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Foreword  
When we published the further education white paper, 
Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances, nearly two years 
ago, we signalled our clear intent to make sure that 
the learner was at the forefront of the reform of the 
FE system. Since then, we have taken many actions to 
make good that intent and we have been supported and 
encouraged by learners from all walks of life, as well as 
by colleges and other providers and the range of different 
organisations that make up the FE system.

We know that when learners participate in decisions affecting their 
learning, they are likely to play a more active role in improving the 
service they receive by getting involved in the provider’s quality 
improvement processes. We also know that there will be benefits 
from getting learners involved at the earliest stage of developing 
policy and in following the activities of the different organisations, 
and so we have a number of initiatives to develop the learner voice, 
including the establishment of the National Learner Panel. The Panel 
has now been in operation for over a year. All providers in receipt of 
funding from the LSC must have a learner involvement strategy and 
the LSC has published guidance, which offers providers important 
support material. 

Our commitment to make sure the learner is at the heart of the 
FE system is underpinned by statute. The Further Education and 
Training Act 2007 sets out a duty on further education corporations 
and the LSC to consult with learners on decisions likely to affect them. 
My department is about to publish statutory guidance for both the 
LSC and colleges on this duty.

We have also, through the 2007 Instrument and Articles of 
Government for Further Education Corporations, increased the number 
of student governors on the boards of FE corporations from one to 
a minimum of two. We recognise that support would be useful to 
governing bodies to meet this requirement and, as a result, the 
Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL) has created this guidance 
pack to provide useful support and examples of effective practice 
to help FE governing bodies recruit and retain student governors. 
It should also help make sure that effective support is made available 
to individual student governors. I would encourage colleges to work 
together and share effective practice to ensure that learners can 
contribute to the strategic leadership of further education corporations. 

I firmly believe that colleges that prosper most in the years to come 
will be those that respond most effectively to the needs of individual 
learners. I urge you to use this opportunity to work together and 
effectively increase learner involvement across the sector.

Bill Rammell
Minister of State for Lifelong Learning, Further and Higher Education
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Part 1  Introduction and background
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Introduction

This guide has been designed to help those involved in attracting, selecting, supporting 
and retaining student governors. Those who may find this guide useful include 
principals, chairs of governors, clerks, those involved in supporting learner involvement 
and student governors or those wishing to be. The guide addresses issues around the 
recruitment of student governors raised by colleges and the advice given is illustrated 
by recent case studies outlining effective practice.

The aim of this guide is to provide guidance covering the following aspects of a successful 
student governor recruitment process:

Attracting potential student governors  

Election 

Induction 

Support and training 

Retention and active involvement 

Succession planning. 
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Background and policy context 
Governing boards of FE corporations have always sought to be reflective of their local community and 
stakeholders; gathering the expertise and insights of members of the community as well as representatives 
from the colleges’ internal stakeholders. 

The raising of the ‘learner voice’ can be seen as part of the general move across the public services 
effectively to utilise the views of service users to deliver improved and substantially personalised 
provision. The concept of ‘user empowerment’ is reflected across the public services and, increasingly, 
local government.

All colleges must have systems in place to allow for there to be effective interactions between learners 
and the college leadership, which allows learners individually and collectively to influence their learning 
environment, curriculum and services. While each provider will do this differently, all will have a learner 
involvement strategy (LIS) that outlines the mechanisms the provider uses to listen to and respond to 
learners. 

Raising the minimum number of student governors on the boards of FE corporations offers an additional 
opportunity to raise the profile of the learner voice. 

For some time, FE corporations have been required to have a minimum of one and a maximum of three 
student members on the board. The FE white paper 1, published in 2006, set out an expectation that all 
governing boards should have a minimum of two student members, and this was introduced through the 
2007 revised version of the Instrument and Articles of Government for FE and Sixth Form Corporations, 
issued on 17 December 2007. 

It is important to recognise that student governors are full members of the corporation. Whilst they have 
the same status as any other member of the governing board, they may have additional support and 
training needs. For student governors to flourish and make an effective contribution, the uniqueness of this 
role needs to be acknowledged and responded to through appropriate training and personal support.

In the past, colleges have cited a number of issues around the recruitment and retention of student 
governors. However, many of the issues identified are similar to those identified in the recruitment of FE 
governors more generally. These issues were the focus of a report by the Institute for Volunteering Research 
(IVR) commissioned by CEL and the Assciation of Colleges (AoC). This review of current recruitment practices 
and barriers to participation makes recommendations for future recruitment strategies. The research 
involved governors and clerks from across England in surveys, interviews and case studies.

Specific issues related to the recruitment of student governors include:

The difficulty in generating interest amongst the student body 

Student governors’ lack of expertise and knowledge 

Poor attendance at meetings 

Lack of clear guidance on how best to support student governors 

Difficulties in succession planning. 

As a result, this guide has been developed with key stakeholders in the FE sector including a range 
of colleges, student and other governors, clerks of governing boards; and consultation with other 
organisations including the AoC, National Union of Students (NUS), National Association of Managers of 
Student Services (NAMSS), the National Institute of Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE) and members 
of the National Learner Panel (NLP).

