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Divisional Review: Student Services 

11/12 July 2017 
 

Report of the Review Panel 
 
This report is the result of the Divisional Review of the University’s Student Services 
Division. 
 
The Review Panel was chaired by the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Education and Students), 
and also included the Deputy Registrar, the Vice-Chair of the Board of Trustees, two 
students, a member of academic staff, a Divisional Head, and two external reviewers.  
 

 
 

 
 
1.      Summary 
 

Overview of the Division 
1.1 The Division was formed in late 2009, and comprises the Careers Service, 

Disability Service, the Divisional Office (which includes the Vulnerable 
Students’ Support Service), Multi-faith Chaplaincy, Student Counselling 
Service, Students’ Health Service; and (as of May 2017) the Widening 
Participation Student Support Service.  A (small) number of International 
Student Support posts are also due to join the Division later in 2017.The 
Careers Service undertook a ‘mini’ Divisional Review in October 2014, and so 
was not an area of focus for this Review.  

 
1.2 In its Self-Evaluation Document (SED) developed as part of the Review 

process, the Division describes its overall aim as being to “enhance student 
retention, achievement and progression through supporting the development 
of mainstream provision in residences and schools, as well as providing 
specialist services for diversity and inclusion, mental health and wellbeing, 
and careers and employability”.   

 
1.3 In its SED, the Division noted three common objectives in achieving that 

overall aim: 

• The building of a whole institution approach, delivered through partnership 
working.  

• Engaging students at an early stage, with a proactive and developmental 
approach.  

• Using data to help identify local and institutional priorities, and to measure 
the value and impact of the Division’s activities.  

 
1.4 The Division felt that it had partnership working relationships with a number of 

external bodies, including Bristol SU; the Bristol International Students 
Centre; Bristol City Council and NHS Primary Care and Secondary Care 
Services. Internally, the Division has relationships (the extent of which vary 
from service to service) with Residential Services; the Sport, Exercise and 
Health Division; Academic Registry; Library Services; and School/Faculties.  
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1.5 Staff satisfaction, as expressed through the 2015 Staff Satisfaction Survey, is 

generally high – with (for example) 91% of Divisional staff agreeing that ‘there 
is a friendly working atmosphere within my team’ and 76% (down slightly 
against a University professional services average of 80%) overall 
satisfaction.  

 
1.6 Many of the Division’s services are based in Hampton House, with the Multi-

faith Chaplaincy based nearby on Woodland Road. In its SED, the Division 
noted that the availability of suitable space was a challenge, particularly in 
view of its regular need for individual meeting/consulting space(s) for the 
purposes of confidential and sensitive discussions with students. The Division 
also noted that it was attempting to meet those challenges in the immediate 
term by increasing its staff working from home and intensifying the use of its 
existing spaces; and that the University’s capital plans (see below) 
represented both opportunities and challenges for its future delivery models.  

 
 Future plans 
1.6 The Division has ambitious plans for its future. Chief amongst these is the 

(recently approved) forthcoming introduction of a “Student Wellbeing Service” 
(SWS) to enhance the work of the existing Vulnerable Students Support 
Service. The SWS will contribute to the development of a more holistic 
understanding of health and wellbeing, and work towards creating a learning 
environment and culture that enhances health and wellbeing of students, 
while supporting them to reach their full potential.  

 
1.7 Four Student Wellbeing Managers, each with a team of six Wellbeing 

Advisers (yet to be recruited), will work across Schools and be based in or 
close to School administration offices. Their work will be underpinned by 
Wellbeing Partnership Agreements, to be developed between the new service 
and each School/Faculty and reviewed on an annual basis.  

 
1.8 The Division is also developing a new Student Mental Health Advice Team 

within the Student Counselling Service. This will provide more proactive 
support and advice for those students who have either disclosed a severe 
and enduring mental health condition on entry or who develop such a 
condition while at University. 

 
1.9  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
1.10 The future plans of the University more broadly also pose challenges and 

opportunities for the Division. In particular, plans to:  

• Create a student “heart” for the Clifton campus through the ‘Tyndall Place’ 
programme.  
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• Develop a new Student Advice Service (likely based in Senate House), which 
will be a multi-phased, multi-year project, growing in complexity. 

