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1 Executive summary 
• This research was conducted to get a better understanding of first-year undergraduate 

students’ expectations and experiences of personal tutoring at the University of Bristol. This 

report is based on the qualitative, longitudinal study of the expectations and experiences of 

56 undergraduate students from 22 schools at the University. Data was collected at the start 

of their degree, the second teaching block, and at the start of the second year. 

• This report also includes some input from staff. Preliminary findings from this research were 

the basis for a discussion at the Senior Tutor Network and Senior Tutors took part in a short 

survey. The summary of the discussion and the survey informed parts of this report.   

 

Clarity of purpose 
• The purpose of personal tutoring was not always clear to students and staff leading to poor 

student experience and variability in the provision of personal tutoring. One in five students 

did not find tutorials helpful because their purpose was not clear. Ambiguity around the 

purpose of tutoring stems from reactive personal tutoring models that have a strong focus on 

pastoral issues as well as the expectations students bring.   

• Because the remit of the personal tutor overlaps with that of other support services offered 

by the University, the role and purpose of the tutor were not always clear to students. This 

confusion started in the first few weeks and by the second year the purpose of tutors was still 

not clear to all students. The lack of clarity of purpose was seen particularly in schools where 

there was a strong emphasis on pastoral care in tutorials.  

• Students came to Bristol with preconceived ideas of personal tutors based on their 

experiences of personal tutors at school or college and on the experiences of their peers at 

Bristol and other universities. These expectations changed over the first year. Some students 

adapted to the personal tutoring system at Bristol and as a result benefitted from the 

relationship with their tutor. Other students were disenchanted by the personal tutoring 

system and stopped engaging with it all together. 

• The University should define the overarching purpose of personal tutoring at Bristol and 

schools should add any specific additional objectives. This purpose should be distinct from 

support offered by other services at the University, and pastoral care should be offered 

alongside academic or personal development activities. The roles and responsibilities of tutors 

and tutees should be clearly defined and communicated with staff and students to help 

manage expectations and improve the understanding of the personal tutoring system so that 

students benefit rather than get disillusioned and disengage. 

 

Someone who knows you 
• The main value of personal tutors to students is relational or having ‘someone who knows 

you’ at the University. Having a good relationship with a personal tutor can make students 

feel they matter and bring a personalised approach to higher education which is especially 

important when cohort sizes continue to increase.  

• At the start of their degree, students expected their personal tutor to play a central role in 

their degree and to be the personal face of the University. They expected to have a close and 

casual relationship with their personal tutor, mirroring the relationship they had with their 

personal tutor at school or college. Many students found the relationship with their personal 

tutor impersonal and formal in the first weeks because of the infrequency and brevity of 
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tutorials, having to book an appointment, and needing to have a reason to set up a meeting. 

However, for many students these feelings changed over the course of the first year, with 

some students being pleasantly surprised how well their tutor had gotten to know them, and 

other saying tutorials were not as formal as they were expecting.  

• At the start of the first year, students expected their tutor to be proactive. Students were 

disappointed when their tutor did not keep in touch with them throughout the first year. By 

the second year, some students realised the onus was on them to contact their tutor and 

found that when they did put in the effort they benefitted from the relationship. Other 

students, however, did not feel comfortable approaching their tutor or were unsure how to, 

and as a result had not seen their tutor for the rest of their first year.  

• Tutorials may also contribute to a sense of community with other first-year students, whether 

the students mostly had group or individual tutorials. Tutorials helped to a lesser extent to 

build a community with students in other years, and the academic discipline as a whole. 

• Relationships, especially with a personal tutor and with peers, have been shown to be crucial 

to student outcomes. There is therefore a clear need to prioritise relational pedagogies and 

facilitate the formation of meaningful relationships between staff and students and amongst 

students. The University should nurture these relationships by investing in systems and 

processes so that staff are able to prioritise their relationships with students, by giving staff 

easy access to the information they need to form meaningful relationships, by making the 

personal tutoring system is more proactive, especially in the first year, and ensuring it allows 

for repeated interactions between tutor and tutees, as well as between students. 

 

The value of personal tutoring to students 
• Overall, students valued receiving support in their academic and personal development from 

their personal tutor, along with the offer of pastoral support if needed.  

• At the start of their degree, students’ main expectation of personal tutors is that they would 

provide academic support. There was a range of different interpretations of what constitutes 

‘academic support’, and there were some differences between staff and students. For 

students, academic support included direct teaching of subject matter, developing study skills, 

being pushed or challenged academically, help with any university admin resulting from 

wellbeing issues, and monitoring of academic progress. For staff, it did not include direct 

teaching, but focused more on navigating feedback and reflecting on progress.  

• The majority of students thought academic support meant help with the content or subject 

matter of their course and would involve direct teaching by their tutor. Over the course of the 

first year, students changed this expectation as they got a better understanding of academia 

and the specialisations in their subject. 

• Over three-quarters of students said the tutorials in their first year had been helpful. Students 

valued personal tutoring because it gave them time with an academic in their field to reflect 

on their progress, to interpret feedback, to find ways to improve academically, as well as 

broader discussions of where their degree might take them and more practical career support, 

such as help with C.V.s or writing references. 

• The most important tutorial topics for students were getting individual feedback on work, 

academic support, references, and advice on university processes and option courses. 

• Focusing on personal development in personal tutoring provides a good opportunity, as it is 

something students value, it facilitates the formation of meaningful relationships, and it gives 

tutorials a structure and focus. However, the current system of recording such progress in a 
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Personal Development Plan (PDP) was considered too generic to be helpful by both staff and 

students. 

• Students were divided on the importance of personal tutors providing wellbeing support. 

Nevertheless, while students said it was important personal issues can be discussed with 

personal tutors, most students said they would prefer to go to the Wellbeing Service because 

they are trained professionals who clearly have wellbeing in their remit. They would prefer to 

take academic issues to their tutor because that it their area of expertise.  

• At the start of their degree some students expected their tutor to be directly involved in their 

wellbeing. Over the course of the first year, these students often felt that pastoral support by 

personal tutors was superficial because tutors would signpost rather than be directly involved.  

• Rather than taking a reactive deficit approach to personal tutoring, tutors should be proactive 

and tutorials should include structured activities that focus on personal and academic 

development, with room for raising pastoral issues when necessary. Pastoral support should 

not be the main focus of tutorials.  

• At the start of their degree, it should be made clear to students what academic support in 

their school entails.  

 

Consistency in personal tutoring provision 
• There was inconsistency in the provision of personal tutoring across the University, as is 

common in UK universities. Differences do not only occur between schools but also within 

schools between tutors.   

• Most students had developed a good relationship with their tutor by the second teaching 

block; 60% of students rated their relationship as ‘good’ or ‘excellent’, and a typical student 

indicated they were ‘satisfied’ with the relationship. For one in ten students, however, the 

relationship was poor or non-existent. 

• Students who did not find tutorials helpful, often said this was because their tutor did not fulfil 

their role adequately. 

• One in three students on the panel did not have the minimum number of tutorials in their first 

year. In the second year, some students had had no contact with their personal tutor since 

their introductory meeting in Welcome Week. 

• Inconsistency in personal tutoring stems from a lack of clarity on the role combined with the 

high workload of academics. When staff are unsure where the boundaries of their role as tutor 

lie and are given little guidance, they either go above and beyond or may avoid tutees 

altogether. Such avoidance is exacerbated in an institutional environment where personal 

tutoring is not valued and seen as peripheral to the academic role.   

• Poor performance in personal tutoring can be difficult to address in the absence of a minimum 

standard of provision agreed by the institution and a clear allocation of responsibility and 

authority for overseeing and monitoring personal tutoring provision.  

