
Academia Journal of Scientific Research 8(2): 072-080, February 2020 
DOI: 10.15413/ajsr.2020.0501 
ISSN 2315-7712 
©2020 Academia Publishing 
 
 

 
 

Research Paper 
 
Student leadership and governance in public management development institutes 

of Uganda: Tokenism or effective participation? 
 
 

Accepted 19th February, 2020 
 
ABSTRACT  
 
Globally, there are recurring debates on student participation in the echelons of higher 
educational institutions. The essence of student participation in institutional leadership and 
governance is mainly to foster decision-making. Indeed, many developing countries, Uganda 
inclusive, have over the years promoted student participation in leadership and governance 
following from the global Agenda. Higher educational institutions ensure student 
representation on the governing councils, senate, top management, Alumni Associations, 
Students’ Guild, among others. These organs are constituted by a blend of representation, 
some of which have student representatives, while the Students’ Guild is entirely 
constituted of student leaders with its main mandate being submission of student issues for 
consideration of management and supreme bodies. However, there is still ineffective 
student participation in leadership and governance of higher educational institutions in the 
world in general and specifically in Uganda. The study investigated the effectiveness of 
student participation in leadership and governance of higher educational institutions, 
taking a case of Uganda Management Institute, where the Ladder for Citizen Participation 
model was used to support deriving meanings and understandings from the participants’ 
experiences and stories. The findings show that student participation in leadership and 
governance is still facing a lot of challenges including: not being allotted sufficient space to 
air out their views in the decision-making process; being overwhelmed by demands from 
their student constituents; facing and convincing more qualified and experienced leaders 
with whom they pursue leadership and governance in higher educational institutions. The 
study further found out that though emphasis has over the years been put on student 
participation in leadership and governance of higher education institutions, it is rather 
ineffective. However, the study found out that there is some level of participation by 
students in leadership and governance in higher education institutions; they therefore 
belong to higher strands on the Ladder for Citizens Participation. In conclusion therefore, 
though there is an attempt towards student participation in higher education leadership 
and governance in Uganda, it is rather ineffective. This implies that it is at the tokenism 
strand of the Ladders for Citizen Participation model. 
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Tertiary Institutions Act. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Participation of students in decision making at higher 
education level has been considered a crucial element of 
governance since the Bologna process (ESU, 2018). 
Klemenčič (2012) defines student participation in 

leadership and governance as the formal and actual ability 
to influence the decision making process in higher 
education sector. This implies that in order to count student 
participation as effective, it  has  to  gain  recognition by the 
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respective institutions but also ensuring that the students 
actually participate in the decision making process. The 
essence of such student participation in leadership and 
governance is mainly to foster the decision-making process 
at respective higher educational institutions. Popovic 
(2011) asserts that student participation in leadership and 
governance of higher education institutions got official 
recognition in the year 2001; however, it was a concept 
known especially to the developed world. Relatedly, 
Hossain (2015) advances that students are principal 
stakeholders in higher education institutions and as such, 
need to be involved in their leadership at the top level. 
Good governance in the higher education sector promotes 
the concept of shared governance, also referred to as 
distributed leadership, which among other things, requires 
the representation of the various stakeholders (including 
students) in the decision making processes of universities 
(Tamrat and Ababa, 2017). 

Absolutely, many developing countries, Uganda inclusive 
have over the years promoted student participation in 
leadership and governance following from the global 
Agenda. There is a going concern that on graduation, 
students lack skills in leadership which works against their 
competitiveness in the global market (Kelly and Azaola, 
2015). This also calls for effective participation of students 
in leadership especially at higher education level since this 
is where they may attain more experience as they would 
learn a lot from experienced leaders from different walks of 
life. Chen and Wu (2016) report that membership on 
university committees and boards are constituted of 
members from different occupational background and 
gender. This comes with a lot of diversity in terms of 
leadership experience which the student leaders may gain 
from and that may later be beneficial to them after school. 
According to Boland (2014), participation of students in 
governance of higher education institutions is rather a civic 
role which promotes general democratisation of countries 
due to participation of former student leaders in the social 
democratic process. 

