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Dear Candidate
Welcome from the Chair of the Board of Trustees and Durham SU President

Durham students created Durham SU in 1899 as the Student Representative Council, the first and only thing owned by every single student at our university, no matter what their course or College.

Over one hundred years later, student life is very different, but much of what we think is important and the way we work would be recognisable to our founders. We’re the champion of every Durham student. We’re interested in the things that matter to them. We stand up for their rights. We bring them together. We celebrate their success. And we’re still unique at Durham, because we belong to every student, and we’re where every student belongs.

Student trustees are a vital part of making Durham SU work. They bring insight into student life right now, ask difficult questions, challenge assumptions, and help ensure that decisions made by the Board work for students across Durham. We’re so pleased you may be interested in helping us make Durham University fairer and better as a student trustee.

You don’t need any previous governance experience to apply. Most student trustees learn about the role while in the role, and we provide a full induction and ongoing support and development. What matters most to us is that you care about student success, are willing to think carefully and act collectively on difficult issues and want Durham SU to succeed. 

We want every person involved with Durham SU to feel welcome and to be supported to be brilliant. Please read this pack, review our online materials, and get in contact with us at su.admin@durham.ac.uk if you’d like an informal conversation about the role in advance of submitting an application. 

Yours sincerely
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Graeme Osborn, Chair of the Board of Trustees
Abi Taylor, Durham SU President

Headline recruitment information

You can apply for the role using Durham SU’s online application form. You’ll be asked to submit a CV and to answer three questions:

· Why do you want to join Durham SU as a trustee and how do your personal values align with the students’ union’s values?
· What perspective, judgement, or experience of student life can you contribute to our Board’s collective strength?
· Student trustees are different to elected representatives. How would you approach making decisions in the best interests of Durham students as a whole?
Applications will close at midday on Friday 29 May.
Shortlisting will take place on w/c 1 June 2026.
Interviews will take place on 10, 11 or 12 June 2026, in person, in Dunelm House.

As part of induction, we’ll want to listen to your experience and development needs, but:
· We’ll invite successful candidates to attend initial training on 23 June 2026.
· We’ll invite all new trustees to observe a meeting on 24 June 2026.

The rest of this pack sets out who we are, what we’re about, and the expectations we should have of each other. It offers some guidance on how best to answer the three questions.

What do student trustees do?

Student trustees are members of Durham SU’s Board of Trustees, the group ultimately responsible for the students’ union’s direction, governance, and success. The Board makes decisions about:
· Durham SU’s strategy and priorities.
· Financial sustainability and use of resources.
· Risk, accountability, and legal compliance.
· Organisational culture and values.
· How Durham SU supports and represents students.

Student trustees help ensure that the Board understands the reality of student life and the likely impact of decisions on students across Durham. All trustees, however, share a duty to ask questions, contribute thoughtfully, challenge appropriately, and make decisions using their best judgement, collectively, in the best interests of Durham students.

You’re not expected to arrive already understanding charity governance or company law. We’ll support you to learn in role, so you make decisions fully aware of your responsibilities.

What makes this role different from other student leadership roles?

This role is different from being a course representative, JCR officer, society leader, campaign organiser, or elected Officer. Student trustees aren’t elected to pursue a manifesto or personal agenda. They’re not expected to campaign on behalf of a particular group, College, society, or viewpoint. Instead, trustees help govern the organisation as a whole.
That means thinking carefully about long-term impact, sustainability, fairness, legal duties, and the interests of Durham students as a whole, including students whose experiences or priorities may be very different from your own.

This does not mean leaving your experiences behind. Quite the opposite: student trustees are appointed because their perspectives matter. But trustees use those perspectives to help the Board make better decisions, not to pursue individual programmes or platforms.

We think this distinction is important and healthy. Durham SU needs both representative student leaders and thoughtful student governors.

We know that Durham SU has to be different, because Durham is different

Durham SU’s values endure between trustees, strategies, staff and students, because they make us who we are. Even when living out our values would make things tough, or controversial, or expensive, we prioritise long-term commitment over short-term discomfort. If we did otherwise, we wouldn’t be Durham SU. We value:

· care and responsibility, because our students matter to us more than anything.
· imagination and collectivism, because we’re grounded in our distinctive collegiate community.
· ambition and optimism, because we believe Durham students can – and do – change the world.

Our purpose 

We’re interested in the things that matter to students, and we stand up for their rights. We bring students together, and we celebrate their success. So, our mission, simply, is: we’re the champion of every Durham student. 

Our mission follows from our charitable purpose to advance the education of Durham students, which we do in two different but complimentary ways:
· We use our influence to improve the academic education delivered by Durham University.
· We use our infrastructure to support social education delivered by students to each other.

In your first answer, we’d find it helpful to understand what’s important to you and know that you understand what’s important to us.

We want to make sure we’ll work well together because we believe in the same things. We’re really into new takes on our values: some students connect strongly with ‘care’, others with ‘collectivism’, and some with ‘ambition’. Just let us know what matters to you and why.

We want to know more about the perspective you’d bring 

We’re not looking for applications from a certain type of student, course, background, or experience. You don’t need to have held any formal leadership positions before. The most important thing about being a student trustee is an enthusiasm for Durham students and a willingness to contribute thoughtfully and responsibly to collective decision-making.
You might bring:
· Insight into particular aspects of student life.
· Experience of student leadership or volunteering.
· Curiosity and willingness to ask difficult questions.
· Experience balancing competing priorities.
· Confidence working collaboratively with others.
· Experience supporting communities or organising activity.
· An understanding of challenges students face.
· Independence of judgement.
· Thoughtfulness and emotional intelligence.
· Experience of Durham University from a perspective not always well represented.