• Establish an additional campus (including residential provision) at the Temple 
Quarter Enterprise Zone.  

• Review the provision of student support (particularly ‘out of hours’ support) 
delivered through its residences. 

• Diversify our student body and better support diversity and inclusion. 
 
2.   Prioritisation for the review 
2.1 Initial themes for the Review were agreed between the Divisional Head, the 

Chair of the Panel and the Deputy Registrar. Those initial themes were 
circulated to members of UPARC, Divisional Heads and Faculty Managers for 
comment, and the final agreed areas of focus for the Review were as follows:  

• Student mental health and wellbeing 

• Support for diversity and inclusion.  
 

3.   The Review 
3.1 During the Review, the Panel met with:  

• The Divisional Head and (separately) the Divisional senior management team 

• The Division’s HR Manager and Financial Controller 

• For each of the Review’s themes, the following groups: 
o Divisional staff with particular interests in/responsibility for those 

themes 
o Students 
o Stakeholder staff from outside of the Division.  

 
3.2  

 

  
 

  

   

  
 
 

 
 
3.3  

 
 

 
  

 
4.   
4.1  
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4.2 The Panel felt that the Review was timely, in many ways, as the Division 
faces a number of challenges and opportunities. Chief amongst these is the 
forthcoming establishment of the SWS. The Panel was keen to ensure that 
the Review supports the Division in building as strong a foundation as 
possible to build that service upon, and in achieving the SWS’s full potential. 
The Panel was mindful of the valuable role that the Division could play in the 
delivery of key elements of the new University Strategy, including those set 
out in paragraph 1.10 above. The Panel also highlighted the government’s 
increasing focus on student experience and outcomes (most notably 
evidenced by the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF)), together with the 
rapid pace of change in the higher education sector in recent years, as posing 
both opportunities and challenges for the Division.  

 
4.3 One key theme permeated the Review: that of the Division’s identity. In 

contrast to the substantial praise that was given to its component services, 
the Panel was struck by the number of staff (both Divisional and stakeholder) 
and students who were unable to articulate what the Division (qua Division) 
‘does’. There are many facets to this, which are explored further below. The 
Panel encourages the Division to think of itself as a cohesive unit - as 
opposed to a series of discrete specialist services – in implementing its 
recommendations, to become more than the sum of its (laudable) parts.  

 
4.4  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
4.3 Vision/Strategic Approach 
4.3.1 The Panel heard, from staff both in and external to the Division, that there 

was a lack of clarity as to the Division’s strategic approach to both mental 
health and wellbeing, and student diversity and inclusion. Although Divisional 
staff displayed clear enthusiasm for both matters, and commented to the 
Panel that both were embedded in their thinking, the Panel observed that that 
thinking tended to ‘bubble up’ from individual services, rather than developing 
within a Divisional framework.  

 
4.3.2 This lack of clarity was particularly pertinent in the context of student diversity 

and inclusion (noting that this latter had only recently started to be seen as a 
specific divisional responsibility). Divisional staff interviewed gave numerous 
examples that showed that an awareness of diverse needs permeated their 
thinking. However, support for specific groups of students tended to develop 
due to the interests of individual Divisional staff - in a bottom-up way - and 
those staff were uncertain whether they ought to be allocating resource 
towards particular interventions.  

 
4.3.3 Upon further probing it became clear to the Panel that, despite both issues 

featuring in the University’s Strategy, staff and students alike were uncertain 
of the University’s priorities and aims in respect of either mental health and 
wellbeing or student diversity and inclusion. Many staff (internal and external 
to the Division), for example, were uncertain as to what the University meant 
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by ‘wellbeing’. Students commented that, although they had heard of 
significant investment being made in supporting student wellbeing, they were 
unaware of what that meant in practical terms. The Panel felt strongly that the 
University should seek to address this by developing a more explicit 
articulation of its strategic priorities and aims in respect of mental health and 
wellbeing, and student diversity and inclusion. In view of its specialist skills 
and experience, there would be an important role for the Division in 
supporting the University to develop this.   

 
4.3.4 The Panel emphasised that an institution-level approach to student mental 

health and wellbeing would be particularly important in light of plans for the 
SWS. Wellbeing Advisers and Managers could undoubtedly play a crucial role 
in joining up wellbeing activity across the University, but to do so effectively 
would require clarity around the University’s objectives and clear strategic 
parameters within which to work.  

