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Student Submission for TEF 2023 

 

Birmingham City University Students’ Union (BCUSU) is a charity with a purpose of empowering 

students, to shape their own lives.  

Our students come from highly diverse backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, the majority are local who 

commute, and nearly half are from some of the most economically deprived areas of the UK.  

We represent all our students and create positive change within their university experience, be it 

inside or outside of the classroom. 

 

 

Parts of the data represented in this submission was pre-existing data obtained from our Heat Map 

surveys. These surveys allow students to indicate where they have “issues” with aspects of their 

student experience, covering the University (administration, facilities, and services), the Students' 

Union (facilities and services), and also wellbeing, housing, and finances. A weighting method is 

applied to all Heat Map surveys to compensate for any over/under representation from particular 

faculties or demographic groups. 

The Heat Map surveys used here cover 2020 (May-203 responses, July-1047 responses, and 

November-240 responses), April 2021 (286 responses), and July 2022 (132 responses). 

We have included some data from National Student Survey (NSS) results from 2021 and 2022, and 

insight from our Advice and Information team.  

Further insight is gained from BCU Awards nominations. These awards celebrate the outstanding 

achievements of staff and students across the BCU community and are delivered in partnership with 

the University.  

Additionally, we have used student feedback from research, commissioned by BCUSU and 

conducted by Redbrick Research, that provides insight into the lives of students at BCU. The work, 

identified in this submission as Wave or Redbrick Research was conducted in Nov 2021, May 2022, 

Nov 2022 and includes the following- 

• Focus groups- attended by a total of  undergraduate students, some living in University 

Locks student accommodation, some living in the Knowledge Quarter, commuter students, 

students not involved in the Students’ Union, and students who described themselves as 

struggling with stress and anxiety. 
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Library and learning resources are a key component in ensuring that students get the most out of 

their studies. BCU’s expanded library service, with 24-hour access to the library and 24-hour virtual 

help service supports students learning effectively. 

The strength of BCU’s learning resources is reflected in its NSS scores with 78.8% of students stating 

they were satisfied with learning resources in 2022, an increase from 71% in 2021, and a score of 

80.5% in 2022 for NSS Q19 (The library resources – e.g., books, online services, and learning 

spaces have supported my learning well). 

 

 

 

In the recent TEF focus groups most (88%) of the students indicated they were satisfied with Moodle 

and library and online resources access, specifically mentioning that they could access books, 

articles, and research papers online whenever they needed. Most students were satisfied with the 

increased availability of online learning materials such as e-books, journal articles, and e-chapters 

through a new reading list software (ProQuest E book Central). Support with their courses, and 

academic led sessions had a significant impact on students’ learning experience. However, a few 

(11%) students mentioned that the University needed to subscribe to more journal articles and 

research papers as they didn’t have access to some of the online resources via their university 

credentials.  BCUSU’s own Heat Map data showed 29% of students indicated a lack of online 

learning resources in 2021 and 18% of students indicating issues with e-book availability.  

A recurring issue for students is Wi-Fi (speed and connection). BCUSU’s Heat Map data has 

highlighted this over several years, including pre-Covid.  Exacerbated by students not being on 

campus during Covid and reliant on their home or other networks. Wi-Fi connection issues stood at 

31% in April 2020 and 18% in 2022.  Wi-Fi speed issues ranged from 35% in April to 17% in 2022. 

Students at the TEF focus groups appeared to have different experience of Wi-Fi depending on 

where they were based.  Most students based in the faculty of Health, Education and Life Sciences 

(City South campus) had no issue with connecting to BCU Wi-Fi, with only a few (3%) students 

stating they had an issue on campus. However, students from the Faculty of Computing, Engineering 

and Built Environment, and Faculty of Business, Law and Social Sciences stated they had issues. A 

student based in Parkside building described the Wi-Fi as poor, and the connection as unstable. 

Students did indicate the Eduroam connection was good and needed to be promoted more widely, 

because students do not appear to know about the connection.  

