
 

 

This response to restructuring proposals for Student Support Services has 

been developed with the help of members of UCU from the Schools of 

Psychology, Social Work and Communications who are experts in mental 

health, in disability issues and in counselling, as well as by students who have 

used Student Support Services. They have provided us with an evidence base 

against which we can compare the proposals. We hope that the University will 

listen to the collective voices of those it has employed as experts in their own 

fields. 

 

Developing this response has been difficult as the proposals will impact so greatly on 

students and staff that they need careful and detailed analysis as well as correction 

of factual inaccuracies and misrepresentations. In order to make it easier to read, 

UCU first sets out the main issues briefly followed by a fully evidenced, detailed 

response. 

 

The main issues are: 

 

 This has been a rushed process. Rather than building on the report of the 

Student Support Review Group, the proposals have no clear genesis and no 

evidence has been produced to support them, while the academic and 

practice-based literature would suggest that the proposals do not represent 

best practice. As such, they present a clear threat to Ulster’s fine record of 

widening participation and threaten to fail students who need support and, as 

a result, our retention figures. 

 

 Although we are told the purpose of the restructuring is not to cut costs, the 

proposals see a cut from 24.4 professional staff (at grades 6 -8),  with 7.5 

admin support staff (at grades 3-5) in 2011 to just 17 professional staff, 

several of them at lower grades, plus 9 support staff at grades 3 and 4 in the 

new structure. This is a cut of 7.4 in professional staff available to support 

students. The concerns raised by this cut are outlined in detail below. 

 

 Disabled students will be particularly impacted. While the other NI University 

has 13 staff supporting disabled students, the new structure has eight – 
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although we are the widening access University. Further, the proposed 

configuration of the new AccessAbility service is not based on evidence about 

the needs of our student body nor best practice in working with disabled 

students. Indeed, much of the language in and around the proposals suggest 

that the University is moving away from the social model of disability and back 

to the discredited medical model. Nor are statutory duties taken into account; 

the Special Educational Needs and Disability Order (SENDO), on which these 

duties are based, not mentioned at all in proposals or job descriptions. This 

could leave the University open to a range of litigation by students. 

 

 Disabled and other non-traditional students will also be disadvantaged by the 

new counselling system which will leave no in-house counsellors. While 

many staff have welcomed the 24/7 nature of the CareCall service, there is 

still a need for an in-house counsellor on each campus who can deal with 

distressed and at-risk students in emergency situation and who can provide 

support to disabled students who do not have mental health problems but 

need emotional or social support. The suggestion is that such support will be 

provided by the student health and well-being team.  However, the two 

Student Health and Wellbeing Advisers, together with their Manager, are 

expected to be superheroes who can work in more than one campus at the 

same time, replace counsellors and nurses and “provide a telephone 

consultation service to academic staff seeking advice on student issues, a 

programme of seminars on all aspects of Student Support related issues and 

have a strong health promotion focus”. 

 

 The outsourcing of all counselling has been defended because of an alleged 

“lack of capacity and capability to provide an effective service”. The 

Counselling Service has always elicited feedback from students using the 

service, and this feedback has been excellent. In a survey of students using 

the Counselling Service in academic year 2012-13, time taken to respond to a 

query was regarded as satisfactory by 85% of students, and the quality of 

counselling was regarded as satisfactory by 83% with 53% regarding the 

quality as very satisfactory and 30% as satisfactory. Furthermore, the most 

common way to access Student Support was to drop in to the building; 63.7% 

of students chose this way over 16.5% by phone and 23% by email. There is, 

then, no evidence to support a shift to outsourced telephone counselling and 

clear evidence that this is not what our students want.  

 

 Nursing Services are being cut altogether and is expected that “students will 

avail of local GP services” or hospital A&E services when appointments are 

not available from local GPs. UCU has pointed out to that many of our 

students travel from Tyrone, Fermanagh, Armagh etc and are registered with 



their home GPs, therefore cannot register at one close to their campus. 

