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Output 9 - Evaluation of the second cycle of studies

These reports will map the process of data-informed advice in the second year of the
study.

Al. We will confirm with the new study subjects how we will work alongside them. This
time however, we will have selected a new group of courses or degree programs to work
with, or will be testing a new approach to using institutional data/ learning analytics in the
advising and supporting process. This may include group tutorials, different types of alert
or early warning, or advising using a particular pedagogical methodology.

A2. We will monitor and project manage the operation of the learning analytics resources.

A3. We will map how data (on each course and/or centralized) is used to firstly spot
students at risk, how students are communicated to and how they are supported.
Importantly, this year the reports will also include a summary of how we communicated
with staff to set up the new round of interventions and challenges associated with the new
cycle of interventions. The reports will also include recommendations for conducting the
final cycle or research in 2020-2021.

A4. We will publish the resources to the website. AHS will take the overall responsibility
for editing together the reports.

"The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an
endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission
cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein."

This output is a result of the European Erasmus+ project OfLA (2018-1-UK01-KA203-048090)

Co-funded by the
Erasmus+ Programme
of the European Union
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1. Executive Summary

Throughout the 2019-2020 academic year, a small humber of personal tutors at
Nottingham Trent University (NTU) regularly completed a reflective diary detailing their
experience, thoughts, feelings, and self-evaluation of their tutoring practice throughout a
term. A reflective diary was constructed in collaboration with participants, and aimed to
capture not only what the staff member did to support students, but the reasons behind
this approach, how the staff member themselves coped with any difficulties in the
process, and for personal tutors to make suggestions on how to improve the process as
a whole.

7 participants completed diaries throughout the first term, and 15 participants from
multiple schools completed diaries throughout the second term. Focus groups were
conducted before and after the study, to understand issues and approaches, and to give
participants the opportunity to not only reflect on their experience, but to offer their
views and advice on improving the process of completing a reflective diary itself. As a
result of this research, 8 distinct recommendations are made; this ranges from advice
and guidance for personal tutoring staff, resources that may be useful in supporting
these staff members, to wider policy and investment recommendations for NTU as a
whole.

Feedback gathered both via the reflective diaries and in focus groups highlighted several
key themes. The complex nature of the personal tutoring role can lead to staff
considering a personal tutor to have multiple roles for the student, for example
academically and pastorally. Clearly establishing these roles at the earliest opportunity is
felt to be crucial. In order to establish a coaching or mentoring role, staff shared several
techniques in building rapport, which ranged from role modelling to sharing some
personal experiences. In building a relationship with the students, staff were often
vulnerable to the negative emotional effects of supporting students with a problem. Staff
not only empathised with their students, but felt this burden themselves, and
suggestions were made to help support the staff with the emotional weight.

Personal tutors discussed their own skills and training throughout the process and gave
examples of how this impacted their own approach to support. Again, suggestions were
made as to what could be considered ‘essential’ training, with a particular consideration
for the types of issues they face in their role. In supporting students, participants not
only relied on their own skills and training, but often were required to signpost the
student to other services. This in itself creates its own challenges, and recommendations
were made in order to streamline this process and where further investment may be
needed. Finally, participants throughout the study described the administrative burden
associated with supporting students. A key factor in successful interventions is not only
the actions taken during a meeting, but a good level of organisation in order to hold an
intervention in a suitable location, and follow-up with the student.
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2. Introduction and Methodology
2.1 Background Information

At Nottingham Trent University (NTU), each student has an assignhed member of staff to
support them academically throughout their time at University. Students may meet their
tutors individually or in small groups depending on their course. In addition, all teaching
staff are expected to provide office hours where students can speak to this staff member
about problems with their studies. Where students face more complex challenges, they
are referred onwards to specialist help, usually Student Support Services or the Library
(who provide academic advice and study support).

Guiding these members of staff, there is a personal tutoring policy! at NTU however this
is adapted between schools and faculties for two reasons: firstly, responsibility is
delegated to the schools?, and secondly the courses within each faculty often differ
significantly. The personal tutor role is therefore filled by a personal tutor, year tutor or,
on small courses, the course leader. In the majority of cases, a tutor is a member of
academic teaching staff, although in some disciplines, students may have a designated
academic tutor (sometimes also called a mentor) that has not also got a teaching role
within the school. The University policy is predominantly academic in nature, however
there is some expectation of pastoral support. These staff members are referred to as
simply ‘personal tutors’ going forward.