1 DfES, 2006. Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances. Norwich: TSO. 
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Part 2  Stages in recruiting and supporting 
student governors
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1 Attracting student governors
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In order to elect student governors, a college first has to attract people willing to 
stand for election. Some colleges have found this difficult. Many colleges rely on using 
existing student representative groups, such as the students’ union, as a mechanism 
to promote and recruit student governors. Feedback from the National Learner Panel 
suggested, however, that many students, especially those who are part-time, have little 
awareness of the student governor role. Currently there are student governors from a 
wide range of black and minority ethnic (BME) backgrounds, but there appear to be 
few that are disabled, and they are more likely to be younger and full-time students. 
Colleges should try to encourage students from as wide a range of backgrounds as 
possible to stand for election to ensure equality and diversity. 

Effective practice 

Generally, a college that is effective in attracting student governors is likely to have an active learner 
representative body or a well-developed learner involvement strategy. The role of student governor may 
be a natural progression from other representative student roles, for example, student councils and other 
forums. The student governor role is likely to be a high profile position and have senior level support 
from the principal, senior leadership team and other members of the governing board. The role should be 
positioned and advertised so that it attracts competition from all students, including part-time students. 
It is important that the benefits of being a student governor are made clear, as well as the demands and 
responsibilities of the role. 

To be an effective part of the corporation, student members must be aware that they should contribute to 
whole college discussions and not just those business items that are of particular interest to students. 

Key hints and tips

Ensure that the importance of the student governor role is integral to the learner involvement strategy. 

Ensure as many learners as possible are aware of the student governor role.  

Ensure that the student charter, induction processes for new students (including part-time and elearning  

students) and other communication channels include information about the governing board, the 
student governor role and the election process. 

Use college television, website, newsletters and noticeboards to advertise the role of student governor.  

Provide a clear job or role description. 

Brief potential recruits on what is expected, especially the fact that governors are expected to attend  

and contribute to meetings even when they feel that the agenda items are not immediately relevant to 
learners. This should be as realistic as possible to avoid drop-out at a later stage and should include an 
indication of the time commitment involved.

Set out the benefits of being a student governor for the individual and the college.  

Outline the key ongoing support and guidance that is in place to help student governors with  

paperwork, contributing to meetings, and expenses.

Encourage key individuals to attend union or council meetings to promote the work of student governors  

and to develop a good relationship with the student representatives. 

Encourage student observers to attend governing board meetings to widen the awareness of the role  

and increase the pool of potential student governors.
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Provide opportunities for students interested in the role to attend relevant training inside and  

outside college.

Other points to consider

Evidence suggests that where colleges have invested in or have a tradition of strong, supported learner  

representation, for example through a students’ union, there is more likely to be a supply of good 
candidates to become student governors.

Consider requesting current student governors to give presentations across the college to inform and  

encourage others to take up the role. 

Develop and advertise rewards and incentives for student governors, for example, new experiences, the  

benefits to their career and the potential enhancement to their CV. The box below illustrates some of the 
benefits identified by student governors in this study.

Provide student governors with some form of certificate or reference when they complete their term  

of office. 

If governors have a high profile in their college this is likely to raise awareness of the role of the  

governing board and what it does and may help to attract students to stand for election.

Encourage student governors to network with student governors at other colleges.  

Student governors’ views and experiences

Student governors’ thoughts on the best things about being a student governor:

“Being listened to and being able to make a 
difference in the college.”

“Finding out and understanding how things 
work in a college.”

“It’s Interesting meeting different people and 
finding out why they want to help the college, 
and seeing them putting the hard work in and 
making the decisions.”

“Personal gain – brilliant experience, 
confidence booster.”

“Understand politics and more about the 
education world from it.”

“It’s good how understanding the governors are.”

“Job satisfaction – helping someone else.”

“Greater input, making the college more 
worthwhile, doing extra things to make it 
more like college than school, making it the 
best college it can be.”

“Out of all the students in the college and 
student executive, we have the most power to 
make a difference. If you get students behind 
a policy, then the college has to listen.”

“Find out about all the people in high places, 
what they are doing and how they are trying 
to do it. Inspires me to know what they 
are doing.”

“It’s made me more interested in boards and 
committees than I would have been before.”

“Bring freshness and new ideas.”

“Looks really good on CV; employers are 
looking for this.”

“It gives you experience and understanding 
of what will come after college – meetings, 
professional relationships with the SMT.”

“I think that some things that don’t seem to be 
relevant to students actually do benefit from 
a student’s perspective.”
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Case study 1:  Student governor

Being a student governor can be an important stepping-stone in a person’s career development. 

One student governor outlined how this role and involvement with the students’ union in her college 
had helped her develop the confidence and skills necessary to be successful in the future. Being a 
governor had enabled her to become confident speaking in formal settings and she now feels she has 
the skills to present herself effectively and is able to challenge others in an effective manner. 

She also gained an insight into the current issues facing colleges as well as an understanding of financial 
and strategic issues. She felt the training that she received as student governor had been especially 
helpful in enabling her to become an effective member of the governing board.

She hopes that knowledge and skills she has gained will be useful when she goes on to apply for future 
education opportunities or employment.

Case study 2:  Oaklands College

Oaklands College did not feel that its old approach to attracting student governors was working. There 
was no effective student representative organisation that the principal could call on to help. In the past, 
the college would put a note out advertising the vacancy. Now, student governors are elected through 
the student council, and the principal feels that there is much stronger participation and representation.