In your second answer, we’d simply like to understand more about what you think you’d add in particular, based on your professional and personal journey to date.

We’re doing important work

Our strategy is based on extensive research, and conversation with our members, and guides our work to 2027. We’re looking for people to join our Board of Trustees who can help us achieve the vision of our strategy to make Durham a better, fairer University.

Our strategy prioritises three goals. We’re going to:
· Bring students across Durham together.
· Build confidence in the purpose and value of the students’ union.
· Tackle the big issues that hold students back.

You can read our strategy here. 

We’re also excited about the development of our strategy, which will guide our work from 2027, and our new trustees will play a leading role in collective decisions about our future.

In your third answer, we’d like to understand how you’d approach making decisions in the interests of Durham students as a whole, mindful of the work ahead of us to craft a new strategy for the students’ union.

We’re not looking for perfect answers or technical governance language. We’re interested in your judgement, thoughtfulness, openness to complexity, and ability to think beyond your own immediate experience.

What makes students’ unions different?

Durham SU, like many students’ unions, is regulated as a charity. But while ‘charity’ is an accurate legal description, and we’re a professional organisation, we come from a proud heritage of democratic and membership organisations. Durham students want to do things with each other, for each other, and aren’t into having things done to them. So, Durham SU being ‘led by the trustees’ has to sit comfortably alongside Durham SU being ‘led by the students’. There’s tension here, but we manage this well, because we pay constant attention to both our character and our legal responsibilities.


Our Board of Trustees is made up of:
· Three student Officers, elected by Durham students and employed by Durham SU to represent students full-time.
· Five students, appointed from the student body during their studies.
· Five lay trustees, appointed to add professional experience to the Board’s discussions and decisions.

All trustees have exactly the same rights and responsibilities, even if they’re appointed in different ways.

Durham SU’s governing documents are our Articles of Association. Our Annual Report provides insight into the work we do each year. 

We’re regulated on some issues by Durham University, who are also our principal funder and the focus of our representative and campaigning work. We have a well-established and successful relationship with the university, based on confident constructive challenge.

Nobody wants Durham University to succeed more than its students, and Durham SU is the organisation students created to help make that happen. We work with our institution in partnership, to make Durham University better and fairer for students, but that isn’t the same as agreeing with everything the university’s executive wants to do! Our trustees understand this balancing act – as do our university executive! – and we have a mature and sophisticated approach to managing this tension.


What we should expect from each other

We want to be upfront about mutual expectations because we hope that’ll help you decide whether this role is right for you.

We’d like you to approach the role seriously and positively, even if governance is new to you.

All trustees are expected to meet the essential duties of a trustee:
· Act in Durham SU’s best interests.
· Act with reasonable skill and care.
· Ensure Durham SU is carrying out its purposes for the benefit of Durham students.
· Manage Durham SU’s resources responsibly.
· Ensure Durham SU is accountable.
· Comply with Durham SU’s governing documents, and the law.

You need to be aware of and abide by the Nolan Principles of Public Life.
· Selflessness
· Integrity
· Objectivities
· Accountability
· Openness
· Honesty
· Leadership

You should be willing and able to:
· Prepare for meetings and read papers carefully.
· Listen thoughtfully to others, ask questions, and contribute to discussions.
· Respect confidentiality where appropriate.
· Respect the different roles of elected student Officers, student volunteers, and the Durham SU staff team.
· Declare and manage interests appropriately.
· Make decisions collectively.

You’ll need to be eligible to serve as a trustee and not be disqualified for any reason. We’ll register you with Companies House and with the Charity Commission if you’re appointed and you’ll need to declare your eligibility to serve to the statutory regulators. If you have any reason to believe this is a problem for you, please discuss this with us.

Durham SU’s Code of Conduct for trustees sets out our expectations of behaviour and standards.

We expect all trustees (and applicants) to declare any relevant interests. Our Management of Interests Policy sets out the way we understand and manage interests.

Practicalities

You can expect that we will:
· Provide training and development for all trustees.
· Support you in learning about governance and charity leadership.
· Brief you on issues affecting students and higher education.
· Support your access needs and participation.
· Give you sufficient time to prepare for meetings.
· Create an environment where student trustees contribute confidently.

We expect that there will usually be five Board meetings in a year. Each meeting lasts around three hours, and we think reading and discussing papers in advance will usually take about two hours for each meeting. We have one full day of strategic development each year. The dates for the next year of meetings are:
· 24 June 2026.
· 9 September 2026 (Board development day)
· 25 November 2026.
· 27 January 2027.
· 17 March 2027.
· 26 May 2027.
· 14 July 2027 (Board development day).

Trustees are volunteers who do not get paid, but we encourage all expenses to be claimed so there is no cost to you to serving on our Board. We commit to spend whatever time and money is necessary to support your access needs, and personal development.

Diversifying our Board

We’re committed to ensuring that students with a diverse range of experiences and perspectives are encouraged to apply and contribute fully as trustees.

We know that some students can find formal leadership positions intimidating or inaccessible, particularly where public visibility or campaigning is involved. We hope this recruitment process creates a more supportive and accessible pathway into governance and leadership at Durham SU.

We would particularly welcome applications from students whose experiences and perspectives are currently underrepresented in leadership and governance roles. This includes students of colour, women students, and disabled students.

If you are interested in becoming a trustee but aren’t sure whether you meet the requirements, please get in touch for an informal conversation.
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