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Counselling and Mental Health Team
        Policy on providing letters in support of         mitigating circumstances

The Counsellors and the Mental Health Adviser are prepared to provide a brief letter which could be used for evidence of a need for mitigating circumstances if they have been working with a student, and think that the issues the student has discussed with them will have affected his or her ability to meet course requirements (e.g. assignment deadlines, exam performance etc).  
Both the fact of attendance for counselling, or for mental health advice and support, and the contents of sessions, are confidential between a client and their counsellor or mental health advisor.  Neither would normally be disclosed, except in rare circumstances relating to the possibility of harm.  Any disclosure, including that for a letter of evidence to accompany a claim for mitigating circumstances, would normally only be at the specific request of the student.   The student will be required to sign a Consent to Disclosure form before a letter of evidence can be provided.  The contents of the letter will then be jointly agreed between the student and his/her counsellor or mental health adviser.  Neither the counsellor nor the mental health adviser is at liberty separately to add to this information.  When an application for mitigating circumstances is accompanied by a letter of evidence from either the counsellors or the mental health adviser, an additional letter from the student’s GP will not normally be required. 
It is not the main role of either the Counselling Service or the Mental Health Advisory Service to provide letters for use as evidence of mitigating circumstances.  Providing such evidence for students can be a subsidiary aspect of the work done in both Services to support student retention and degree completion, but is not the primary function of it. 

Since any student can request an appointment with either a counsellor or a mental health adviser at any time, attendance does not in itself mean that we would automatically support a student’s case for extenuating circumstances, as we may be discussing issues that do not seriously affect the ability to study.  We do not want to be in the position of colluding with a student who has in fact seen us only once, simply in order to be able to ‘get a letter’.  

Before agreeing to provide a letter, we must be able to make a reasonable judgement of how the student’s circumstances have affected him/her.  To do this we need to have knowledge of the student, over a period of time, and not just to have met on one occasion.  As a general rule, we assume that the student will have met with their counsellor or mental health adviser on at least three occasions, and close to the period in time for which he or she wishes to establish that the study was affected. But even when we have seen a student on several occasions, we may not feel able to provide evidence that their circumstances have affected their ability to study. 
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