During February and March each year, we conduct the Student Transition Survey (STS).
Sent to first year students only, this survey focuses on forming a picture of current
student experience; including engagement and confidence of coping with studies,
experience of personal tutors, and reasons as to why some students may withdraw from
their studies. Via this survey, 95% of respondents had interacted with their personal
tutor, and therefore had already had some experience of personal tutoring. The
confidence of students in interacting with their personal tutor is mixed. From the
responses, 83% of students felt confident in approaching their personal tutor with an
academic problem, whereas 53% felt confident approaching them with a personal
problem.

The STS also suggests that the student body has a wide range of expectations of their
personal tutor. For example, 84% of respondents expected their tutor to be able to
coach them to solve an academic problem themselves, roughly half expected the tutor to
consider this when marking their work, and just over a quarter expected the personal
tutor to be able to solve the academic problem for them. A breakdown of these views
can be found in Appendix A.

As well as a range of expectations, student experience of support from personal tutors
can also vary significantly between the individual. Most students have a very positive
experience of support and interventions from their personal tutors, as illustrated in the
following quote.

"My tutor has been amazing this year, they have helped and guided me
through many situations.” — STS 2020

! The personal tutoring policy can be found on page 5 of the Quality Handbook, accessible here:
https://www.ntu.ac.uk/myhub/policies-and-guidance/a/academic-quality-handbook/sections/quality-
handbook-section-14-learning-and-teaching

2 At NTU, faculties are referred to as ‘schools’. NTU is comprised of 9 distinct academic schools.
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For some students however, this experience can be less positive. Again, an example of
this is shown in the following quote.

"Sometimes long waits on receiving help.” - STS 2020

Tutoring is clearly a challenging part of teaching. Part of the OfLA project is to better
understand the experience of the tutoring process, from both the student and the
personal tutor perspective.

2.2 Introduction and Aims

This study investigates how personal tutors approach supporting students in group
situations, scheduled support sessions, and proactive interventions conducted when the
personal tutor has been alerted to the student being potentially at risk of failure or
withdrawal. We are interested in the strategy and approach of the personal tutor, how
they perceive the process from a personal and professional point of view, and what can
be changed or improved in order to help facilitate better student support.

We understand that there is a disparity of student experience in tutoring, as highlighted
by the STS. We have also found from staff interviews and focus groups (discussed in the
OfLA NTU O6 report) that staff often take a wide range of approaches to support, as well
as several issues and considerations experienced by a large proportion of personal
tutors. These cover all three stages of the OfLA project support model: from alert, to
communication, to intervention.

In the first year of the project, personal tutors were asked to reflect retroactively on
their tutoring practices3. This study develops the approach. In 2019-20, personal tutors
were asked to capture their experiences of tutoring contemporaneously in reflective
diaries.

We aim to investigate the staff approach to, and experience of, the supportive (or
intervention) process specifically. We aim to collate feedback throughout the year from
staff, in order to reveal a more immediate and accurate picture of the tutoring
experience. We also aim to have staff continually reflect on their practice, in order to
measure whether this ongoing reflection can have a positive impact on the tutoring
itself*. This formal reflective practice will be a new approach to using tutor-generated
information in the advising and supporting process.

The goals of this study therefore are as follows:

e To understand the impact of formal reflective practice on personal tutors and
tutoring

e To investigate the ongoing issues experienced by staff supporting students

e To identify strategic approaches to supportive practice

e To find what resources and/or policies can be created or amended in order to
support the tutoring process

3 More can be found on this in our OfLA NTU O6 report

4 This links to Recommendation 5 found in the OfLA NTU O6 report
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2.3 Overview of Methodology

In this study, 22 personal tutors shared their experiences. These staff members were a
mixture of personal tutors and student mentors, who all have a responsibility for a group
of students in providing academic and pastoral support.

This study used a methodology of a reflective diary, with staff detailing their experience
of tutoring and supporting students throughout a term. The diary itself was modelled on
the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988). The diary format and delivery was co-created
with staff during the initial introductory session, and completed using the ‘Online
Surveys’ platform.

Prior to the start of the reflective diary period, focus groups were conducted with
participants. These were held with the aim of gain insight into how participants view
their current supportive practice and allowing them to feed into the design and delivery
of the reflective diaries themselves. Although there were key talking points (these can be
found in Appendix D), the conversation was more informal, and the structure was loose.
The focus group was scheduled to last approximately half an hour and were recorded.
Due to constraints on participant time and availability, in some cases these became
interviews rather than focus groups, however the objectives remained the same.