• To increase consistency in provision, a culture change is needed in the University that raises 

the status of personal tutoring and allows staff to prioritise interactions with their tutees. The 

University should invest in the systems that support personal tutoring and make tutoring more 

prominent in recruitment and progression of academic staff.  

• The University should provide greater clarity and guidance on the role to personal tutors and 

develop a framework for monitoring the provision of personal tutoring.  
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• The University might want to consider allowing some staff to opt out of being a personal tutor, 

although careful consideration needs to be given to what signal this sends about personal 

tutoring being a core part of an academic role at Bristol. 

 

 

2 Recommendations 
Overarching  

• The University should consider the purpose of personal tutoring at Bristol.      

• The University should consider whether personal tutoring is an expectation of all academic 

staff.  

• The University should review workload models in relation to personal tutoring to ensure 

that it realistically reflects the work involved.    

• The University should make personal tutoring part of the recruitment for academic roles, 

initial service reviews, and annual reviews.  

• The University has recognised personal tutoring within the progression and promotion 

framework, but it is not clear how this should be evidenced in promotion cases, this area 

needs further consideration. 

• The University should review the purpose and role of students’ reflective activities (PDP).  

• The University should provide appropriate systems and processes to support personal 

tutoring around timetabling tutorials, record keeping and information access.  

 

Systems and processes 
• The University should provide central timetabling for individual and group tutorials across all 

schools.   

• The University should improve the system and process for recording and monitoring 

attendance at tutorials to make it more user-friendly and less time-consuming. 

• The University should have a central system that contacts a student when they have been 

absent from a tutorial or if they have not had a meeting with their personal tutor for one 

teaching block.  

• The University should provide a system to record and store confidential notes and provide 

training on writing GDPR compliant records. 

• The University should improve the quality of the information available to both personal 

tutors and tutees to help support and improve the relationship (e.g. dashboard of units, 

feedback on assessments, marks breakdown with easy access, one-stop-shop). 

• The University should include in the personal tutoring policy who has responsibility for 

maintaining contact in the tutor-tutee relationship. Clarity on who has responsibility for 

maintaining the relationship should also be included in the Personal Tutor Handbook, the 

school Personal Tutoring Statement, and in the tutor and tutee role descriptions shared with 

students in the first meeting. 

• The University should develop a framework that monitors students’ engagement with the 

personal tutoring system that is not run by the personal tutor themselves to ensure that 

students do not go for more than teaching block without seeing their tutor. It would also 

help to cut down on work for tutors having to chase tutees.  
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• The University should develop a framework that monitors personal tutoring provision.  

 

Reinforcing existing policy 
• Senior tutors should meet new students as part of the school’s Welcome Week activities in 

which they outline the purpose of personal tutoring in their school as well as the 

expectations of tutors and tutees.  

• Personal tutors should ensure they meet with new students in the first few weeks of term 

and ensure they set out the expectations of tutors and tutees are outlined explicitly and 

discussed. Tutors should explain how the relationship will work and whether the personal 

tutor will provide direct teaching of academic content in tutorials.  

• Schools should ensure that each tutorial should have a clear focus, and the purpose of each 

tutorial should relate to (one of) the school’s articulated purposes of personal tutoring. 

Other universities have done this, for example, through the 3C framework.  

• The University should consider developing its own framework and indicating for each 

tutorial how it fits with the purpose of personal tutoring as outlined by the University or 

school.   

• Tutorials should have structured activities and personal tutors should have some autonomy 

over what activities they want to include.  

• Schools should be encouraged to use of a mixture of group and individual tutorials.  

• Schools should review their personal tutoring system and their personal tutoring activities 

annually. 

 

Improving provision 
• Senior tutors should be supported, for example through the senior tutor induction process, 

to run workshops within their school where the purpose of personal tutoring is agreed and 

clearly articulated. Discussions should also include how this purpose will be achieved, and 

who is responsible for activities.  

• Schools/senior tutors should consider a developmental model of personal tutoring, in which 

tutees undertake structured activities to aid personal development, rather than a deficit 

model, in which tutees only see their tutors when they have a problem.  

• Schools/senior tutors should ensure that there is scope for repeated interactions between 

tutor and tutees in their first year. Thus, there should be regular tutorials throughout the 

first year, and personal tutors should send timely prompts to students. 

• Schools/senior tutors should ensure that there is scope for repeated interactions between 

students in a tutor group to forge meaningful friendships and building a sense of belonging.  

• Schools should also consider whether students should be taught by their personal tutor in 

their first year, for example on an introductory course where each tutor teaches the course 

itself or leads accompanying seminars. 

  

https://www.uta.mmu.ac.uk/personal_tutoring/threecframework.php
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3 Background 
Starting university is a time of major transformations and adjustments for students. Not only do they 

face a culture shock of adapting to Higher Education [1], they also face the emotional shock of moving 

away from home and living independently [2, 3], without their usual support networks. This is a period 

of significant changes in students’ life, idea of self, and approach to learning [4]. The experiences of 

students in their first term at university are critical in their decision to stay or leave university [3]. 

Developing a positive and authentic relationship with a personal tutor can provide a buffer against 

some of the challenges in the first year [5]. Personal tutors help students to adjust to life at university 

both socially and academically [5, 6], and positive relationships with academic staff have been found 

to increase retention of students [7, 8]. On the other hand, a poor experience with a personal tutor is 

worse than not having a personal tutor at all [9]. In these cases, the negative emotions can lead 

students to question their decision to go to university [9]. 

A mismatch between students’ expectations and experiences of higher education have been found to 

be a key source of stress in the first year of university [10]. Furthermore, preconceived ideas and 

expectations of Higher Education have been found to impact on the student experience [11]. 

Expectations of personal tutoring may therefore determine the kind of support students expect from 

their tutor at university and whether they are satisfied with the support offered. Gaining greater 

insights into first-year students’ expectations of personal tutoring can thus help to meet and manage 

expectations and make students feel better supported.  

Currently, only a handful of studies have investigated students’ expectations of personal tutoring. 

These studies found that previous educational experiences and personal tutoring experiences of 

friends and family determined students’ expectations of the personal tutor [12], and that the reality 

of the tutor-tutee relationship did not always live up to students’ expectations [13]. For example, 

students expected more frequent tutorials and a closer relationship, as well as more support with 

personal development and placements [13]. However, such studies were often small-scale [12] with a 

narrow group of students [e.g. nursing students in 13] and do not take into account rapid changes in 

the expectations of students. 

In this study, first-year students’ expectations and experiences of personal tutoring are investigated. 

In particular, this study explores the antecedents of the expectations, how and why expectations 

change over the course of the first year, as well as which aspects of personal tutoring first year 

students find most valuable.       

 

 

4 Methods 
A qualitative, longitudinal study was set up to get a better understanding of the expectations, needs, 

and experiences students have of personal tutoring at different points in their degree. To this end, a 

research panel of students was recruited who agreed to take part in the research at regular intervals 

throughout their degree at the University of Bristol.  

The study was given ethical approval by the University of Bristol School for Policy studies Research 

Ethics Committee  (ref. SPSREC1819/055) and students gave informed consent. 
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4.1 Research panel 
To capture the entire student lifecycle, only students who were starting an undergraduate (UG) or a 

foundation programme in 2019/20 were targeted for recruitment. These first-year students were 

recruited through an advertising campaign on digital boards throughout campus and the residences, 

‘shout-outs’ in lectures, as well as through adverts in newsletters going out to students in specific 

schools, or from specific groups (e.g. mature students). Students were offered a £15 voucher per 

teaching block as a ‘thank you’ for their time.  

