
The Student Journey: 
Mapping the links between 
student support services 
and academic departments

Kerry Summerfield
Student Mental Health Project Officer
Staffordshire University



Start to Success Project
A whole community approach to supporting student transitions into, through and
beyond university
A 2 year project led by Keele and Staffordshire University working in partnership across the 

region to support the mental health and wellbeing of HE & FE students
3 areas of focus:
• Student transitions
• Early interventions
• Step change in support through partnership working with the NHS
www.starttosuccess.co.uk

http://www.starttosuccess.co.uk/


Key mental health outcomes:

21 2 3



A whole community approach: the 
project partners



• Improve outcomes for students, particularly those who are identified 
as high risk, increase engagement with services and develop 
interventions that will provide tailored support for students

• Map the student journey from application to HE through to 
completion, encompassing different types of learners

• Identify pressure points throughout the academic year where 
students are vulnerable to withdrawal and mental health issues

• Develop interventions to support students who take a Break in 
Studies to continue

Project Officer – Progression and Success



Staffordshire University – local population
The main campus is based in Stoke-on-Trent
• 28% of students are drawn from the local area
• 13th most deprived Local Authority in England (2019 Indices of Multiple Deprivation)
• Over half of areas are classed as among the 20% most deprived in the UK
• One third of areas are in the 10% most deprived areas
• More than 2/3 of children live in poverty in some areas of the city
• Lower life expectancy
• Lower than average educational attainment, qualifications and income
• Higher unemployment and homelessness
• 28% of students are local – 25% from POLAR4 Quintile 1
• The wider area of Staffordshire is far less deprived,  but pockets of deprivation 

exist



Student demographics – Staffordshire University
Percentage Characteristic
55% Commuting

53% Mature

46% From lowest participation neighbourhoods

28% From the local area

20% From 20% of areas classified in the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation

18% BAME

15% Have disclosed a disability

1% Care leavers



Characteristics of students
We looked at  the needs of different types of students to develop bespoke interventions:
• Mature
• Home
• Commuting
• BAME
• LGBT+
• Students with a disability
• Care Leavers/Estranged students
• International
• Postgraduate



Student Journey Maps
• Map for each Semester of the student journey overall, 

initially created using Visio
• International Students
• Postgraduate Students
• Break in Studies process



The maps
Conditional

Application

Holidays

Student Journey 
Sept - Dec

Interview/
offer made

Conditions met
Accommodation 

allocated (if 
applicable)

Welcome 
Week

Induction

Student Finance 
application made

Assignments

Allocated core/
module groups

Meet with Personal 
Tutor

Diwali 
Oct/Nov

Birthday of Guru 
Nanak Dev Sahib                              

(Nov)

Has the student 
disclosed a mental 

health issue, 
disability or 
vulnerable 
condition?

No

Yes

Student 
Wellbeing 

team 
assessment 

Reasonable 
adjustments in 

place

Pressure point:
Students may experience 

homesickness, it may be the first 
time they have lived away from 

home and support networks
 Vulnerable:  

All students, mature students if 
living away from spouse and 

children
Intervention: 
Social events 

Social and Communication Group 
for students with ASD, anxiety who 

struggle with socialising and  
relationships

Information on accommodation 
suitable for parents and children. 
wellbeing activities/workshops, 
timetabling in blocks to allow 

weekend travel

Pressure point:                                 
finance

Waiting for student loan to be 
approved if delayed

Awaiting first payment
Ensuring entitlement to loans/

grants/bursaries
Interventions: Support to deal with 

Student Finance England for 
vulnerable students

Student hardship fund

Pressure point:
budgeting

Affording a social life as well as living 
costs

The costs of student accommodation
Money management, budgeting 

workshops, healthy eating/cooking 
on a budget, Black Bullion money 

management

Pressure points:
Making friends and social 

networks.  Ideally connecting with 
at least one person 

Vulnerable:  All students, but 
particularly mature, commuting, 
home and LGBT and disabled 

:students, students with ASD or 
mental health conditions.  

