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Abstract
The Behavioral Intervention Team (BIT) model is, so far, a relatively untested approach at United Kingdom institutions of higher education. At 
York St. John University, we are piloting a BIT with the aim of formalizing and increasing the effectiveness of our student support interventions. 
This is a conscious response to the increasingly complex nature of the behavioral presentations of students in the U.K. higher education sector.  
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The Context
York St. John University is in the north of England and 
is, by U.K. standards, a small institution with fewer than 
6,500 students and approximately 700 staff members. To 
date, we have relied on the working relationships that 
our small-scale support teams across the university have 
built on an ad hoc basis to ensure that we are supporting 
our students effectively. In practice, this equates to “com-
plex case” meetings being convened for scenarios that de-
mand this multidisciplinary response. However, national 
and local evidence shows increasing complexity of stu-
dent presentations, an increased disclosure by students 
of mental health needs, and the increasing prevalence 
of risk-taking behaviors (Universities U.K., 2015). This 
changing landscape merits a concerted effort to embed 
a formalized structure for jointly working to ensure that 
we are able to support our students to help them succeed 
in the academic environment. Additionally, the recent 
changes to the U.K. higher education funding landscape 
has meant that every student matters financially now in 
a way that they perhaps did not before, especially to uni-
versities with higher reliance on taught degrees rather 
than research activities. 

At York St. John, we have had, as any institution invari-
ably does experience, a range of serious student incidents. 
We have responded to these promptly and professional-
ly; however, I believe that adopting a behavioral inter-
vention approach would further improve our response 
to, and management of, serious student concerns. Such 
incidents understandably affect both students and staff. 
These incidents have also motivated those with sup-
port-focused perspectives to foster joint decision-making 
and share responsibility for a “university” decision. The 
range of incidents experienced, as with many other high-
er education institutions, has included suicide, threats of 
violence, harm to self, and serious shared living issues 
that impact the immediate community. While our staff 
members work together to support students and mitigate 
risk in these instances, there has been a feeling for some 
time that a formalization of collaborative efforts is need-
ed. In addition to this, we are trying to move towards a 
more preventive, rather than reactive, support structure. 
It has been recognized that a BIT model will fit this aim. 
It is no longer enough to support students in silo teams 
across the university. For us at York St. John, the overar-
ching aim of adopting the BIT model is to mitigate risk 
to individuals and the community. Alongside the specif-
ic aim to support vulnerable students earlier on in their 

student journeys, this aim formed integral strands of the 
rationale for establishing this pilot.

The Journey So Far
We first became aware of the BIT model when our Head 
of Student Services visited several colleges in the U.S. 
to learn about alternative student support models. Fol-
lowing this, I was able to attend the two-day BIT course, 
facilitated by NaBITA Executive Director Brian Van 
Brunt, who introduced the model and explained how 
and why this approach could be implemented and what 
the benefits of the model could be for our institution. 
My social work background and training seemed to fit 
in well with the BIT approach, and I was quickly con-
vinced that the formalization of joint working, effective 
communication, and a multi-disciplinary model would 
be a step forward for us at York St. John. We gained the 
senior leadership’s buy-in by producing a business case 
for the pilot and also presenting it during our Directorate 
Strategy Planning Session. I was tasked with developing 
a model of behavioral intervention that could be piloted 
at the university, so I spent the summer developing the 
processes and policies that will underpin this team while 
also meeting with key colleagues to get their support and 
commitment to the model. We are piloting the model for 
a year (starting September 2016) on a smaller scale than 
a permanent BIT would operate because we have not pe-
titioned for, or been allocated, any extra resource at this 
stage. The table below explains who will sit on the BIT. 