University IT services is aware of the Wi-Fi difficulties, BCUSU representatives and IT leadership 

meet regularly to improve services and have been trying to establish whether this is due to device 

compatibility or wider network/infrastructure issues. 

Students, from the TEF focus group studying Architecture stated they have to use the printing facility 

frequently, so the printing cost is expensive. They felt that they should be able to get free printing in 

the University because of the tuition fee that they pay. 

 

“The teachers are friendly, and the course is engaging. Resources are accessible to 

anyone who needs them, and support is always a click away” (Wave 1 – November 2022).   

 

“I think that within my course, paying 9k tuition and still having to pay for so many 

materials and printing is not really fair” (Wave 1 – November 2022).   

 

“I feel confident in my place at BCU, this is my second time at university and here I feel a 

sense of belonging that I didn’t experience previously” (Wave 1- November 2022). 
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Most students in the TEF focus groups were satisfied with the IT facilities provided by the University, 

however, a few indicated they felt there was a need for more IT technicians to support the students. 

Additionally, a few students mentioned that there were not enough IT facilities (such as drawing 

tablets) for students who were studying illustration and art. 

There were a few comments made in the focus groups about the availability of laptops/computers 

for use by students. Insight from our Advice and Information Team suggests that there are some 

issues with laptop loans, especially in relation to students wishing to take laptops off campus or have 

the laptop for an extended period. The current laptop loan policy is to not allow loans out of the 

buildings as standard procedure.  

As part of a digital poverty campaign, led by the Students’ Union, the University implemented a digital 

support fund where all UK students with income below £25,000 were given a laptop-for-life. 2,425 

students received laptops across all faculties in 2020-2022 ensuring they can engage in their studies 

on campus and remotely. 

One aspect not mentioned by students during the TEF focus group discussions, yet showing up in 

the Students’ Union surveys, is in relation to study space and quiet study space. Despite areas being 

set aside for group and individual learning the Heat Map data showed 19% of students stating lack 

of study space was an issue in 2022, and 17% of students indicating quiet study space was an issue.  

These figures were higher during COVID-19 when students were off campus and trying to continue 

studying at home.  

Having high quality learning and informal study spaces provides a well-received blended learning 

environment. Even though there are good amounts of study space, students would also like to see 

more dedicated social spaces with a variety of things to do when not studying, such as cafes, bars, 

and places to watch movies and hang out (Redbrick focus group- March 2022).  

 

 

We see the additional study space, and specialised education facilities, being created at the City 

South campus (Health, Education and Life Sciences Faculty) as a positive development. 

Student representation is a key element of how the University and the Students’ Union engages with 

students. The Students’ Union encourages students to provide feedback via various methods such 

as surveys, focus groups, student representatives, and directly to the academic staff to ensure that 

the student voice is heard and to advance the sense of belonging for all students. Students’ Union 

staff and officers, and University staff work together, through the Student Voice Committee, to 

develop and oversee student representation and related student voice activity as a means of 

“creating positive change in the University”. 

Most students (95%) at the TEF focus groups spoke about their experience of having had the 

opportunity to provide feedback on their courses, via mid-module evaluation. One student felt that 

there should be more opportunities to provide feedback, because surveys such as mid-module 

evaluations consist of closed question which limits the student to express views on the course. Some 

students stated they were more comfortable with the anonymous nature of mid-module evaluations 

because they could be more open in expressing their views. 

“I think more social study spots cosy and softer environment” (Red Brick Comment). 
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Students at the TEF focus groups also felt that the staff valued students’ views, and suggestions 

were actioned which helped to shape the student experience. Students mentioned that lecturers 

actively engaged with students, organising sessions to go through the feedback to make sure that 

the students’ views were understood and appreciated. They felt this feedback was taken seriously 

by academics, faculties, and departments having an impact on teaching and learning at BCU. 

Several of the focus group attendees mentioned that they do not feel the feedback was valued by 

the staff, and therefore more opportunities were required to express their views on their experience 

at BCU. 