 
4.3.5 The Panel noted that it would be important for both the institution-level and 

the Division-level narratives in respect of student mental health and wellbeing 
to differentiate between the ‘sort’ of issues experienced by students, and the 
appropriate support. For example, by drawing together the work of the 
component services and providing greater clarity to students This view was 
supported by feedback received from students (see paragraph 4.5 below) 
who commented that it was not always clear what ‘type’ (in terms of their 
wellbeing needs) of students that the Division’s support and services were 
intended for. Internal members of the Panel suggested that the clear set of 
priorities adopted by the Division of Sport, Exercise and Health might provide 
a useful example. 

 
4.4 Structures and Leadership 
4.4.1  

 
 

 
  

 
4.4.2  

 
 
 

  

  
  

  
   

  
   

 
4.4.3  

 
  

 
4.4.4  

 



University of Bristol 
Student Services Divisional Review: Review Report 

July 2017 

Page 6 of 13 

 

 
 
 

 
  

 
4.4.5  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
4.4.6    

 
  

 
 

 
  

  
 

  
 

  

  
 
 

inclusion.  
 

4.4.7  
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4.4.8  

 
 

  
 

4.4.9  
 
 

 
 
 

   
 
4.4.10  

 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
4.5 Student Access to the Division 
4.5.1  

 
 

 
 

 
 
4.5.2 Students commented that it was not always clear what ‘type’ (in terms of their 

wellbeing needs) of students that the Division’s support and services were 
intended for. The Panel heard from students that they would prefer a more 
student-centred articulation of the support available to them. A number of 
students observed that it was important to distinguish enduring mental 
illnesses from general stress and pressure. For example, one student 
commented that whilst they had a positive experience with the Happy City 
initiative, they were uncertain of who it was aimed at. Another remarked that it 
would be helpful to have more tailored information from the Division – 
differentiating the support available if they felt ‘a bit down’ from where to go in 
times of genuine crisis. The Panel also asked students for their views on 
whether the Division should tailor its information for ‘types’ of students in 
terms of their characteristics. Students commented that, whilst they welcomed 
a diverse range of information and activities, with a view to building an 
inclusive student community, they had reservations about being put into 
‘boxes’ along those lines.  

 
 

  
 



University of Bristol 
Student Services Divisional Review: Review Report 

July 2017 

Page 8 of 13 

 

4.5.3 Students and staff alike reported that, for students in crisis, the array of 
services on offer could feel particularly overwhelming. Again, the Panel 
observed that more Divisional-level activity and information could create a 
step-change in the support available to students, by drawing together the 
work of the component services and providing greater clarity to students. For 
example:  

• Whilst the Panel noted the positive steps being taken by the Division in 
improving its website, it heard from students that there was no joint calendar 
for the Division as a whole: meaning that they had to go through each 
service’s webpages to find events, activities and information.  

• Staff reported that student-facing posters were developed by individual 
services, meaning that they lacked a cohesive message and were not always 
joined up in terms of timing or location.  

 
4.5.4 The Panel considered whether there would be benefit in creating a single 

point of access to the Division’s services. Students commented that, where it 
was immediately obvious to them what support they needed, they were 
perfectly happy to access a particular service directly. Some students felt that 
it would be important to retain direct access to individual services, believing 
that having an additional ‘gateway’ to a particular service might actually 
represent a barrier to access. However students were unanimously of the 
view that where the best source of support was not immediately apparent, 
they would welcome more help in accessing the Division’s (and other) 
services.  

 
4.5.5 The Panel considered ways in which the Division could better support 

students to access its (and others’ services). It noted that there were many 
ways of achieving this, and also that the embedding of SWS in Schools and 
Faculties was intended to help students navigate services by providing a first 
line of support within their academic home, nevertheless the panel 
recommended that the Division explore the following:  

• Establishing a clearer student-facing ‘brand’ to better reflect the support it 
offers to students. The Panel member from Anglia Ruskin University shared 
an example from her own institution.  

• Creating a ‘one stop shop’ for student support – which would be physical or 
virtual (or both). The Panel felt strongly that this would need to be made 
prominently visible to students, and care would need to be taken to ensure 
that any such initiative did not ‘just’ become another service which students 
had to navigate. It would also be important to consider how Student Services 
should feature in the forthcoming Student Advice Service.  

