
 

Our Progress So Far 
On College Students’ 
Association 
Development 
 

A Report from an NUS Scotland 

Survey of College Students’ 

Associations 
 

March 2017 

 



 

 

 

Our Progress So Far on College Students’ Association Development 

2 

Introduction 

 

18 months on from the launch of the 

Framework for the Development of Strong 

and Effective College Students’ Associations 

in Scotland, and almost two years into our 

project to help develop college students’ 

associations into stronger, more autonomous 

and more sustainable organisations, NUS 

Scotland issued a survey to college students’ 

associations as a way of finding indicators of 

our progress. 

 

We asked students’ associations 20 

questions. Many of these questions centred 

on the changes the associations have seen in 

terms of resource, structures and 

engagement over the past five years, but 

others asked the association for an 

assessment of their relationship with their 

partner college, their biggest successes, their 

development needs, and the most useful 

aspect of their resource. A full list of 

questions can be found at the end of this 

report. An FAQ was also provided to give 

greater detail on the information we were 

looking for, in an attempt to account for local 

differences in practice and processes. 

 

One of the first findings concerned response 

rates. We received 16 responses out of 21 

associations, after extending the deadline, 

contacting associations to remind them to 

complete it, and offering help to fill in the 

survey. Out of those five associations who 

did not complete the survey, we know that 

four have no staff at all, and the other has a 

part time administrative member of staff 

whose role does not include development. 

The majority of the associations who needed 

reminding to fill in the survey in the lead-up 

to the extended deadline were also those 

without a full time dedicated member of 

staff.  

 

A small proportion of the data we received 

also contradicted our own knowledge of the 

association having worked with them over 

the past two years and, leaving aside the 

accuracy of the data, the majority of that 

contradictory information came from 

associations without staff. No other data 

point correlated with response rate. 

Institutional memory 

 

Our survey showed that some associations 

have very poor institutional memories. For 

each year since 2012-13, we asked 

associations four questions about the 

historical development of their structure (the 

number of sabbaticals, the number of part 

time officers, the number of hours worked 

per week by part time officers, and the 

number of hours worked by student 

association staff). Nine associations gave us 

full data for each of those five years, which is 

commendable (and more than we had 

expected), but seven associations had some 

gaps, which were consistent across the four 

questions. Of those seven associations the 

average knowledge gap was for 2.7 of the 5 

years. One association had no knowledge of 

4 out of the 5 years, meaning they were 

unable to give us any information about the 

historical development of the association, 

other than what is happening in this current 

academic year. Whilst some of these gaps 

are explained by the fact that some of the 

associations went through merger partway 

through the dataset, other associations were 

able to provide data from before merger, and 

there remain gaps even after that point, as 

well as in associations which have not 

merged. 

 

Associations had much bigger knowledge 

gaps in other areas. Whilst we had imagined 

that budgets would be the area where 

associations would have been compelled to 

maintain the best records, it was in fact one 

of the areas with the worst quality data. Only 

two associations were able to give us five 

years’ worth of information, and overall there 

were 34 historical data point gaps out of the 

64 available before this academic year, 

representing 57% of the total. We had 

imagined that data on the number of 

candidates for sabbatical elections would be 

particularly poor (since there is no 

requirement to keep that data after the 

election is finished), but in that area there 

were only 19 gaps, representing 29% of the 

total. 
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Engagement 

 

We asked associations for the number of 

candidates for sabbatical positions in their 

spring elections, and the number of voters in 

the election for their president (or 

equivalent). Measuring student engagement 

is difficult, but responses to each of these 

questions should serve as rough proxies for 

the level of engagement of the student body 

in the democratic structures of the 

association. Pleasingly, in both cases the 

responses indicate that engagement in 

college associations is up. The total overall 

election turnout for all of the associations 

wouldn’t be comparable, since we received a 

different number of data points for different 

years. However where we had two 

consecutive years’ data for an association, 

we were able to plot the change in the 

number of candidates and the number of 

voters. For election turnout we were able to 

plot 20 changes; in 17 cases the number of 

voters was up, and in only 3 cases was the 

number of voters down. Similarly we were 

able to plot 40 changes in the number of 

candidates for sabbatical positions; in 26 

cases the number of candidates was up, and 

in only 3 cases was the number of candidates 

down. 