Feedback through other channels has also been taken on board by the University. During the Heat 

Map survey in 2020, 23% of students raised concerns regarding interactive lectures. This was raised 

with the University for action and concerns about this issue dropped to 18% in 2021 and then 16% 

in 2022. 

Whilst there is a largely positive view from the TEF focus group and the NSS on the opportunities 

that students have to provide feedback on their course and that feedback is valued, the available 

data from elsewhere indicates students appear least satisfied with what actions are taken as a result 

of this feedback. NSS Q25 “It is clear how students’ feedback on the course has been acted on” (at 

56% in 2022) is the lowest scoring question in the Student Voice section. Data from other surveys 

would seem to support this. Data from Redbrick Wave showed that while the vast majority (70%) 

agreed that they could see efforts being made at Birmingham City University to help improve the 

academic experience for students, fewer students said they could see real change happening at the 

University as a result of these efforts, with only 55% agreeing. The responsibility to make students 

aware of actions taken from feedback rests mainly with staff at course and school level. Students 

were not necessarily aware of the outcomes of student feedback, e.g., the discussions that were 

taking place, the actions that were being taken, and where tangible changes were being made to 

affect students’ experiences. Data taken from the Students’ Union School Rep survey also showed 

that School Reps believed that 58% of students had a low level of awareness about the actions taken 

as a result of feedback, compared to 35% who had a high level of awareness.  

In partnership with the University, through the Student Voice Committee, further changes have been 

made to the Representation system to increase feedback, and the visibility of feedback.  These 

include 

• Use of MS Teams planners as a focal point for feedback 

• Change in name of Student Feedback forums (SFFs) to Course Feedback Forums (CFFs) - 

to provide clarity to students as to the purpose of the forums and reinforce the association 

with the academic sphere. This should also create more clarity around feedback routes. 

• More focus on the identification and dissemination of good practice across 

courses/schools/faculties. 

Our students develop significant transferable skills during their time at university which help them to 

step into their chosen career. According to NSS survey 2022, results show high 80%+ levels of 

agreement with the statements, B1.2 (“My communication skills have improved”.) and B15.3 (“The 

skills I have developed during my time in higher education will be useful for my future career”.) 

  

Every participant in the TEF focus group agreed that their courses and the University is helping them 

to enhance their interpersonal skills. 95% students mentioned that confidence is one of the important 

skills they enhanced, and this has been also evidenced in NSS 2022 survey question B1.1 (“The 

course has helped me to present myself with confidence” -73.7% agreement). Students also 
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A subsequent Heat Map survey (May 2020) still showed some of the same issues, but students 

appeared to be more confident about study/placement/assessment arrangements. The focus of their 

concerns turned to quality of lectures, feedback, and study support. However, as remote/online 

learning and teaching became more established and problems were identified and resolved by the 

University, these “issues” dropped down the rankings in later Heat Map surveys. 

Conclusion: 

When writing our submission, we chose to concentrate on several of the Features of Excellence and 

have drawn out some aspects evidenced by our pre-existing research and fed back to us through 

the TEF focus groups.  Much of what we found indicated that our students are largely satisfied with 

their experience at university, and that they feel they are benefiting from the educational environment 

and being given the opportunities to achieve. 

The Students’ Union has a strong relationship with the University with members of Students’ Union 

staff and elected officers holding regular meetings with the University and participating in an 

extensive range of committees such as Board of Governors, Student Experience Committee, and 

Academic Board. BCUSU staff and Officers also play pivotal roles in many sub committees and 

working groups such as the Mental Health Charter, Race Equality Working Group, alongside many 

others. 

BCUSU is proud to work with, and be part of, a university that values the importance of student voice 

and works hard to improve the student experience. Where we have highlighted student issues that 

need intervention, including those aspects detailed in the submission, it’s our experience that the 

University is open and willing to have to these discussions, and committed to resolving matters. 

 

 

 