• Creating Division-led, temporal campaigns and communications for students, 
aligned with the University’s wider communications strategy, linked to 
milestones in the student lifecycle: as a way of creating tailored content for 
students without ‘putting them in boxes’.   

 
4.5.6 Students commented (and staff agreed) that a focus on individual services 

rather than a more holistic view of student support sometimes led to students 
falling through cracks/gaps in the University’s provision. For example, 
students remarked that it would be helpful for a student who was on a waiting 
list for a particular service to receive a ‘checking in’ phone call or email in the 
meantime; or for a student who missed an appointment to receive a 
communication asking if they were ok.  
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4.5.7 Students and staff alike commented positively on the introduction of the SWS, 
hoping that the Wellbeing Advisers would be able to provide the sort of lower-
level support envisaged at paragraph 4.5.5 above and offer support for 
students to access more specialist services. Members of the Panel also 
observed that SWS staff would have a vital role to play in creating 
opportunities for students to meet others from diverse backgrounds, with a 
view to fostering inclusive learning communities and cultures of belonging 
within Schools. The Panel felt that this positive expectation that SWS staff 
would support diversity and inclusion should be explicitly articulated in their 
job descriptions, and that care should be taken to ensure that the service 
level agreements between the SWS and Schools empowered SWS staff to 
support student inclusion.   

 
4.5.8 Staff (internal and external to the Division) and students voiced concern about 

the support available to students ‘out of hours’. Staff commented sardonically 
about the difficulties in accessing support for students, particularly in 
academic Schools at 4.45pm on a Friday, for example. Students were also 
unclear about the range of support that was available to them in evenings and 
weekends, although they were unanimous in answering that they would call 
University Security in the event of a crisis - and were similarly unanimous in 
citing positive experiences when they had done so. The Panel was pleased to 
hear that the services within the Division were taking steps to offer support 
outside of their usual hours by offering appointments at weekends and in the 
evenings, and encouraged the University to appropriately resource such 
initiatives. Students had mixed views on the out of hours support provided 
through University residences, and the Panel was pleased to hear that the 
University was reviewing this.   

 
4.5.9 The Panel also heard that physical location of students was sometimes a 

barrier to their accessing the Division’s services. Where students were not 
based within the ‘traditional’ university footprint (ie, Clifton, Stoke Bishop and 
the City Centre), for example by being based at Langford or on placement, 
they reported feelings of isolation as well as more practical difficulties in 
accessing services during their opening hours. The Panel felt that the Division 
should develop models for the provision of support to such students, 
particularly in view of the University to open an(other) additional campus.  

 
4.5.10 Finally, the Panel reflected that the University’s systems and processes could 

better support students’ access to the Division. Students commented that the 
need to explain their situation or needs to each service that they accessed 
was, at best, tiresome (and at worst, a barrier to their accessing support at 
all). Generally, students supported the (appropriate) sharing of their 
information between services, including between personal/senior tutors and 
the Division’s services. Whilst both staff and students acknowledged that this 
would require robust information-sharing policies and systems, both felt that a 
modicum of information sharing could be transformative to a student’s 
experience. One student commented that flags on the University’s systems 
(for example, that they had accessed a particular service or had reported 
experiencing problems) could be useful prompts for the ‘checking in’ 
conversations that they felt were often missing, without disclosing too much 
personal information. Matters of information sharing are explored further 
below.  

 
4.6 Partnership and Referrals 
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4.6.1 The Panel was pleased to hear of many positive examples of the Division 
working in partnership with others to support students. Students also 
commented favourably on these.  

 
4.6.2 The Panel considered that there were further opportunities for the Division to 

collaborate with other services within the University (and indeed outside of it, 
for example the Students’ Union), and encouraged the Division to maximise 
these. In particular, the Panel encouraged the Division to consider its 
relationship with student-led support initiatives. Students remarked to the 
Panel that groups such as Nightline, the Peace of Mind Society and student-
led support groups sometimes felt like a ‘softer’ way of accessing support. 
They felt that stronger relationships could lead to those groups becoming 
useful gateways to the Division’s services. The Panel heard from students of 
the difficulty in accessing specific sexual assault support within the city of 
Bristol, and encouraged the Division to consider its provision (and potential 
partnerships) in this regard.  

