA has definitely improved as we 

are seen as more popular among students 

and relevant to our members. Finally, we 

have empowered lots of students to run 

their own activities, which has been really 

beneficial for us in terms of students 

getting involved in our elections. 

 

http://www.opportunitieshub.nus.org.uk/training-guides/
http://www.opportunitieshub.nus.org.uk/training-guides/


10 

 

 

Involving Members, Developing Leaders: Building an Aware and Active Membership 

 

 

Next steps? 

Some of the societies don’t operate when 

courses get too busy. The next step is to 

consolidate the existing societies and 

create a sustainable culture of 

participation. We are hoping that some 

societies will become self-sustaining and 

therefore embedded in SA activity. We 

know that this will be especially 

challenging in a college, due to the nature 

of our courses and the profile of our 

students (many of whom work). College 

students are usually only in college for 1 or 

2 years making it difficult to establish 

long-term sustainability.  

 

 

Community Volunteering 

Partnerships 

Providing volunteering opportunities is 

another method of capacity-building as it 

helps students to gain confidence in their 

abilities, learn new skills, make friends and 

feel part of the college and local 

community.  

 

Most students who participate in students’ 

association activity are volunteers, but it is 

difficult for the students’ association to 

retain a large number of active volunteers 

without a high level of support and 

development (see Developing Leaders), 

which requires significant investment. 

Sourcing other opportunities in the 

community can be a more efficient way of 

meeting the demands of your membership 

and ensuring they get good quality 

learning and development. 

 

West Lothian College Students’ Association 

began developing partnerships with local 

community organisations in order to help 

students to get involved in community 

initiatives. By networking and building 

relationships with these organisations, 

they were able to source a growing 

number of quality volunteering 

opportunities. 

 

Supported by a staff member in the 

college, this has evolved into a volunteer 

brokerage scheme with a website and 

volunteering fairs. WLCSA have found that 

investing in volunteering raising the profile 

of volunteering in the college, has 

supported their students personally, for 

their students increased the number of 

people interested in their elections. 

 

Case Study: West Lothian 

College Students’ Association 

We started by asking local organisations to 

come in and talk to learners about 

volunteering opportunities. As this grew in 

success, we started to host 2 volunteer 

fairs within each academic year. A 

volunteer network had developed within 

West Lothian and the college has become 

a part of that and indeed helped to grow it, 

the Volunteer Network has around 70 

members. 

 

Networking has been crucial to the success 

of this project and in June 2016 we hosted 

the West Lothian Volunteer Celebration 

where over 300 people attended, 700 

certificates were given out to various 

organisations and 90 students received 

certificates. 

 

We have a small volunteer hub where 

students can look for opportunities, 

organisations can advertise and we have a 

web page. We have 6 student volunteers 

within the college in assisted programmes 

and an ex-student who volunteers in 

reception. We have created a volunteer 

induction pack. 

We are attempting to recognise all forms 

of volunteering from fundraising to 

organising or assisting at events etc. 

 

More recently, a project post was created 

for a staff member to work in partnership 
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with the students’ association. The staff 

member appointed was already engaged in 

student volunteering for their learners 

within health and social care.  

 

What advice would you give to other 

students associations? 

Networking with the local 3rd sector is 

crucial, in selling it to learners it has to be 

contextualised and meaningful. We found 

that using case studies of students as good 

examples and how it has worked for them 

was especially useful.  

 

What was the impact? 

This have allowed the students’ association 

to offer a more diverse range of 

opportunities and promote the real 

benefits of volunteering. As most of the 

roles in the SA are voluntary, this has 

created interest in our posts. The students’ 

association created the post of Volunteer 

Officer, which was taken on as an 

additional role by one of our Vice 

Presidents who had been highly involved in 

the project from the start.  This enhanced 

the profile of Volunteering within the 

Student Association and amongst the 

student body. 

 

The student association have been working 

hard to support students whilst at college 

and provide them with more than a 

qualification.  From this support, we have 

had a large response of students that have 

volunteered with us.  This has enabled 

many clubs to be established for students 

which include our ESOL club, Walking Club, 

LGBT Club, Volunteering project, which has 

an immediate impact.  Furthermore, 

students are working on how to make 

these clubs sustainable, so students can be 

trained each year and then run it the 

following year.   