A total of 200 student representatives are appointed to cover all courses and campuses. Of these, 
17 members are elected to make up the student council, which the principal also attends. Student 
governors are elected from this body and the student governor is also usually the council chair. 
Previously, they had a low turnout in elections, whereas now the council has a high profile. 

In addition, the college has changed the pattern of governing board meetings. Previously, there were 
three or four full meetings a year and lots of subcommittees. They now meet every month, so that all 
governors, including the student members, can see all business.

Case study 3:  City College Norwich

The principal of City College Norwich runs ‘meet the principal’ sessions once a term, along the lines of 
MPs’ surgeries. In addition to providing opportunities for students to air their views to the principal about 
issues in the college, it is also gives students a chance to hear directly from the principal about the role 
of student governor, and to ask any questions.
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2 Election of student governors
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The revised Instrument and Articles of Government, which came into force on 
1 January 2008, state that the governing board must consist of “at least two and 
not more than three members who are students at the institution and have been 
nominated and elected by their fellow students, or if the Corporation so decides, 
by a recognised association representing such students (‘student members’)”.

When conducting an election to choose a student governor, ensure that the process is accessible to all 
members of the student population entitled to vote. This will include most part-time learners and might 
also include work-based learners attached to FE colleges and elearning students. Given the extremely 
wide franchise, many governing bodies find it more convenient to appoint student governors who have 
been nominated and elected by an existing student representative body, for example, through the 
students’ union, parliament or student senate. In many cases there may be dual roles, for example the 
students’ union president may also be a student governor. Sometimes this will be laid down in the written 
constitution of the students’ union and in the college learner involvement strategy. 

Where the role of student governor forms part of the responsibilities of a major union office, then elections 
for the union office would be subject to the provisions set out in section 22 of the Education Act 1994. This 
would include the requirement for a cross-campus secret ballot. 2 

Governing boards may reject a student governor elected by the student body only if they do not meet the 
criteria laid down in the Instruments and Articles (those ineligible to be members of governing bodies). 
For guidance on this and other issues, contact the CEL governance team or the AoC governance helpline.

Effective practice 

The majority of established and effective practice is to elect student governors through existing student 
representative structures. This is one way of dealing with the challenge of cross campus election 
processes. Whilst some colleges run separate, whole student population elections for student governors, 
the advantages of direct elections appeared to be outweighed by the risk of low turnout. In many cases 
the position of the students’ union president is automatically tied to the position of student governor. 
Additional methods of selection include election from the student parliament or council. The primary reason 
is to make real, genuine learner participation and provide credible representative student governors. 

It is crucial to provide staff commitment to the smooth running of any election processes, either 
cross-college or within a student representative forum. The election of student governors from existing 
student groups is seen as desirable by many, as those already involved in student representation have an 
interest and some understanding of the kinds of issues that corporations address. 

There were several examples where colleges had provided sabbatical posts for a student governor, who 
typically was the leader of the students’ union or held other roles and responsibilities.

2 Colleges should be aware of their legal duties in relation to ‘students union’ under the 1994 education act, and in particular the 
need for elections in a secret ballot in which all members are entitled to vote for major union offices. governing bodies must 
also consider their interpretation of 2 (2) (e) (which applies to Sixth Forms Colleges) and 2 (2) (f) (which applies to General FE 
Colleges) of the 2007 Instruments and Articles of Government in relation to their individual college and the arrangements made 
for nominating and electing student members. 
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Key hints and tips

Implement a professional election process, which is accessible to all students eligible to vote.  

Provide practical support in terms of nomination packs and communicate the electoral process through  

tutor groups or other forums.

Encourage candidates to produce clear statements about what they can offer if elected to the role. 

Encourage student attendance at hustings, for example, through tutor groups. 

Involve the students’ union or council in the nomination and election of student governors, as this can  

be helpful in spreading understanding of the role.

Where a student governor is part of the students’ union structure, align elections to students’ union  

elections to allow the opportunity for a reasonable handover period.

Elect new governors in the previous academic year, where possible, to allow them to shadow other  

student governors before they take up their role, in order to maximise involvement.

Other points to consider

Ensure that the timing of elections maximises the amount of time a student governor has to serve on  

the governing board. Colleges may wish to rearrange their election timetables to achieve this.
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Case study 4:  Birkenhead College

Of 1,200 full-time students at Birkenhead College, 800 voted in the student governor election process in 
2007. Tutors explain the system through tutor groups, then hustings are held and tutor groups attend. 
Students are encouraged to ask questions of the candidates before they decide for whom to vote. 

Case study 5:  Cheadle and Marple Sixth Form

Cheadle and Marple Sixth Form has two student governors; one is elected from each college site. The 
college promotes the position by visiting all tutor groups and running an advertising campaign across 
the college sites. This year, they reviewed their election process and managed to increase turnout 
dramatically by moving the position of the ballot boxes and adjusting voting times.

Case study 6:  Lewisham College

Lewisham College advertises widely for the students’ union executive at the college student forum, 
which consists of course representatives from across the college elected by the student body. At the 
forum, what is involved in being a student governor is outlined – for example, the role, expectations and 
support available. Learners are then asked to put themselves forward and each nominee husts for five 
minutes, the forum members then elect the student governors. This year, four students put themselves 
forward for the role. 