Further, we all find difficulties in accessing GP appointments and A&E waiting 

times now stretch into double figures on good days. Removing the nurses 

from campuses will mean that students will lose valuable class and study time 

queuing in A&E. No thought seems to have been given to the Occupational 

Health needs of some of our health-related courses or to what happens at 

exam time when students regularly need medical support. 

 

 The Student Funding Team has also been cut and downgraded, again with 

little regard for Ulster’s student profile and the importance of that service for 

student retention. Instead of the Grade 7 Student Funding Adviser with two 

Grade 6 Support Fund Assistants we had in 2011, the proposal is for two 

Grade 6 student finance co-ordinators. Most lecturers have had to deal with 

students planning to drop out of their course for financial reasons and quick 

access to the Student Funding Adviser is often the difference between 

retaining a student or not. 

 

 There has been virtually no consultation with staff or students. While Student 

Union sabbatical officers may have agreed to some of the proposals, they 

were sold on the basis of an improved service that has more staff and this is 

not true. The Equality Screening document provided with the proposals says 

that the “Head of Student Services (sic) attended School Board meetings to 

address initial concerns and explain the policy change.” So far, UCU has been 

able to discover only one School Board that was attended by the Head of 

Student Support, while we know that the following Schools have not had a 

presentation to their School Board: Computing and Maths, Built Environment, 

Art and Design, Media, Film and Journalism, Psychology, Criminology, 

Politics and Social Policy, English and History, Law, Nursing.  

 

These are the issues that affect all staff and students. But there are others that 

impact specifically on the staff in Student Support. The service has been run down 

since 2012, staff who left were not replaced and it did not have a Head for over a 

year.  The proposed restructuring is being presented as a solution to the problems 

caused by the rundown of the service and the staff there are, in effect, being 

punished for struggling through with a third fewer staff over the last two years. As the 

personnel specifications for the new posts now stand, over half the current staff will 

not be able to apply for “their own” equivalent job in the new structure. This could 

happen to any department, any School in the University, resulting in any of us being 

left without a job to which we have given our all.  

 



UCU has asked for the restructuring process – which is being rushed through, 

the intention is to have job interviews, after which everything is set in stone, 

before Easter – to be slowed down. We have asked for the Student Support 

Review Group to be reconvened and the proposals assessed against a clearly 

delineated (i.e. referenced) evidence base. These are not unreasonable 

requests – the excellent record which Ulster has built up as an exemplar for 

widening participation, as well as our retention figures, is at risk. If the 

University management is unwilling to listen to such reasonable requests, it 

has clearly stopped listening to staff altogether. 

 

 

Services for Disabled Students 

 

UCU supports the University’s policy of endorsing a ‘social model’ of disability. 

Central to this is the removal of barriers (physical, organisational, attitudinal) that 

restrict choices or opportunities for disabled students.   

 

Ensuring that ‘reasonable adjustments’ are made often (although not always) 

requires resources to be put in place, and UCU has repeatedly raised concerns over 

the past year and more, regarding cutbacks to services for students with mental 

health needs and disabled students. Over recent months, and even years, 

administration shortages have led to increasing problems with services for disabled 

students, for example students not being matched with support providers such as 

note takers/campus assistants/mental health mentors. As a result of these 

shortages, staff were under great pressure resulting in work-related stress leave for 

some. 

 

It is clear from the above, that the problems which academic staff complained about 

were significant and in direct contradiction to the University’s commitment to widened 

access. We note that numbers of disabled students using the Student Support 

Services has increased, and is increasing, yet UCU fears that the proposed 

structure, despite its intentions, may actually result in a reduction in services for 

disabled students.  

 

UCU is not opposed in principle to the merging of the two Disability functions to 

create a more integrated approach, however we have concerns regarding the 

proposed structure and resourcing. In both structures (current and proposed) there 

are 8 disability posts. So there is no additional resourcing for this area. Moreover, 

under the current structure there are 2 staff at BSP8 with a specific Disability focus 



(Disability Support Co-ordinator and Disability Access Co-ordinator), five staff at 

BSP7 and one at BSP6. Under the proposed structure there is a single manager at 

BSP8, six at BSP7 and 1 at BSP6. Therefore, there is actually a reduction under the 

proposed structure. In UCU’s view this is an entirely unacceptable response to a 

situation where resources were already stretched. It contrasts poorly with the 

situation in QUB where there are 13 dedicated staff for disability support. 

