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Introduction 
 
During the 2013 Spring Term, UBU worked with the University to prepare a survey 
of students with caring responsibilities. The survey was circulated to all students via 
email. It was additionally promoted to groups of students previously identified 
(through anecdotal evidence) as being more likely to have caring responsibilities, 
such as mature students. Students in UBU’s Student Parents’ Network also 
encouraged other students to complete the survey. Nearly 1300 students 
responded. 
 
 

Background 
 
In 2011, UBU identified student parents as a target group for deeper student 
engagement. An attempt to connect with student parents through the University 
Nursery led to a number of students, whose children attended the Nursery, 
contacting us to ask for support during the University’s consultation on the future of 
the Nursery (now concluded). 
 
As a result of conversations and focus groups with student parents at this time, and 
building on the work of NUS (see “Meet the Parents” Report, 2009) and the Equality 
Challenge Unit (see “Student Pregnancy and Maternity: Implications For Higher Education 
Institutions”, 2010), UBU prepared a paper for the Equality and Diversity Manager on 
student parents at the University of Bristol. Amongst others, the paper made the 
following key recommendations: 
 

●  The University begin to collect information on whether a student has 
dependent children as part of routine data capture for incoming students, and 
ensures that if a student becomes pregnant (or a student’s partner becomes 
pregnant) that information can be recorded centrally. 

●  The University develop policy and procedure for supporting pregnant 
students. 

 
The University agreed to both recommendations. In addition to its 
recommendations to the University, UBU also considered its own provision for 
student parents. As a result, we have established a Student Parents’ Network 
(currently with 65 members) and a weekly coffee morning for student parents. 
 
As of November 2013, policies have been developed and published for both students 
and staff on pregnancy and maternity: 
www.bris.ac.uk/equalityanddiversity/act/protected/pregandmat/.  
 
However, the promised data capture has not occurred. Following discussions 
between UBU’s Elected Officer for Welfare and Equality and the Deputy Registrar, it 
was agreed that in the interim the University would seek the views of student 
parents through a survey. The survey was then broadened to include a general 
question about ‘other’ caring responsibilities. We are extremely grateful to the 
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The tenth question in the survey was ‘If you have any comments about your caring 
responsibilities and what sort of services or support might be helpful to you as a 
student carer, please give details’, while the last one asked for their email address in 
case they wanted to be contacted by Just Ask regarding services for student carers. 
The 168 answers to the tenth open-ended question were coded into the following 
themes and then analysed: possible events/initiatives to better student carers’ 
experience; services and support; and advice needs. Suggestions and items in 
comments with an incidence higher than three are discussed below.  
 

 
Findings and discussion 
 
1. General feelings about the student experience 
 
Respondents expressed the need for flexibility and enhanced support from the 
university, highlighting the fact that not all student experiences are that of a nineteen 
year old without responsibilities. Feelings of being marginalised or of being perceived 
as difficult by the support staff were widespread, as sometimes they were not given 
clear answers and were sent from department to department to solve their queries.  
Some departments came across as more supportive than others.  
 
Student parents have expressed that the university is not geared up for them due to 
the lack of flexibility and child-care services provision. SCRs expressed gratitude that 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

they were seen as separate from student parents and felt that more research needs 
to be done in order to understand their needs as distinct to the ones arising from 
parenting pressures.  
 
2. Support /welfare and academic requirements 
 
The most prevalent grievances were the timing of compulsory teaching and the cost 
as well as lack of flexibility of the nursery provision.  
 
2.1 Teaching, coursework and funding 
 
Parents find it hard to attend lectures/seminars in the early morning and in the 
evening, especially lectures held until 6pm. The school run is a dominant feature in 
the daily life of a parent with school-aged children so anything timetabled during 
these times of the day is difficult to attend.  A solution they’ve proposed is 
implementing a policy of no teaching outside the 9:30am to 4:30pm period for 
student carers (i.e. avoiding lectures outside these slots and assigning them to 
seminars happening within this slot).  
 