In Uganda, constitution of higher education institutions is 
guided by the Universities and Other Tertiary Institutions 
Act of 2001, as amended in 2006 which guides on the 
composition of the different public university organs such 
as the University Council, Committees of a University 
Council, University Senate, among others. University 
Councils should have representatives from local authorities, 
convocation, the public, two student representatives, 
among others (UOTIA, 2001). The composition implies that 
the student representatives would gain experience in 
leadership from more experienced people who form part of 
the organs and thus, this would contribute to better 
democratisation as may be provided after they graduate. 

Uganda Management Institute (UMI) is the only public 
Management Development Institute in Uganda. It was 
established in 1969 as an Institute of Public Administration 
(IPA) as an Agency of the Ministry of Public Service (MPS) 

responsible for providing in-service training to public 
servants in Uganda; UMI has greatly transformed (UMI, 
2017). From the very beginning, the Institute was 
conceived as a critical component of the country’s 
transformation and development, and was deemed 
responsible for strengthening the management capacities of 
managers of various institutions. The enactment of the UMI 
Statute in 1992 transformed IPA into UMI and granted it a 
semi-autonomous status to develop its own certificate, 
diploma and degree programmes. The Institute remained 
an agency under the Ministry of Public Service until 2001. 
The enactment of the 2001 University and Other Tertiary 
Institutions Act (UOTIA) repealed the UMI Statute of 1992 
thereby placing the Institute under the Ministry of 
Education and Sports (MOE&S). The UOTIA as enacted did 
not quite capture the UMI mandate which was amended in 
2006 allowing UMI to be classified as an “Other Degree 
Awarding Institution” (section 19). As such, UMI as a 
Management Development Institute (MDI) is mandated to 
award degrees without necessarily becoming a University 
(Universities and Institutions, 2006). Like all higher 
education institutions, UMI is regulated by the Universities 
and Other Tertiary Institutions Act of 2001, as amended in 
2006. As such, it also has to ensure that students effectively 
participate in the leadership and governance of the 
Institute. Therefore, every year the Institute organises 
elections of student leaders including the Guild, student 
representatives on the Governing Council and its 
Committees. The student leaders should, ideally ensure 
effective representation of their constituents at the top 
leadership and governance level of the Institute especially 
to have student issues forwarded and considered. The 
question therefore is that do the student leaders effectively 
participate in the leadership and governance of the 
Institute, or it is mere tokenism? The paper attempts to 
present opinions and views from documents and the 
student leaders themselves. 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Shanmuga et al. (2007) define leadership as the ability to 
directly or indirectly influence the way a group of people 
behave, think and act.  Yet according to Appelbaum et al. 
(2015), leadership refers to a display of confidence to 
prevail over a given group of people in terms of behaviour 
and attitudes. According to Airini et al. (2011), student 
leadership is strategically important to the tertiary 
education sector, to each of its stakeholders; from students 
through to staff, and those who use the benefit from 
university services. In line with the aforementioned, 
Uganda’s Universities and Other Tertiary Institutions Act 
(UOTIA), No 7 of 2001 as amended in 2003 and 2006, 
makes specific demands in Section 38 about who should be 
part of university councils in Uganda. As part of the 
members, the Act suggests that there should be two student  

representatives (Universities and Institutions, 2006). These 
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Figure 1: Ladder of Citizen Participation Source: Arnstein (2004). 

 
 
student representatives, according to the UOTIA hold office 
for one year though eligible for re-election so long as they 
are students of the university. 

Further to the above argument, Luescher et al. (2015) 
state that as long as students, as members of the academic 
community, are engaged in academic activities, the 
protection accorded by the principle of academic freedom 
applies and thus, justification for student participation in 
higher education leadership. This implies that it is prudent 
for students to engage in higher education leadership in 
order to ensure that their issues are forwarded to higher 
authorities for consideration and solving. Pincho and 
Brown (2009) argue that when leaders recognise 
themselves as belonging to some specific social groupings, 
they tend to attach a lot of importance to those particular 
groups. The argument implies that in order for student 
issues to be effectively handled, they would require their 
own voices to reach high level organs in higher education 
institutions through their own leaders who identify easily 
with them. Relatedly, Hogg and Reid (2006) postulate that 
leaders are always motivated to successfully pursue 
concerns of their constituents in their respective in-group 
fit.  