A total of 56 students were recruited to the research panel. Students came from across the six faculties 

and from 22 schools. Compared to the UG student body in 2019/20, there was an overrepresentation 

of students from the Faculty of Science (27% vs. 15% in the wider UG student population), and 

underrepresentation of students from the other Faculties, most notably Engineering (11% vs. 15%) 

and to a smaller extend in Arts (18% vs. 21%), Life Sciences (11% vs. 12%), Social Sciences and Law 

(21% vs. 23%), and Health Sciences (13% vs 14%). There was also an overrepresentation of female 

students (70% vs. 55%), and a smaller underrepresentation of mature students (14% vs. 21%) and 

international students (18% vs. 21%) on the research panel.  

As the students all volunteered to be on the panel, there may be some self-selection bias in the panel. 

Self-selection bias is particularly a problem when the reasons participants choose to take part are 

systematically related to the topic that is investigated. As our panel decided to take part when they 

had limited or no experience of personal tutoring at Bristol, self-selection bias is not likely to have a 

large effect on the findings of the experiences of students. In other words, the panel does not consist 

of students who had an exceptionally good or bad experience of personal tutoring, because they 

decided to take part in the study before they had any experience of it. Nevertheless, there is a 

possibility that students who engage in research also interact differently with their tutors. It is 

therefore useful to ask whether less engaged students would have a similar experience when 

discussing emerging themes in the expectations and experiences of the research panel.  

4.2 Data collection 
The research panel were invited to take part in a focus group once in each teaching block since the 

start of their degree programme. The first focus groups (Y1 TB1) were held in the first weeks of their 

first teaching block, to capture students’ expectations before they had too much interaction with the 

personal tutor system. Focus groups were held in the evening in the residences, or during the day on 

campus. The focus group topic guide is given in Appendix 1. Forty-eight members of the panel took 

part in the first focus groups (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Number of participants at each wave of data collection from the 56 members of the research panel. The response 
rate is given in brackets.  
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The second wave of data collection was done through an online survey, as this was scheduled shortly 

after the first national lockdown in the COVID-19 pandemic was announced. The survey is given in 

Appendix 2. Fifty-four students took part in the survey (Figure 1). 

The third wave of data was collected through focus groups, which were held online using Teams, 

because of the restrictions in place due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The focus group topic guide is 

given in Appendix 3. For the purposes of this report, only the data gathered from question 2 will be 

used, in which students were asked to look back on their expectations of personal tutoring in year 1. 

The remainder of the data will be published in a report on the experiences in year 2. Fifty-one 

members of the panel took part in these focus groups (Figure 1).  

Panel members were identified individually in the two sets of transcripts and linked to the survey 

responses given in Y1 TB2. As there are data at multiple times for each student, this data set provides 

an excellent opportunity to investigate how the expectations and attitudes of students change over 

time. In this report, quotes are attributed to students using their research panel number to preserve 

anonymity. The students’ faculty is given in brackets to provide context.  

Senior tutors were asked to answer a short poll about ‘academic support’ in their school. Over a 

quarter of senior tutors (27%) took part in the survey. There is an overrepresentation of the Faculty 

of Engineering and an underrepresentation of Health Sciences and Social Sciences and Law in this data 

set.  

4.3 Data analysis 
Focus groups (Y1 TB1 and Y2 TB1) were recorded and audio files were transcribed. The resulting 

transcripts were analyses in NVivo using thematic analysis.  

The surveys (Y1 TB2 and senior tutors) were analysed using two methods; answers to open questions 

were analysed in NVivo using thematic analysis, whereas answers to closed questions were analyses 

through descriptive statistics.  

 

 

5 Findings 

5.1 Students’ expectations 
To get a better understanding of the expectations of personal tutors new students bring to university, 

students were asked about their expectations within the first weeks of the start of their programme 

at Bristol. In the second teaching block this was followed up with a question about the expectations 

of the remit of personal tutors. Students were asked at the start of their second year (Y2 TB1) to revisit 

their expectations from the previous year. The expectations students have of 3 aspects of personal 

tutoring, namely the role, remit, and relationship with the personal tutor, are examined here in detail 

along with how and why these expectations change over the course of the first year.    

5.1.1 Expectations of the role of personal tutors 
At the start of their degree students expected their personal tutor to play a central role during their 

time at university. At this time students often described a personal tutor as their ‘first port of call’ or 

a ‘go-to-person’ for questions, issues, worries or concerns. They also described a personal tutor as a 

mentor, thus someone who is in their chosen field who will provide guidance, support, and advice. 

Students who went to school or college in the UK had usually had a personal tutor or someone similar, 
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such as a form tutor, at school or college. These students expected their tutor at university to have a 

similar role.  

An important aspect of the role of personal tutor is that the tutee has been assigned to them, and that 

it is clear that the student can turn to this member of staff for help. This is especially important for 

students in their first year, who are finding their feet at university, and may feel unsure about who to 

approach. 

They individually have been assigned to you, to sort of guide you through… If you 

didn't have that you wouldn't really know… You'd be like, who do I speak to? Do I 

speak to my lecturers? Do I speak to the researchers? - Student 70 (Science), Y1 

TB1 

We've been given a list of people to talk to, but I don't think I could ever tell you 

who any of these people are or where they are. So if there was an issue, probably 

I'd go straight to my tutor. - Student 54 (Science), Y1 TB1 

The tutor being assigned also makes sure that support if available to all students.   

It is good to have someone who definitely knows you. Because all the other 

people that I've met is just serendipitous or me being confident in talking to 

lecturers. But if you weren't confident, you need to have like a default member of 

staff that you would ask for reference or you would bounce these questions off.  - 

Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

Many students thus expect their tutor to be a personal face of the university that will be important 

throughout their degree.   

For other students, the role of personal tutor is not clear in those first weeks of their degree, and they 

feel the University should make it clearer what the role and the responsibilities of the personal tutor 

are1.  

So the personal tutor is someone who did your course? I'm confused. Who are 

they? - Student 28 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

I'm not sure what they are supposed to do. - Student 35 (Health Sciences), Y1 TB1 

I don't understand, I still haven't figured out what they can offer us. I mean, is it a 

person that I can go to and moan about things? - Student 82 (Health Sciences), Y1 

TB1 

I don't really know what they are for. Like, I don't know if they are for academic 

advice or if you've got a pastoral problem. I don't really know what their purpose 

is. - Student 8 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

 

1 This was before the University made a role description available to all students.  
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Naturally, with time, the role of the personal tutor became clearer to many students. However, there 

was a sizable group of students who was still unsure about the purpose of the personal tutor by the 

second teaching block and at the start of the second year.  

It is kind of confusing whether we can approach them if we are stuck with 

assignments or if it is welfare. - Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB2 

I think they should make it clear what they're offering. Because I wouldn't be sure 

what to go to them about and I feel like I'm wasting their time and my time. - 

Student 58 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

For me personally, it wasn't very clear what they're for. You say, I don't really 

understand this and they are like, well I've never learned about that in my life. 

That's a very specialist thing. I can't help you with that. And it's like, oh, do we 

talk about wellbeing? No, not really. Do we talk about, my career and what I 

want to do outside of academia? Oh, well, I've never had a career outside of 

academia. And it's like, OK, this isn't ideal. I don't really know the ideal function 

for you. - Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

The confusion about the role of the personal tutor often stems from the lack of clarity on their remit 

and that they do not have a specific niche.  

They'll help you with anything. Right? Like what? OK. So you could say any 

problem at all. Like, I don't know, the buses. You can have mundane stuff right up 

to some real serious stuff. No one person can do all that. - Student 23 (Arts), Y1 

TB1 

The university offers many different types of support that overlap with the remit of the personal tutor, 

such as peer mentors, industrial mentors, the Wellbeing Service, Writing Fellows, Careers Service, 

which can make it hard to understand what personal tutors are for. Students’ expectations of the 

remit of personal tutors are discussed further in section 5.1.2.  