 

Many of these increases were very 

significant. Ayrshire College Students’ 

Association saw 123 votes in 2013-14 and 

598 in 2015-16, an increase of 386%. New 

College Lanarkshire SA’s turnout increased 

from 251 votes to 854 votes in one year, an 

increase of 240%. Borders College SA 

increased from 60 votes in 2013-14 to 360 

votes in 2015-16, a five-fold increase. 

Edinburgh College SA received 300 votes in 

2012-13, and 1228 votes in 2015-16, an 

increase of 309% over 3 years. These 

turnout numbers are comparable with well-

established university students’ associations. 

 

We also asked for the number of class reps 

recruited and the number of class reps 

trained. Although there has been an increase 

in both the number of class reps recruited 

and trained, neither of these numbers alone 

tell us very much at all, since there are very 

good reasons why you might choose to 

change the number of class rep positions 

available. However, the proportion of class 

reps trained might be seen as an indicator of 

the good functioning of a class rep system, 

and although the data in this area is poor, 

what limited data we did receive tells us that 

the proportion of class reps trained is 

generally up over time. 

 

Resource 

 

We asked students’ associations how many 

full time officers, part time paid officers, and 

staff they have had for each academic year 

since 2012-13, and for their understanding of 

how much the college has spent on the 

students’ association each year since 2012-

13. We wanted to see whether colleges had 

reduced their spending on students’ 

associations following the end of money 

ringfenced for that purpose from the 

Transformation Fund. The results are mixed. 

 

In most cases, the Transformation Fund 

money lasted for two years from the date of 

merger. In a few cases the funding carried 

into a third year either because they had 

decided to do that at the beginning, or 

because the merger had taken place halfway 

through a year and the association had only 

started to spend money (on sabbaticals for 

example) at the start of the next academic 

year. Non-merging regions were also granted 

transformation funding for academic years 

2014-15 and 2015-16 to reflect the change 

in expectations around students’ associations 

since regionalisation. In the Highlands and 

Islands, the Transformation Fund money was 

spent on a project to investigate how to carry 

out student engagement and representation 

in a geographically dispersed region, which 

resulted in the creation of Highlands and 

Islands Students’ Association. 

 

The number of sabbaticals has remained 

remarkably consistent since the end of the 

Transformation Fund. Out of the 16 

responses, only 4 had reduced the number of 

sabbaticals. 3 of those associations reduced 

the number of sabbaticals by 1, either from 3 

officers to 2, or from 4 officers to 3. The 

other association reduced their sabbaticals 

more significantly, from 3 officers to 1, which 
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will have affected the operational and 

representational capacity of the association. 

None of these reductions are explained by a 

corresponding increase in the number or 

working hours of part time officers or of staff. 

 

The number and hours of part time paid 

officers has also remained consistent, 

increasing in a small number of cases since 

the end of transformation funding. Whilst our 

survey didn’t cover this topic, we are also 

aware from our consultancy work that 

democratic structures have become more 

regional in nature. For example, whilst in the 

majority of colleges that went through 

merger the new association’s structure 

initially maintained representation for each 

campus, and in some cases maintained 

separate campus executives, that is now the 

case in only a small minority of associations. 

This is important because an association with 

multiple parallel structures is likely to create 

a territoriality which is unhelpful for the 

healthy running of the association. 

 

The average number of hours worked by 

student officers (part time and full time) per 

week has remained fairly consistent. Fig 1 

above marks the change in the average 

number of hours worked over the past 3 

years. 

 

Four associations reported a reduction in the 

hours worked by staff, whereas two reported 

an increase in staffing hours. In one case this 

reduction took the association from one full 

time member of development staff to no staff 

at all. In three of those four cases, the 

association saw no corresponding decrease in 

the number of officers (one in fact increased  

 

its officer complement), indicating that where 

a choice had to be taken about maintaining 

staff versus maintaining officers, they 

decided to maintain officers and cut staff. 