Participants noted that teaching on specific days of the week or only during school 
hours would positively affect their ability to study as this allows part-time students to 
work or can reduce the impact of childcare. Moreover, having the university’s 
teaching block match the school term-time would improve the access to education 
for student parents.  
 
The academic needs mostly centred around flexibility which should result from a 
formal recognition of the additional pressure that comes with caring responsibilities. 
This would mean developing policies that reflect greater leniency when extensions 
are requested. Additionally, the possibility of moving deadlines outside term-time for 
carers was seen as easing the difficulties related to juggling caring responsibilities and 
full-time education.  
 
Another common issue was timetables not being released with enough notice before 
term started. This makes arranging childcare almost impossible, as most timetables 
are confirmed a week in advance of the start of teaching. For PGT respondents, this 
seems to be a pressing issue.  
 
In terms of funding, PG students raised the issue of most research grants being 
aimed only at full-time students, while student carers at graduate level tend to 
choose the part-time mode of study due to the demanding nature of PG degrees. 
The possibility of hardship bursaries specifically for student carers was also seen as a 
beneficial implementation. 
 
2.2 Childcare on campus 
 
The nursery was thought to be oversubscribed and expensive and students demand 
greater provision to meet their needs. The main requirement is that the university 
offers more affordable day care for children. The majority of student parent 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

respondents asked for more flexibility in the current nursery provision, and a 
significant proportion also mentioned financial support and/or childcare vouchers.  
 
Two other proposals that were very popular within the responses were providing a 
crèche facility and extending the staff parking permit to PGRs. UG respondents also 
stressed the need for a parking scheme to include them as most are forced to travel 
by car due to their caring responsibilities and are finding it difficult to find a parking 
space on the precinct after 9:30am. Some mentioned the possibility of reserving 
spaces or purchasing special permits. 
 
A crèche as well as some form of emergency day-care are seen as a priority by many 
students as they would sometimes come in only for a few hours to study or 
complete assignments. 
 
Baby changing or breastfeeding spaces are facilities the university can provide in 
order to accommodate the needs of student parents.  
 
Moreover, no study spaces or common areas are designed for parents and 
sometimes they are even exclusionary. The Just Ask team were informed about an 
occasion in which a student who is a single mother was denied access to pick up a 
book reservation from the Arts and Social Sciences Library because she had her 
baby with her - she was not intending to use any of the study spaces during this visit, 
but to only pick up the book she previously reserved from the counter. As a result, 
she had to ask a member of staff in the Student Finance office to look after her 
daughter for a few minutes while she could go to the service desk.  
 
2.3 Accommodation 
 
University accommodation for families was seen as a pressing need, especially for 
international student parents or home students relocating from distant parts of the 
UK who are not familiar with Bristol and do not have time to look for private 
accommodation. Furthermore, university accommodation should be more flexible 
for international students with families, as shorter tenancies are also required.  
 
The need for support with finding private accommodation in Bristol was also 
stressed as it is a difficult and time-consuming endeavour, especially considering rent 
prices in the city.  
 
3. Advice needs 
 
An important aspect to stress in the advice provision at UoB and UBU is that EU and 
International student carers need more specific support in finding their feet when 
moving to the UK. International students with children saw the university as needing 
to increase the visibility of support services within UoB and the government sources 
of support, for example by producing a leaflet with customised information for them. 
 
Students mentioned the possibility of having a one-stop-shop of information for 
student carers, on the university website, as well as advice booklets specifically for 
parents and/or SCRs sent out before enrolment; these would need to cover 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

accommodation, finance, how to access support, and promote Students’ Union 
groups or activities. 
 