Case study 7:  Chichester College

Chichester College has a student council composed of elected representatives from every course in the 
college. The student council selects the executive members of the students’ union, who in turn form 
the student subcommittee of the college governing board. In addition to this, there are numerous focus 
groups and working groups to address specific issues. 

Once the students’ union executive members have all been elected, those members who want to be 
student governors express their interest and make the case to the other executive members. There is 
then a vote amongst the executive members to appoint the student governors. These governors hold no 
other position on the executive, and so are completely focused on their role as governor. In addition, the 
students’ union president attends governing board meetings as an observer who can make contributions 
but does not have voting rights. 

Case study 8:  Barton Peveril College, Eastleigh

Barton Peveril College has a student senate composed of tutor group representatives from across the 
college. It also has a student committee (equivalent to students’ union executive committee) that 
has annually elected members and has a responsibility to organise the senate meetings. The college 
previously had one student governor and two student observers. With the requirement for at least two 
student governors, there will be one student governor elected from both the senate and committee, 
with an additional observer from the senate. 
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3 Induction of student governors
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Excellent induction is important to enable newly elected student governors to 
understand their role and responsibilities and the working of the board. The provision 
of clear and plain briefing materials and a personal touch to the induction are likely to 
make all the difference in making new student governors feel at ease and able to make 
an early contribution to the activities of the board. 

Effective practice 

A comprehensive welcome to the governing board process for student governors including informal 
meetings with key people on the board – for example, chair, vice-chair and clerk – is important. 
The allocation of a governor as a buddy or mentor may be effective in supporting induction and in 
providing ongoing support. Advice, training and guidance on the purpose and content of governing 
board meetings and clear direction on the role of student governors is vital to the success of effective 
participation, as is the provision of good, comprehensive documentation.

Meetings with key college staff, including finance and HR staff, to ensure an understanding of issues, 
strategic goals and challenges are helpful in enabling new student governors to develop an understanding 
of the business of the governing board.

Key hints and tips

Initiate a buddy system. Some colleges believe that involving the principal (or other senior staff  

member or a governor) as a ‘buddy’ for the student governor gives credibility and value to the role and 
sends a useful signal to other governors and the college about the importance of the student governor 
role. However, some student governors felt that another governor might be more appropriate.

Language can be a barrier to student governors’ participation. Provide good, written documentation  

about terms of reference, policies, and terminology as well as abbreviations and acronyms used. 

Brief student governors so that they have prior knowledge in the finance area, which is often the most  

difficult to grasp.

Provide access to comprehensive training and development support in the key areas relating to the  

activities of governing boards, for example: governance; curriculum; quality assurance; human resources 
and staffing; and key government policies.
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Support for initial meetings

At the outset, the clerk should provide a clear briefing about standards and expectations of the role.  

Provide guidance on the appropriate issues to be raised at the governing board; assist with priorities;  

help with identifying the impact on learners of any agenda items, and ensure there are other 
mechanisms in place to deal with non-board issues that student governors may wish to raise.

In some colleges, staff student liaison officers provide ongoing support to help student governors  

develop the required skills. 

Give specific guidance on confidentiality issues.  

Hold informal meetings with key members of the governing board before and after the first meeting to  

help student governors feel at ease.

Show student governors around the meeting room, pointing out where people tend to sit, discuss how  

the agenda and meeting time is managed, and what they can expect.

If possible, allow the student governor the opportunity to shadow a current student governor before  

taking up the role.

Expect student governors to participate little, but observe, in their first meeting, while they become  

familiar with the meeting process and environment.

Other activities to consider

Discuss previous meeting agendas with new student governors so that they have some understanding  

of the type and level of discussion to expect. Advise on the kind of issues that are appropriate to bring 
to the governing board. 

Allow student governors to observe the various subcommittees, so that they can judge those to which  

they think they can make an effective contribution. 
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Case study 9:  Leicester College

The induction with the clerk is broken down into two parts, one mandatory and one voluntary. The 
compulsory element covers what the role is, their expectations and meetings with key personnel. This is 
done both formally and informally. 

The major part of the induction is non-mandatory. Student governors are given access to other parts of 
the college so that they can gain a broader feel and understanding of the workings of the institution.

The clerk believes that the most important element involves establishing the relationship between clerk 
and student governors as soon as possible, by supporting and encouraging them. This is true for all 
governors but the nature of student governors means they need in particular to be ‘under the wing’.

Case study 10:  City College Norwich

The following induction activities are undertaken at City College Norwich:

The clerk writes to the student governors, before their induction, with basic information. 

The clerk holds an induction meeting to cover the essential information, procedures and materials.  

Every effort is made to try not to make it too overwhelming. The clerk gives the student governors a 
handbook and goes through the sections on governance.

The principal meets with the student governors to give his perspective on how the governing  

board functions.

The student governors are introduced to other governors at the first meeting. Other governors are  

good at supporting them and showing them the ropes.

Meeting papers are well presented, with a short summary at the front of each paper, and a section  

that highlights the relevance of each issue to learners.

Student governors are seated next to someone who can clarify issues as they arise at meetings. 

Student governors go on CEL and NUS induction courses and the NUS FE student governors’ toolkit  

programme. This includes a support package, invitation to events, FE student governor training and 
induction events. 

Student governors attend additional conferences and governor events provided by CEL. 

