Review of Residents’ Support Network

Update for USUCON 2/2/05
1. Terms of reference

The USUCON meeting on 27/1/04 received a report and agreed recommendations arising from a review of the Residents’ Support Network (RSN).  The terms of reference of the review were
To examine the structure, staffing and operational effectiveness of the Residents’ Support Network (RSN) and drawing upon practice elsewhere in the sector bring forward options for a more cost effective service

It was agreed that a further report would be provided for the first USUCON meeting of 2005.

2. Main changes implemented in 2004-5

2.1 Changes to job descriptions and titles
The title of Student Tutors was changed to RSN Assistant and the further particulars and person specification for the role altered to reflect the expectations and experience required. Six months previous experience in a welfare, care or support role is now required

Senior Student Tutors titles were changed to RSN co-ordinators and their further particulars and person specification updated.

2.2 Changes to recruitment

RSN Assistants

Student Tutors in 2003-4 who wished to continue were asked to reapply for the posts in fairness to other applicants, given the changes to the role. The recruitment process was made more challenging with additional group based exercises as well as one to one interviews for shortlisted candidates.

RSN Co-ordinators

Priority for posts was given to existing senior tutors and there were a handful of vacancies which, despite advertising throughout the University, were all filled by experienced members of the network. 

2.3 Changes to Training

Initial training took place over four days at the end of the summer term, with two days of refresher training prior to the start of the new academic year. This worked very well, and it proposed to continue with this pattern, although some further streamlining of the programme is expected for the forthcoming year.

2.4 Reduction in numbers and savings
RSN Co-ordinators

The proposal agreed by USUCON was to reduce the number of RSN Co-ordinators from 15 to 12 and to reduce the rent subsidy to the equivalent of a single ensuite room- with the option to upgrade to self contained accommodation at an extra cost. The expected savings in rent subsidy to RSN Co-ordinators was calculated at £22,026 (based on expected rent subsidy of £74.24).  In fact for 2004-5 the number of Co-ordinators appointed was only 11, which generated a saving (taking account of actual rent subsidy of £75.18) of £25,221.
RSN Assistants
The proposal was to reduce the number of RSN Assistants from 68 to between 38 and 42.  Rent subsidy was to remain at £20 per week.  Savings (based on a reduction to 42 Assistants) were calculated at £20,280.  In 2004-5, 38 RSN Assistants were appointed increasing the saving to £23,400
3. Reallocating Savings

3.1 It was agreed that savings made from changes to the network should be used to improve student support provision, to improve services to students in accommodation and/or reduce rent levels.  Most of these proposals have been implemented

3.2 Mental Health

A Mental Health Co-ordinator was appointed in April 2004. 50% of the costs of the post are met from the accommodation budget using savings in the RSN.

3.3 Customer service

The Accommodation Office appointed a Customer Services Manager in A contribution of £11,000 was made from RSN savings to enable the post to be created.

3.4 Administration and Management

Much of the cost of managing and administering the network is met by Student Support.  As part of the review it was proposed to recharge the RSN for some of work undertaken by student support- this was to be based on 5% of the total rent subsidy. A transfer has been actioned.
3.5 Mediation

It was recommended that some savings should be put towards mediation training for existing staff or employment of trained mediators to deal with disputes within accommodation. A figure of £3500 was proposed, but to date this has not been actioned.

3.6 Freshers and Induction staff
Additional welcome staff were needed to provide induction support and assistance in the first two weeks of the year as RSN Assistants concentrated on accommodation related aspects of the welcome arrangements. £3000 was allowed to meet the cost of time previously allocated from the RSN, plus a further £1500 for accommodation related welcome activities such as assisting at key collection points.

4. Recommendations for 2005-6 and beyond
The majority of the changes following the review have been successfully implemented.  Despite a very busy and stressful Autumn term members of the network have responded admirably to the additional demands of their roles and, even with reduced numbers, we believe that the services to students have not been adversely affected.  The overall workload of the RSN Assistants and Co-ordinators has not been excessive and we believe the numbers can be maintained around existing levels. To give us additional flexibility we would like to appoint a reserve RSN Co-ordinator (who will act as an RSN Assistant unless needed) in addition to the 38 Assistants appointed this year. We therefore intend to appoint 39 RSN Assistants and 11 RSN Co-ordinators for 2004-5.
Because of the importance of continuity existing RSN Assistants and Co-ordinators will be given some priority for appointment, although reappointment will be subject to an appraisal process and an up to date academic reference.

There is a concern about the level of rent subsidy for RSN Assistants as it has been fixed at £20 for a period of at least 6 years, and the demands on RSN Assistants now is undoubtedly greater than in the past.  Under the proposals agreed last year subsidy to Deans and RSN Co-ordinators would increase as rent levels rise, while the RSN Assistant rate would be reducing in real terms.  It is therefore proposed that the level of subsidy to RSN Assistants be increased and linked to rent levels so that it increases in future years.  A subsidy of 50% of the rent at Avon Way (or the cheapest University owned accommodation) is therefore proposed. 
Rachel Fletcher

Director of Student Support
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