Leaders always make an effort to communicate 
something about themselves and in so doing, one would 
appreciate concerns of the people that they lead (Hogg and 
Smith, 2007). The argument promotes that without having 
representatives in the leadership circles, students’ concerns 
and challenges may not easily reach top decision making 
organs and as such, may not be resolved. Klemenčič (2012) 
promotes that when students participate in decision 
making within higher education institutions, they tend to 
make a very big contribution which may not be achieved 
without this kind of engagement. This also implies that the 
higher education sector needs to prioritise effective 
engagement of students in leadership of their respective 

institutions at the top level. However, Boland (2014) 
advances that participation of students in higher education 
leadership has not featured prominently in the governance 
arena. This implies that though there is some effort to 
ensure student participation in higher education 
leadership, their actual participation leaves a lot to be 
desired. 

Tamrat and Ababa (2017) advance that when students 
are involved in higher education institution leadership and 
governance; it creates improved trust and understanding 
among the university community. The argument implies 
that participation of students in higher education 
leadership and governance promotes effective decision 
making since issues that may pertain academic excellence 
and institutional growth may easily be articulated and 
solved. Relatedly, Planas et al. (2011) acknowledge that in 
the field of university leadership and governance, student 
participation promotes functioning of their respective 
institutions. 

To underpin this study, the Ladder of Citizen 
Participation model was used in order to understand the 
levels of student participation in leadership and governance 
of Uganda Management Institute. The Ladder of Citizen 
Participation model was developed by Arnstein (2004) to 
provide guidance about the process of drawing clearer 
understanding of students’ levels of participation and 
meanings they attached to that process. Arnstein (2004) 
asserts that empowering people enables submission of 
their views to higher authorities, but only through ensuring 
effective participation in leadership. The student leaders 
require empowerment in order to execute their leadership 
mandate. 

In Figure 1, Arnstein (2004) postulates that if leaders are 
to participate effectively, the ladder gives a three-strand 
pattern   with eight rungs where the first strand of non- 
participation   comes   with   manipulation    and    need    for 
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therapy. Therefore, in a nutshell, the first strand is 
characterised by non-participation.  

The second strand is tokenism, and comes with leaders 
accessing some information; undertaking consultations; 
and placation. Therefore, participation in the second strand 
shows some improved level of participation where 
stakeholders (student leaders in the context of the study) 
have access to some information and are consulted on some 
important issues affecting the institution. The third strand 
is citizen power, and is characterised by full empowerment 
of stakeholders and comes with leading through 
partnerships, exercising full delegated power and having a 
lot of control. The Ladder of Citizen Participation helped the 
study to get an understanding regarding the magnitude of 
empowerment of female student leaders that enabled them 
to execute their leadership mandate. 

The model gave the study chance to draw meanings and 
understandings on whether the promoted student 
participation in leadership and governance at Uganda 
Management Institute belongs to the highest strand of 
citizen power unlike the second strand of tokenism. The 
study found out that student participation in leadership and 
governance of higher educational institutions does not 
belong to the first two strands of non-participation; 
manipulation and therapy. It was rather found to belong to 
the tokenism strand with informing, consultation and 
placation strands. Tokenism is where student leaders get 
information on leadership and governance; they are 
consulted; while they would just be appeased (placation) by 
feeling the sense of involvement without necessarily 
participating effectively in leadership and governance.   