Pressure on students to conform 
socially, many social events 
revolving around drinking.  

Getting lost in a large cohort of 
students

Fear of missing out can lead to a 
full social schedule

Interventions:
Mature students’ social groups to 

continue after Induction
Peer mentoring,  peer-assisted 

learning
Social and communication groups 
for students with ASD/anxiety who 
struggle with social communication 

or personal wellbeing
Social opportunities to meet a 

variety of needs
Managing expectations of having 
an extensive social network which 
is portrayed in the media but will 
not be the case for all students, 
and having just a few friends is 
fine.   University is portrayed as 
many drinks-related events but 

the alternative is OK 
Craft Clubs aimed at students and 
learning support, open to anyone – 
painting, origami, pottery, knitting, 

board games, food etc. to enable all 
students to meet learning support 

and be part of the student 
community

Note:
Men are more reluctant to talk about 

mental health issues
Interventions:

 Men’s group, Sports centre drop in 
impromptu football sessions at no 
charge, meet ups in the Sports centre

Note:
Developing a sense of belonging to the University is key, this 

must be cultured at an early stage
Vulnerable:

All students, but especially BAME, LGBT+, mature students, 
widening participation, first in family to attend University

Interventions:
Opportunities for students to cook and eat together in 

accommodation, which promotes friendship
Commuting and home students to belong to a hall of residence as 

‘day boarders’ and share opportunities for social events
Provide facilities for home and commuting students, ie. 

kitchens, lockers, storage, study areas 
Volunteering opportunities

Consider a named person for mature students (Mature 
Students’ Advisor) 

Culturally appropriate Support Services or at least peer 
mentors from cultural groups who can be the first step to 

approaching services
Peer mentoring schemes 

Interactive teaching to help students to get to know each other
Allowing transgender and LGBT+ students to self-identify on 

forms and in person
LGBT+ Champions trained by University support staff in peer 

support and LGBT+ awareness
Peer led workshiops café style on coming out at University
A ‘safe space’ for staff and students who identify as trans

Specialist support for students who have experienced domestic 
abuse

Peer support for students with disabilities
Accessible spaces with software facilities and different types of 

seating and lighting, sensory resources
Staff training in mental health awareness and ASD                    
Sharing stories from students who have already transitioned 
from different backgrounds – this may resonate with other 
types of students as well

Transition into University and into the second 
year are particular presssure points for student 

mental health and retention :
Intervention:

Retention register
opportunities to disclose throughout the year
Ensure that students are not ‘medicalised’ too 

early offer interventions such as a chat, 
workshops and self-help resources

Transfer medical records in the case of an 
existing mental health condition

Pressure point:
Timetable for Semester 1 planning 

Vulnerable:    
mature students especially those 
with family responsibilities, and 

commuting students
Interventions:  

Contact time avoiding School run/
beginning/end of the day

More predictable timetables in 
blocks for commuting students
Ensure timetables are planned 

early and try to  avoid last minute 
changes

Is timetabling centralised so staff 
can’t respond in a flexible way?

Christmas

Pressure point:
Anxiety about disclosure

Will the student be treated differently, will 
they be stigmatised

Interventions:
Make disclosure a positive experience, 

promote the benefits and use anonymous 
case studies

Pressure point: 
Academic support for 
students who may be 
less confident in their 

abilities 
Interventions:

Regular and timetabled 
meetings with Personal 

Tutors
Refer to academic skills 
study groups, some of 

which may be targeted for 
particular groups of 
students, eg. ASD to 
provide peer support