 

There is no evidence provided in the documentation received by UCU to explain the 

introduction of particular specialisms with Disability ie in dyslexia and mental health. 

Clearly these are issues which affect many students at Ulster – and it is good to see 

that increasing numbers of young people with Aspergers are accessing university - 

but there is little said in the documentation regarding the needs of students 

experiencing other Specific Learning Difficulties and disabilities or physical 

impairments such as sight or hearing loss, wheelchair use or limited mobility? UCU 

requests further information on the reasons for the particular specialisms and how it 

is expected these would work in practice, particularly when the adviser with a 

particular specialism is on a different campus to the student needing advice. 

 

UCU welcomes the commitment expressed in the Executive Summary to support 

academic staff however this requires resourcing. Many academic staff do not have 

training in dealing with Specific Learning Difficulties or disabilities and need support 

in this area. UCU requests further information about how this will be resourced. We 

should be very concerned if additional stress is put on academic staff in dealing with 

situations for which they are not adequately trained. 

 

Under the proposed structure, the Grade 6 staff member whose role includes 

matching students to support providers is within the student administration team. 

This is not in line with the integrated approach and will not help to build strong 

relationships within the team as expressly desired. 

 

UCU is opposed in principle to the use of outsourcing except in occasional 

circumstances where it is not possible to provide a service in-house. We understand 

that at least £40,000 has been paid to the agency Ranstad to date. We request 

further details of this spending, and an analysis of whether the services provided 

could be developed in-house. 

 

UCU is particularly concerned about the use of Carecall for counselling services with 

regard to students with Aspergers. Students with Aspergers frequently experience 

high levels of anxiety and require support in dealing with this. An outsourced service 

based on 6 counselling sessions is not appropriate in these circumstances for 



students who may need support as and when they experience anxiety during their 

studies. 

 

 

Counselling  

 

There is no argument about the fact that the Counselling service is in crisis. It is  

however a misrepresentation to suggest that this is in any way linked to the 

performance of the Counselling staff; it occurred because an effective 60% cut (5.64 

fte to 2.64 fte between July 2011 and July 2012) was made to Counselling staff by 

failing to replace staff. By failing to rectify this staffing crisis, management put the 

wellbeing of both students and remaining staff at greater risk.  There is evidence, 

which UCU can provide, of staff repeatedly raising the crisis and its potential 

detrimental effect on the students and on themselves in scheduled meetings, during 

the Review of Student Support, and directly with the Head of Student Support when 

she took up post.  

 

A specific example of management’s failure to respond is that colleagues advised a 

replacement counsellor for the Magee campus was necessary, a job description was 

requested the PVC and provided in August 2013, and staff were under the 

impression that this post would be filled by early 2014 at the latest, accepting 

increased workloads and denial of leaves of absence in the short term until this was 

rectified.; it never was rectified.   

 

Inevitably, those counsellors who remained started to suffer from stress-related 

illnesses and some had to take time off, thus further reducing the counselling 

available to students. The remaining staff, despite unacceptable workloads and 

levels of stress, was proactive in responding to the crisis to protect students’ 

wellbeing, and the processes they put in place are well documented in the August 

2013 Counselling manual.  

 

It is, then, a misrepresentation to present the context against which the proposals 

have been made as the status quo. Further, it is counterintuitive to propose 

permanent outsourcing of the Counselling service without first returning the service 

to normal capacity and judging the service on that basis.   

 

The proposal document claims ‘we have received numerous complaints from staff 

and students about lack of appropriate response and timely intervention’.  No 



evidence base for this has been presented in the proposal document or elsewhere. 

All letters to GPs, course directors, and EC1 forms were submitted within the 

appropriate time frame, and Counselling staff received no complaints from staff in 

regard to these.  