Bergan (2003) advances that though student 
participation in higher education leadership has been 
emphasised over the years, there are scant facts on positive 
results. This study therefore attempts to bring out 
empirical evidence on whether there is effective 
representation of students in higher education leadership 
and governance. Otherwise, the study also points at facts on 
this kind of representation being tokenism unlike effective 
representation.  
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
This study deployed two major data generation methods; 
document review and a thorough literature review and 
analysis as well as key informant interviews. Key 
informants that were targeted in the study included 19 
former Guild Executive members of which data were 
generated from 16 using unstructured interviews held in 
May 2019. The researcher also utilised his experience in 
student leadership at Uganda Management Institute to 
critique the generated data. Analysis of the qualitative 
findings involved content analysis following the stories 
captured from the data generation methods. This allowed 
interpretation as well as drawing meanings and 

understanding from the stories captured, thus enabling 
conclusions on whether student participation in leadership 
and governance of public Management Development 
Institutions is rather tokenism or effective participation.  
 
  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The study found that the concept of student participation in 
leadership and governance of higher education institutions 
has been at the forefront of governance in the sector. 
Literature indicates that following from the Bologna 
process (ESU, 2018), participation of students in leadership 
is rather promoted in order to make these institutions more 
functional. It also promotes the democratisation of 
countries since through participation; students’ capacity in 
leadership and governance is built thus creating a pool of 
leaders in the future (Boland, 2014). It therefore implies 
that students in public management development institutes 
need to participate in the leadership and governance arena 
in order to gain experience and capacity in the field, as well 
as to promote student issues for consideration. This would 
lead to promotion of these public management 
development institutions’ functionality and growth 
(Klemenčič, 2012). 
 
 
Is student participation in leadership and governance 
effective? 
 
Bergan (2003) asserts that student participation in 
leadership and governance of higher education institutions 
is a necessary evil since they are key partners in 
development of the sector. Participants in the study 
advanced that student participation in leadership and 
governance at Uganda Management Institute was to some 
extent effective. Most of them attested to the fact that 
students are given chance to execute their leadership 
mandate, yet at the same time they get opportunity to gain 
experience in the leadership and governance arena. This is 
in support of Acharya (2015)’s assertion that in general 
there is student participation in higher education 
leadership and governance since they form membership on 
Senate and other organs. This was also promoted by 
participants in this study, where one of them observed:  
 

“In my view, student participation in leadership at 
UMI has been fine. We are given a platform to 
express our views alongside other non-student 
leaders at the Institute. We can easily contact the 
Director for Programs and Students’ Affairs in order 
to forward student issues. Student issues are actually 
handled; for instance in my tenure, internet 
bandwidth was increased, which allowed more 
access; the timeframe to conduct examinations was 
also  adjusted   on   the  request  of  students  through  
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their leaders; set timeframe to pay graduation fees 
was also extended on request. Top management is 
generally open- minded and supportive of student 
leaders”.  

 
The argument implies that Uganda Management Institute 
provides students with an opportunity to participate in 
leadership and governance. This further gives them chance 
to participate in the decision making process. Another 
study participant noted:  
 

“On the whole arrangement, it’s good for UMI’s mode 
of engagement, where students are given chance to 
make a contribution in the decision making process”. 
Another participant noted: participation of students 
in leadership and governance at UMI is to some 
extent effective. Students are given a platform to 
exercise their leadership skills and issues can easily 
be channelled to respective Institute organs”. 

 
Relatedly, Acharya (2015) reports that by allowing effective 
student participation in leadership and governance, their 
skills are enhanced. This implies that student participation 
in leadership would be more effective if they are given an 
open platform towards growth of their leadership skills. In 
this study, it was also found that student leaders access all 
information required during pursuance of leadership and 
governance. 

The study further found that to an extent, student 
participation in leadership and governance is rather 
effective. This is due to the fact that some student leaders 
submit student issues and views during decision making 
and they are actually considered. One study participant 
observed: 
 

“It is true that UMI students are being effectively 
represented in leadership and governance. In 
Council, issues forwarded are actually handled. I was 
a representative on the Joint Quality Assurance 
Committee and feedback on student end of module 
evaluation is given. Timing of the end of module 
evaluations was also adjusted to earlier before 
conducting tests unlike a few minutes to the tests”. 

