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1 BACKGROUND
Quality literacy and empowerment relies on the ability to effectively deal with information, i.e. information literacy. Prospective and first-time student entrants need to make informed decisions about the quality of institutions and programmes. Therefore students need to be able to evaluate the available information in terms of reliability, accurateness and legitimacy. According to Naidoo (2004) quality literacy for students entails the following aspects: 
· Awareness of how the higher education institution and programmes work;

· Understanding what can be expected of a quality higher education institution and programme;

· Using quality related information to inform judgments and decisions about the quality of an institution and/or programme;

· Knowing how student opinion can best be heard and used in respect of the quality of institutions and programmes.
Naidoo (2004) argues that quality empowerment entails the concept of agency - the ability not only to participate in but also to shape education. The quality of teaching and learning, for example, is shaped by engagements between the lecturer and the student. Students are equally responsible to shape the quality of their learning experiences. Empowered students have the ability not only to make the correct choices with regard to institutions and programmes, but also to play a positive role in promoting and enhancing the quality of education processes and outcomes.
The Council on Higher Education (CHE) and the National Association of Distance Education Organisations of South Africa (NADEOSA) initiated a project in collaboration with the student leadership of the country, namely the South African Union of Students (SAUS), to embark on a road to develop and improve student quality literacy and to develop a framework for a NADEOSA /SAUS Strategy on Learner Engagement in Quality Enhancement in South African Higher Education. 
The first step of the project’s action plan was to arrange a workshop with SAUS at the NADEOSA conference. The purpose of the workshop was to establish a shared understanding of the role of the learner in quality education provision. 
The facilitator used the World Café social technology to host the session and elicit information on meaningful questions around student participation and learner engagement to enhance quality at higher institutions. 

The next section of the report will deal with the responses to the structured questions. 

2 DIALOGUE OUTCOMES
The facilitator asked the participants to group themselves at the café tables to discuss the questions and take notes of the ideas on the sheets provided.

Question 1: 
At present, what is the nature of student involvement in your institutional affairs?

Information obtained:
1.1 Group 1
Students are involved in governance structures, i.e. Senate, Institutional Forum, Council, Council, and Management Committee, but they are concerned about access to resources, feedback on assessment, breakdown of communication between students and academics and students are not yet involved in the evaluation of modules. The involvement of students on quality matters is limited to participation on governance structures. There is general under-representation of students in governance structures. Furthermore, there is a concern about continuity in the SRC-office and therefore a lack of continuity in quality-related matters. There is a need for capacity-building to enable and empower students to present their case pertaining to quality issues. 

1.2 Group 2
Students are represented at institutional level on committees such as Senate, Academic Affairs, and Faculty Boards. The position of Class reps is formalized. However, the representation of students on the committees is minimized and students lack capacity to engage meaningfully.. The students feel that they are marginalised and that management does not listen to their voice. 

1.3 Group 3 
Students are represented on Council, Finance Committee, Senate, Institutional Forum, Library Committee and Academic Support Committee. Students are concerned about the lack of training provided to student reps, lack of access to resources and facilities and that the newly elected SRC has no knowledge of evaluating quality. Another issue is that lecturer feedback is not quick.  
Question 2: 
How do you see your role in assuring the quality of education provision in higher education?

Information obtained:
2.1 Group 1

· To encourage students to play an active role in ensuring that the institution assures them of value of their qualifications; 

· To contribute in education community around quality matters in education;

· To encourage students to form class reps to address their academic challenges;

· To encourage students to take their studies more seriously.

2.2 Group 2

· There must be class reps to address classroom issues;
· Establish faculty reps;

· Establish and implement mentorship programmes for struggling students;

· Students should participate meaningfully in support projects;

· Institution should ensure that curriculum restructuring does not disadvantage students;

· Proper handovers to be done so that outdated debates will not be debated afresh.
2.3 Group 3

· Capacity of students need to be developed so that they have a clear understanding of statutory documents pertaining to quality assurance, i.e. institutional audits and programme accreditation;

· The institution needs to ensure access to policy resources;

· Students need to be actively involved in the curriculum development process as a stakeholder making a significant contribution towards issues such the learning design, relevance of topics and fee structure.  