We're going to get an industrial mentor that we have to meet them and we can't 

miss those sessions. But then if we get an industrial mentor, does that mean our 

personal tutor kind of pales in comparison? What then happens? - Student 25 

(Engineering),  Y1 TB1 

The lack of clarity around the role and remit of personal tutors stopped some students from getting 

the most out of the system. By the second teaching block one in five students said tutorials in their 

first year had not been helpful, and students often said that this was because tutorials did not provide 

them with anything additional to what they have already got access to. This continues into the second 

year.      

They don't seem to be serving an individual purpose, you know. I feel whatever 

they do can be covered equally well by someone else at the university. So they 

don't really have a niche. - Student 31 (Social Sciences and Law), Y2 TB1 
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Later on in the degree, students feel that the wide range of the remit of the personal tutor means that 

their advice is quite generic or superficial, and therefore would not consider asking for further advice. 

I thought I could go to my personal tutor for anything, really, but never really felt 

like she would offer great advice or help. So I just didn't. There's just such a range 

that, they give surface-level advice and it's not always that helpful. - Student 62 

(Social Sciences and Law), Y2 TB1 

What is it? Jack of all trades, master of none. They can't be the best at everything. 

- Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

5.1.2 Expectations of the remit of personal tutors 
The main expectation that students have of their personal tutor at the start of their degree, is that 

they will provide them with academic support (Figure 2). By the second teaching block, academic 

support was also one of the five most important aspects of the remit of personal tutors for students 

(see section 5.2.2). The majority of students expected their tutor to provide academic support either 

solely or in combination with pastoral support, and/or with careers advice and skills. Students felt that 

the focus was on academic support because that is the area of expertise of tutors; they are all 

academics and trained experts in their field. When students expected other forms of support in 

addition to academic support, academic support was seen as the priority. A small group of students 

thought personal tutors only dealt with pastoral issues. 

 

Figure 2: Word cloud based on the 30 most frequently used words students used to describe a personal tutor. Larger fonts 
indicate more frequently used words. 

As students often discussed the remit of personal tutors in the introductory meeting with their 

personal tutor, these differences in expectations will some extent reflect the differences in personal 

tutoring between schools. The terms students used to describe their expectations are broad and 

consequently what they mean in practise, in terms of the support given, is open to interpretation. In 

the following sections, these expectations are examined in more detail.  

5.1.2.1 Academic support – students’ perspective 
Whilst the term ‘academic support’ was frequently used by students, there were often differences in 

the kind of support that they described. Five different interpretations of academic support were 

identified.  

Academic support – direct teaching 
First, student talked about academic support in terms of the content of their course. When talking 

about academic support, students at the start of their degree often interpreted this as receiving help 
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from their tutor with the subject matter of their course, similar to how a teacher would help pupils at 

school. Some students expected to get help with their essays and to be able to talk through 

coursework, problems, and essay plans in detail. While this kind of support may be offered on some 

degree programmes, for many others this expectation is not realistic.   

Students making the transition from school or college, are used to directed learning and as a result 

might interpret the word ‘tutor’ as a ‘private teacher’. Moreover, at the beginning of their degree, 

many students do not yet have a firm grasp of the academic system and can be overwhelmed by the 

different staff members they are dealing with. For example, unit directors, lecturers, teaching 

assistants, post-graduate research (PGR) students are often called ‘tutors’ and because those roles 

focus on the subject matter, it sets the expectation that personal tutors will help tutees with the 

content of their course. In some schools a personal tutor teaches an introductory unit to small tutor 

groups, and it may be confusing why a personal tutor is different from any other lecturer.  

They are called a tutor, like, a lot of the stuff they do is to help you through. - 

Student 70 (Science), Y1 TB1 

I have lots of tutors. I have six tutors and my personal tutor. So, I have academic 

tutors and they are purely academic. And then I have [unit name], I have him 

every Friday on an odd week. It's just academic. And then I have another one for 

every single different topic I've got. So, there are a lot of tutors. - Student 13 

(Science), Y1 TB1 

I didn't know what kind of help they could give. So I don't know where the 

boundaries lie with your tutor. So you have your tutor, your head tutor or 

whatever. You may have more than one tutor. And then your personal tutor. So 

who does what? - Student 23 (Arts), Y1, TB1 

This expectation of academic support is what sees the most dramatic change over the first year. By 

the start of the second year many students realise that the academic support offered by their tutor 

will not involve help with the subject matter or content of their course. 

You think is going to be to do with academic work. So people think, are they going 

to help me do these questions? I know that's what I thought initially. Whereas it is 

more about workload and a lot more general, wellbeing and things like that. – 

Student 61 (Engineering), Y2 TB1 

I didn't think it would be about my wellbeing and more of a pastoral care role, 

which I personally think there's too much emphasis on. We hardly focus on 

academia. We don't focus on academic content. And to be honest, that's more 

important to me, personally. - Student 28 (Social Sciences and Law), Y2 TB1 

Often this change in expectations comes from a greater understanding of academia. For students 

coming from a school or college, they might expect a lecturer to know everything about their chosen 

field. By the second year, students they have a better understanding of different subfields, and that it 

may be difficult for their tutor to support them with the subject matter of a course they do not teach 

themselves.   
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I was expecting more of an academic relationship, like, I could ask them about my 

course and stuff like that. But my tutor studied a specialized and a really specific 

part of [my subject]. So any questions I had about my course, it was like, speak to 

this person and go and speak to this person. - Student 65 (Arts), Y1 TB2 

I didn't really think about how specialized [my subject] can be. And so, I quickly 

realized that just because you're an [academic in my subject] doesn't mean you 

know everything. It's too broad a subject to understand, in detail, all of it. You 

have to go to the right people to get the answers. - Student 45 (Science), Y2 TB1 

With academic support, they're not going to be able to help you with everything 

and that's OK. - Student 62 (Social Sciences and Law), Y2 TB1 

Academic support – study skills 
Second, to some students academic support was about support in developing the skills they need to 

be successful on their programme, as well as learning to study ‘effectively’. While some students did 

not feel the need for study skills ‘because we all know how to study’, other students expected to cover 

study skills with their personal tutor to help them adjust to study at university level or because they 

were studying a completely new subject. Students were concerned that the centrally organised study 

skill sessions (by e.g. the library) were too generic and expected their tutor to help them gain subject-

specific study skills.  

Study skills, specifically related to your course and the content, and how you're 

supposed to do it. Because even if we know how to write a general essay, it's 

going to be different to do one for like sociology and geography. - Student 20 

(Arts), Y1 TB1 

By the second year, some students still felt that the tutorials would have been a good opportunity to 

provide more guidance on how to do particular pieces of work for their course.  

So actually academic stuff and researching would have been really useful. For 

instance, we had to write our first essays this year, ones we have to research. And 

that was the most difficult thing. To try and find research and muddle through. 

And you just had to learn it yourself. There was no help at all. So that would be 

useful. - Student 81 (Health Sciences), Y2 TB1 

Academic support – pushing and challenging 
Third, for some students academic support was more about being encouraged and pushed to do 

better academically. In this case, students expected to have conversations with their tutor about their 

subject to challenge their ideas, to push them and do better academically, or for their tutor to 

encourage them if they are struggling.  

If you start a project, for them to be asking really thoughtful questions to make 

you question yourself. And be like, yeah, that is the right thing to do or, no, it's 

not the right thing to do. - Student 61 (Engineering), Y1 TB1 
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If you feel like you can't do something academically, they can try and push you to 

believe that you can. Just building the self-confidence in your abilities. - Student 

32 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB1 

It could also include setting extra work for tutees to stretch them academically.  

If you're finding some of the modules quite easy, not easy, but like, you can do it. 

You've grasped that idea. And you want extra questions to do. For them to be 

asking you that. Or saying, you can get some extra questions from here. - Student 

61 (Engineering), Y1 TB1 

This idea of academic encouragement seems to stem from the experiences some students had with 

their personal tutors at school or college. These tutors were often involved in the students’ academic 

progress and may have had a key role in applying for university.   