Simplified study support 
for mature students
Computer refresher 

courses
Technology supported 

learning
For students with 

learning difficulties or 
ASD:: a 10 minute 
tutorial before an 

assignment to ensure 
that they are clear on 
what they have to do

Support with timetables 
and organisational skills 
for students with ASD/

learning difficulties
Automatic video capture 

of lectures
Clear policy on 

‘reasonable adjustments
A Departmental 

Disability Liaison Advisor 
in each School, to liaise 

with Student Support 
Services

Register at the Library 
as a user with individual 

needs
Learning Support 

Mentors to help with 
organisation and 

independence skills
Study Skills groups for 

students with disabilities 
and their learning 

support.  Craft sessions 
for students and their 

learning support, open to 
anyone – painting, 

origami, pottery, knitting, 
board games, food etc. 
to enable all students to 
meet learning support 

and be part of   the 
community

Note: 
Developing a relationship with PT is 

impotant
Interventions:

Training and coaching for PTs
Mental health awareness, pastoral 

support
Timetabled regular meetings 3 per 

Semester

Pressure point:
Preparing for 1st assignemnt

Interventions:  
Study Skills Groups

Academic support skills workshops

Note:
Monitoring of students who might 

have any issues  
Interventions:  
Risk register

Academics or support staff can add 
a student to the risk register if the 
student is from a vulnerable group 
or if they have any concerns raised 

during the academic year

Friendship problems 
which may develop 
through the term, 
conflicts, being 

disappointed or let down 
by friends

Vulnerable:                   
all students

Interventions:
Resilience workshops

Self-esteem
Opportunities to chat 

Social opportunities to 
meet a variety of needs

Pressure points:
Stigma around mental health and 

wellbeing and reluctance to 
approach Support Services

Vulnerable; all students
Interventions:

Change the language and offer 
help at an early stage eg. Are you 
OK, are you looking after yourself, 

are you having problems 
sleeping,  workshops on self-care, 
health and nutrition, reduced price 
gym pass, able to use the gym for 

free for football, badminton or 
table tennis etc.,  Raise 

awareness around ‘wellbeing’ and 
give case studies of where 
students have been helped
Advertising Counselling and 

Suppprt Services specifically for 
LGBT+ students

Therapy Assisted Online 
Programme

Text message reminders to 
complete assignments etc.

Pressure point:  
Childcare

Vulnerable:
any students but 

particularly mature  
students

Interventions:
Information on childcare 
kept up to date. Mature 
Students’ Advisor as a 
source of information 

and signposting
Predictable timetabling
Avoid School run times/

half term                   
Childare and baby 

facilities at induction

Pressure point:
Time pressures – 

organising, prioritising 
and managing academic 

work and deadlines, 
alongside possibly part-
time paid work, coping 
with the ups and downs 

of academic study
Vulnerable:

All students, particularly 
mature, home, 

commuting, disabled
Interventions:

 Time management 
support,. Study Skills,

Building resilience

Pressure point:
Mental health condition 
can be exacerbated by 
stress and preparation 

for exams.and  
assignments may be a 

trigger
Intervention:

Exam prep workshop
Time management 

workshop
Resilience workshop

Become your own coach
Managing 

procrastination
How to revise and study 

more effectively

October half term

Students returning from Break in 
Studies:

Academic and Student Guidance 
Welcome and regular meetings 

during the 1st semester back
Workshops in returning from a 

break in studies, academic, social 
and welfare support

Peer mentors

Pressure points:
Loneliness and isolation
Vulnerable; all students, 

particularly LGBT+, disabled, 
students with ASD and mental 

health issues
Interventions:

Look after your mate project, 
training to empower students to 

look after their friends
Social and Communication Group 
for students with ASD or anxiety
Wellbeing, mindfulness, yoga, 

resilience workshops, art, music, 
writing therapies

Volunteering opportunities
Social opportunities to meet all 

needs
Study groups

SU teams/societies

Pressure point:                    
Student loan – waiting for 

the next installment
Vulnerable: All but 

particularly mature students 
who may be supporting a 

family
Interventions:

Mature Students’ Officer to 
provide advice, information 

and signposting
Mature students’ Advisor
Information on part-time 

work from the Careers team

Pressure point::                 
Christmas expenditure – 

financial pressures
Interventions:

Money management, debt 
advice, budgeting, Black 

Bullion

Pressure point::
Student may pass their 

assignments,  but not at a 
grade anticipated – 

perfectionis.   This leads to 
feelings of failure which can 
lead to mental health issues.  
They might have been in the 

top cohort at School but 
competing with others at 

University can lead to 
impostor syndrome

Interventions:
Discussions and workshops 

around perfectionism, 
resilience workshops, 

managing expectations

Pressure point::
Receiving assignment 

grades.  Vulnerable:  all 
students, particularly 

those with anxiety, ASD, 
disabilities

Interventions: 
Discussions about 

options in the case of not 
passing or not getting 
the required grade, so 
the student is prepared 
and has an action plan
Learning how to relax
Resilience Workshops

Mindfulness
Yoga

Meditation

Pressure point::
Student may feel pressured 
to complete work before the 

holidays, depending on 
whether in Level 4, 5 or 6

Interventions:
Time management

Project Management
Perfectionism and 

procrastination

Pressure point:
Induction

Crowds, noise, unfamiliar environment
Vulnerable: all students but particularly 
those with ASD or mental health issues

Intervention: 
Quiet induction
Summer visits 

Photographs/videos on website to show 
buildings around the University, common 
areas and staff who can help to increase 

familiarity for students with ASD or anxiety

Pressure point:
Accommodation

Adjusting to sharing with other 
students who may be of different 

nature.  
Incompatability of flatmates.  

Students need a place where 
they feel safe, secure and have 

a sense of belonging.  Close 
proximity of friends/.  A shared 
community but also a private 
space.  Re-attaching to a new 

home and have a new sense of 
belonging Single occupancy 

rooms, minimal natural light and 
poor ventilation
Interventions:                            

Encouraging an environment 
which enables social interaction
Cooking, socialising, playing and 

living together
Create communities

Social and communal spaces in 
buildings

Shared bathrooms and not 
ensuites?

Studio flats can increase 
isolation

Eating food alone in room 
10 students per flat cluster is the 

ideal number
‘Student Hotel’ to provide more 

interaction opportunities
Work in partnership with the SU 
to create environments in which 

students are engaged
Student Ambassadors, RLMs in 

student halls
Operational staff in the halls of 

residence set the tone
A mixed and balanced 

community
Self-selection of flatmates based 
on age, gender and field of study

International students housed 
together, when housed 

separately they tend to swap 
rooms to be near students of the 

same nationality 
For students from a widening 

participation background, 
sharing accommodation with 

students from other courses who 
they might not otherwise meet 

can be beneficial
Learning from the community 

they are in
Eating well, catered rather than 

self-catering
Shared communal space and 

rotas for shopping, cooking and 
cleaning

Design physical spaces for 
wellbeing

Enable students to personalise 
their rooms through movable 

furniture
Arrange rooms in clusters

Generous social spaces and 
economical but safe and 

comfortable personal spaces
The opportunity choose 

accommodation with similar 
groups, ie. mature, international 

students
Ensuring that housing is well 

maintained and private landlords 
and good reporting procedure, 

University accommodation 
departments working in 

partnership with the Council 
Private landlords monitored and 
taken off register if they breach 

rules
Change the culture of 
acceptance of poor 

accommodation for students 
Access to nature

Support and options for students 
to move if incompatibility issues

Pressure point:
Awaiting exam. results

Getting into the University of your 
choice

Interventions:
Have a back up plan, if results are 
not as expected go into clearing

Unconditional

Pressure point:
Lifeskills

Shopping, cooking, budgeting, 
laundry etc.

