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Communities for Better Governance: Pathways
from Students as Partners to engaged citizens
Aidan Cornelius-Bell
Flinders University

Definitions and understandings of student voice,
participation and partnership vary across the
higher education sector (Ahmadi, 2021; Barrineau&
Anderson, 2018; Boland, 2005; Bovill, 2019; Brooker
& Macdonald, 1999; Cook-Sather, 2018; Gore et al.,
2017; Lizzio & Wilson, 2009; Mendes & Hammett,
2020; Menon, 2005). In Australian higher
education, student participation tends to
encompass the gamut from students’ participation
in and co-creation of learning and teaching
experiences through to full-scale student decision-
making in formal governance positions. Implicit in
accepting the spectrum of students’ varied
participatory modes is an understanding that
students do more than just learn on and off
campus (Allin, 2014; Boland, 2005; Brown, 2015;
Lizzio & Wilson, 2009). Student roles in higher
education governance spaces are often uneasy,
rife with power imbalances and other challenges
which make fulsome participation difficult. This
short article, drawn frommy PhD research, explores
three problems with students’ democratic
participation in higher education in Australia and
offers three solutions to such problems based on
in-depth qualitative interviewing with 24 students
and peer-reviewed literature. First, it is necessary to
turn to an understandingof theproblem in a multi-
dimensional approach to student engagement.

Problem 1: Stifled committee participation and
power dynamics

In my interviews with students about their
participation on university committees, the most
consistently raised issue was the power dynamics
in committee structures. Students at Flinders
University felt that while they had the opportunity
to learn about the structure and work of
governance bodies, their genuine participation in
these spaces was limited due to their status and
experience. In particular, students frequently raised
that in a room where they were surrounded by
‘professors’, they felt that their experience did not
entitle them to speak back to the issues which
concerned themor their peers. While at least seven

students I interviewed felt that they could have
contributed something meaningful to their
respective committee(s), they felt they needed to
refrain until they were called upon to speak, due to
the predeterminednature of the formal committee
structures. However, despite perceived barriers to
engagement, students were beginning to form
informal networks to discuss their committee work:

“we meet a fair bit and talk about ... what
students are worried about and are talking
about, and so we'll often kind of meet and
talk about things” (Gwynne, M.A.)

The networked nature of students’ participation on
committees does not always sit neatly with the
formal terms of reference; however, students
whose networks supported them to participate
tended to have better experiences in the
committee space.

Problem 2: Mismatches between student politics
and representation

Four students raised that the agenda of student
politicians, those in Student Representative Council
(SRC), Union or Guild positions were counter to the
agenda held by students in colleges and faculties.
Here, a particular political narrative washighlighted
as detrimental to theprogress of students who saw
themselves as representatives, rather than
politicians. While they saw students in formal
positions, such as the SRC, as better informed
about the governance landscape of the university,
they perceived the political agenda as a detriment
to genuine participation. Moreover, they believed
that the training and support received by those
political students should be extended to all
students in governance positions. Indeed, there
was a perception of a relative elite in student
politics, whose positions were naturally reinforced
to theexclusion of the less successful, or struggling,
students on campus:

“the noisiest, perhaps shiniest, vocal
students get the attention. The problems
are twofold. They don't represent, and they
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don't actually speak out. And I want
something for someone who is struggling,
and that's why I think, not necessarily the
best students should be on committees.”
(Clair, B.A. Hons)

Here, the imperative for high quality resources and
training surfaces again. By diversifying and
enabling more students to participate in training
and representation systems, more students are
able to have a say. In turn, this leads to better
representation of students.

Problem 3: Lack of training and support for non-
Union students

Across eachof my interviews with current students,
issues of training and support were raised as
central to the sustainability, longevity and
possibility for representatives, politicians and
committee members alike. As reflected in the
problems above, a lack of genuine community and
relative inaccessibility of formal support to
participate prevents students from fulsome
participation in governance and teaching and
learning. At the root, however, remains an absence
of knowledge of the systems, processes and ‘mess’
behind the scenes in university contexts:

“There is so much that goes on that as a
student you have no idea about. ... they've
kind of offered not a lot of training [in] ... the
student positions ... you don't feel qualified
to say to kind of speak on behalf of students,
even though that's what you're there to do.”