 
The argument implies that for the active student leaders, 
there is always room to contribute ideas at the top level, 
which ideas are actually listened to and to some extent 
considered. In support of this assertion, one participant 
explained:“issues like complaints on poor facilitators 
regarding dissemination of knowledge are responded to by 
management”. For such response to student issues, the 
students get the satisfaction in their leaders, like the 
participant reiterated:“students are generally happy with 
their participation in leadership and governance at the 
Institute”.This is supported by Acharya (2015), who 
promotes that student participation in leadership and 

governance promotes a democratic culture of shared 
authority and interdependent responsibility in higher 
education institutions to the satisfaction of the student 
body. 

Uganda Management Institute Management has in 
general supported student leadership and governance. 
Students are supported to participate in leadership and 
governance in several ways. One participant 
observed:“Management guided the election of student 
leaders and there was no interference. It was basically a 
student activity with only the Director for Programs coming 
in to guide the process”.  Management also allows student 
voices to reach the top most organs of the Institute. The 
participant explained: “Student voices reach top levels. The 
Director has organised meetings with student leaders several 
times to capture student issues. At some point we interacted 
with the Public Relations Officer and the Director General – 
their offices are easily approachable”. Another study 
participant explained: “…actually, leadership and 
governance has been very effective, though with some 
constraints regarding financial management”. 

 
 
Is student leadership and governance mere tokenism? 
 
Findings from a study also advance that though there is 
promotion of student participation in leadership and 
governance of higher education institutions, it is rather not 
sufficient (Boland, 2014). Similarly, according to Acharya 
(2015), in the developing world, even though higher 
education institutions have guiding legal framework on 
student participation in leadership and governance, there is 
scanty evidence that the practice is effective. This implies 
that the kind of student participation in leadership and 
governance is tokenism as opposed to effective 
participation. With this kind of practice, though students 
may be seen as participating in leadership and governance 
of public management development Institutes such as 
Uganda Management Institute, they may not actually 
contribute effectively to the decision-making process. One 
study participant observed: 

 
In my opinion, a lot is lacking regarding 
student leadership and governance. Student 
leadership is actually pursued as if UMI is 
not a Management Development Institute. 
Student Leaders at UMI are made rather 
submissive, which limits their ability to 
pursue leadership and governance 
effectively. 

 
Another study participant also advanced: 

 
“In some instances, participation of students 
in leadership and governance at UMI  is  not  
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very effective. There is general lack of 
institutionalized mandate of especially 
Class Presidents, who mainly exercise their 
leadership mandate on social media unlike 
interaction with other Institute leaders”. 

 
Without avenues for student leaders’ interaction with other 
leaders in any higher educational institution, there may not 
be full and effective participation in leaders. This also 
means that students may not be empowered to participate 
in the decision making process, most especially on issues 
that affect them. This also implies that student issues may 
not adequately be handled which impacts negatively on the 
functioning of these institutions. According to Planas et al. 
(2011), students argue that their lack of interest in 
participating in leadership and governance is premised 
under the fact that they perceive themselves as lacking in 
ownership of the higher education institutions. Students 
argue that they just ‘pass through’ these institutions and 
therefore may have no role to play in their leadership and 
governance since they attend the institution programs as 
mere consumers of public services (Planas et al., 2011). At 
Uganda Management Institute, students do not pick a lot of 
interest to participate in leadership and governance of the 
Institute, leaving it to a few colleagues to take up leadership 
positions which who at times come out unopposed. This 
may be attributed to the fact that those who participate 
experience abandonment in one way or the other as 
indicated by one of the study participants: 
 

 On joining the Student Guild, I consulted one of the 
predecessors of UMI Guild and she never had fond 
memories about her leadership since in her tenure 
the student leaders were not given any platform 
whatsoever to exercise their leadership mandate. In 
our term of office, I realized that this was partly true 
since I learnt that there are things that we could do 
and those that we could not do. This limited our 
effort to pursue student issues. 

