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Bristol SU Response to Proposed Model for Support 
In Residences 
Summary 
The Bristol SU Officer Team released an initial statement endorsing the basic framework for 
pastoral support in residences proposed by the University. This was based on our assessment 
of the potential of the proposed model to address concerns highlighted in student 
consultations which we have carried out over the past year and which have informed the 
development of this model. Our endorsement of the basic framework was given because we 
believe that: 
 

1. A move away from voluntary and towards professional pastoral staff roles is in the 
best interest of students as it will ensure greater consistency and that all staff have the 
skills, training and resources to support students effectively, 

2. The 24-hour professional cover embedded into the proposed model offers greater 
security for students in crisis, 

3. The proposed model provides a better separation of pastoral and disciplinary roles, 
4. The proposed model will ensure there is parity of support in different residences and 

offers an opportunity to further develop the support available to students in the City 
Centre, whose particular needs have been highlighted in consultations, 

5. By pooling and centrally coordinating resources, the shared service (if properly 
resourced) should be more robust in instances of staff sickness, holiday or other cases 
which could currently leave gaps in the support system for individual residences, and 

6. The proposed model will continue to place student representatives in residences at 
the heart of community-building activity. 

 
Our consultation and analysis has given us confidence that the basic framework provides a 
good basis for pastoral support in residences. We do, however, feel that there are a number 
of issues that will need to be resolved for the model to be successful. These fall under the 
following themes: 
 

1. Overall level of support/resource 
2. Visibility and accessibility of pastoral support staff 
3. Equality, diversity and inclusion 
4. Community building and events 
5. Support for student representatives in residences 
6. The Residential Life Mentor role 

 
For the most part, these are issues which we feel can be resolved in developing the next level 
of detail in the proposed model. There are, however, a few areas where we feel immediate 
action may be required to amend aspects of the proposed model, for example around 
resource level, to ensure it is able to meet the needs of students. 
 
We expect to play an active role in the further development of this model, ensuring that 
students’ views are taken into account and their interests are protected. 
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Themes 
Overall level of resource/support 
Student feedback raised concerns about a perceived “thinning” of support at all levels, with 
fewer individuals involved. Feedback focused largely on the reduction in the number of 
people involved in the pastoral support system, a perception that cuts were being made in 
the interest of cost saving, and that the review may not have taken into account the full 
contributions made by different roles in the current structure. 
 
The move from voluntary to professional roles makes it difficult to make direct comparisons 
between the staff resource levels (excluding Senior Residents/Residential Life Mentors) in the 
existing and proposed models, due to the discretionary nature of the work undertaken by 
Wardens and Deputy Wardens. It may be that the new model matches or exceeds current 
levels of staff resource in practice, but it may also be the case that the voluntary contribution 
of Wardens and Deputy Wardens has been underestimated. 
 
There are also concerns about the ability of the proposed model to meet demand at peak 
times, particularly Welcome Week. This is because the existing model, having more 
individuals involved, can access additional support from a broader pool of people, making it 
easier to share the burden. We know that meeting demand during this time is already a 
significant challenge and it is not clear in the proposal what plans there are to provide 
adequate cover during this period if fewer people are involved. 
 
There does appear to be a significant reduction in the resource invested at the Senior 
Resident/Residential Life Mentor level which we will discuss later in this document. 
 
We would be concerned if the proposed model: 

1. Planned staffing levels purely to fill 24-hour shift patterns, without adequately taking 
into account the work undertaken by voluntary staff roles in the existing model, 

2. Did not have sufficient capacity and flexibility to cover sickness, holiday and peak 
times such as Welcome Week, 

3. Placed too much administrative work on the Residential Life Advisors, limiting their 
capacity for pastoral and community building work, and 

4. Made cuts to resource levels, for example at the Senior Resident/Residential Life 
Mentor level, in the interest of cost saving, rather than due to evidence about true 
demand and capacity. 