A short reflective phonecall/ interviews were conducted mid-term. These were informal
and acted as a ‘check in’ for staff. These were not recorded, and were used simply to
ensure that the process was running smoothly

After the reflection period, a follow up focus groups were conducted in order to
understand and review the process of completing the diaries, as well as subsequently
reviewing how the participants feel about their own approach to supporting students.
Again, key talking points were used (these can be found in Appendix E), however the
conversation remained informal and the structure somewhat loose. The diaries
themselves were analysed by the OfLA researchers, with themes discussed during the
subsequent end of term focus groups.

The steps to this study are described below:

e Term1
o Focus group one/ design workshop (Sept 2020)

o Fortnightly reflections (Throughout term one 2019-20)
o Short reflective phonecall/ interview (Mid-Term One 2019-20)
o Focus group two (December 2020):

e Term 2

o Focus group one/ design workshop (January 2020)

o Weekly reflections (Throughout term two 2019-20)
o Short reflective phonecall/ interview (Mid-Term Two 2019-20)
o Focus group two (April 2020):

e Term 3

o Optional design workshop with a wider pool of NTU staff and students -
(this was postponed due to Covid-19).

Throughout the report, quotes are taken from the diaries to illustrate various themes.
These are labelled with the participant number (e.g. P1) and the diary number (e.g. D1),
to ensure anonymity.
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3. Findings
3.1 Term 1

3.1.1 Overview of term methodology

Term 1 of this study took place between the 237 September 2019 and 20™ December
2019. Two introductory sessions were held with participants on the 16t and 17t
September, which introduced the project, allowed participants to reflect on and share
their personal tutoring experience, and give their input in how the diaries should be
recorded. Follow up interviews and focus groups were held on the 16, 18%" and 20t
December, although these were informal in nature.

In term 1, 9 Participants were initially recruited, however only 7 participants ultimately
submitted diaries throughout the term.

During the introductory meeting, it was felt that recording a reflective diary on a
fortnightly basis, with a view to reflecting on the previous two weeks personal tutoring
experience, would be sufficiently frequent to capture the experience.

The regularity of recording feedback varied between staff, with some participants
recording less frequently than others. An overview of the time periods that staff
described reflecting on in each diary illustrated is reflected in a Gantt chart style table, in
Appendix F.

3.1.2 Overview of findings

A total of 26 diaries were completed throughout the term, with staff providing differing
numbers of diaries between them. These provide detailed feedback regarding what
support that staff member has been involved in, and responses to questions that
prompted reflection. Through the Online Surveys platform, all diaries totalled 69 pages
of feedback collated into a PDF document. A copy of this diary structure can be found in
the Appendices.

In term 1 of this study, a quantitative (closed) question was added at the start of each
reflective journal. The aim of this question was to investigate how much time personal
tutors spend conducting various types of supportive activities, from using data to identify
students (which reflects the ‘alert’ stage in our three stage model), to responding to
alerts (reflecting the ‘communication’ stage in our three stage model), and several
methods of ‘supporting students’ (reflecting the ‘intervention’ stage in our three stage
model). Personal tutors were able to select multiple answers, as they may have
conducted several different activities within a single reflective period.

The responses gathered produced a percentage of the overall diary entries, and this is
represented in figure 1 below.
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Figure 1: Percentage of responses to “"Over the past two weeks, or since your last diary
entry, please select the support that you have been involved in”, for term 1:

Supporting students o
ina 1-1 session. (n=21) 87.5%
Supporting students
outside of 1-1 sessions 66.7%
and normal teaching (n=16)
Using data to identify o
student at risk (n=15) 62.5%
Other methods
0,
of support (n=8) 33.3%
Responding to 5
alert(s) (n=8) 33.3%
Supporting a
student identified 29.2%

as at risk (n=7)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Due to the low numbers, and issues with this data (which will be highlighted), no
statistical analysis was carried out on the results illustrated in the figure above.
Responses to this question suggest that 1-1 sessions take up the majority of personal
tutoring time, whereas supporting a student specifically identified as at risk is a much
less frequently occurring process.

At the end of term, participants were asked to attend focus groups or interviews in order
to reflect on their experience. These took place throughout the week commencing 16™
December 2019. During these sessions, staff views with the study itself were recorded.

Firstly, it was felt that the quantitative (closed) question illustrated in figure 1 (above)
was not useful or representative of the actual work. Some of the answers had been
subject to different interpretations by different participants and did not accurately reflect
the time spent on these tasks. For this reason, the answers have not been discussed
further in this report.