You were assigned a personal tutor at my college, which was one of your normal 

subject teachers. You would see them like, every week, every fortnight or 

something just for like ten minutes. Catch up. Look over any tests, grades, that 

you'd got in that time. - Student 20 (Arts), Y1 TB1 

My tutor [at school] helped me through a lot. And helped me get the help I 

needed. They talked to my teachers and made sure that I was on track to get 

what I wanted to get. Be where I wanted to be. - Student 34 (Science), Y1 TB1 

Discussing academic progress and receiving encouragement are some of the things that students in 

their second teaching block said they found most useful in their tutorials with their personal tutor at 

Bristol (see also section 5.2.2).  

He constantly makes sure that I am on top of everything and asks if I'm ever 

behind or struggling, so that he can help. – Student 34 (Science), Y1 TB2 

He has made me feel accountable for the progress I’m making and pushed me to 

do work. - Student 24 (Health Sciences), Y1 TB2 

Our tutor also speaks to us individually. I enjoy discussing my ideas with him. -

Student 69 (Science), Y1 TB2 

They've been able to focus not necessarily on academic content, but more just 

general advice, reassurance or just ideas to push you a bit. I've been really happy 

with that. - Student 14 (Health Sciences), Y2 TB1 

Academic support – wellbeing consequences 
Fourth, academic support can also mean help with the academic consequences from wellbeing issues.  

Students point out that academic and personal life affect each other, and that academic support by 

the personal tutor is to help the student with any university admin that might result from a wellbeing 

issue, such as dealing with extenuating circumstances.  
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Obviously if you're struggling with personal issues, they are also someone that 

you could talk to because, from a course point of view, they might be able to 

lighten the load and stuff like that. – Student 70 (Science), Y1 TB1  

Academic support – monitoring progress 
Fifth, academic support for some students is about monitoring academic progress, by tutors 

periodically  checking in to see if their tutees are not falling behind on their programme or attendance.   

Like checking-in once in a while. Just check that you are not really far behind on 

the course. - Student 27 (Science), Y1 TB1 

Again, this was similar to the role a pervious tutor might have taken.   

I had a personal tutor through my sixth form. It was more about her checking if I 

was going to classes. At the end of an exam, sitting down and going through 

what I got. Asking me where the problem is. Talking about my goals. - Student 22 

(Life Sciences), Y1 TB1 

5.1.2.2 Academic support – tutors’ perspective 
Senior tutors were asked whether the five dimension of academic support that were identified in 

conversations with students, applied in their schools. Study skills were considered to be part of 

academic support by all senior tutors who responded. Three-quarters (76%) said challenging and 

pushing students academically were part of academic support. Monitoring progress was part of 

academic support for 71% of respondents, and help with the content or subject matter of a course 

(67%) or help with university processes as a result of wellbeing issues (62%) where considered part of 

academic support by fewer senior tutors.  

Figure 3 shows that there is variation in what is considered to be academic support – 12 different 

answer profiles amongst 21 senior tutors. As there are no clear patterns within faculties, a lot of this 

variation seems to be due to differences in individual perceptions.    

 

Figure 3: Aspects senior tutors in different faculties consider to be part of academic support. 
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Senior tutors were asked to give a definition of ‘academic support’ in their school. A word frequency 

query on the definitions that senior tutors gave shows that they consider academic support to be 

helping students in their studies and learning, by developing skills, monitoring progress, planning 

ahead, and providing advice on various issues, including: the course, assessments, plagiarism, careers 

(Figure 4). Senior tutors frequently included that such support was subject-specific. While ‘teaching’ 

is frequently mentioned, this is usually not in the context of personal tutors directly teaching their 

tutees.   

 

Figure 4: Word cloud showing the 30 most frequent words in the senior tutors’ definitions of academic support. The terms 
‘academic support’, ‘students’, and ‘personal tutor’ where excluded.     

 

The goal of academic support is improving student outcomes, and to help students be successful in 

their degree and beyond. Particularly, this involves supporting the student to become an independent 

learner. Such support may be general or more targeted in areas where the student is struggling.  

Closer analysis of the definitions senior tutors gave showed that there was some overlap in what 

students and senior tutors thought was part of academic support, but there were also some 

differences. 

Similarities with the student perspective 
Students and senior tutors agreed that academic support provided by personal tutors includes the 

teaching of study or academic skills needed in their specific discipline or degree programme. Senior 

tutors said that the teaching of such skills helps students understand how to approach particular tasks, 

such as taking notes, writing of essays or reports, referencing, presentations, and revision. It also 

involves helping students understand concepts such as plagiarism and marking criteria for 

assessments. It includes skills students need to be successful in their programme, such as critical 

thinking, numeracy, research and communication skills. It may also include broader skills such as time-

management, managing your workload, work-life balance, and managing professional relationships. 

Some senior tutors agreed with students that academic support involves pushing and challenging 

students, although for senior tutors this was more about encouraging students. In other words, 

personal tutors may help to boost a student’s confidence or morale rather than setting them extra 

work to do to stretch them academically.  

Like students, some senior tutors considered support with university admin part of the academic 

support personal tutors provide. For senior tutors this focused on tutors helping students navigate the 

University’s regulations, processes, and software and admins systems.   
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Monitoring progress was an important part of academic support provided by personal tutors on some 

programmes, most notably on those programmes within Health Sciences that lead to a professional 

qualification.  

For some ST academic support included helping students think about and plan their future and their 

career. This could include thinking about their option choices on their degree, but also PG study or 

advice on a year in industry. Tutors may also point students towards opportunities that will help their 

personal development, such as volunteering or Bristol Futures. While this was not an aspect of 

academic support in the students’ perspective, it was an important part of the tutors’ remit for 

students (see section 5.1.2.4).      

Differences with the student perspective 
The main difference between what students and senior tutors thought constitute academic support 

was direct teaching of subject matter. Students, especially at the start of their degrees, often thought 

that the academic support provided by their personal tutor would involve direct teaching of academic 

content. While such direct teaching may happen on some degree programmes, it is by no means the 

norm across the University. Some senior tutors mentioned in their definition of academic support that 

this involved some support with understanding the curriculum or explaining part of the curriculum if 

the tutee struggled with it. Several senior tutors, however, stated explicitly that academic support by 

personal tutors did not involve direct teaching of academic content. Therefore, it is important that it 

is made clear to students at the start of their degree whether they can expect direct teaching from 

their personal tutor, in order to manage their expectations.  

Another aspect of academic support that came up in senior tutors’ definitions, but not in the 

conversations with students, was the interpretation of feedback and reflecting on progress. This 

aspect of academic support includes discussing the students' strengths and weaknesses or the results 

students got for assessments, and tutors may help students interpret feedback on assessments. On 

Health Sciences programmes, this also includes discussing staff views on the students' progress. Tutors 

will also help students understand how they can improve and help them find support for areas where 

they are struggling. While students did not include this aspect of academic support at the start of their 

degrees, it was the aspect of academic support students valued most later on in their degree (see 

section 5.2.2). It may thus be beneficial to emphasise to students at the start of their degree that this 

is one of the areas that personal tutors will provide support in.  

 

5.1.2.3 Pastoral support and signposting 
Most students feel that it is important that personal issues can be discussed in tutorials and they 

expect that pastoral support and wellbeing fall within the remit of the personal tutor. Students want 

their tutor to be empathetic, understanding, and approachable (Figure 5) to make it easier to discuss 

personal issues.  

Students expected their tutor to have a good understanding of the services available at the university, 

so that they can signpost the tutee to other services if they cannot help themselves. A smaller group 

of students expected their tutor to be quite involved directly in the wellbeing of their tutees, for 

example by checking in with the student when they have noticed a change in the student’s behaviour.   