A prevalent need that was discussed was assistance on claiming benefits related to 
caring responsibilities. Students in various circumstances are not clear on what they 
can access and how, and researching these matters can be a daunting task that can 
greatly benefit from specialist advice that is publicised. For example, we were 
surprised to learn that there are benefits explicitly excluding students - the Carer’s 
Allowance is not available for those in full-time education or suspending studies (see 
https://www.gov.uk/carers-allowance/eligibility and NUS, Benefits for student carers).  
 
In terms of academic issues, the most popular needs were advice on negotiating 
extensions and having a clearer process which needs to be carried out if work is late 
or lectures are missed. Knowing someone who understands is around is also very 
important when students want to see academic or support staff on various issues 
related to their degrees. 
 
As mentioned previously, SCRs (including single parents of disabled children) should 
not be overlooked and their different needs have to be better understood, with the 
visibility for the support they can access needing to be enhanced.  
 
Respondents asked for information for carers for people with serious illnesses or 
disabilities along with a family mediation service for SCRs gone away for studies in 
order to help both parties cope with the emotional and practical difficulties 
associated with the loss of role. Furthermore, more support and advice for PGs with 
mental health issues or students caring for other fellow students with mental health 
issues are needed. 
 
Supervisors should be encouraged to proactively ask students about any 
responsibilities they might have as some people might be uncomfortable bringing 
these up themselves. 
  
4. Social initiatives, activities and events 
 
The most prominent finding is that student carers cannot make events taking place in 
the evening, which can lead to a feeling of being excluded from their department.   
Faculty advocates for those with caring responsibilities are seen as a way of 
increasing the students’ sense of belonging. 
 
In terms of activities that would benefit student parents, respondents have suggested 
the following: 
- Half-term play schemes for school age children 
- Activities or workshops to meet other carers and their children, especially for 

international students 
- Weekend and holiday clubs 
- Play groups 
- Family sport activities: swimming, football etc. 
- 10am events during school term-time for parents networking 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Projects or initiatives seen to improve the educational and social student experience 
for carers that the respondents mentioned were: 
- Recorded lectures/seminars up on Blackboard 
- Database for child minders 
- Library with a crèche 
- Activities for PGs 
- Students’ Union groups/networks 
 

 
Recommendations 

 
Addresses 
 

 
Recommendation 

Visibility - Capturing data of student parents and SCRs from admission 
stage 

Access to Education - To where possible avoid having lectures outside the 9.30am - 
4.30pm period for students with caring or parental 
responsibilities 
 
- Seminar allocation which take caring responsibilities into 
account from the start 
 
- Release timetables as early as possible 
 
- Extend staff parking permit to postgraduate research students 

Feeling Supported -  Policy on extensions which takes into account flexibility with 
childcare and other caring commitments 
 
- Personal Tutors/Supervisors being encouraged to explicitly ask 
students of any responsibilities they might have 
 
- Consider having staff champions for student parents and carers 

Access to Funds for 
Research  

- Introduce hardship bursaries or loans for student carers who 
are disadvantaged from research grants due to their mode of 
study 

Provision of Flexible 
Childcare 

- To create a database of child minders 
 
- To introduce a crèche facility 

Creating Welcoming 
Spaces  

- Introduce baby changing and breastfeeding spaces on campus 
following student consultation 
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Accommodation - Accommodation Office to allow for flexible tenancies for 
students with families  

Information and Advice 
 

- To include a section at this link: http://www.bris.ac.uk/study/ 
which targets student parents and carers rather than parents and 
carers of students including the following:  

o Location of baby-changing facilities 
o Information on affordable childcare 
o Link to guidance for pregnant students 
o Information on advice available on claiming care related 

benefits 
o Information and advice on support for student carers  
o Funding sources at the University 
o Information for EU and overseas parents/carers 
o Link to the Student Parents’ Network as well as UBU’s 

mediation service 
o Resources on supporting someone with mental health 

problems 

Tackle Feeling of Exclusion - Introduce faculty advocates for student parents/carers, similar 
to mature student advocates 

Further Research - To run focus groups with students with caring responsibilities 
to expand on some of the findings of the survey 
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