Student governors are given AoC governance helpline information. 
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4 Supporting and training student governors
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In addition to a good and comprehensive induction process, student governors, like all 
governors, require ongoing professional support to ensure that they are up to date with 
current legislation and requirements. Support mechanisms required will vary depending 
on individual needs, and monitoring systems ensure that any issues can be identified 
and addressed early on in their term of office.

Effective practice 

Providing a governor buddy system may be valued as a form of ongoing support. This could involve access 
to the buddy and the clerk outside governing board meetings and the ability to ask questions or clarify 
points privately during formal corporation meetings. 

Well constructed development and training sessions and the opportunity to meet other student governors 
are helpful in understanding issues and broadening knowledge. Careful and comprehensive briefing and 
summary documentation, available before meetings, is also important. 

Student governors also benefit from access to physical space and expenses to support their involvement 
and participation. Timings of meetings need careful consideration to avoid patchy attendance due to 
student governors’ individual personal circumstances and daily and annual study and work commitments.

Research 1 highlights the importance of interpersonal factors in encouraging institutions to take steps 
towards learners adopting a greater leading role in the decision making activities of their institutions. 
An emphasis on good interpersonal relationships between staff and learners can “dissolve actual 
or psychological barriers of authority, hierarchy or separateness and help forge truly collaborative 
partnerships”. The more collaborative in style the organisation, the more likely those learners had 
influenced strategic, rather than functional, decision making. 

 “This research has clearly identified that fundamental to true learner involvement is the need to create 
trusting relationships, regardless of whatever practice is put into place, so that learners feel valued.”

1 Shuttle, J, 2007. Learner Involvement in Decision Making.
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Key hints and tips

Introduce, develop and provide an ongoing, effective buddy system. 

Buddies and clerks should operate an open-door policy. 

Encourage and support the development of strong working relationships between student governors,  

the clerk and other members of the governing board through informal and formal meetings and events.

Provide additional training sessions on major issues body, for example, the Leitch review or  

employer engagement.

Encourage and enable student governors to attend networking events with student governors from  

other colleges.

Support student governors to attend national training and other governance events – for example, the  

NUS runs a student governor toolkit training event, which prepares students for full participation in 
governing bodies and also provides a follow-up day at a later date.

Instigate or identify other mechanisms of support, for example, a student affairs subcommittee that  

reports to the governing board.

Ensure that there is an effective mechanism to enable communication with student governors about  

training opportunities. 

Support participation at meetings 

Provide executive summaries of paperwork ahead of governing board meetings and comprehensive  

briefing and debriefing, for example, regular meetings with the clerk or a buddy before the meeting to 
go through papers and talk through the issues. 

Ensure that buddies are available to support student governors during board meetings.  

Provide ongoing briefing and guidance on confidentiality guidelines and discuss relevant issues, for  

example, staffing agenda items, to help student governors understand why the guidelines are in place.

Provide help to overcome barriers to attendance, for example, arranging transport to meetings, covering  

childcare costs, and give thought to the best times and venues to ensure meetings are accessible.
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Other points to consider

Many skills are important to student governors to help them represent themselves effectively –  

for example, presentation skills, understanding finance and equality and diversity. Colleges may consider 
how student governors can develop these skills and become effective quickly in these areas in a 
relatively short space of time.

Student governors may wish to consider two or three key things they want to achieve at meetings,  

and devote their attention to these. Student governors need to know how to raise issues and to learn 
meeting skills. Previous agendas and minutes may be useful as case studies. One of the key roles of the 
chair is to ensure that the student members are heard at board meetings. 

Allow students to put on the agenda for a meeting, any item they want to raise, even if it is operational,  

recognising that it is the operational detail and its impact on them that often matters to students.

Think about promoting some signs of togetherness and raising the visibility and importance of learner  

voice. For example, the office base used by student governors could be located in close proximity to that 
of relevant senior management and leadership team members. 

Consider holding exit interviews for outgoing student governors with the chair, principal and newly  

appointed student governors to evaluate their experiences and inform the future development of 
support for student governors.

For student governors to be able to make effective contributions, they need to be supported by a wider  

culture of learner engagement in the college. If they are expected to work in isolation or with little 
support, they may struggle. 



26   |   Recruiting and supporting student governors in further education and sixth-form colleges

Case study 11:  Bournville College

In addition to the clerk having an open-door policy for the student governors to come and ask questions 
at any time, student governors receive support from a staff governor buddy. These buddies provide very 
practical support by: 

Meeting the student governor before the board meeting to discuss any issues and go through  

the paperwork.

Sitting next to the student governor during meetings. The student governor can quietly speak to the  

buddy at any time during the meeting to ask any questions. Student governors reported that there 
were times when they wanted to say something but were not sure if it was relevant to say it at that 
meeting; or they wanted to ask a question of clarification without interrupting the whole meeting. 
The student governors at Bournville College said that they especially appreciated being able to ask 
such things of their buddies.

Providing an extra point of contact for the student governor outside meetings, for example, to clarify  

procedure or terminology.

Case study 12:  Lewisham College

The office of student governor and student representative is adjacent to that of the vice-principal 
for learner and community development. This approach potentially increases the opportunity for 
communication, building relationships and raising the visibility and importance of the learner voice 
at the college.

Student governors are treated the same as other governors. They receive training and support in a range 
of modules, including governance, finance, quality assurance, human resources and different aspects of 
college life. This training is organised by the clerk and through the learner engagement coordinator. 