Interventions:  
Workshops, information, recipes, 

cook & eat, mentoring, local 
information on where to shop

Pressure point:
Cost of accommodation

Students struggle to for all 
expenses including 

accommodation which is their 
major expense

Decisions about where to live are 
driven by affordability

On site accommodation is being 
seen as a luxury for the elite
Not always value for money

Leads to more home and 
commuting students – could lead 
to a long commute, and miss out 

on social opportunities which 
live-in students experience

Students spend up to 75% of 
their student loan on 

accommodation costs
Intervention:

Rent review, Foodbank, 
freecycle, links with Affordable 
Foods Stoke, review of laundry 
costs, more initiatives to include 

students living in private 
accommodation

Pressure point:
Anxiety about disclosure

Will the student be treated differently, will 
they be stigmatised

Interventions:
Make disclosure a positive experience, 

promote the benefits and use anonymous 
case studies

Pressure point:
Academic and financial pressures
- a massive pressure to achieve 

Cost of accommodation and tuition fees
Entry level jobs require a 2.1

The feeling of living in poverty
Part-time work which may be over the recommended 16 hours, or 

unsociable hours
Impacts on time to study, socialise and sleep

The typical award leaves only £8 a week when rent has been paid 
Guilt about parents who may struggle to support them

Students may compare themselves to others more outwardly successful
Interventions:

Building resilience, budgeting, money management, Black Bullion, time 
management, volunteering, paid part-time work, self-care workshops, 

managing relationships

Hannukah
(Dec)

Pressure point:
Students aged 25 and over, those aged 21-25 tend to 

identify with younger groups
Interventions:

Targeted induction event for mature students and parents 
with childcare and baby faciliies

Mature Students’ Advisor as a source of information and 
signposting

Talks/videos/case studies on the perspective of the 
mature student

Transition into the 
next year of the 

course

Appropriate support for BAME 
students and other groups from 

Support Services
Unconscious bias training and 
hate crime training for Support 
Services staff and Counsellors
Specific mentoring scheme for 

BAME students
BAME staff as role models
Take-up rates monitored

Pressure point: 
Attainment gap in BAME students
79% of white students achieve an 

upper grade, compared with 72% of 
Chinese students, 71% of Indian 

students, 62% of Pakistani students 
and 50% of black students.  The gap 
is narrower in Science, Engineering 
and Technology subjects, could this 

be due to different types of 
assessments?

This impacts on employment as many 
graduate level jobs and postgraduate 
courses demand a minimum of a 2.1
Experiences at University can deter 

BAME students from wanting to 
become academics, so the sector is 

under-represented
Male students tend to be less 

engaged than females
Expectation to be integrated into 

groups they don’t identify with
Possible expectation of lower 

achievement at University
Diversity Weeks

Discussion Groups
Links with local black and minority 

ethnic groups
Role models, case studies

Need to have conversations with 
academics to understand what is 

needed in assignments and methods 
of assessment, as BAME students 

have less trust in the process 
Cultural connection to the curriculum
Study skills workshop and academic 

writing
Regular and consistant data collection 
to inform equality impact assessments 
by looking at student drop out rates, 

assessment, work placements, usage 
of Student Support Services, grades, 

employment rates, levels of 
discrimination, bullying and 

complaints
Promote open communication and 

student feedback
Reflective development interventions 

 

Considerations for BAME 
students

25% attainment gap
Lack of sense of belonging
Inadequate harrassment 

reporting
A Eurocentric curriculum
Few black senior leaders
Lower continuation rates

Interventions:
Student Support services 

should be culturally 
competent

Curriculum reflective of 
diverse student backgrounds

Diverse staff at all levels
Incidents of racism dealt with 

quickly                         A 
sense of belonging for black 

students
Mandatory race training
Race Equality training in 

induction
Institution-wide culture 

change
Racial harrassment reporting 

unit
BAME graduate scheme for 
progression into University 
professional services and 
sector-wide BME scheme 

campaign for progression into 
PGR

I

Maps have been created for each Semester.  This is an 
example of the September – December map

Here is an excerpt from the map, 
showing the process, pressure 
points and interventions at each 
stage of the student journey



Pressure points and interventions
• In the 3 Semester maps, we identified pressure points which would apply 

to students overall at each stage of the journey:
• Transition into University
• Living independently of family and friends network
• Finances/budgeting
• Accommodation
• Making friends/isolation/loneliness
• Academic support
• Careers