 

In addition, students have volunteered for 

external organisations and we celebrate 

this at the annual awards ceremony. This 

has definitely increased the pool of 

volunteers for us and our volunteers are 

progressing within the Student 

Association.  Two examples of this are: 

Karen McKeown a Class rep from last year, 

assisted with the setup of the LGBT Club 

and will be taking over leading it next 

year. 

 

Angela Reilly, a student who helped with 

promotion of volunteering, then 

progressed to become a class rep assisting 

with the implementation of our new 

structure. Angela then became one of our 

Vice Presidents and has advised she will 

run for elections again this year.  She has 

also advised that if she isn’t successful she 

will volunteer in other capacities. 

 

Further one of our students, Sarah Kerr, 

who won student of the year last year in 

Hair and Beauty, then nominated herself 

for Vice President this year.  She would 

like to run for president for 2017/18. 

 

Hailey Foster one of our business students 

loves archery, so the student association 

worked very closely with her to establish 

an Archery Club.  This has been highly 

successful.   We received an email just last 

week “Hi Both, Just to pass on that my 

prep students loved their experience of 

archery, they had a great laugh and said it 

was good fun. They are looking forward to 

attending on Thursday.” 

 

As well as the benefits for the SA as an 

organisation, there is evidence to suggest 

that learners not only gained practical 

experience but felt that there confidence 

was enhanced and for some learners it was 

leading to employment. 

 

It benefits students directly on account of 

greater opportunities for work experience, 

greater awareness of what the local 

community has to offer. It is a success but 

it has a long way to go in relation to fully 

embedding it into all departments across 

college and this requires staff recognising 



12 

 

 

Involving Members, Developing Leaders: Building an Aware and Active Membership 

the importance of all opportunities in 

relation to personal development and skills 

for employment. There is evidence to 

suggest that students are more likely to 

use volunteering for formal college 

placements and this is also in some cases 

leading to employment. 

 

Next steps 

We hope to identify more volunteer 

opportunities within the college and 

continue to host the annual celebration 

with a view to greater student involvement 

in organising and hosting this event. 

 

 

Sport 

Access to sport and physical activity is a 

vital part of student life as it provides 

opportunities that enhance the student 

experience and enrich the life of the 

institution. Access to physical activity and 

sport can result in a healthier and happier 

student population and a more positive 

culture on campus.  

A well organised physical activity and sport 

programme may have multiple benefits for 

the students and the college, including:  

 Improved health and wellbeing  

 Greater retention and completion 

 Improved attainment  

 Enhanced employability 

 Improved social inclusion  

 A heightened sense of community and 

belonging  

 

Taking part in a sport or other regular 

physical activity can of course also be the 

source of great institutional pride and, 

above all, FUN!  

 

Case Study: Scottish Student 

Sport 

Scottish Student Sport works with and 

across Colleges and Universities across 

Scotland to create and sustain structures 

that can make all of the above possible. 

Their staff are on hand at all times to link 

in with students, staff and volunteers who 

wish to take this important area forward.  

Where to start?  

If you are looking to start developing a 

sport and physical activity offering at your 

college then you may wish to think about 

the following:  

 Staffing – whose responsibility will it be 

to help organise activities and 

communicate opportunities across the 

college?  

 Planning – how can the students 

association and the college ensure that 

efforts are complementary to one 

another? How might physical activity 

and sport fit in to the life of the college 

within various departments?  

 Funding – what will be the approach to 

paying for affiliations, facilities, travel, 

officials etc?  

 Facilities – what spaces can be made 

available on campus and how can these 

be accessed? What other options are 

there in the local community, and how 

do you know where to start?  

 

At each stage there are resources, models 

of best practice and approaches to 

consultation that can be shared to help 

you get off on the right foot. 

  

How to develop  

If you have already started how do you 

look to develop the service?  