 
4.6.3 The Panel was pleased to hear excitement from University staff for the SWS, 

and the use of Service Level Agreements to agree shared priorities for 
student support at School level. The Panel encouraged the Division to clearly 
articulate the respective roles of SWS staff, personal tutors and other School 
staff to ensure holistic support for students through effective partnership 
working. It would be important for the University to monitor the effectiveness 
and impact of this nascent service.  

 
4.6.4 As its strategic capacity is bolstered, the Panel felt that the Division should be 

able to spend more time developing partnerships and working collaboratively. 
Throughout the Review the Panel heard from a variety of services, including 
Occupational Health and Security Services, that they would welcome more 
detailed discussion as to how the services could and should work together. 
The Panel encourages the Division to explore this further.  

 
4.6.5 Linked to comments above, the Panel encouraged the University to consider 

ways in which its systems and processes could better support referrals of 
students from one service to another. Whilst students acknowledged that they 
bore some responsibility for accessing appropriate support, some commented 
that having ‘plucked up the courage’ to access one service it was 
disheartening to be told that they had to make an appointment to access 
another one. Linked to the lack of lower-level support envisaged at paragraph 
4.5.5, students felt that this did lead to students falling between gaps in 
provision. It was noted that these issues are in scope for the Student Lifecycle 
Support Programme. 

 
5. Commendations 
5.1  This was a very positive Review, and the Division has much to be proud of. 

That said, the Panel wished to highlight some areas for particular 
commendation:  

 

• The Division has been through a period of enormous change since its last 
Review, and was subject to significant pressures. Those pressures were 
both internal, for example the expectations of students and staff, and 
external – for example the expectations of clinical/regulatory bodies, 
increasingly stretched NHS and third sector bodies, and the increasing 
weight placed on ‘student experience’ by the sector. The Division has 
coped admirably with those pressures, and the Panel were very 
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impressed by the continued positive response by Divisional staff to the 
challenges it faces.  

• The panel was delighted to hear universal support for the University’s new 
strategic initiatives from within the division including, for example, 
Divisional staff embraced their involvement in the provision of support for 
the Bristol Scholars. 
 

• The Panel heard strong praise, particularly from students themselves, of 
the Division’s component services. Staff and students alike valued the 
professionalism of those services, and the enthusiasm displayed by their 
staff for supporting students.  

 
o The Vulnerable Students Service drew praise from University 

staff for its advice to them through particularly challenging student 
cases. It was noted that VSSS staff had supported the University’s 
response to student suicides (along with the Students’ Health and 
Counselling Services) earlier in the year with sensitivity, 
effectiveness and dedication, often at some personal cost. This 
service had been introduced since the last review and had 
significantly contributed to a more proactive approach to student 
and staff support. 
 

o The Panel were pleased to hear the wealth of positive student 
feedback for the Multifaith Chaplaincy, and noted in particular 
the value placed on the service by international students.  

 
o The Students’ Health Service was felt to be a considerable 

resource to the University, and students praised the service’s 
student-focused approach.  

 
o Students and staff alike commended the services provided by the 

Student Counselling Service, with at least one student 
encouraging the Panel to ‘sing the praises’ of the service.  

 
o Students were impressed by the specialist advice and support that 

they could access through Disability Services, and commented 
that they wished more students knew of service, and the support 
that it could provide.  

 

• The Panel had been impressed to hear numerous examples of genuinely 
innovative cross-Division and cross-University activities, working at the 
intersections of student support. Examples included the SHERPA 
Pathway, the joint event between Bristol SU and the Multifaith Chaplaincy 
exploring religious and sexual identities, and the ‘Flying Start’ initiative 
The Panel heard real enthusiasm from Divisional staff for such initiatives, 
and felt this to be very encouraging.  
 

• The Division has been making strides forwards in its communications with 
students, notably in the development of its new website.  

 

• The Panel was excited by the Division’s ambitious plans for the Student 
Wellbeing Service, considering that this represented an opportunity for a 
step-change in the Division and University’s support to students. The 
Panel felt that the Wellbeing Advisers and Managers could be the ‘glue’ 
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that pulls together the Divisions’ provision to students, and was pleased to 
hear the support for the nascent service that had been generated to date 
through a very successful consultation process. 