 
The low participation of students in leadership and 
governance of public management development 
institutions may also be attributed to ignorance on the 
structures, which stipulate representation of students on 
the different organs. Planas et al. (2011) advances that 
students claim having limited information and 
communication on governance of their respective 
institutions and thus ignorance on actual organizational 
structures, as well as on their representation on governing 
bodies. About linkage of UMI Guild leaders with Top 
Management and the Governing Council, one former Guild 
Executive observed: “The Council has student 
representatives; so if you are not a Council member, what 
would you want from them?” This implies that student 
leadership may still have a gap to do with communication 
and sharing ideas among different student leader 

categories, yet it is presumed that they would be working 
together for a common cause. 

According to Planas et al. (2011), one of the leading 
reasons for low student participation in leadership and 
governance of higher education institutions is the fact that 
many of them work and study. In the affirmative to the 
argument, Uganda Management Institute runs postgraduate 
programs which are attended by a majority of students who 
actually work (UMI, 2017). This is also because UMI 
programs mainly run in the evening and over weekends to 
allow effective attendance since it would rather be difficult 
for working students to attend sessions during weekdays 
when they have to work. This is also in support of the 
argument that student participation in leadership and 
governance of public management development 
institutions is rather tokenism unlike effective 
participation. This is due to the fact that though the UOTIA 
(2001) promotes student participation in higher education 
institution leadership and governance (Universities and 
Institutions, 2006), chances are that their actual 
participation is ineffective. This may probably be due to 
them having insufficient time to pursue their leadership 
mandate. One participant observed:“the nature of students 
at UMI is for the working class, who may not have sufficient 
time to pursue leadership mandate”. This implies that 
though an olive branch may be extended to students to 
participate in leadership and governance in public 
management development institutes, their nature of being 
working class, may lead to ineffectiveness of their 
leadership mandate. Acharya (2015) promotes that though 
student leadership and governance is provided for in higher 
education legal framework, their actual participation is 
rather minimal. The understanding from this assertion is 
still drawn from the Ladder of Citizen Participation which 
again promotes an argument that such participation in 
leadership is tokenism, unlike effective participation which 
comes with full empowerment in the decision making 
process. 

Meanings and understandings from participants’ stories 
support the arguments in the Ladder for Citizen 
Participation model that though there is room to participate 
in leadership and governance, students may not effectively 
pursue it due to their own engagements. This again leads 
such leadership in to being tokenism other than being 
effective participation, thus meaning that students may 
remain with low empowerment in the decision making 
process. On the other hand, tokenism in student leadership 
at UMI was also attributed to the short term of office for 
student leaders. One participant observed: 
 

“Guild is just a formality; it is very hard for 
guild to do their work due to the short term 
in office of one year – even before office 
bearers settle to pursue their mandate, their 
term would be ending; and elections would 
be underway”. 
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The student leaders that participated in the study pointed 
out that though Uganda Management Institute put in place 
a platform for students to participate in leadership and 
governance, they do not effectively participate to desired 
levels. This is supported by Acharya (2015) who advances 
that since students as clients in higher education 
institutions are affected by the decisions taken, they have 
full right to participate in the entire decision making 
process in order to safeguard their interests. However, 
from this study, student leaders face several constraints 
during the pursuance of leadership and governance and 
thus affecting effective participation in the decision making 
process. One common constraint that was advanced had to 
do with financial management, where the Students’ Guild 
never had a separate bank account to allow them effectively 
undertake their activities. Instead accessing funding for 
their transactions was also required to go through the 
Institute processes and approvals. This, to them was a 
major hindrance towards undertaking their planned 
activities. One respondent observed:“Guild fees paid under 
the central financing administration suffocates student guild 
activities”. Another participant also argued: 
 

“It is difficult to get facilitation to travel to 
the branches due to over reliance on 
Institute funding basket, where on several 
occasions, the Student Guild would be given 
excuses of insufficient liquidity at the 
Institute”. 