 

It is standard practice for the Counselling Service to elicit feedback from students 

using the service, and this feedback has been excellent. In a survey of students 

using the Counselling Service in academic year 2012-13, time taken to respond to a 

query was regarded as satisfactory by 85% of students, and the quality of 

counselling was regarded as satisfactory by 83% with 53% regarding the quality as 

very satisfactory and 30% as satisfactory. Furthermore, the most common way to 

access Student Support was to drop in to the building; 63.7% of students chose this 

way over 16.5% by phone and 23% by email. A shift to outsourced telephone 

counselling then, would seem far from an ‘appropriate response’.  

 

In addition to concerns about appropriateness, at a time when students are under 

more financial pressure than ever, and with the vast majority of students using 

mobile phones rather than landlines, the fact that the CareCall service is not free 

from mobile phones detrimentally affects its accessibility to students. Moreover, the 

Counselling Service responded to student demand in feedback by moving towards a 

more flexible service, introducing short appointments pre-bookable online where 

such a service was in the students’ interest. By contrast, the current proposals move 

away from flexibility and towards standardisation, which evidence from student 

feedback and from professional and scholarly papers would suggest is the wrong 

direction.  

 

A further claim in the proposal document is that there has been ‘an absence of 

robust clinical governance’ in the Counselling Service. In fact, the current 

Counselling Service has recently been accepted for membership of the BACP 

(British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy) and the team works within a 

professional framework of excellent practice, in line with BACP guidelines. The up to 

date (August 2013) Counselling manual, of which the Head of Student Support was 

provided with a copy on taking up her post, is a comprehensive document, outlining 

the service delivery and professional codes of ethics which all counsellors adhere to. 

In addition, all counsellors adhere to high professional standards of recording 

systems, including an internal risk assessment protocol based on risk reduction.  

 

A further claim is that ‘academic years 2012/13 and 2013/14 had an average three to 

four week delay for support applications with no assessment procedure to prioritise 

the most urgent cases’. There is no evidence base for this average figure, and staff 

refute it. It is worth reiterating that staff operating at 40% capacity cannot be 



expected to perform within the timeframes they would with 100% capacity. That 

having been said, all students on waiting lists were given information packs advising 

them to contact their GPand a range of community agencies in emergencies. 

Students on waiting lists were also contacted and offered a stress management 

seminar which some attended. 

 

A further claim is that ‘the range, scale and complexity of issues presented by 

students clearly indicate a lack of capacity and capability to provide an effective 

service’. In practice, the university counsellors saw students who presented with a 

diverse range of issues, ranging from mild depression, stress, disability related eg: 

Asperger’s, more severe mental health conditions such as bi-polar. They identified at 

risk students and subsequently made appropriate referrals to third parties following a 

risk assessment. This begs the question why an outsourced ‘one size fits all’ 

inflexible solution based approach is favoured by the proposals.  

 

And as regards capability, current Counselling staff are highly qualified both 

academically (to degree and masters’ level) and professionally.  Members of the 

team have a range of specialist expertise, including Mental Health, Addictive 

Behaviours, and Cultural Issues. It is hard to see how any alternative staff could be 

more ‘capable’ in this regard; indeed it is impossible to judge because, in spite of this 

claim, no comparison between the qualifications of in-house and CareCall 

Counselling staff has been made.  

 

Whilst the proposal is to permanently outsource Counselling services, current 

Counselling staff have been advised that they can apply for one of the new roles in 

the new structure. Not only does this seem counterintuitive and not best and most 

efficient use of skills; any counsellor who moves to a position in which they will not 

be counselling will in time lose their professional body registration. The proposals 

then seem to doubly reduce the capability of the service whilst claiming to improve it.  

 

The argument that permanent outsourcing of the Counselling Service would be an 

inappropriate development is backed up by scholarly research. There is a solid 

evidence base on the positive impact of counselling on academic outcomes in higher 

education.  Recent research concluded that over 75 percent of students at 65 HE 

institutions who completed counselling in the 2011/12 academic year found that 

counselling helped them stay at university, improved academic achievement, helped 

them develop employability skills and helped improve their overall experience of 

being a student (Wallace, 2012). There is a clear bias here towards in-house 

counselling since Wallace’s study finds academic outcomes holistically integrated 

with self-confidence and increased hope for the future. Stokoe (2004) argues that in-

house counsellors, who are aware of the rhythms of the academic year can often 



see crucial things that academic staff or management cannot and this can help to 

manage institutional anxiety and improve retention. 