Secondly, although more frequent reflections may appear to be more resource and time
intensive, having reflections that were less frequent actually caused problems with
recollection, having to gather relevant notes, and meant that a lack of routine reflection
caused the participant to often forget to complete the diary entirely. It was proposed
therefore that more frequent reflections would be more appropriate when the study is
repeated in term 2.

"I would rather have a smaller thing that I can use to reflect more
frequently... ... by the time I come to do it I think “oh there was
something, but was that this week or last week...” — OFLA term 1 follow
up FG 18.12.2019

Finally, staff consistently felt that completing the reflective diaries was positive for them.
This was in part due to them having the space and time to consider their actions, but
more importantly to process their experience on an emotional level. The emotional
aspect of the personal tutoring process from the staff perspective is something that will
be discussed in more detail in section 4.3 of this report.

"The thing that I found really good about it was being made to reflect.
To actually make myself take that time. What usually happens is I run
from one thing to the next and I don’t have time.” — OFLA term 1 follow
up FG 18.12.2019
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3.2 Term 2

3.2.1 Overview of term methodology

Term 2 of this study took place between 13% January 2020 and 3™ April 2020. Five
introductory sessions were held with participants on the 20t, 21st, 22nd 23rd 24th and
25™ January 2020, which introduced the project, allowed participants to reflect on and
share their personal tutoring experience, and give their input in how the diaries should
be recorded. Follow up focus groups were held with participants via Microsoft Teams on
the 30t and 315t March, and 1%t and 3™ April 2020

In term 2, 28 Participants were initially recruited, however 15 participants ultimately
submitted diaries throughout the term.

During the introductory meeting, it was felt that recording a reflective diary on a weekly
basis, based on the experience of staff in term one, would be appropriate. This was to be
taken with a view to reflecting on the personal tutoring experience of that week. The
diary was also amended to remove the closed quantitative question, and the question
“Please could you provide any other information or details regarding the support you
have given to students that you think is relevant” was also removed as term 1
participants felt this to be redundant. A full copy of the term two diary structure can be
found in the Appendices.

Again, the regularity of recording feedback varied between staff, with some participants
recording less frequently than others. An overview of the time periods that staff
described reflecting on in each diary illustrated is reflected in a Gantt chart style table, in
Appendix G.

3.2.2 Overview of findings

A total of 77 diaries were completed throughout the term, providing detailed feedback
regarding what support that staff member has been involved in, and responses to
questions that prompted reflection. Through the Online Surveys platform, all diaries
totalled 139 pages of feedback collated into a PDF document.

In comparison to term 1, the term 2 diaries were slightly shorter and more focused in
nature; this was an intentional effect of discussions with staff, so that they felt they were
less onerous and more focused in their content. Despite the slightly shorter and more
focused reflections, participants in term 2 still expressed their belief that completing this
diary was beneficial to them, particularly in emotionally processing the experience.

"We're kind of putting them first in those situations and you know
signposting or listening trying to help them find solutions but by me
writing those things down I think it helped me work some things out” -
OFLA term 2 follow up FG 01.04.2019

In adapting to the working practices of some staff members in term 2, participants were
given multiple options for how to submit their reflective diary. In term 1, this was
completed only through the ‘Online Surveys’ platform. In term 2, participants could
email their diaries as a word document directly to the researcher, with the same
headings and structure followed. Although the freedom to choose the medium of
submission was requested by staff members, this did cause some confusion for others,
who felt that multiple options for submitting the diaries caused the process to feel less
clear. In future iterations of this study, it is recommended that submission of the diary
remains limited to one medium and a singular set of instructions.
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One drawback of the methodology that streamlining the process and having more
regular reflections did not solve, was a perceived lack of clarity on what should be
included in the diary or considered ‘support’. Some personal tutors described having
informal conversations with students, some of which may have touched upon support or
could be considered partly an ‘intervention’, however were not considered formal in the
eyes of the personal tutor. This issue touches upon the complexities of the role of the
personal tutor, and how this can blur the boundaries between personal, professional,
academic, and pastoral. This is discussed further in section 4.1 of this report.