(Retha, Ph.D. Humanities)

Here, networks of collegiality offer answers to the
problems posed above. While students continue to
feel ineffectual on committees, and their genuine
voices are not realised by governance structures,
the expectations of students on committees will
remain low in a self-feeding cycle. These problems
then require solutions. Some evidence-based
options are raised below.

Solution 1: Use Students as Partners in teaching
and learning as pathways to citizen building

Students as Partners (SaP) approaches, at face
value, do not encourage students into governance
positions. Indeed, SaP dwells more in the teaching
and learning relation of the university than it does
in democratic governance (Mercer-Mapstone et
al., 2017). However, reconceptualising SaP
approaches as an opportunity for creating
communities of inquiry and learning around

governance participation is not a long shot. When
students engage in authentic partnership
opportunities they frequently co-design
curriculum and often have opportunities to co-
design assessment (Ahmadi, 2021; Higgins et al.,
2019). In this way, students are learning into the
structures and processes of higher education, and
by creating opportunities for all students to
engage in partnered co-creation, embracing the
values of partnership, more students can learn into
these spaces than by previously narrowed
opportunities through student politics (Cornelius-
Bell & Bell, 2020).

Solution 2: Empower grassroots communities to
teach each other

Student communities are a staple of higher
education spaces, offering collegiality and support.
These spaces may be formalised in student
associations or operate as more disparate
grassroots groups, arranged around student needs
(Fowler, 1994; Huang, 2002; Moore-Cherry et al.,
2016). This might include study or political
organising groups, and can extend into digital
spaces and social media groups, for example, the
infamous ‘Overheard at’ networks. While some of
these groups inherently benefit from andragogic
strategies, others tend to be more social or
politically activist in nature (Jones, 1969; Little, 1970).
By supporting these networks to formalise, to
provide the same collegial support while being
rewarded for their contributions, student networks
can grow to provide peer-to-peer learning and
teaching support (Boud et al., 1999; Micari et al.,
2010; Scicluna et al., 2015). These spaces enable
students to meet ‘graduate outcomes’ (and
equivalents) by equipping students with
leadership, andragogic and pedagogic skills,
thus supporting, in an abstract sense, ‘job ready
graduates’ whose social circles naturally
predispose them toward higher quality citizenship
and interest in engagement and decision-making.

These strategies offer formalised and informal
reward structures for students who engage.
Historically, students who were more engaged in
the structure, governance and process of
universities were punished more than they were
rewarded, typically bound in the mythology of the
student activist as the banner waving, fist in air
student of the 1960s and 1970s (Macfarlane, 2020).
This has precluded students from diverse
backgrounds, and with diverse needs, from
fulsome engagement with their institutions. This
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has been particularly true for students with diverse
needs whose very attendance at a university can
be a fight for recognition and adaptation to
support their learning in the space (Barnes, 1996;
Beauchamp-Pryor, 2012; Brett, 2016).

The strategies above are counterposed to this
historical mythology about the ‘political student’.
By acting with students from a basis of SaP work,
as the first step in the scaffolded process, towards
fulsome engagement with those democratic
structures that do exist in universities as an
engaged and meaningful end point, more
students are empowered, thus diversifying and
enabling flourishing democratic communities. This
process cannot be taken lightly. Indeed, neither
can the process of stepping towards SaP in a
meaningful way. It takes a great deal of time and
thought to build learner capacities for partnerships,
and it takes energy and drive from academic,
professional and administrative staff to support
students into governance spaces (Cornelius-Bell,
2021). This is a long journey, but meaningful
ways exist, and need to be realised to equip
students with skills for democratic engagement
in an era of corporate capture.
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