Further, the ‘first contact’ element of working to deal with a student in crisis, 

particularly one who is feeling suicidal, is vital. Stringer at al (2009) emphasise the 

importance of ‘the first five minutes’ with those in emotional/mental distress. 

Currently, while counselling services are being delivered by an external agency, the 

first contact is by telephone. Further, when it comes to risk management, Stringer et 

al (2012) show that face to face counselling is more effective than telephone. Their 

research emphasises the importance of psychological therapy, in distinction from 

telephone counselling.   

The outsourcing of the counselling service in student support is a significant 

retrogressive step away from the culture of the “health promoting university”, 

recommended by Bamford.  Replacing a flexible counselling service with a 

standardised Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) model represents the 

McDonaldisation of services that were designed to nurture one of the most 

sacrosanct areas of ours students’ lives; their mental health and wellbeing.  The 

consistent presence of the counselling service on each campus provided a secure 

base for students experiencing emotional distress, with an appropriately flexible 

counselling model including a drop-in service.   

 

Young people are notoriously resistant to engaging in counselling and reluctant to 

seek help when they experience emotional distress.  The drop-in service provided an 

invaluable role in catching those students in distress or despair who might otherwise 

slip through the net.  Moreover trying to shoehorn an increasingly diverse student 

body into a time-limited six session, solution-focused framework is far from 

adequate.  There are many issues for which a solution-focused approach is effective 

but there are many more for which it is wholly inappropriate.   

 

If working on the premise that students are managing stress then a solution-focused 

approach may well be viable.  But students in the university are presenting with 

myriad complex issues including depression, anxiety, self-harm, rape, abuse, 

intimate partner violence, suicidal ideation.  There is no one approach to counselling 

that is recognised as an effective intervention for all of these issues.  What is 

increasingly acknowledged is the drive towards pluralism or at the very least 

integration, to take “what works” from a range of counselling models and tailor the 

therapeutic approach to the unique needs of the client.   

 

The university’s widening participation policy has shaped a new landscape whereby 

students come from a range of backgrounds. Students’ needs are complex and the 

counselling service must be sufficiently flexible to be responsive to those needs.  By 

the introduction of the new counselling service our students have been short-



changed: their needs will be streamlined to meet the needs of this ‘one size fits all’ 

approach to care. 

 

 

Financial Support  

 

Providing financial support and advice to students is a vital part of facilitating the 

participation of students from less well-off backgrounds, as well mature students, 

lone parents etc.  The service has been lacking one of its Support Fund Assistants 

for some time now and the restructuring proposals will make this a permanent loss. 

In QUB, there is one grade 8 and two grade 4 staff who work within the institution 

and have responsibility for the administration of the Support Fund, while QUB’s 

Student’s Union has a grade 7 and 2 grade 6 staff who deal with all the queries to do 

with the Support Fund, debt, welfare, benefits advice, course advice e.g. previous 

study, leave of absence. By contrast, Ulster which has a less well-off student profile 

is expected to do all this work with two staff at grade 6 in Student Support, one 

adviser in the Student Union, with administrative/clerical support it has to share with 

the rest of the team. This is a counter-productive cut to services and needs to be 

reversed. UCU is also concerned to see that the degree considered “essential” for 

the Student Finance Co-ordinators is a business degree. This is not an appropriate 

degree for the tasks carried out which, as outlined above, are mainly advice-related. 

A Social Policy degree or similar would be the normal requirement for such posts. 