“mean I think I was unclear because I might speak to several students
in a week I wasn't clear if I should just do it like do one for each
student or one for like the overall experience” — OFLA term 2 follow up
FG 01.04.2019

A final consideration raised for this methodology was that staff highlighted the
importance of being able to review and reflect on their previous diary entries. In
completing a diary entry, some participants suggested that it would have been more
useful to build on their previous entry rather than complete a new one entirely, as this
would have further helped the reflective practice as well as acted as a prompt for their
own recollection. This ability was limited through the Online Surveys platform, and
therefore future studies using this methodology may wish to consider an application that
has the ability to address this issue.
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4. Discussion and recommendations

4.1 Theme 1: Expectations and establishing the personal tutor
role

The role of the personal tutor is to coach their student(s) in finding a solution to any
problems raised, rather than to have a responsibility in directly solving the problem
themselves. Considering this in the context of the Clutterbuck (2014) model, this would
mean that support is predominantly directive rather than non-directional, and based
primarily on the intellectual or challenging, rather than emotional or nurturing need. It is
key for students to not only be able to overcome problems, but to develop their own
tools and skills to overcome problems in the future.

The way in which the personal tutor approaches this role is not prescriptive in the NTU
personal tutoring policy, and therefore open to that staff members personal approach.
This allows the personal tutor to bring their own training, experience, personality, and
strengths to supporting students. Because this is open to some interpretation however,
personal tutors often need to consider their own role in this process, which was reflected
in this study.

Taking a coaching role as opposed to a problem-solving approach can create a conflict
within these staff members, who often actively wish to help their students. This conflict
is not only a practical problem for the personal tutor to navigate but has an emotional
impact on the personal tutor themselves.

[T feel] worried about whether I am offering sufficient support however
from my experience I think that they will both be a lot happier if they
complete some decent artwork and although I am trying to encourage
that, the students have to manage that situation.” — P9, D3 (term 2)

As stated in the introduction, we also know from our Student Transition Survey (2020)
results that our students have an expectation that personal tutors take their personal
issues into account when considering their academic performance. There is no formal
process to do this, and therefore there is a mismatch of expectation between staff and
student in this case.

For some of our personal tutors, their own role can also change dependent on the
problem presented to them. One particular personal tutor described how for their tutees,
they may be both an academic mentor when presented with a studying problem,
however may also have a pastoral role to play when the student discloses a personal
problem. For these personal tutors, finding a balance between the roles can be a
challenge, and often require different skills to support the student effectively.

"It's being adaptable because being a pastoral tutor versus being
someone that they come to with their draft for something they've
written is clearly gonna be a different conversation...” — OfLA term 2
follow up FG 01.04.2020

This problem is one identified more widely in academic literature, with some solutions
suggesting the need for a separation of the role of academic tutor and pastoral tutor
(Bell, 1996). This is not the approach taken at NTU, as it is understood that there is an
overwhelming need for ‘front-line’ staff to be able to guide the student with a pastoral
issue, when often the student themselves are not clear as to the nature of their own
issue or when it should be raised.
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"...a lot of the time they come to me as a tutor so they have a problem
and they don't really know how to deal with that and what they're
looking for is me to say to them this is how you try to approach this
problem...” = OfLA term 2 follow up FG 31.03.2020

There is therefore an expectation from both staff and students that personal tutors are
required to support student pastorally as well as academically. With staff addressing
personal and pastoral issues, as well as academic, the role of a personal tutor can move
from the ‘intellectual/challenging’ to the ‘emotional/nurturing’ side of the Clutterbuck
model. We can see that for some staff members this is reflected in a self-reported shift
in role from a coach to a mentor. Several staff members described how their role is to be
a emotionally supportive and a helpful figure to the student. One personal tutor
described their unofficial role as “University Mum”; a role that they described with pride
and highlighting the positive relationships they have built.

Again, from the pastoral angle of support, there are differences in expectations. During
the introduction (section 2.1), we described student expectations of this role as being
primarily that of a coach, however a quarter of students have an expectation that the
tutor engages in problem solving with them. Staff also reported that students often have
an expectation that staff can help to advise them of how to address a pastoral problem
when one is disclosed, however as previously described, staff often reflected that their
role was not to advise, but to coach the student to find the solution themselves. In
finding the balance between advising, mentoring, and coaching, as well as managing
student expectations, there are clearly reported differences in approach between the
staff members within this study.

"I have been advised by a senior colleague recently not to get involved
with student concerns (i.e. this is not my job so don't do it), and leave
it to student support to sort out - this is not possible if the student is
clearly distressed and I am there with them. I am not going to just walk
away. Clearer guidelines as to what we are expected to do and what
not to do would be very helpful.” - P9, D7 (term 2)

With differing expectations between staff and students, in addition to differing
approaches between staff, a clear d