Given the central importance of staff to the 

success of the association (discussed in more 

detail below), it’s likely that this decision will 

have an impact on the health of the 

association. 

 

We also asked associations to tell us how 

much they believed their partner college 

spent on the association for each of the years 

from 2012-13 to 2016-17. The purpose of 

this question was partly to get an idea of the 

amount of resource spent on the association 

(although more definitive figures can be 

obtained from the college), and partly to 

determine how much associations understood 

about their own budgets. As discussed 

above, the quality of data held by 

associations about their budget was not as 

comprehensive as we would have imagined, 

but what information we did receive was 

sufficient to draw a few conclusions. 

 

Whilst most associations reported that their 

funding had remained consistent, and one 

association reported an increase in its 

budget, 5 associations out of 16 reported 

significant decreases of £10,000 or more, 

and another reported a more modest 

decrease of around £6,000. Two associations 

reported alarmingly stark reductions in 

funding: 

 

 One association’s budget was cut from 

£100,000 in 2014-15 to £30,000 this 

academic year. 

88.68 
99.39 

93.52 

0

20

40

60

80

100

2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017

Fig 1. Average number of hours worked 
by officers per week

34.38

44.43

34.47

0

10

20

30

40

50

2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017

Fig 2 Average number of hours 
worked by staff per week



 

 

 

Our Progress So Far on College Students’ Association Development 

5 

 Another was cut from £90,000 in 2015-

16 to £54,000 this year, a reduction of 

40%. 

 

If these reports are accurate (and from our 

consultancy work we believe they are), cuts 

of this magnitude will affect the ability of the 

association to carry out even the bare 

minimum of its core function, and will 

certainly prevent the association from 

contributing meaningfully to the goals set out 

in the college’s outcome agreement. A 

concurrent survey of college principals by the 

Scottish Funding Council may well shed more 

light on this question. 

 

The central importance of 

students’ association staff 

 

The most significant finding of the survey 

was the central importance of staff to the 

success and sustainability of the association. 

Whilst this was not a surprising finding, we 

found that associations with a member of 

staff whose responsibilities include the 

development of the association had made 

significantly more progress than others in 

setting up the basic infrastructure needed for 

a well-functioning association. Bearing in 

mind that as discussed above we had a much 

poorer response rate from associations 

without a member of staff, associations with 

staff were: 

 

 57% more likely to have completed a 

strategic plan than those associations 

without such a member of staff. 

 35% more likely to have completed an 

operational plan. 

 More likely to have a higher degree of 

control over their budget (none of the 

associations without such a member of 

staff reported a high degree of control, 

but those associations were 48% more 

likely to report a low degree of control). 

 More likely to have agreed a Student 

Partnership Agreement with their partner 

college (none of the associations without 

such a member of staff reported having 

completed a Student Partnership 

Agreement at the time of the survey, 

although we are aware that one has 

completed one since the survey was 

closed). 

 170% more likely to have completed a 

self-evaluation. 

 

In comparison, the number of sabbatical 

officers did not consistently correlate 

positively or negatively with any of these 

outputs. 

 

However, associations without such a 

member of staff were more likely to report a 

positive relationship with college 

management. We asked associations to 

answer yes or no to 7 questions about the 

relationship between the association and the 

college. The average score out of 7 for those 

without a member of staff with development  

responsibilities was 5.4, whereas the average 

for those with a member of staff was 4.0. 

There are several possible explanations for 

this: 

 

 Having student association staff may 

detract from officers’ ability to develop a 

stronger relationship with college 

management because they go to the 

member of staff for support and so have 

less frequent contact with college 

management. 

 The strong relationship with the college 

may be the reason why the association 

feels that it doesn’t need a member of 

staff, since they get adequate support 

from existing structures. 

 The officers without staff may lack the 

awareness and support to adequately 

discern a positive or negative relationship 

with college management. 

 

It’s unlikely that just one of these 

possibilities will explain all cases. 