In addition, student governors attend national training events as offered by sector agencies.

Case study 13:  Barton Peveril Sixth Form College

Barton Peveril College has a student liaison officer whose role is fully dedicated to the support of an 
active system of student representation in the college. This comprises: 

the student committee (subcommittee of the college governing board) 

senate (system of tutor representatives) 

student governors 

student governor observers.  

In addition to support provided by the clerk and buddying a student governor up with an existing 
governor, student governors are also invited to meet weekly with the student liaison officer. This 
provides an opportunity to learn of any developments and discuss any issues, decide the most 
appropriate course of action for them and seek any further support, as necessary. 
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Case study 14:  Chichester College

At Chichester College there are many ways for student governors to have informal contact with other 
governors. These occasions provide important opportunities for student governors to get to know the 
other governors better, to feel more comfortable with them, develop their confidence and discuss 
informally some of the issues raised at governing board meetings. This is an important form of support 
for the student governors, which enables them to contribute more effectively at meetings. 

These opportunities include: 

Supper before or after meetings. 

Other one-to-one meetings, for example, lunch with the chair and student union president in the  

college restaurant.

Regular principal’s lunch where the principal meets with the student union executive and the  

student governors.

Additional governors’ dinners to which all governors are invited. 

Case study 15:  City College Norwich

Many colleges run training sessions for all governors directly before governing board meetings on 
specific issues such as finance, capital building projects, health and safety and equality and diversity.

At City College Norwich, such training sessions are held separately from governing board meetings and 
are made into more social occasions. 

They are held once a term in the afternoon, and then a dinner is provided afterwards. This has proved to 
be an effective way of supporting and training all governors.
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5 Retention and active involvement of 
student governors
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It is important to make certain that student governors receive continual training and 
support, to ensure their contribution is maximised. To improve retention, it would 
benefit colleges to know which factors encourage student governors to stay in post and 
attend meetings, and which factors promote their active and enthusiastic involvement.

Effective practice 

Initial and ongoing clarity on the role and expectations are vital in retaining the effective involvement 
of student governors. Provision of clear advice and guidance on those issues deemed appropriate for 
student governors to take to the governing board was seen to be helpful and may vary from college 
to college. The greater the number of student governors and the more involvement they have in the 
running of the college, the more likely a college was to see increased participation by student governors. 
A well-developed learner involvement strategy and a representative student forum to inform and support 
student governors are fundamental to maintaining and increasing active involvement. 

In tandem, clear practical support is necessary to encourage student governors to attend meetings and 
take an active role. Student governors are likely to benefit from having a clear physical presence in terms 
of office space, a college email address,  for example studentgovernor@college.ac.uk and other support 
mechanisms, such as internet access and printing facilities. 

Key hints and tips

The colleges that reported the best experiences and contributions of student governors were the ones  

where there is a culture of student involvement and an infrastructure to support this.

Provide opportunities for both formal and informal interactions between governors to allow good and  

effective working relationships to develop.

Provide opportunities for student governors to attend other college management meetings to help  

increase their knowledge and general awareness.

Colleges that have increased the number of student governors have noticed an increase in attendance at  

meetings and in participation, and have observed that student governors are more vocal now as a group 
than as a single student governor. 

Persuade student governors that their contribution and perspective is valued on all college business to  

encourage full rather than selective participation in agenda items at governing board meetings.

The chair should actively invite contributions from student governors, to encourage participation. 

Ensure that each student governor is supported with the right office infrastructure, including the  

provision of a desk and an email address specific to their role.

Other points to consider

Colleges should consider how best to involve student governors in the governance process during times  

of assessment and examinations, when students experience competing priorities. It may be sensible to  
avoid holding full governing board meetings at key assessment times for students. 

Colleges should also avoid holding meetings that clash with key religious festivals and holidays. 

The involvement of senior staff with the students’ union or other student forums, for example,  

attendance at student meetings, can help encourage participation.
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Create opportunities or processes for student governors to address day-to-day operational issues –  

for example, prices in the canteen – with the chair or SMT. This avoids important operational issues being 
raised inappropriately at governing board meetings. 

Ensure that student governors are clear about their role and responsibilities and their potential  

contribution to whole college business. Most student governors, other governors and clerks reported 
that were able to contribute effectively and that they felt listened to. However, some student governors 
report that the proportion of agenda items of interest, relevance or importance to them was relatively 
small. Colleges should consider adopting a more inclusive and open approach to governance, moving 
away from the long lists of formal administrative agenda items, and occasionally asking the question, 
“What’s it like to be a learner at the college?” and allowing student governors the opportunity to talk 
about life as a student.

Ensure that student governors are visible and involve them in ceremonies and celebrations, so that the  

role has a public profile and some status.

Electing students in their first year at a college with a view to their continuing as student governor into  

their second year may enable individual student governors to make a greater contribution and increase 
continuity in the role.

Have regular student lunches with governors, including student governors. “Governors love chatting  

with students – in fact, any contact with students for feedback from the horse’s mouth”.

Understand that student governors have a relatively short term in office and require a significant part of  

that term to gain confidence in the role.

Having a sabbatical officer student governor to encourage full participation in the governing board and  

other student affairs can be helpful.