 

• The Panel was pleased to hear examples from Divisional staff of taking a 
proactive approach to student and also staff support. The Panel heard 
extremely positive feedback regarding training for staff (to support 
students) delivered by the Division, and felt that further roll-out would be 
beneficial to the University as a whole.  
 

 
6.  Recommendations  
6.1 The Panel again emphasised the positive feedback that had been received 

throughout the review, as well as its particular commendations (see section 5 
above), and stressed that its recommendations should not be read as a list of 
criticisms, but rather as suggestions to support the Division in taking its 
services and support to the next level. In making its recommendations, the 
Panel was encouraged by the obvious enthusiasm of Divisional staff for 
supporting students in proactive, innovative and collaborative ways (see 
above), and believed that in many respects the recommendations would be 
‘pushing on an open door’. 

 
6.2 Many of the recommendations made by the Panel are interlinked; their 

implementation will require careful planning, with appropriate support by the 
University. The Panel therefore also makes a number of recommendations to 
the University.  

 
6.3 The Review Panel recommends to the Division the following: 
 
6.3.1 Develop and articulate a more strategic framework for the Division’s role, 

responsibility, priorities and aims in respect of student mental health and 
wellbeing, and student diversity and inclusion. Use in-Division skills and 
expertise, together with improved leadership capacity (see 6.3.2 below) to 
contribute to the development of an institution-level narrative regarding the 
same issues (see 6.4.1 below) [Paragraph 4.3.1]. 

 
6.3.2 Review and reshape the Division’s staff structure, with particular emphasis 

on:  

• Facilitating student-centred support, 

• Creating greater management capacity generally within the Division, 
particularly to coordinate and lead on Division-wide initiatives and activities.  

• Creating additional capacity for supporting student diversity and inclusion - 
including, perhaps, by establishing the following:  

o An Assistant Director (Diversity and Inclusion) role 
o A student-focused role akin to the ‘Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

Manager’ role based in HR (including reviewing with HR the delivery 
of EDI support to students under any new arrangement to ensure that 
respective roles and responsibilities are clearly articulated and 
understood).  

o A Student Inclusion and Diversity Team.  

• Enabling to division to provide proactive as well as reactive support as far as 
possible. 
[Paragraphs 4.4.6 – 4.4.8].  
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6.3.3 The Panel felt that Disability Services had a clear role to play in leading the 
development of an anticipatory social model for student support. The Panel 
strongly encouraged Disability Services to do so, by formulating specific 
proposals for consideration by the University’s senior management team 
[Paragraph 4.4.10]. 

 
6.3.4 Explore ways in which it can better support students to access its services, 

including by establishing a Division-level brand, and considering the creation 
of a ‘one stop shop’ for the support that it offers [Paragraph 4.5.4].  

 
6.3.5 Consider models for supporting students across multiple locations, with a 

view to being able to extend such a model to students based at the Temple 
Quarter Enterprise Campus [Paragraph 4.5.8].   

 
6.3.6 Explore and develop opportunities for partnership working, including with the 

Students’ Union, student-led groups, external organisations, and other 
University services [Paragraph 4.6.1 – 4.6.4]. 

 
6.3.7 Ensure appropriate monitoring of the effectiveness and impact of the Division, 

and in particular of the SWS, including benchmarking with other institutions, 
and establish clear divisional KPIs [Paragraph 4.6.3].  

 
6.4 The Review Panel recommends to the Deputy Registrar/the University 

the following: 
 
6.4.1 Develop and promote an institutional level narrative (including priorities and 

aims) in respect of mental health and wellbeing, and student diversity and 
inclusion [Paragraph 4.3.3].  

 
6.4.2 Review and enhance ‘out of hours’ support available to students, including 

through its residences and by consideration of how best to support ‘first 
responders’ including Security Services [Paragraph 4.5.7].  

 
6.4.3 Develop and support appropriate information flows across the institution, 

particularly in respect of disclosure protocols and ensuring that IT (and other) 
systems are fit for purpose [Paragraph 4.5.9 and 4.6.5].  

 
6.4.4 Introduce mental health training to all University staff and ensure that EDI 

training is completed by all staff [Section 5].  
 