 

We asked associations which aspect of their 

resource (paid sabbatical officers, dedicated 

association staff or more operational budget) 

had made the biggest impact. Out of the 16 

associations, 10 said that dedicated staff had 

had the biggest impact, 4 said that paid 

sabbatical officers had had the biggest 

impact, and 2 chose the increased 

operational budget. Considering that 5 of 

those associations don’t have dedicated staff,  
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this is a strong endorsement for student 

association staff as the best use of resource. 

 

That is also our conclusion from our 

consultancy work. Whilst a sabbatical 

ensures that officers have enough time to 

represent students adequately through their 

presence on various boards and committees, 

a member of staff dedicated to students’ 

association’s activity and development makes 

a very meaningful difference to the 

sustainability of the association. A member of 

staff is typically in post for much longer than 

a sabbatical officer, and can therefore 

provide a degree of continuity, which can’t be 

said of sabbatical officers. 

 

In addition, students’ association staff have 

regard for the longer term and organisational 

objectives of the association in a way which 

is unusual for officers. Looking at the chart 

below, we can separate students’ association 

activity into long-term and short-term 

activity, and internally- and externally- 

focussed activity.  

 

As you can see from the table above, most of 

the activity officers are likely to be most 

interested in appears in the top left of the 

table - the activity which is short term and 

externally focused. One of the roles of a 

student association staff member is to bring 

activity which falls outside of that quadrant 

to greater prominence amongst the officers, 

and also to make sure that the activity and  

 

 

development which is internally-focused or 

longer-term still takes place even if the 

officers themselves aren’t necessarily 

interested in it. 

 

Students’ associations without a dedicated 

member of staff will therefore find it more 

difficult to plan for any longer than the end of 

the academic year, will remain dependent on 

college structures, and unable to report on 

impact and unable to learn from previous 

difficulties, all of which are essential for the 

sustainability of the association. 

 

Relationship with the partner 

college 

 

We asked each association to respond yes or 

no to 6 statements about their relationship 

with college management. The answers are 

as follows in order of how many associations 

out of the 16 responded positively: 

 

15 - We feel able to participate in board meetings 

14 - The board of management sees the value of a 

students' association 

14 - Our concerns are taken seriously by the senior 

management team 

9 - We have regular meetings with the principal 

7 - We are involved in the development of the 

college's outcome agreement 

6 - There's a group including senior managers which 

regularly considers the development of the students' 

association (it should be noted that an additional 3 

associations have charitable status and trustee 

 
Short term Long term 

E
x
te

r
n

a
l 

 Campaigns 

 Representation 

 Events 

 Society activity 

 Relationship building 

 Mapping stakeholders 

 Impact reporting 

I
n

te
r
n

a
l 

 Executive meetings 

 Class rep meetings 

 Reporting 

 Writing a new constitution 

 Strategic and operational planning 

 Self-evaluation 

 Officer handover 
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boards which perform a similar function to such a 

group, so wouldn’t be expected to have one) 

6 - We are consulted on any high level changes 

within the college 

 

As you can see from these responses, the 

most positive areas related to the board of 

management and attitude of the senior 

management team, whereas the least 

positive were about involvement in high-level 

changes, in the college’s outcome 

agreement, and college management 

involvement in the development of the 

association. This is a little concerning, as 

colleges have a legal duty to consult and to 

collaborate with students’ associations, and 

because involving students’ associations in 

the development of the college’s outcome 

agreement is included in the SFC’s guidance 

on the topic. It’s possible that this 

consultation and involvement is taking place, 

but our survey indicates that some 

associations don’t recognise it. 

 

Strategic documents and 

infrastructure 

 

Out of the 16 associations which responded, 

9 had completed a strategic plan, 12 had 

completed an operational plan, 6 had agreed 

a student partnership agreement with their 

partner college, and 7 had carried out a self-

evaluation using the Framework for the 

Development of Strong and Effective College 

Students’ Associations in Scotland. 

 

These numbers are a little disappointing. 

Over the last two years, much of the 

project’s work has focused on the importance 

of strategic planning, and supporting 

associations through the process of devising 

and writing a strategic plan document, and 

yet only just over half of the associations 

which responded have actually completed a 

plan. Perhaps a little concerningly, more 

associations have an operational plan than 

have a strategy, which means that some 

associations have planned out their activity 

but without any reflection on their purpose or 

their strategic objectives. It’s likely that such 

associations will have simply continued to do 

what they have always done, without 

considering whether it is the most impactful 

use of their resource. 