International students
The journey for international students encompasses more complex changes which 
can also be mapped to enable easy identification of pressure points and suggested 
interventions 



International Students
• This student journey map has been used to support the planning of   

the Are you OK campaign, designed to help students look after 
their wellbeing whilst at Staffordshire University

• It includes self-care – taking time for yourself to do the things you 
enjoy, sleeping properly, healthy eating, exercise 

• Deliberately avoids the use of the words ‘mental health’ – aims to 
address the needs of students from cultures which stigmatise 
mental health or do not acknowledge it as an issue

• The map enabled easy identification of the pressure points and 
challenges for international students using a visual representation 
of the student journey

ARE 
YOU OK?



Postgraduate students



Postgraduate students
• Currently working on a range of interventions using the mapping as a guide to 

pressure points and challenges:

- Transition Handbook 

- PhD myths and challenging unhelpful PhD culture
- Things I wish I knew before starting

- A Day in the Life of a PhD/Masters Student

- Imposter syndrome
- Conflicts of identity between PhD students/staff

- Resources for specific groups of students – part-time, self-funded, parents,        

international



Break in Studies
• Exploring a holistic approach to the delivery of support for students who take a break 

in studies due to mental health and wellbeing issues
• Only 50% of students return after taking a Break in Studies
• The aim is to ensure continuity of support and a more personalised and personable 

approach to care and support at these difficult points of transition
• Survey carried out in June/July 2020 to students who are currently taking a break or 

who have previously taken one



Break in Studies

Findings
The top 3 reasons for taking a break in studies were:
• Wellbeing
• Health (physical)
• Personal

Most students took their break in the first year or second year of University, with much 
lower numbers in their final year or postgraduate
74% of students said they found arranging the break in studies extremely, moderately 
or slightly easy



Break in Studies
Findings
• Just under half the students said they received no communication from the 

University during their break

• Of those who did receive communication, the most popular method was email 
(sometimes automated)

• A smaller number of students had telephone contact or meetings with their Personal 
Tutor

• The highest sense of engagement was with students who had some form of contact, 
particularly telephone/meetings rather than emails

• For most students, engagement with their Personal Tutor before, during and after        
the Break in Studies process was a main source of support



Break in Studies
Recommendations

• Clearer information needed – handbook on Break in Studies and the 
option of part-time study if appropriate

• A consistent approach across the University – some students were   
getting significant support, others were getting no support

• Communication and engagement at regular agreed times throughout 
the break (depending on the student’s wishes)

• A personalised plan to help each student integrate back into 
University, with holistic support from academic/student support 
services and targeted workshops



Next steps
LGBT+ students                    Commuting students
BAME students                      Students with a disability
Mature students

• Using findings from the Alterline Wellbeing Survey, and discussions with Students’ Union group 
networks, focus groups and interviews

• I will be looking in detail at the needs of the above groups of students, and developing maps 
with specific and targeted interventions to support their progression and success

• Some preliminary work has already been done – for example, a survey carried out by the 
LGBT+ Network Lead last year identified that 72% of students from that group experienced 
social isolation/loneliness

• Currently researching the experience of BAME students, and particularly black students, 
working with members of staff and the student community at Staffordshire and Keele with the 
aim of delivering interventions to promote a sense of community and belonging

• Working closely with the Disability Team at Staffordshire to support the Quiet Transition event 
with presentations on Supporting your Wellbeing and Supporting your Learning for                         
students with ASD



Conclusion
• Mapping the student journey can support campaigns and 

strengthen collaborative working between academics and student 
support services by identifying in detail the  challenges faced by 
students throughout the University experience

• Specific barriers and challenges relating to under-represented 
groups can be mapped to enable tailored interventions which 
support progress at each stage

• Mapping a process such as Break in Studies enables easy 
identification of options and pathways to support student success



For further information please contact:

Kerry Summerfield 01782 294174

Kerry.summerfield@staffs.ac.uk

Thank you

mailto:Kerry.summerfield@staffs.ac.uk
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