Question 3:
What practical steps should be taken to enhance learner engagement in your institution?
Information obtained:


3.1 Group 1

· Involvement of role players in the curriculum development process;

· Capacity of stakeholders to critically engage on quality issues;

· Institutions and professional associations should contribute towards capacity building;

· Representation in committees should be increased;

· SRC’s should constantly monitor student participation.

3.2 Group 2

· Interactive group (e.g. lecturer present);
· Timetable structure;

· Involvement of students in curriculum review;

· Performance of lecturers should be continuously reviewed in terms of their strengths and weaknesses;

· Institutions should offer extra classes/tutorials.

3.3 Group 3

· Clear, unambiguous information should be disseminated to students before they enrol;

· There should be proper academic development and support for those students who don’t qualify for a certain programme;

· Mechanisms should be in place to facilitate communication between lecturers/tutors and students to arrive at clear understanding. 
3  DISCUSSION
Should an institution wish to engage learners in quality promotion, their mission should be , according to Sharp (2006) to:
· create more demanding learners by building their aspirations and expectations, 

· helping the learners to develop their personal vision to become more self-directed life-long learners, 

· to raise the quality of the learning experience, 

· more positive interaction between learners and lecturers are encouraged and facilitated, 

· and the institution supports and strengthens the student associations’ advocacy for learners and actively supports the amplification of the voice of the learners through systematic research. 

Cockburn (2006), who charted student involvement practice at a number of higher and further education institutions in Scotland, cautioned that best practice for collecting the learner voice in one institution, is not necessarily reflective of the same context for another institution. The way in which an institution involves learners is never static, but rather a developing trend. Learners might be involved in internal subject reviews, serve on complaints panels, or be fully involved in institutional quality audits. Effective learner involvement relies on timeous and proper training, good communication between the institution and the student organizations and between the associations themselves, and the accessibility of information. 

Cockburn (op cit) found that the learner voice is effective when students attend the proposed sessions, but is more effective when learners actively shape the agenda of meetings of their decisions. He proposes three definitions of involvement:

· Opportunity: Students are given the opportunity to attend meetings;

· Attendance: Students take up that opportunity;

· Engagement: Students not merely attend but are able to make an effective contribution. 

Furthermore, where institutional staff felt that the student leaders were engaged, this seemed to be accompanied by several factors, identified by both staff and student officers:

· Students were more active than passive, which meant that they did not wait to be asked for their opinion;

· Students were able to act proactively in the sense that they could ask for items to appear on the agendas;

· Students did not merely use formal mechanisms to air their opinions, but rather were frequently able to use informal mechanisms highly effectively. 

4 SUMMARY

The results of the group discussion are consistent with the current literature on learner involvement to enhance quality. According to best practices and guidelines identified in the literature, the way forward in South Africa requires a careful consideration of the following important characteristics of learner involvement: 
· it entails a radically new role and identity of the student; 

· involvement is accompanied and sustained through systematic research;

· it is context specific and dynamic;

· it relies on timeous and proper training to enable capacity building and empowerment of all stakeholders;

· it requires good and effective communication between the institution and student organizations and other associations;

· it relies on accessibility and availability of information, resources and facilities;

· involvement means opportunity, attendance and effective engagement utilising contribution possibilities;  
· and involvement is accompanied by pro-activity on a formal and informal manner. 

The effectiveness of learner involvement at any institution seems to be dependant on the level of integration into the general affairs and overall culture of the institution. 
5 CONCLUSION

The HEQC/SAUS/NADEOSA project is a significant collaborative effort in getting the social partners together to share and shape the map of the South African learner involvement future. NADEOSA is co0mmitted to developing a project proposal and jointly seeking funding to take this initiative forward.
***********
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