 

Similarly, sparqs have supported the 

development of Student Partnership 

Agreements for at least the past 3 years, 

including extensive written guidance, but 

only 6 of the 16 respondents reported having 

agreed one with their partner college. It 

should be noted that sparqs’ own internal 

information about who has agreed a Student 

Partnership Agreement or not differs with 

these figures somewhat, but that may merely 

indicate that some associations have agreed 

a Student Partnership Agreement in the past 

and aren’t aware of it now. 

 

This could be explained by a simple lack of 

capacity within associations, but we would 

argue that planning in particular becomes 

much more important when resources are 

scarce, and certainly it is much harder to 

justify extra resource without measuring your 

own impact or knowing what you would like 

to spend the resource on. Neither of these 

Students' Associations with strategic plans

Has a strategic plan Does not have a strategic plan

Students' Associations with strategic plans

Has an operation plan Does not have an operation plan
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are simple tasks without some basic strategic 

infrastructure. We asked those who had 

completed a self-evaluation whether it had 

been a useful activity to carry out, and 5 out 

of the 7 said that it was, particularly in giving 

some direction to the association and 

communicating that direction to senior 

management. 

 

Respondents did provide an explanation 

about why they hadn’t completed a self-

evaluation. At the start of the project we 

asked each association to carry out a self-

evaluation using a document which was 

published alongside the Framework for the 

Development of Strong and Effective College 

Student’s Associations in Scotland. Our 

survey asked those who had not completed a 

self-evaluation to tell us why not, and almost 

all respondents told us that the self-

evaluation process was too onerous and that 

there were too many questions. 

 

This is undoubtedly true – the self-evaluation 

document included every measure from the 

Framework, and stretched to 72 pages. We 

anticipated this problem some time ago and 

published on the Framework website two less 

time-consuming ways in which associations 

could carry out a self-evaluation, including 

one method which had been created 

independently by Scotland’s Rural College 

Students’ Association. The numbers in the 

survey are also a little misleading – Fife 

College Students’ Association, for example, 

responded that they had not completed their 

self-evaluation because they haven’t filled in 

every area, but they have actually done more 

detailed work in this area than any other 

association, in partnership with their college, 

and they have reviewed their progress on at 

least 2 occasions over the past 18 months. 

 

Associations’ self-knowledge 

 

Despite not having carried out formal self-

evaluations, it is clear from the survey that 

associations do have a fairly good 

understanding of themselves as 

organisations. We asked each association for 

the areas in which they believed they had 

had the biggest impact on college life, and 

the areas in which their association needed 

to develop. Two associations chose not to 

answer the question about impact, but all 

associations answered the question about 

development. That associations were able to 

answer these questions easily (these 

questions had higher response rates than the 

other open ended questions) indicates an 

increase in their organisational maturity since 

the beginning of the project when most 

associations were unable to tell us what their 

development needs were, for example. 

 

Their responses also indicate a change in 

focus since the beginning of the project. Two 

years ago, almost every association would 

tell us that their main focus was student 

awareness about the association, and social 

events. Whilst these were still quite 

prominent themes, with 5 associations 

mentioning each, they weren’t the most 

common response. 5 associations mentioned 

work on changing student support systems, 7 

Students' Associations with Student Partnership 
Agreements

Has an SPA Does not have an SPA

Students' Associations with self-evaluations

Completed evaluation Not completed evaluation
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associations mentioned work on learning and 

teaching issues, and 12 associations out of 

14 mentioned representation as an area in 

which they’d had a big impact on college life. 

 

Areas for development were more varied. 8 

mentioned that they needed to work on 

raising the profile of the association within 

the college, and 4 more mentioned the 

development of better marketing and 

communications. 7 mentioned completing 

their strategic documents, 5 mentioned 

increasing some aspect of their resource, and 

4 mentioned financial/budget planning. Until 

now, the project hasn’t supported 

associations at all with communications or 

financial planning, and so that may be an 

area which can be expanded upon during the 

next two years of the project. 