 Partnerships – SSS supports 

institutions to engage with local and 

national partners to support the 

delivery of sport and physical activity  

 Development Toolkit – SSS have 

produced a resource to support 

institutions create an action plan to 

progress their development under the 

following headings; Strong 

Organisation, Inclusion, 

Communication and Marketing, 

Resources, Coaching, Officiating & 

Volunteering  

 Consultancy – SSS staff can provide 

tailored support to any member 
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institution that is looking to develop its 

work. This may include contributing to 

planning, providing guidance or 

evidence from other sources, or helping 

to answer queries.  

 

Next steps  

Scottish Student Sport would be delighted 

to meet to discuss supporting the college 

on their next steps so please do not 

hesitate to make contact via 

www.scottishstudentsport.com 

0131 650 90654 or by seeking out 

@ScotStuSport on social media 

 

Case Study: Edinburgh College 

Students’ Association 

I recently began the newly introduced post 

of VP Sports and Activities at Edinburgh 

College Students Association and 

discovered that there were limited 

opportunities for students to engage in 

sport. Edinburgh College has 5 key sports; 

football, rugby, basketball, badminton and 

volleyball, but a lack of opportunities 

outside of these and the following barriers 

preventing students from participating: 

 Lack of facilities/resource 

 Costly equipment 

 Lack of competitions 

 Not a priority for the college 

 

Facilities  

As ECSA does not have the facilities or 

resource to provide these opportunities, I 

started to plan and plot out all surrounding 

sporting establishments in the catchment 

areas of our campuses and began 

contacting them to find out what could be 

done in creating facilities where our 

student can participate in these sports. 

This grew into cross educational 

establishment partnerships where I could 

ask other universities if they had places for 

me to hold clubs or better yet have already 

established clubs where my students can 

participate in. From that I also was put in 

touch with the southeast Edinburgh sport 

hub. This was an organisation where I 

could get unique links to public sporting 

facilities such as Balerno rugby club who 

have since put me in touch with more 

sports hubs around the country.  

 

Costly Equipment By using partners’ 

facilities, I was also able to remove 

equipment costs, leaving only transport 

costs to worry about. 

 

Lack of Competitions In having these 

unique links to local educational 

establishments and public sport facilities, 

we are hoping to develop and engage in 

friendly competitions. Once achieved, we 

hope the college will be able to introduce 

more competitive BUCS sport. 

 

By reaching out to community groups, I 

was able to find alternative avenues for 

our students to engage and participate in 

any sport that we are not able to facilitate 

on campus. This has the added social 

benefit of allowing our students to engage 

with others from across the city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.scottishstudentsport.com/
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Developing Leaders 

Developing aware and active leaders is 

about strengthening the skills, confidence 

and capabilities of your members in order 

that they can effectively lead and 

represent themselves. This involves both 

their capacity to carry out their duties and 

their ability to identify and achieve their 

priorities. Both of the above rely heavily on 

a person’s ability to develop the necessary 

relationships within and among the 

membership to increase involvement and 

action. This applies to both officers and 

other student leaders such as those 

involved in running sports clubs or 

societies. 

 

Learning and development is one of the 

few rewards student leaders get in return 

for their time and commitment in building 

the students’ association. Ensuring that 

you are able to offer good training and 

support is important for the retention of 

student volunteers and for the SA’s 

impact. 

 

Of course, this requires an investment 

from the college. It might be that you want 

to start an LGBT society. The most 

effective and sustainable way of making 

this happen is to invest time and resource 

in training a student leader(s) to do it for 

themselves. Outlining the outcomes that 

you hope to achieve with improved 

learning and development for students 

should help you secure funding. 

 

As enablers, our roles and the scope of 

support and development should vary 

widely depending on the needs and 

existing levels of confidence of both our 

members and elected student leaders. 

While some members may require regular 

1-2-1s, mentoring and support to develop 

the confidence to set up a support group 

or stand in an election, others may seem 

ready to start straight away. This is why it 

is important to build relationships with 

your student leaders so that you are able 

to work with them to identify their needs 

to develop training and support that works 

for them. 

 

Working with Officers 

Student leadership is fundamental to a 

students’ association, but it is often 

misunderstood. As staff it is our role to 

support officers to lead the decision-

making of the students’ association, which 

is not the same as leaving students to run 

the students’ association single-handedly.  