[Your personal tutor] will get to know you and therefore know when you're acting 

differently and check in. - Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB1 
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Figure 5: Word cloud based on the 30 most frequently used words to describe a ‘good personal tutor’. Larger fonts indicate 
more frequently used words. 

Nevertheless, students did not want pastoral support to be the main focus of tutorials. At the start of 

their degree, several students said they would only talk to their tutor about personal issues if the 

problem were occurring at university or it was affecting their studies. Other students said they would 

not talk to their tutor about personal issues at all. By  the second teaching block, just three students 

on the panel said that pastoral support was the most useful aspect of the tutorials.  

Partly, this is due to the success of the Wellbeing Service. Students often say that they would prefer 

to contact the Wellbeing Service (ResiLife or the Student Wellbeing Service) for personal issues than 

discuss them with their personal tutor. Staff in these services clearly have wellbeing in their remit, and 

students feel that staff are better placed to provide support and are easier to talk to because they are 

trained professionals. Personal tutors are not trained to a professional standard in wellbeing support, 

therefore students think that they would not know what to do and simply refer them on to other 

services, such as the Wellbeing Service, anyway.  

I know the Wellbeing Service is there for that. So if I had problems, I would think, 

oh, I will go there. Not to my personal tutor. - Student 65 (Arts), Y1 TB1 

We've got a wellbeing team within our building. So, I probably would go and see 

them first. Because I think that is more clearly wellbeing. - Student 13 (Science), 

Y1 TB1 

Personal tutors seem, because they are from the faculty, more of an academic 

thing. Whereas, obviously with the Residential Life teams, that is their role. You 

expect anything more sensitive to be easily dealt with by them because obviously 

they are professionals. That's what they do. Like I say, my personal tutor is really 

great. But I don't know what sort of support or things he'd be able to access 

compared to what something like the Residential Life teams would. - Student 76 

(Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

[There are] the ResiLife teams that you can talk to. So I know there are other 

options. I'm more likely to talk to him about academic things, because it is useful 

to have someone you can talk to one-on-one about academic stuff because a lot 

of time you didn't get that time with the other teachers. - Student 21 (Arts), Y1 

TB1 
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Having a strong emphasis on wellbeing in tutorial leads to confusion on the purpose of personal tutors 

and may stop some students from engaging all together. Students see pastoral support as mainly being 

the role of the Wellbeing Service, therefore if this is also the main focus of tutorials, students do not 

see why they should choose their tutor over the Wellbeing Service. This confusion begins in the first 

weeks of the degree and carries on into the second year.  

I don't know. [the remit of personal tutors] is definitely academic and on the 

personal side of stuff, there's a lot of support structures available. So, I wouldn't 

go and see them about personal things. But yeah, I don't think it's as clear as it 

could be. - Student 72 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

Because there's mentors as well and like the Wellbeing Service. So, even if it is 

supposed to be a personal thing, there are still other, better resources. It's a bit 

confusing as to what their purpose actually is. I think that means that it's kind of 

demotivating. You don't really see the point of forming a relationship if they are 

just signposting you to other people. You might as well go directly there. - Student 

65 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

The focus on pastoral support could stop some students from engaging with their tutor all together. 

For some students, the lack of engagement with tutorials that are focused on pastoral support is due 

to a wish to keep the academic and personal spheres separate. Whilst students acknowledge that they 

affect each other, they do not want their tutor to think about their personal issues when they are in 

an academic situation. Students can find this crossover awkward, especially when their tutor also 

teaches them. Some students conflated pastoral support and wellbeing with mental health issues or 

serious emotional issues, which might explain some of the reluctance of engaging with their tutor. 

She said, I don't do anything academic, just wellbeing. So I was like, okay, I don't 

really care then. I don't really want to talk about any issues I have. If I want to, I'd 

go to counselling or something. I don't want you for that. A personal tutor I think 

is academic. - Student 28 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

Moreover, over their first year and into their second year, students also started to question what they 

are supposed to see their tutor about if they did not have any problems to discuss. These students 

preferred if their tutor had offered them something additional.  

Obviously it's important to [be able to go to] the personal tutor with your 

problems, it doesn't actually take up that much time. And what if you don't really 

have any problems… - Student 81 (Health Sciences), Y2 TB1 

Over the course of the first year and into the second year, students who were expecting their tutor to 

be involved in their wellbeing directly, realised that in fact it is more about signposting to other 

services. As a result, the pastoral support given can feel superficial to students, and some students 

started seeing tutorials as ‘a waste of time’ that the university has implemented to ‘tick a box’.  

Because I don’t get anything out of them except my personal tutor telling me who 

I need to talk to. I just cut out the middleman and talk to the people I need to talk 

to. - Student 33 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB2 
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The tutorials just haven't really given me anything that I wouldn't already have 

access to, such as someone to talk to. - Student 39 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB2 

Now I see it as more of a signposting kind of thing. And before I thought it was 

more about wellbeing. - Student 68 (Health Sciences), Y2 TB1 

So I think still now I'm kind of confused as to what they are actually for, because I 

feel like it's always just them kind of signposting you to other resources. I don't 

really know what you're supposed to get out of meeting with them. It's still a bit 

confusing to me. – Student 65 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

It is important to reiterate that most students thought that they should be able to discuss personal 

issues with their personal tutor, and many students had very good experiences with pastoral support. 

However, it is useful if this is offered alongside other support or activities.     

My personal tutor has offered both academic and personal advice and support. 

The balance is nice. - Student 70 (Science), Y1 TB2 

5.1.2.4 Careers and future 
Apart from academic and pastoral support, students also expected their personal tutors to help them 

think about their future and give careers advice. Students preferred to talk to their tutor about careers 

rather than the University Careers Service, because they worried that advice from the Career Service 

was too generic. They thought their tutor would be able to give better advice because it would be 

specific to their subject area and because the tutor would know them, their interests and their 

strengths. Specifically, students expected their tutor to support them in three aspects of their future 

and career. 

First, students expected their tutor to write references. Students felt that a personal tutor would really 

get to know them during their degree and are therefore in a good place to write a reference. Many 

students care about getting a good reference, and some tutors have used this to their advantage.  

And my tutor straight up told us, I'll be writing one of your references. And if you 

don't want a basic one, then you need to form a relationship with me so I can 

write a really good one. So I was like, right. OK. I need to form a relationship with 

her because I want a good reference. - Student 81 (Health Sciences), Y1 TB1 

For some students these expectations changed over the course of their first year, as the relationship 

with their tutor was not as close as they had imagined.  

Last year I expected the personal tutor to be like a mentor and give advice about 

bits of the course and get to know you in the hope that by final year they'd be 

able to write you a reference and actually know you. And my expectation has 

been lowered significantly. I think at best he knows I'm still alive and on the 

course. But that's about it, to be honest. - Student 55 (Science), Y2 TB1 

Second, student expected support in identifying opportunities. Students expected that their tutor 

would get to know them over their degree and send them links to things of interest and opportunities, 

internships, prizes, scholarships, postgrad degrees that they think their tutees may be interested in.  
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Third, some students expected careers advice, such as things they should be doing now to get into 

particular careers, and help choosing between different career paths. Students also expected their 

tutor to look over and give feedback on their CV, and some students hoped their tutor would help 

them in their career by, for example, providing connections. 

5.1.3 Expectations of the tutor-tutee relationship 
When students were asked about their expectations of the relationship with their tutor at the start of 

their degree, they talked about three aspects of the relationship; the degree of familiarity, the degree 

of formality, and who is the initiator in the relationship. 