“There needs to be a full structure for the whole student community, including course representatives, 
department representatives and a student leader executive. This gives a structure for the student 
governor to receive information from each classroom across the college and convert it into matters for 
the governing board.”

National Union of Students (NUS)

Case study 16:  City College Norwich

City College Norwich has three student governors and has seen increased participation from its student 
members. The college suggests that if there are two or three student members in a meeting, they are 
able to contribute more to the business of the board. As well as being one of the student governors, 
the students’ union president attends monthly management team meetings and chairs the student 
subcommittee of the board.

Case study 17:  Middlesbrough College

Governors at the college try to understand student governors’ needs, but found it difficult due to the 
poor attendance record of student governors at board meetings. The governors were concerned about 
this. The students’ union constitution has now been changed to include a handover period and thereby 
encourage first-year learners going into their second year to stand for election.
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Case study 18:  Chichester College

Chichester College introduces student governors to the various subcommittees of the governing board to 
enable them to be involved in the most active way. Before the requirement to have a minimum of two 
student governors, Chichester College had one student governor (normally a second-year student) and 
one student governor observer (normally a first-year student), who might then go on to become the 
student governor in their second year. 

The student governor observer would attend and observe a variety of subcommittee meetings in 
their first year. This would give them a flavour of the different committees and so help them make an 
informed decision about which committees to join. The student governor would join any subcommittee 
in the normal way.

In addition to this, any students’ union executive member had an open invitation to observe any 
subcommittee meetings. 

Case study 19:  Three examples of student affairs subcommittees

Some colleges increase the involvement of student governors and raise the profile of the learner voice 
generally by having a subcommittee of the governing board dedicated entirely to student affairs. This is 
a way of encouraging retention and active involvement. Three examples of this are:

Chichester College

At Chichester College, this committee is called the student committee and is composed of the 
chair of governing board, vice-chair, eight other governors including the principal, the two student 
governors and two staff governors. All students’ union executive members are invited to attend these 
committee meetings. The committee formally reports to the governing board in the same way as any 
other committee. 

Queen Elizabeth Sixth Form College, Darlington

In addition to the above structure, an open invitation is issued to the student body to attend this 
committee and make contributions. 

City College Norwich

There are two particular ways that student governors contribute to governing board meetings, in addition 
to the general discussion. Each governing board meeting has two standing items on the agenda to hear 
student views. 

At least half an hour of every governing board meeting is allocated to student matters to hear a report 
from the students’ union president. There is also a report from the student affairs subcommittee at every 
meeting.

Supporters of this model say that it is a much more effective way of getting the student voice 
represented at board meetings than just by having student governors. This is because so many other 
governors get to hear and discuss the student-related issues during these subcommittee meetings. 
This enables the issues to be given much more detailed attention than they would if they were just 
addressed at the full governing board meetings by student governors. 
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6 Succession planning of student governors
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The continued success of the student governor role is dependent on the continual flow 
of willing and able students. A succession planning strategy will ensure that there is 
a strong supply of capable students who are willing to put themselves forward for 
the role.

Effective practice 

Aligning with, and recruiting directly from, the learner voice representative infrastructure, ie students’ 
union or council, where that is effective, is likely to ensure that there is succession. 

Building a pool of interested and informed learners may be one of the most important ways of ensuring 
a steady stream of high-quality applicants for student governor positions. Many of the colleges involved 
in preparing this guidance have allowed or encouraged observers to attend governing boards and the 
joint student and college forums and found this a useful way of raising awareness of the work of the 
governing board. 

Key hints and tips

Align recruitment and succession of student governors with the students’ union representative system to  

ensure regular succession from a target group already demonstrating an interest in student issues.

Introduce or maintain joint student, governor and staff forums to build the confidence, competence and  

profile of potential student governors.

Ensure that the key essential criteria for a successful student governor are explicit, so that the people  

with the supporting skills are encouraged to apply.

Encourage observers at governing board meetings, for similar reasons to the point above. 

Ensure that timing of succession makes the best use of student governors’ availability and that there is a  

handover from the outgoing student governor.

Ensure that the role of student governor retains a high profile throughout the year.  

Other points to consider

Many colleges will have a ‘building future talent strategy’ covering succession planning for staff.  

Colleges should consider developing a governor succession planning strategy to sit alongside this.

Encourage student governors to continue their involvement by standing as a governor when their term  

of office comes to an end, or as a student representative in another institution, if they go on to other 
further or higher education.
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Case study 20:  Planning for succession

Barton Peveril elects a first-year student governor observer from its student senate. This role involves 
attending corporation and committee meetings and making contributions in the same way as full student 
governors, but does not have voting rights. This means that these students could go on to become 
student governors in their second year at the college and already have the experience of attending and 
contributing to meetings. 

Chichester College also has a first-year student governor observer who is invited to observe corporation 
and committee meetings to gain broad experience.

At City College Norwich, the students’ union president is one of the student governors. The 
vice-president, a first-year student, succeeds the president and so becomes student governor in their 
second year. They may not have had experience of being a student governor, but have at least had a 
year in which to become familiar with the president’s post. 

Case study 21:  Leicester College and its approach

Leicester College bases its approach on a strong connection to the students’ union, which it sees as vital,   
providing a whole package of support and representation. 