 

The diagram on the following page 

(Cadogan Matrix) describes different types 

of SAs according to the balance of officer 

leadership and staff management. The 

most effective SAs have an equal 

commitment and input from both, where 

officers make decisions and are supported 

by staff to implement those decisions. 

More information of how to get this 

balance right can be found in the next 

section. 

 

Getting the Balance Right 

There is no one way to achieve an effective 

students’ association where officer 

leadership and staff management are 

properly balanced, but the following steps 

can help to develop effective officer 

leadership: 

 

1. Induction  

Staff members should help student 

leaders realise what their strengths 

are, how to use them and what they 

should be using them for. 
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2. Research 

Officers should lead campaigning, 

negotiations and influencing, but they 

rely hugely on the research and 

knowledge that staff are able to 

provide them with. This could range 

from explaining to your officer how 

college decision-making works to 

carrying out a research project into the 

experiences of students relative to a 

priority your officer has identified. 

 

 

3. Skills 

SA staff should train officers with the 

skills they need to effectively deliver on 

their priorities. Where a staff member 

is best placed to carry out a task, they 

can also help out with front line work. 

For instance, an officer may ask a staff  

 

member to meet a decision-maker on 

behalf of the officer in order to help 

them further their aims. You may want 

to be proactive about offering this kind 

of support. 

 

4. Organisational Health 

SA staff members have responsibility 

for the overall mission of the 

organisation, as well as support for the 

officers. Staff are required to act 

impartially and should keep a distance 

from the politics within the SA. It is 

also necessary to involve and retain 

other student members, thereby doing 

the long-term work for the organisation 

as a whole, not just short term work 

for the current officers (see the 

following diagram on Officer Leadership 

and Student Involvement). 
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5. Power balance 

While at the beginning officers rely 

heavily on staff for information and 

guidance, ultimately they are the ones 

in charge (see below section on 

Empowerment). Officers sometimes 

refuse the advice of staff, regardless of 

their experience and evidence. In order 

for the SA to be truly student-led, this 

must be allowed to happen, within 

reasonable boundaries. 

 

Building Breadth and Depth 

Point 4 on Organisational Health is an 

important reminder that while it is the job 

of SA staff to support the officers in 

achieving their priorities (and therefore 

uphold the mandate as set by members), 

staff are also responsible for the wider 

democracy of the organisation. Amongst 

other things, this involves ensuring the 

officers are held to account by their 

members. 

 

Staff should pay close attention to the level 

of student involvement in the SA.  Too 

much focus on the officers at the expense 

of members is likely to cause problems in 

sourcing future leaders to stand for 

election, hence impacting on the 

sustainability of the organisation. 

 

As mentioned previously, the most 

successful civic organisations are those who 

focus on building breadth and depth. This 

requires a long-term approach to 

developing leadership skills among your 

membership as well as the officers. In 

doing so, you will dramatically increase 

your reach among the membership by 

nurturing future leaders who will also be 

contributing to the vital outreach work 

required to engage your members. 
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Ideally, SAs should aim to develop strong 

officer leadership that gives clear 

direction and purpose to a healthy number 

of prospective leaders who hold the 

officers to account. The diagram above 

describes different types of SAs according 

to this balance where ‘Democratic’ is the 

ideal category. 

 

Empowerment 

Empowering your officers is important in 

creating the right power balance in your 

relationship, but it can be difficult to define 

and explain. How you empower a person 

very much depends on the person you are 

trying to empower. The most important 

thing at the outset is to establish trust so 

that you can work with the person to 

identify their strengths and needs. 

 

Steve Skinner, a community engagement 

expert and author of Strengthening 

Communities (2006), breaks the concept 

of empowerment down into three 

elements: 

 

Confidence – A sense of self-worth 

and recognising the value of their 

experience 

For many students, the barriers they face 

can leave them lacking in confidence. 

Training in assertiveness can help them to 

recognise the value of their experience and 

develop the self-esteem to relate to others 

and negotiate from a position of strength. 