 

 

Nursing 

The nurses are not members of UCU, having their own professional representative 

body.  However, UCU is concerned at the removal of Nursing Services from our 

campuses as it will impact on the entire staff and student body. Most academic staff 

have had to deal with students who take ill, have seizures or hypos and it is highly 

reassuring to know that there is a nurse on-site. Further, the nurses provide 

invaluable health promotion, including sexual health promotion, to students. The 

explanations given to UCU that these services can be replaced by the NHS ring 

hollow given the crises in A&E departments across most of Northern Ireland over 

recent weeks. UCU has telephoned some of the GPs’ surgeries that are close to 

campuses and the general view of Practice Managers is that they could not provide 

emergency medical assistance nor could they cope with an increased volume of 

patients; one of the GP Practices associated with Magee campus is closed to new 

patients. The nurses indicate that, between them, they deal with some 6,000 

consultations each year; how can removing the opportunity to have their health care 

needs met on-campus be considered to be “responsive to the needs of students”? 



Course Directors in Nursing and Allied Health Professional courses have not been 

consulted on the proposed changes and there are serious implications for the 

Occupational Health requirements of those professions where vaccinations are 

required and fitness to practice has to be demonstrated. 

 

Risk assessment 

UCU considers that the reference to risk within the Executive Summary paper is too 

restrictive, dealing as it does only with the risks of not restructuring. In particular, 

there is no reference to the risks of restructuring in terms of providing students with a 

“one size fits all” service, which is not supported by the academic literature. Nor does 

it deal with the risks for  particular groups of disabled students. 

 

There is no reference to the potential for staff stress and impact on well-being. Yet 

we know already that staff within the Student Support team are experiencing a high 

level of stress due to the way in which the restructuring process is being carried out. 

UCU is not opposed in principle to changes within the structure of Student Support, 

but is not convinced of the direction of change being proposed and is concerned 

about the pressures which are being put upon our members. Losing good staff and 

damage to staff morale are also risks which must be considered. 

 

Equality Issues 

UCU is very concerned about the lack of evidence in the Equality Screening 

document provided to us.   It is written as if disabled students are a homogenous 

group when, in fact, they have very different needs and this should be addressed, at 

the very least. It is clear that the restructuring will impact differentially on different 

groups of students and it should reflect this. In particular, it should reflect the social 

model of disability which Ulster officially embraces. 

UCU is also concerned that this screening document relates only to the services and 

not to the restructuring when there are clear equality issues for some staff. For 

example, how are disabled members of staff who have mobility issues to consider a 

post that covers two campuses? 

There are other issues that we have with the Equality Screening document which we 

will raise separately with the Policy Implementation Unit and, if necessary, the 

Equality Commission. 

 

Job Descriptions and Personnel Specifications 

UCU is concerned that the JDs and PSs contain so many inaccuracies, 

inconsistencies and misunderstandings of the roles carried out by staff in Student 

Support that they ought to be withdrawn.  One of the most blatant of these 



inconsistencies is the fact that the Administrative Co-ordinator and the Administrative 

Officer who report to the Student Administration Manager require a higher level of 

qualifications than the Student Administration Manager, but any quick read through 

of them will reveal more.  

Finally, UCU hopes that it is an unfortunate coincidence that the degrees required for 

some of the new posts are ones which mean that those currently working in Student 

Support cannot apply for their “own” equivalent jobs. It is normal practice in 

restructuring/redundancy situations that such an eventuality is avoided by the 

inclusion of a clause such as "or a degree and 3 (or 5) years’ experience in a similar 

post in an HEI" rather than insisting on a particular degree. Indeed, when the 

Assembly’s DEL committee ordered an investigation into HR practices at the NW 

Regional College, the fact that many of those made redundant had been unable to 

apply for their “own” equivalent jobs because of different degree requirements was 

seen as evidence of unfair practices. 

 

Conclusion 

UCU requests that: 

 the restructuring process is slowed down while the Student Support Review 

Group is reconvened and the proposals assessed against the evidence base’  

 That staff are consulted properly e.g. through School Boards;  

 That students are consulted fully on all the proposals, not just counselling; 

 That the Job Descriptions and Personnel Specifications are withdrawn and re-

written after the above process; and 

 That the Equality Screening document is reviewed and revised. 

 

 

 

 