U.K. Roles U.S. Equivalent Roles 
Head of Student Services (Chair 
of BIT)

Dean of Students

Wellbeing Team Manager Director of Counselling
Accommodation Manager Director of Residential Life
Disability Team Leader Disability Services Officer
Case Worker Student Affairs Officer

We will invite other staff members as needed; however, 
notable omissions to our BIT pilot are a Case Manager 
and security personnel. Reasons for this include lack of 
resources and complex confidentiality issues (our se-
curity service is outsourced). Initial discussions of the 
BIT working group raised concerns that without fac-
ulty representation in the pilot, we would be unable to 
implement any effective change in practice. However, it 
was agreed that this smaller-scale pilot would enable us 
to test and practice the processes we designed and iron 
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out any faults or difficulties we might encounter before 
taking the BIT universitywide, which is our plan start-
ing September 2017. 

I am setting up the processes we will be using, including 
the electronic resource (a secure Excel spreadsheet), a 
confidentiality policy, and a guidance document so that 
staff members are aware of how the BIT is operating 
and what its scope will be. Core members have agreed 
on the parameters of the BIT pilot and the role that we 
are to play. This was seen as a priority task, as there was 
concern that the BIT would further stretch our already 
stretched-thin resources, and that we would be inun-
dated with cases to the BIT. However, this is unlikely, 
as we are not focusing on promotion during the BIT 
pilot. Promotion would become a priority next year if 
the pilot is reviewed and determined to be effective and 
worth investment.   

Our Hopes
Among the processes and discussion of our pilot, we do 
not want to lose sight of why we are piloting this ap-
proach. As a BIT, our hopes are two-fold. First, we envi-
sion the BIT will provide a secure and effective forum for 
professionals to discuss and decide on interventions for 
the most challenging of student cases. This would pro-
vide support and consistency in our responses to serious 
student incidents. Second, we hope that the framework 
that a BIT provides will enable students in serious situ-
ations to succeed academically when possible, and when 
not possible, that the impact on themselves and the uni-
versity community will be mitigated. I hope to be able to 
report back to you in a year with an update on our pilot.  

Top Tips for Setting Up a BIT
1. Scope — During my research and training on BITs, 

it became clear that it is vital to define the roles (and 
limits) of your team before it starts operating. You 
need to feel confident to answer referrals in a consis-
tent way so that you are sure of the BIT’s role, aims, 
and functions. Without this clarity of purpose, it 
could prove very difficult to: a) operate effectively; 
and b) get any buy-in from your colleagues.

2. Structures — As I have worked through the pro-
cess of setting up the pilot, the importance of having 
the policies, procedures, and supporting administra-
tive processes in place has become clear. Documents 
that should exist when a BIT comes into operation 

include guidance addressing the functioning of the 
BIT, a confidentiality agreement for BIT members (if 
not covered by existing agreements), and a flowchart 
of the BIT process to help inform practice during 
meetings. These documents need to be easy to use, 
secure, and accessible to core BIT members. 

3. Pilot — Take the pressure off and call it a pilot. 
Pilot projects are about learning and trialing new 
ways of working, so they don’t have to be a “suc-
cess.” Set achievable goals about what you want 
to learn from the pilot and what a “success” could 
look like. This will prove beneficial if you want 
to continue the pilot, especially when additional 
resources are being requested.  

4. Staff time — We have not asked for any extra re-
source to pilot the BIT, so we will have to be smart 
about how and when we schedule meetings and carry 
out our BIT functions. One simple starting point is to 
schedule your BIT meetings before the academic year 
begins. We will be meeting triweekly; however we 
recognize that we may need to increase the frequency 
of meetings if the caseload demands that. 

5. Evidence — You will need to review your pilot (or 
first year) of BIT operation for evidence of effective-
ness. Make sure that you know what information 
you want to report and how you will in practice do 
this. We have considered the following options for 
our pilot evaluation:
a. Behavioral trends — Has the BIT made recom-

mendations to the strategic board to influence 
positive change and inform proactive interven-
tion/campaigns?

a. Staff development — Have staff members been 
able to develop their professional practice by at-
tending relevant training or peer supervision? 

a. Duplication of work — What is the frequen-
cy of duplicated work, and have recommenda-
tions been made to streamline and focus support? 
There may be possibilities to compare hours 
worked on comparable cases prior to the BIT in-
volvement.
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