 

Critical Ability – A person’s ability to 

analyse the causes of the issues 

affecting them e.g. unfairness, 

deprivation, discrimination 

An officer’s ability to be critical of the 

college and the decision-making processes 

they are involved in - and indeed a 

student’s ability to be critical of the 

students’ association - are integral to an 

aware and active membership. In fact, 

criticism from students is often an 

indicator of the students’ association’s 

impact. Supporting student officers to 

develop an awareness of the causes of 

issues that affect them as well as how 

these can be challenged through 

constructive critical dialogue is important 

in empowering students.  

  

Influence - A person’s ability to 

exercise a level of control over 

decisions that affect them and 

resources that enable them to achieve 

their aims 

This aspect of empowerment concerns 

power. Officers need to have an awareness 

of how power lies both in the college and 

among students in the students’ 

association in order that they are able to 

exert power and empower others.  

 

In order to make sure your officer is 

empowered, it is a good idea to think 

about how you can factor each of the 

above elements into their training and 

support throughout their term. These skills 

can take years to develop, so regularly 

reviewing your officer’s confidence is 

advised. 

 

 

Designing a Training 

Programme 

Many student officers are likely to have 

limited experience of working in a college 

or similar environment. They are even less 

likely to have experience of balancing 

multiple roles and responsibilities e.g. as 

board members, student representatives, 

community organisers etc.  

 

This inexperience can crop up in ways that 

we hadn’t anticipated, from simple things 

like following a meeting agenda or looking 

up information on the college database (or 

even knowing that there is information to 

look up in the first place!) to more 

complex skills such as project planning, 
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time management and membership 

engagement. 

 

Developing a training package that gives 

your officers the necessary information 

and skills for delivering impact needs mid-

long term planning and regular review. It 

can take a while to build up a picture of 

what your officers will need. The following 

questions can help you to think about how 

to approach and design an officer training 

plan: 

 

 What capacity do you have for 

delivering training?  

 Can you access extra resource for 

training? 

 What training provision is already 

available at the college? 

 What training provision is available 

from other sector organisations? 

 Which students would benefit from 

training? E.g. officers, voluntary 

officers, society leaders, class reps etc. 

 What are the different expectations of 

these students? E.g report writing, 

following health and safety regulations 

etc. 

 What do they need to know? E.g. who’s 

who in the institution, who decides 

what and where, terms of reference for 

different meetings they attend etc. 

 What are their needs? 

 How can you cater to different learning 

styles? 

 

 

Case Study: City of Glasgow 

College Students’ Association 

At City of Glasgow SA, we recently 

introduced training to paid and voluntary 

exec members (16) and faculty reps (18) 

as well as separate training for society 

convenors (6) and sports coaches (4). 

Expectations vary widely where Exec 

members tend to look for more 

campaigning and theoretical training and 

conveners/coaches tend towards more 

practical. 

 

How does it work? 

We have 6 members of the SA and SE staff 

teams with training/teaching qualifications, 

some of whom have gained these while in 

their role. We also encourage Officers to 

deliver training sessions in areas of 

perceived strength. 

 

We started conducting a training needs 

analysis after working with the college's 

Organisational Development department 

and getting advice about the best method 

of determining training needs for our 

students - they used a similar method for 

college staff at the time. The training 

options change from year to year and are 

developed from the evaluation of the 

training offered to the previous year's 

student executive - taking in to account 

what they enjoyed, what they didn't and 

any gaps in provision they identify. 

 

What support do you receive from the 

college? 

We didn't get any extra money, but we 

have access to the college's training 

materials. 

 

What opportunities have you used 

elsewhere? 

We only really use NUS outside of the 

college, although we tap into the college's 

internal departments a lot - EDI, 

Marketing, OD and academic faculties have 

all delivered Exec training. We have also 

used LGBT Youth Scotland, sparqs and 

SAAS in the past too. 

 

What has the impact of this training 

been in terms of outcomes?  

After all training sessions have been 

completed, we ask officers to complete the 

same training needs analysis form again 

and measure the progress that they've 

made - helping to gauge the impact of our 

training on student officers. 
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The feedback from elected students about 

the training has been decidedly positive in 

the 4 years we've conducted the training 

needs analysis prior to putting together 

the year's training schedule. 