 
We recommend that: 

1. The planned number of Residential Life Mentors is immediately reviewed to ensure 
that there is adequate resource available at this level of the model, 

2. Clear plans are made for how sufficient cover will be provided in instances of staff 
sickness or leave, and during peak times such as Welcome Week, and 

3. The staffing levels are reviewed after 1 year to ensure the model is adequately 
resourced. 

 
Visibility and accessibility of pastoral support staff 
The proposed model has the potential to provide reliable and accessible 24-hour support. 
Students are concerned, however, that the hub-based model could remove support staff 
from the communities in residences, reduce the personal connections students make with 
these staff and thus reduce the likelihood of students accessing support. Student feedback 
has overwhelmingly shown that students would like to see more proactive pastoral support 
across the University, and these concerns focus on a perception that the proposed model 
may be more reactive in approach than the existing structure. 
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We would be concerned if the proposed model: 
1. Was overly reliant on an office-based system of giving support or if the design of work 

of Residential Life Advisors didn’t give them sufficient face to face contact with 
students in their residences, 

2. Reduced opportunities for students to get to know and subsequently seek support 
from specific members of staff, and 

3. Lacked specialised approaches at a hub-level to deal with the unique challenges of 
different residences, for example visibility challenges for the City Centre hub, or the 
geographical separation of PG Residences. 

 
We recommend that: 

1. The design of the Residential Life Advisor roles includes a clear plan for how they will 
regularly work in residences to meet students and engage in community building-
activity. 
 

 
Equality, diversity and inclusion 
Although it has been articulated as a major aim of the review, equality, diversity and 
inclusion issues are not covered in any detail in the proposal for the model. The hub-based 
model does present opportunities to improve inclusion in residences by facilitating 
interactions with students from different residences, particularly for those who feel isolated in 
the current structure. It is vital that EDI issues are taken into consideration when planning 
community-building activities in the proposed model. 
 
We also hear frequently from students about the ways that their support needs are linked 
with their identities, from LGBT+ students who may be worried about coming out to a non-
LGBT+ member of staff, to BME students who may feel isolated in residences with very few 
BME students or staff. This could have implications for role design, recruitment and training in 
the proposed model. 
 
We would be concerned if the proposed model: 

1. Moved forward, particularly to recruitment, without proper consideration of EDI issues, 
and 

2. Was not sufficiently flexible and responsive to changes in the needs of changing 
student cohorts. 

 
We recommend that: 

1. EDI issues are made a priority in developing the next level of detail of the model, 
including considering how they might influence role descriptions, recruitment, and 
plans for community building. 

 
Community building and events 
The proposed model presents a number of opportunities to further develop events and 
community-building activities in residences. Strengths include an increased focus on these 
activities for staff roles, the continued role of student representatives in planning events 
programmes and evening staff cover which could support the delivery of events. In addition, 
the hub-based model will likely make it easier to share ideas and best practice across 
residences. 
 
Student feedback has raised significant concerns, however, about the risk of losing the 
unique identity and personality of the residences which are valued by many students. This is 
important not just because it has traditionally been a feature of the University, but because 
there are meaningful differences between the student cohorts and resources in each 
residence. Our consultation suggests that the sense of hall identity and community is 
strongest in particular Clifton and Stoke Bishop residences, but may be less well-developed in 
the City Centre. 
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We would be concerned if the proposed model: 

1. Homogenised the experience within hubs, rather than delivering consistency of 
quality alongside diversity of experience, 

2. Did not address the particular challenges faced by City Centre residences, and 
3. Overestimated the level of events support that could be provided by partners such 

Bristol SU at current resource levels. 
 
We recommend that: 

1. Community building activities should aim to preserve the sense of hall identity for 
residences where this is strong, and seek to establish a similar community feel in 
residences where this is currently less strong, 

2. More cross-residence events are trialled, but that this should not form the foundation 
of the events and community-building programme in residences, 

3. It is considered whether additional resource may be required to support community 
building in the City Centre, given the reported challenges for community building in 
these residences, and 

4. Further discussion is held with Bristol SU to effectively plan the support required for 
community-building activity and events. 

 

Support for student representatives in residences 
The representation structure will be vital to the success of community building in residences 
and to the ongoing review and development of the proposed model. Support for JCRs is 
currently the responsibility of different roles across residences and within Bristol SU which can, 
at times, make this support inconsistent or ad hoc. The proposed model presents an 
opportunity to have more clearly defined responsibility for these activities built into staff job 
descriptions, giving student representatives more consistent support. 
 