 

For more information contact: 

Mike Williamson 

Development Manager, NUS Scotland 

Mike.Williamson@nus-scotland.org.uk 

mailto:Mike.Williamson@nus-scotland.org.uk
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Findings in brief 

 

 We struggled to get responses from associations without a dedicated member of staff with 

development in their remit. 

 

 Some associations have poor institutional memories. There was surprisingly poor institutional 

memory about associations’ budgets. 

 

 Student engagement in the association’s democratic structures is up, as indicated by 

consistent increases in turnout in association elections, and consistent increases in the number 

of candidates for sabbatical positions. Some increases in turnout were very significant. 

 

 In the majority of cases, the number of sabbaticals has remained consistent since the end of 

the ring-fenced Transformation Funding. One association reduced the number of sabbaticals 

very significantly, from 3 officers to 1, with no corresponding increase in part time officers or 

staff. 

 

 The average number and hours of part time officers has increased slightly since the end of 

Transformation Funding. 

 

 Staffing hours are broadly consistent overall since the end of Transformation Funding, but 

there have been some decreases, and one association has lost all of its staff support. 

 

 In terms of overall funding, 5 associations reported a significant decrease of £10,000 or more 

in their budget. One association’s budget was cut from £100,000 in 2014-15 to £30,000 this 

academic year. Another was cut from £90,000 in 2015-16 to £54,000 this year, a reduction of 

40%. 

 

 Student association staff, with a focus on the development of the association, are critical to the 

success and sustainability of the association. If associations need to choose between having 

more staff or having more officers, the data indicates that they should choose to have more 

staff. 

 

 Associations are largely happy with their relationship with the board of management and with 

the attitude of the senior management team. However they report a lack of inclusion in the 

development of the college’s outcome agreement, and a lack of consultation over high-level 

changes within the college. 

 

 A relatively small number of associations have strategic documentation such as strategic plans 

and Student Partnership Agreements, despite this forming a large part of the work of the 

project so far. 

 

 Whilst those who have completed a self-evaluation have found it useful, the tool included with 

the Framework was too long and required too much time to complete. 

 

 Associations have developed an organisational maturity around their purpose, impacts and 

development needs which was not as widespread at the beginning of the project. 

 

 Emerging themes for ongoing support include developing communication plans, and improving 

financial planning and processes. 
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List of questions 

 

1. Number of full time sabbatical officers 

2. Number (headcount) of part time paid officers 

3. Number of hours worked by part time paid officers per week 

4. Total number of hours worked by staff per week 

5. How much do you believe the college spends on the Students’ Association per year? 

6. Which aspect of your funding has had the most impact? 

a. Dedicated student association staff 

b. Paid sabbatical officers 

c. Higher operational budget 

7. What is your level of control over your budget? 

a. The students’ association budget is within another department’s budget within the 

college 

b. The association’s budget is held by the college but there’s a separate line for the 

association 

c. The budget is totally within our control, for example within a separate bank account 

8. Total number of candidates for full time sabbatical positions 

9. Number of voters in the election for the president position 

10. Have you completed a strategic plan? 

11. Have you completed an operation plan? 

12. Number of class reps 

13. Number of class reps trained 

14. Do you have a student partnership agreement? 

15. What is your relationship with the college’s management structure? (Answer Yes/No for each) 

a. We have regular meetings with the principal 

b. Our concerns are taken seriously by the senior management team 

c. The board of management sees the value in the students’ association 

d. There's a group including senior managers which regularly considers the development 

of the students' association 

e. We are consulted on any high level changes within the college 

f. We feel able to participate in board meetings 

g. We are involved in the development of the college's outcome agreement 

16. Have you completed a self-evaluation using the Framework for the Development of Strong and 

Effective College Students’ Associations in Scotland? 

17. If so, was the self-evaluation useful? If not, why did you not carry out a self-evaluation? 

18. What has been the association’s biggest impact on the life and work of the college? 

19. In which areas does the students’ associations require the most development? 

20. Is there any other relevant information you would like us to know regarding this survey



1
2 
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