 

Reward & Recognition 

With minimal resource it can be 

challenging to deliver quality volunteer 

opportunities for your student volunteers. 

That’s why it’s useful to think about the 

ways in which you can use existing 

opportunities at your college. 

 

At Kelvin College, the students’ association 

are working with the college and Learner 

Engagement Team, to extend their 

Community Achievement Awards scheme 

to volunteers in the students’ association. 

The scheme will enable people to earn a 

qualification in community work in 

exchange for their time volunteering in the 

students’ association.  

 

By providing a clear reward for students 

who get involved, GKCSA hope to attract 

more student volunteers to lead activity in 

the students’ association (see also, above 

case study from West Lothian College 

Students Association, where this was 

evidenced). 

 

Case Study: Glasgow Kelvin 

College Students’ Association 

The Community Achievement Awards are 

designed to support, recognise and 

accredit learning and achievement in a 

community setting.  

 

The awards are designed to allow people 

involved in, assisting in the delivery of, 

delivering or developing community 

activities the opportunity to design their 

own learning regarding personal 

milestones and achievements in 

partnership with varying levels of 

community participation.  

 

The awards framework has been 

developed to provide academic recognition 

and additional personal value to 

volunteering, community based and social 

justice based projects, recognising the 

impact of collective efforts in supporting 

community based organisations and 

groups and supporting people in 

development of their personal and group 

capacity.  

 

The Awards are intended to provide people 

supporting their communities with the 

opportunity to progress with their own 

journey and also the space to encourage 

others around them into a learning or 

personal development capacity.  

 

The awards are designed to recognise and 

accredit learning in a community setting 

and are based around a 3 stage process: 

 

 Planning – choosing an activity and 

setting milestones 

 Implementing – carrying out activity 

as outlined in planning stage 

 Evaluating – reviewing success, 

thinking about what could have been 

done differently, identifying learning 

and looking at the benefits to the self 

and others 

 

A Glasgow Kelvin College Community 

Learning and Development worker will 

support candidates and mentors 

throughout the process (depending on 

partnership arrangements).   

 

Candidates will meet face-to-face with 

community workers at least once during 

the 3 stages outlined above.  

 

Alternatively, organisations can be trained 

and supported to deliver the awards 

themselves with guidance from the 

College’s Community Learning and 

Development workers.  
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Awards Levels 

There are four different levels of the 

Community Achievement Awards and each 

of these are credit-rated within the 

Scottish Credit Qualifications Framework. 

 

The Scottish Credit and Qualifications 

Framework enables both providers and 

learners to understand the level and value 

of their learning. 

 

Levels 4, 5 and 6 supports direct 

progression from one level to the next and 

each award has different requirements in 

terms of commitment and responsibility.  

 

4 credit points at 

SCQF Level 4:  

40 hours of 

getting involved 

in community 

activities 

The same level as 

National 4 or 

Intermediate 1 

4 credit points at 

SCQF Level 5:  

40 hours of 

assisting in the 

delivery of 

community 

activities 

The same level as 

National 5 or 

Intermediate 2 

6 credit points at 

SCQF Level 6:  

60 hours of 

delivering 

community 

activities  

The same level as 

Highers 

8 credit points at 

SCQF Level 7:  

80 hours of 

developing 

community 

activities  

The same level as 

Higher National 

Certificate 

 

Full details of the requirements of each 

level will be provided with the qualification 

booklet.  

 

Each booklet needs to be completed by 

each candidate and also signed off by a 

witness who has seen the learner take part 

in community activities. This is to confirm 

the hours they have completed and the 

level of responsibility that the candidate 

took.  

 

At the end of each level there is an 

opportunity for the learner to consider 

what they do next, at the same level or 

progressing to a higher level of 

responsibility if they want – or the college 

CLD workers can provide information 

about other College programmes which 

support community learning and 

development.  

 

The Awards are designed to be completed 

with appropriate support from a College or 

partner community worker, health worker 

etc. acting as a mentor to the candidate. 
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