
 

 
 
 
This is the full text of the speech given by Lancaster University Students’ Union President Josh Woolf 
at the January 2018 meeting of the Lancaster University Court. 
 
When, like me and my fellow officers, you have been elected into office for a year, the thought of 
leaving a legacy is constantly on your mind.  
 
Now a year’s a long time, but it’s also a very short time. I’m already more than half way through my 
year as president and there’s still so much to do. From amplifying the Student Voice on issues like 
rent increases, to celebrating & supporting the amazing contributions our students make on a daily 
basis to the University and our city, I want myself and our student officers to be remembered as real 
change-makers, improving the lives of students for many years to come. 
 
In recent months the University and its leadership team have placed great emphasis on one of their 
legacies, the awarding of the prestigious ‘Times & Sunday Times University of the Year’ title, 
something that I know many in this room were proud to see achieved, but I want to ask those of you 
present here today what do you believe that actually means? What can students at the ‘University of 
the Year’ expect from their institution?  
 
If you were to ask one of the many students in this room [something I strongly encourage you all to 
do after this meeting!] you would hope that they would tell you that it would be a University that 
ensures all students receive value for money in their education, maybe a University that does all it 
can to tackle the ever increasing financial pressures and burdens that are placed on students, maybe 
they would tell you that it is a University that ensures the equality and welfare needs of its students 
are routinely met or perhaps a student would tell you that it is a University that invests heavily in the 
‘student experience’ ensuring they have a well-funded Students’ Union and offering a wide range of 
social and recreational spaces or finally they might tell you that it is a University that is located in a 
city which is geared up towards meeting the needs of a diverse student population. 
 
The evidence we’re seeing and the feedback we’re getting from students is that they’ve come to 
terms with the idea of tuition fees, and they’re proud to be here at Lancaster University. 
 
But what they’re more conscious of than ever is getting value for money – they’re not prepared to 
accept hidden course costs, poor teaching & learning spaces and staff who lack the digital skills to 
deliver courses in a way that works for students. We know this is something the Office for Students 
will be paying close attention to, and it’s high on our agenda too. 
 
Running hand-in-hand with value for money is increasing cost of living. It’s a tough time to be a 
student! 
 
We’ve been campaigning this year against significant increases to on-campus rent (that’s the launch 
of our rent campaign in the photo behind me) and on-campus parking – two costs that contribute to 
making it more expensive than ever to be a student at Lancaster. 
 
These increased costs come at a time of wide-ranging cuts across our university – including to the 
union block grant – that means the teams providing support to our members are under more 
pressure and working with reduced resources. 



 
Ironically, this coincides with a period where we’ve jointly created a culture of openness and 
frankness about mental health and other issues faced by students– so these resource constraints 
come at a time when more students than ever are looking for our support. 
 
The mental health crisis is an ever increasing issue and university life is a big contributor to the 
pressures and stresses our members find themselves under. 
 
We have a fantastic counselling service at Lancaster but it is severely stretched and in a space that is 
not fit for purpose. Students are reporting being put off from accessing help due to long waiting lists 
– admittedly shorter than those on the NHS, but too long for our members to get the help they 
require to meet their academic commitments. 
 
Talking of stress, did anyone walk along the Spine to get here? 
 
The feedback we’re getting from students is that this work has been too disruptive, distracting 
people in the classroom and causing confusion with what feels like constant and ever-changing 
diversions! 
 
We’ve been hearing back from lots of unhappy members who are starting to wish they’d gone to an 
invertebrate university instead! 
 
We recognise that future generations of students will benefit from this project, but it’s making a 
severe dent in today’s student experience and presenting particular challenges for students with 
disabilities. 
 
The fact that Design The Spine was this year’s most-photographed Halloween costume speaks 
volumes. 
 
Another demographic that is not getting the most of their university experience is our black and 
minority ethic students. It’s expected to take decades for the BME attainment gap to be closed 
nationally. 
 
Today I want to set the university the challenge of understanding in depth the attainment gap at 
Lancaster, closing that gap much sooner – and setting a target date for this to happen. 
 
Looking more widely, we want our membership to be seen not as a cash-cow – preyed upon by 
dodgy landlords and opportunistic investors - but as an important partner in the economic and 
community life of our campus and our city. 
 
We want to see a strong, diverse and affordable commercial offer both on campus and in the city, 
the revenues raised through the university’s commercial offer and the city’s business rates 
reinvested in making Lancaster a world-class place to live as a student. 
 
Students are brilliant for Lancaster. Let’s make sure Lancaster is brilliant for students. I’d like to 
invite the university and representatives from our city and county councils to think about how 
they’re going to achieve that and work together with the union to make it a reality. 
 
I started this speech by talking to you about legacies. I want our University's legacy to be that of an 
institution that listens to its students and that all students feel passionate about and proud to be a 
member of. 



 
Like the images behind me, this court has reached the end of its time but remains loved and 
appreciated. 
 
This is the final meeting of the court, and a legacy might be on your minds too. 
That’s why I want to sow the seed of this final court’s legacy by publicly calling upon the vice-
chancellor to guarantee four things for our union, for our members and for you, the members of 
court: 
 

1. A serious commitment to offering value for money to our members, with affordable rents 
and on-campus services as top priorities. 

2. A pledge to put more resources into mental health support through the union and other 
channels - this is one of the top challenges facing our members, and one that if properly 
addressed will yield benefits in terms of academic results and extracurricular outcomes. 

3. A renewed commitment to building a stronger and more widely recognised platform for 
students to guide teaching & learning and develop their own academic interests. 

4. A promise that the annual public meeting that will be created to replace this court will have 
the authority to hold university management to account the way that this body has done, so 
effectively, for so long. 

 
And with that I will close, but not before thanking and commending the court for the valuable 
service it has provided over the years for the students that I represent. 