 
Student leaders also noted that at times their constituents, 
the students, exert a lot of pressure when they have issues 
yet it may often times beyond the student leaders’ control. 
Students always turn to their leaders in order to have such 
issues handled. A study participant, in reference to some 
major issues that student leaders submitted to top level 
leadership which were not responded to, indicate 
dissatisfaction of fellow students. She explained: 
 

“There is always a lot of pressure from 
students to have their issues handled. 
However, financial constraints may not 
allow student issues to be handled; for 
example erecting a fly-over at the busy Jinja 
Road, where some students have been 
involved in accidents due to over-speeding 
vehicles and motorcycles”. 

 
The Ladder of Citizen Participation as promoted by 
Arnstein (2004) advances that the only way to empower 
people is to grant them sufficient space to participate in 
effective leadership and governance. This implies that 
without having students effectively participate in 
leadership and governance of higher education institutions, 
they may not be sufficiently empowered to allow 
participation in decision making. Participants in the study  

argued that in some instances they could not effectively 
participate in leadership and governance. One participant 
explained: 
 

“You have complaints as people; when you over 
complain, the managers would not receive the 
complaints in good faith. As a leader you end up 
withdrawing since at times you are not involved in 
some decisions – for example when planning for 
graduation ceremonies, some modalities were 
changed without student leaders’ knowledge – the 
new arrangement to buy gowns from the Institute, 
which led to more students’ complaints. When you 
inquire from some staff members, they feign 
ignorance on such developments; so they keep 
tossing leaders around”. 

 
The argument above implies that though Uganda 
Management Institute promotes student participation in 
leadership and governance, in some instances it remains 
tokenism where student leaders may be left out while 
making key decisions. Study participants further indicated 
that student leadership and governance at the Institute is 
rather tokenism unlike being effective. They argue that on 
several instances, some student leaders do not get sufficient 
platform to air out their views and student issues during 
meetings. Where such issues are received, they may at 
times be ignored since management may not consider them 
key priorities. One study participant noted: “the feedback 
we get from student representatives at the Governing Council 
is that even if a good issue has come up, it becomes difficult to 
implement it”. Yet according to Popovic (2011), student 
representatives need to give sufficient feedback to the 
student community especially about issues that concern 
them. However still, participants in the study indicated that 
they do not effectively contribute ideas and issues during 
meeting deliberations. One of the participants vividly 
observed:“we do not participate a lot when we go for 
meetings since our views are not listened to. The whole 
arrangement is just a formality!”This nature of tokenism is 
against the submission by Acharya (2015), who advances 
that the major role of student leaders is to represent fellow 
students and forward their voices to the top leadership in 
order for their concerns to be handled. 

The study found that student representatives on the 
Governing Council do not give sufficient feedback to other 
student leaders and to the entire student community. They 
often times give excuses that Council deliberations are 
rather confidential and as such they may not share at free-
will. This makes it very difficult for student leaders to 
exercise their leadership mandate due to the fact that the 
different categories of leaders may not liaise for effective 
leadership pursuance. One study participant 
observed:“Guild is not empowered enough since we miss  
interaction with our Council representatives – we may meet 
only  once in the whole term of office, at handover!”  Another  
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participant lamented:“there is little time for Guild to meet 
leading to failure to handle many issues raised”. 

Relatedly, the study found out that student leaders find it 
difficult to approach members of Top Management, which 
affects the pursuance of their leadership mandate. Popovic 
(2011) reports that in order to have effective student 
participation in leadership and governance of higher 
education institutions, there is need for top leadership to 
allocate the student leaders’ body sufficient support and 
resources including financial and logistical support. They 
also need to put across a conducive environment to enable 
student leaders to exercise their mandate. This, according 
to the study is still lacking at UMI as a participant 
noted:“our engagement as leaders with management of UMI 
is rather very minimal making feedback very difficult”. Yet 
according to Acharya (2015), the main interest of students 
is to get feedback for efficient and effective leadership and 
governance. However, having minimal feedback makes it 
very difficult for the student leaders to forward student 
issues to the top level and to ensure that the concerns of 
students are actually handled. Another participant 
explained: 
 