5.1.3.1 Familiarity 
At the start of their degree, many students expected the relationship with their tutor to be relatively 

close. A personal tutor was frequently described as ‘someone who knows you’ and students were 

expecting their tutor to get to know them as people as well as students. In the first weeks of their 

degree, many students were surprised at how impersonal the relationship felt. The infrequency of 

tutorials made students feel that the relationship with their tutor would not be as close as they were 

expecting, because there simply were too few interactions for a relationship to build. This was 

particularly the case for students who were not taught by their personal tutor in their first term at 

university. These students felt they had more of a relationship with lecturers on units they were taking 

and going to see their tutor could feel ‘out of context’.  

Another thing that surprised me was how few personal tutor meetings we're on 

track to get. I think mine's only like six this year. Which seems really small when 

you consider how much is going to happen in your first year. - Student 20 (Arts), 

Y1 TB1 

I only met [my personal tutor] in freshers. That is the only time I've met him. It 

was just a quick five minute. This is [subject area]. This is what I do. Done. Out. 

And I won't see him until Christmas probably. Like, that is it. I have no connection 

with mine and I probably never will. - Student 28 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 

TB1 

My personal tutor is not part of my course. So I only see my personal tutor when 

she says, let's do a meeting. Or I say, can I come and see you? Because we don't 

ever speak to each other apart from when we're supposed to [for a tutorial]. I 

wouldn't really talk to her about personal stuff because I don't really know her. - 

Student 33 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

I would be more inclined to take up an issue with our year one leads who we do 

see on a regular basis and who are actively teaching us. Just because I think 

there's obviously more of a connection, as opposed to someone who doesn't 

know you as a student. It's like, completely out of context. - Student 14 (Health 

Sciences), Y1 TB1 

Repeated interactions outside of tutorials are important for students to build up a relationship, get to 

know their tutor, and feel comfortable with them.  
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So my personal tutor, I have him for lectures. I have him for a small seminar group 

as well. So it's the personal thing. Not being their friend, but knowing them. So I'd 

say I know mine pretty well already because we've been in lots of situations 

where we're together. - Student 57 (Arts), Y1 TB1 

I think he's really nice, but without building up a relationship I wouldn't want to 

go to him one day and be like, hi, I'm depressed. Help a girl out. I feel like if I built 

up a relationship outside and see him more, then I'd feel more comfortable doing 

it. - Student 40 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

Again, the expectations students had of the relationship with their personal tutor often stemmed from 

their experience with a tutor at school or college. Generally, students looked back on the relationship 

with their previous tutor with fondness; many had formed a close and personal relationship with their 

tutor over the years. Frequent tutorials, often daily or weekly, and a lower tutor-tutee ratio helped 

them build up a strong bond.  

Comparing it to school, you’d see your tutor pretty much every day for 

registration and they are physically there. So, you know, if you go past there, you 

can literally knock on their door and go and see them. And you can just ask at the 

end of your registration and be like, hey, can I speak to you later on? And it was 

very, very close. You'd see them very frequently. - Student 39 (Life Sciences), Y1 

TB1 

We had tutors [at school], but we had daily tutors. So every day before you went 

to your academic stuff, you would see your tutor. But because we saw them every 

day, if anything happened, you could just go and speak to them. That rapport was 

definitely there. - Student 67 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB1 

I feel like they got to know us more [at school] because the groups were smaller. - 

Student 21 (Arts), Y1 TB2 

By the second year, some students still felt the relationship with their tutor was more distant than 

they were expecting. Students often mentioned spending limited time with their tutor stopped them 

from getting to know their tutor. For other students, it was the personality of their tutor that had 

stopped a relationship from forming.    

I expected more from a ‘personal’ tutor, but I understand that they have other 

roles and meetings can only be short. - Student 70 (Science), Y2 TB1 

It's slightly less close than I expected. Yeah, I think it maybe could have been a bit 

more personal, maybe a bit more frequent. - Student 72 (Social Sciences and 

Law), Y2 TB1 

However, other students felt pleasantly surprised that, despite the lack of frequency of tutorials, the 

relationship with their tutor was close, and they felt their tutor had really gotten to know them during 

their first year. Others felt more at ease with their tutor than they had imagined. 
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We also talk about things in personal tutoring sessions that aren't about uni 

which I didn't expect - I feel closer to my tutor; he knows who I am as a person as 

well as a student. - Student 71 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

It's very obvious that he's getting to know me. I needed him to write a reference 

for an opportunity that I was going for. And when I read the reference I was like, 

oh this dude actually knows me! It was really good. - Student 67 (Life Sciences), 

Y2 TB2 

My relationship with my tutor was different than I expected in that I was nervous 

I would feel intimidated to talk about struggling with the course since they're an 

expert in the field. But in reality my tutor has been very supportive and in no way 

made me feel like struggling with my course is unusual. - Student 40 (Social 

Sciences and Law), Y2 TB2 

5.1.3.2 Formality 
Students talked also about how formal they expected the relationship with their tutor to be. Some 

students found the first interactions with their tutor overly formal. Particularly, having to book a slot 

in the office hours, rather than ‘just popping in’ was seen as stiff and formal. Such perceived formality 

can act as a barrier to students developing a relationship with their tutor, because students feel they 

need to have a reason, or an ‘issue’, to see their tutor and they might not develop a relationship 

outside of discussing such ‘issues’. Students also worry about whether their issue falls within the remit 

of the tutor and if it warrants making an appointment. 

They just say that you can book appointments with them if you need to see them. 

Which is quite a formal thing, really, for a personal tutor. - Student 74 (Arts), Y1 

TB1 

Booking an appointment is so formal. I feel they should be more friendly than, 

say, a professional, because I want to be comfortable coming to them and talking 

to them about quite sensitive issues. So, I want them to be present. I don't want 

to email them saying, I would like to see you at such and such hour on such and 

such day. - Student 31 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

I guess it would have to be something significant for me to go to my personal 

tutor and be like 'this is a problem'. Rather than them being in the class and like, 

oh, are you ok? - Student 33 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

Likewise, a tutor reading off set questions rather than letting the conversations flow naturally and 

showing an interest in their tutees can make the relationship feel overly formal. Students appreciated 

it in those early days when their tutor had time to let the conversation flow naturally, and tutor and 

tutee could get to know each other. Students who went out for lunch with their personal tutor for 

their introductory meeting really appreciated this as a relaxed, more organic way for the tutor and 

tutee to get to know each other. 

My personal tutor, she brought out a page of set questions to ask me when I first 

met her. And like, this is not how this relationship should start. You know. You're 
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just reading off questions from a slide. - Student 31 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 

TB1 

It wasn't too formal, to like following a script, sticking to it and just leaving it at 

that. It did just trailed off and just regular conversations between people. And 

yeah, he seems like a nice friendly guy. Not too intimidating. So you won't be 

scared to go talk to them about sensitive issues. - Student 46 (Science), Y1 TB1 

At school or college, the tutor-tutee relationship was often quite casual, in that they could just ‘pop 

by their office for a chat’ because tutors were readily available. At the start of their degree students 

are thus making a transition from such a casual relationship to one where you have to book a time 

slot in an office hour to ensure you can see your personal tutor, which was difficult for some.  

She was just great because you could literally go to her with anything at all. The 

most silly thing ever, she was always there and always friendly. Or she'd actually 

come and find you and just have a chat. Which was always nice. Yeah. They're 

different. - Student 55 (Science), Y1 TB1 

[At school], meeting my personal tutor I didn't have to have a reason. It could just 

be for a chat. But I think here you would need to have a reason of some sort to go 

talk to your personal tutor. So I think in that sense, you wouldn't be as close, 

because it wouldn't be as casual. - Student 34 (Science), Y1 TB1 

By the second year, many students were surprised that the relationship with their tutor was in fact 

not as formal as they thought in those first weeks of their degree. Factors that made the relationship 

informal to students included being on first-name terms with their tutor and having naturally flowing 

and fun conversation.  