Despite this, it is clear from student feedback that there are concerns about the practicality 
of day-to-day support for rep activity where staff are working in shift patterns. A lack of a 
single point of contact who would have expertise in the resources and facilities of different 
residences, and the potential of having to speak to different staff on different days were 
raised as issues which might limit the effectiveness of representatives in residences. 
 
Given the scope of changes to the pastoral team in residences, plans to review the JCR 
structure are sensible. However, it will be important to ensure that any potential changes to 
student representation are only made if there is evidence that they would better support the 
work of student representatives, and not simply to reflect the hub-based approach to 
staffing in the proposed model. 
 
 
We would be concerned if the proposed model: 

1. Failed to account for the support needs of the representation structure in residences, 
2. Made it more difficult or bureaucratic for JCRs to access support and advice from 

staff, and 
3. Was introduced in a way which resulted in a significant loss of expertise regarding 

community building activities in residences. 
 
We recommend that: 

1. There should be a clear plan for how responsibility for the election, recruitment, and 
start-up of JCR committees (or equivalent student representative structure), and 
planning and delivery of events will be divided between pastoral roles and Bristol SU, 

2. Responsibilities surrounding student representation should be written into job 
descriptions for relevant roles and reflected in the recruitment process, 
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3. A clear plan is put in place for the retention/handover of knowledge about the 
resources and facilities in different residences through the transition period, and 

4. The JCR structure is reviewed to determine if it should be adjusted in light of changes 
to the pastoral team, following meaningful student consultation on this issue. 

. 
The Residential Life Mentor role 
The shift from voluntary roles to contracted hours has the potential to improve consistency of 
provision and accountability for the Residential Life Mentor role, ensuring that work is 
completed to the right standard. Students taking on these roles will also have greater support 
such as a 24/7 service to signpost to and staff who are better placed to intervene if they 
realise a student in this role is overwhelmed. It is also expected that the fact that staff will be 
on shift during the night, rather than just on call, will lower the threshold at which these 
students will feel comfortable contacting staff for support in challenging situations. 
 
Students have, however, raised significant concerns about a number of issues relating to the 
design and planning for the Mentor role. The most significant of these concerns has been 
about the substantial reduction in the number of these roles relative to Senior Residents in the 
current model. This change would result in much higher Mentor:student ratios, which are seen 
as a barrier to proactive support provision, and could result in undue pressure being placed 
on students in the Mentor role.  
 
Students are also concerned that a shift-focused approach to work may not match well with 
the live-in nature of the role. Current Senior Residents raised concerns that students in these 
roles may either end up working outside of their shifts without being compensated, or may 
be less proactive than current Senior Residents. It is also unclear how shifts would be 
arranged around Mentor’s assessment periods or vacation periods. 
 
The changes to compensation have also been raised as a concern, particularly for the more 
expensive (catered) residences, where the pay offered may not be sufficient in light of the 
additional cost of living in the residence relative to the private sector. 
 
We would be concerned if the proposed model: 

1. Resulted in a significant reduction in the capacity of Mentors to provide proactive 
support and community building, compared to the existing model, 

2. Planned Mentor numbers on the basis of covering shift patterns, without taking into 
account Mentor:student ratios, 

3. Resulted in fewer applications/reduced quality of applications for the Mentor role 
compared to the Senior Resident role, 

4. Failed to adequately plan for Mentors withdrawing from their role during the year, 
both in terms of the cover that would need to be provided in the residence and the 
accommodation implications for the individual who had withdrawn, and 

5. Did not allow flexibility for Mentors around assessment periods. 
 

We recommend that: 
1. As stated previously, the planned number of Residential Life Mentors should 

immediately be reviewed and 
2. The move from voluntary to paid student roles is reviewed regularly over the first few 

years of implementation to ensure that the anticipated benefits outweigh the 
potential downsides in recruitment, retention and working culture, 

3. There is a clear plan for instances where Mentors may withdraw from their role, 
offering them the opportunity to continue to live in the residence or to choose to 
move out with no penalty, 

4. The role is allowed some flexibility for students during assessment periods, and a 
proper management and support structure is planned for Mentors to help with 
workload, boundary setting, and challenging cases. 