“Forwarding issues to top management and 
council has not been very effective. We rely 
on end of module evaluations yet they are 
not very effective since little time is given to 
have the forms filled, thus no effective 
feedback! Representatives at Senate and 
Council find a challenge since they find an 
already drawn agenda”  

 
Without sufficient upstream and downstream feedback, 
student leadership may not be effective, but rather 
tokenism. Related to the argument, another participant 
observed that the mode of student elections through 
Electoral Colleges also affects their leadership and 
governance mandate. This is basically because the Student 
Guild leadership is constituted by a few students who may 
have been nominated to represent others in different 
classes, while also the election of the Student Guild leaders 
is done in earlier days of joining Uganda Management 
Institute before students even appreciate each other’s 
capabilities. The participants observed: 
 

“Management seems to be having an upper hand due 
to the Electoral College system. Secondly, elections of 
student leaders are held during the very first days of 
student reporting when they are not yet 
acclimatized to the environment”. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
The purpose of the study was to investigate the 
effectiveness of student participation in leadership and 

governance of higher educational institutions, taking 
Uganda Management Institute as a case. The study found 
that to a large extent, there is regulation on ensuring that 
students participate in higher education leadership and 
governance all over the world. In the case of Uganda, such 
participation is premised under the Universities and Other 
Tertiary Institutions Act of 2001, where all such 
Institutions should have student bodies like the Guild and 
they should have representation at Governing Council level 
(UOTIA, 2006). The Act points out that the students should 
have two representatives on the Council, at least one of 
whom should be female. Uganda Management Institute 
constitutes a Student Guild every year, while still two 
student representatives with at least one of them being a 
female student, are selected to represent students on the 
Governing Council. This implies that the Institute actually 
promotes participation of students in its leadership and 
governance. This was also attested to by some participants 
in this study. Arnstein (2004)’s Ladder of Citizen 
Participation facilitates getting meanings and 
understandings from the study findings that at the very 
least, student leadership and governance does not belong to 
the lowest strands of manipulation and mere therapy, 
which is non-participation. Since the study found that there 
is some level of participation by students in leadership and 
governance in higher education institutions, then they 
belong to higher strands on the Ladder for Citizens 
Participation. 

However, the study further found that though emphasis 
has over the years been put on student participation in 
leadership and governance of higher education institutions, 
it is rather ineffective. In several cases where these 
institutions have representation of students at top level 
leadership and governance, it is rather tokenism since they 
do not get enough space to exercise their leadership 
mandate. Participants in the study further observed that 
student participation in leadership and governance at 
Uganda Management Institute is ineffective. This was 
attributed to several reasons; insufficient room for student 
leaders to contribute during meetings, inadequate 
feedback, short term of office, insufficient resources to 
undertake student leaders’ activities, unresolved student 
issues, among others.  

In conclusion therefore, though there is an attempt 
towards student participation in higher education 
leadership and governance in Uganda, it is rather 
ineffective. This implies that it is at the tokenism strand of 
the Ladders for Citizen Participation model as promoted by 
Arnstein (2004). It further implies that there is a possibility 
that students are not empowered enough to pursue 
effective leadership and governance in public Management 
Development Institutes in Uganda. It was observed that 
student leadership has traces of placation, where they are 
in some way recognised as top level leaders. There is also 
an indication that the student leaders are usually consulted 
during meetings, while  still  they are kept informed of what  
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is going on at the Institute. However, it is evident that 
student leaders are often times not taken to be partners in 
leadership and governance with other top level leaders. 
There was no trace of student leaders having full delegated 
authority, while the participants in the study also displayed 
lack of control in their leadership and governance mandate. 
This, according to Arnstein (2004) would illustrate that 
they are rather empowered to pursue leadership and 
governance, which is not the case. 

There is therefore need to give students a bigger platform 
to pursue leadership and governance in the higher 
education sector and specifically, in public Management 
Development Institutes. This can probably be done through 
giving student leaders more autonomy in managing their 
mandate, through support with financial resources. Student 
may also be given more chance to present student issues 
for consideration during top level organ meetings where 
they are represented.  
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