Learner voice is supported by the full-time staff who make up the student liaison committee, who also 
encourage participation. Student governors are often originally course representatives who show an 
interest in getting more involved in a whole college approach to learner involvement.

Leicester College feels that its model is successful because it really values the student voice, and supports 
and promotes it to ensure that everyone in the college knows it is valued, which in turn increases the 
‘buy in’ from staff and students.

 “You MUST value it, and have the commitment, and then it will be successful.”
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Part 3  Summary and resources
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Key points arising from this guide 
Here are five main points to consider.

1. A good and supportive infrastructure needs to be in place to ensure an effective system of active 
student representative bodies – such as a student parliament, council, committee or senate – 
to provide and inform successive student governors.

2. Colleges need to develop an effective cycle of recruitment that maximises the amount of time that 
student governors can offer, and a meeting structure and process that encourages attendance.

3. Providing proactive support from the clerk, principal and others to encourage student governor 
involvement and participation through the provision of coaching, buddying, training and practical 
support is essential. In addition, the provision of constructive feedback to enhance student governor 
performance and overall contribution to the governing board is very beneficial.

4. There needs to be promotion of, and positive attitudes towards, student involvement throughout the 
college driven from the top – ie governors, principal and the senior management team.

5. Colleges need to develop such strong relationships that students feel free to express their opinions 
and concerns, and are actively encouraged “to take ownership for decisions affecting the institution’s 
plans and activities and for the well-being of staff and students alike”. 2
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Further sources of practical support
Useful background documents

Developing a learner involvement strategy

This LSC handbook is a tool to support providers across the FE system in the development of their internal 
learner involvement strategies. It contains examples of effective practice, case studies and things to 
consider. Providers may find it useful in developing their whole college approach to the recruitment and 
support of student governors.

http://readingroom.lsc.gov.uk/lsc/National/nat-developingalearnerinvolvementstrategy-pu-feb2007.pdf

1994 Education Act

The legal obligations on providers in relation to student representation are contained in the 
1994 Education Act. In the context of student governors, there is an obligation on providers in relation to 
the election or selection of the ‘student members’ of the corporation. 

www.opsi.gov.uk/ACTS/acts1994/ukpga_19940030_en_1

Legal briefing

This CEL Leadership Skills for Governance and NUS resource clarifies questions over what legally constitutes 
a student’s union within the duty contained in the 1994 Education Act. Providers will find it useful in 
developing their student representative systems.

http://resource.nusonline.co.uk/media/resource/councils%20and%20unions.pdf

The Further Education and Training Act

The Further Education and Training Act puts new requirements on institutions to have regard to guidance 
issued centrally in relation to consulting with learners and potential learners. 

Further Education and Training Act 2007:
www.dfes.gov.uk/furthereducation/index.cfm?fuseaction=content.view&CategoryID=21&ContentID=35

Lewisham College personalisation CD

Lewisham College has produced a CD covering personalisation and student support. This resource illustrates 
the college’s work to date in designing and developing personalised learning for students. It includes 
presentations, toolkits and case studies, as well as an interview with a student governor.

Copies of the CD may be obtained from Jayne Morgan or Shireen Wright at Lewisham College. 
Telephone 020 8694 3250 or email jayne.morgan@lewisham.ac.uk or shireen.wright@lewisham.ac.uk.
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Web links 

The Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL)

CEL’s remit is to foster and support leadership improvement, reform and transformation throughout 
the FE sector.

www.centreforexcellence.org.uk

Governance good practice guide

The site provides information and guidance to support good governance across FE.

www.ggpg.org.uk

Leadership skills for governance

Leadership skills for governance – best practice in further education governance.

www.fegovernance.org

Association of Colleges (AoC)

The AoC is a membership organisation representing the interests of publicly funded further education 
colleges in England. 

www.aoc.co.uk/en/PolicyandAdvisoryWork/governance

National Union of Students (NUS)

The NUS website for student officers and those working in developing student representation structures. 
The FE section contains numerous resources and legal briefings.

www.officeronline.co.uk

National Learner Panel (NLP)

The NLP provides a learner voice to government and its partner policy bodies.

www.direct.gov.uk/nationallearnerpanel
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Appendix 
Methodology 

This research on which this guidance is based took place in December 2007 and January 2008. 

A number of representatives of stakeholder organisations, colleges and student governors were 
interviewed or surveyed and asked about their views on the recruitment, induction and support of 
student governors. 

Interviewees and respondents were also asked for examples of good or effective practice and to provide 
illustrative case studies to help inform the guide. 
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Contact information
Centre for Excellence in Leadership
4th Floor, 47 Mark Lane
London
EC3R 7QQ

Enquiry line 0870 060 3278
Switchboard 020 7297 8400
Email enquiries@centreforexcellence.org.uk
Website www.centreforexcellence.org.uk

Centre for Excellence in Leadership
The Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL) was launched in October 2003 to develop organisational 
leadership in the learning and skills system. CEL’s remit is to foster and support leadership improvement, 
reform, transformation, sustainability and quality improvement. 

It serves the existing and future leaders of all providers within the further education system, including 
FE colleges, training and work-based learning providers, adult and community providers, offender learning, 
specialist colleges and voluntary organisations.

CEL is a learner-driven organisation – learners and their improved learning are the focus and purpose of 
everything that CEL does.

CEL now operates through a charitable trust formed by its operating company on 1 April 2006.
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