I was expecting the relationship to be way more rigid and formal, but yeah, the 

relationship is not that formal. I mean, we were on first-name terms and things 

like that. - Student 53 (Science), Y2 TB1 

It's less formal than I had expected as well, in the fact that we are on a first-name 

basis. It's nice. They are more approachable. - Student 73 (Social Sciences and 

Law), Y2 TB1 

It is an academic relationship, but we can speak less formally and don’t have to 

be extremely serious the whole time which is refreshing. - Student 78 

(Engineering), Y2 TB1 

At the start of their degree, students often expressed a preference for a more informal or casual 

relationship with their tutor, because they felt it made it easier to get to know their tutor. At this time 

students liked having a ‘relaxed tutor’, who was not strict about attendance or who said  ‘I’m here if 

you need me, just let me know’ because this way tutorials did not feel like ‘yet another class’. This 

may have also been reminiscent of the familiar and casual relationship they had with their tutor at 

school or college.  
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However, by the start of the second year some students said that such an informal, unstructured 

approach meant that there can be very little contact with a tutor, which could lead to some students 

slipping through the net. These students said that they would have liked their tutor to be more 

proactive and stayed in contact over the first year. Partly, this is because it shows the student that the 

tutor cares, and partly because students can feel intimidated by academics and do not always have 

the confidence to approach them, particularly in the first year.  

Having had no tutorials organised by my personal tutor has been frustrating. 

Obviously, I could have reached out if I had any issues to organise one, but other 

students might not be so proactive if they are struggling academically or in their 

personal lives. Just felt a bit disconnected from the university community and it 

was as if my department didn’t really care about my wellbeing to make sure my 

tutor checked in on me. - Student 11 (Science), Y2 TB1 

When we originally had our first meeting, he was very like, yeah, so we have to 

have these. We're meant to have these meetings each term, but, you know, I'm 

very relaxed and we don't have to stick to that. And we can have meetings 

whenever. But from after that, he never contacted me to ask, are you OK? Would 

you like to meet? Or to get the feedback, like arrange when to meet. And I guess 

as a student, maybe I should also be proactive and do that, but I think it would be 

nice, as a first-year student, not really knowing... Yeah, I feel like he was very 

relaxed and would have kind of preferred me to take the lead and initiating 

meetings rather than the other way around. - Student 26 (Health Sciences), Y2 

TB1 

When I've had group meetings in my personal tutor group this year, it turned out 

that other people hadn't heard from our old personal tutor at all because it was 

very much of, I'm here if you need me. But you have to reach out. Whereas the 

fact that it is formalized now with my new personal tutor is probably good 

because these people who might not have otherwise had any contact are kind of 

like being forced to have contact every month or so. - Student 20 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

Expectations around who is responsible for maintaining the relationship and initiating contact was a 

third theme that emerged.  

5.1.3.3 Initiator  
At the start of the degree, students often thought their tutor would be proactive and keep in contact 

with them. Students expected their tutor to check in with them frequently, but particularly if the tutor 

had noticed a change in the students’ behaviour.  

If you weren't turning up consistently it would be good if they just checked up on 

you. Making sure you're okay, even. Because if you are consistently not turning up 

to lectures you are paying for there could be something else going on. - Student 

13 (Science), Y1 TB1 

A year on, students found that in many cases tutors do not regularly check-in on students. Some 

students realised that their tutor expected them to initiate contact, and in some cases, when students 

did, they got a lot out of the relationship. 
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I thought my tutor would be more involved; I didn't realise it was down to me. - 

Student 71 (Arts), Y2 TB1 

I have learnt that my tutor can play a much bigger role in my degree, all I need to 

do is ask. - Student 17 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

I've definitely adjusted my expectations. But I think the only difference really 

between the university tutor and the school tutor is the fact that you have to put 

in more effort to go to see them. As in, you have to have the initiative to 

recognize it as an issue and then email them and then arrange an appointment. 

So, they are slightly harder to get and they are less frequent. But if I look at the 

help they can give… they are very useful. - Student 39 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

On the other hand, there were students who did not feel comfortable in taking the initiative and 

preferred their tutors to do so, at least some of the time. These students might not have been in touch 

with their tutor since the start of their degree. 

I saw [my personal tutor] probably once or twice. And that was obviously on me 

for not reaching out, but she also just never really tried to reach out to us either. 

And I know it is a two-way street, but, like, it just wasn't really there. - Student 62 

(Social Sciences and Law), Y2 TB1 

I think he could have emailed to arrange meetings because he didn't after the first 

introduction one. He never arranged a meeting. So, I would have to arrange 

them, which meant I already felt like I'd already put in a lot of effort on my side. - 

Student 18 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

In the second teaching block, one in three students did not have the minimum required number of 

tutorials with their personal tutor. The majority (67%) of students said this was because more tutorials 

had not been scheduled.  

A proactive tutor and/or personal tutoring system, in which regular meetings are set up for tutees is 

crucial in the first year because students often feel unsure about how the relationship with their tutor 

would work. Some students worried they might do something wrong, such as address an email in the 

wrong way, or ask for help with an issue that does not fall in the remit of personal tutors.   

And the thing is like, I don't know how this works. Like are we supposed to set up 

personal tutor meetings or do they set it up? - Student 67 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB1 

I don't feel I can email him yet because I don't feel like I understand how the 

relationship works. And how to address an email to them, what you should be 

asking them and what you should be asking your lecturers or if there are any 

guidelines about it or if you can ask them anything, I just don't know. And I feel 

like I need to have more time, to see him more before I'd get to the stage where I 

could actually email about things I was confused about and not feel like I was 

doing it wrong. Because we had a sit down and it was like a lovely chat, but we 

weren't ever told how it actually works, like how the relationship is set out. - 

Student 43 (Science), Y1 TB1 
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By the second year, students felt more confident about approaching staff and knowing who to talk to 

with different issues.   

I'd say I'd put less on them. I feel like I am less panicked about needing them. I 

think at first I felt like they weren't providing me with enough, whereas now I'm 

like, whatever. I can go and reach out to other people. But when you're in first 

year, it's quite scary to feel like, oh no, you're not meant to talk to them about 

this, you're not meant to talk to them about that. But now that I'm in second 

year, I don't find it as scary anymore. - Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

5.1.4 Changing expectations 
Students came to Bristol with preconceived ideas about personal tutors, not only from their own 

experiences with their personal tutor at school or college, but also through the experiences of other 

students, both at the University of Bristol and other universities. For example, some students had 

spoken to their peers about how the relationship with the tutor works. Others had heard about 

individual variation between personal tutors and were therefore keen to find out if they had been 

lucky and been assigned a ‘good’ personal tutor. 

I talked to some second-years and they were saying they rarely saw their tutor 

and it was more like checking in once in a while, rather than being someone you 

talk to quite regularly. - Student 27 (Science), Y2 TB2 

I've heard from other people who've started university before and a few of them 

had personal tutors who were just completely unhelpful. Or they just didn't get on 

with them or they just couldn't explain things to them. And that was a worry for 

me. - Student 43 (Science), Y1 TB1 

My expectations were based a lot on what I'd heard from other students, like the 

older ones. The impression I got beforehand was that it's a very mixed bag. So it 

really does depend on who you get. - Student 14 (Health Sciences), Y1 TB1 

In sum, students’ expectations of personal tutoring changed over the course of their first year. 

Specifically, students adjusted their expectations of what constitutes academic support and pastoral 

support, as well as who is responsible for initiating contact.  

In general, by the second year students had settled into university; they were less worried and 

nervous, and had formed relationships with other members of staff, meaning they relied less on their 

personal tutor. We have seen that in some cases students felt disillusioned by the advice given by their 

tutor, when advice felt generic or ‘surface-level’ or tutors ‘just signposted’ them to other university 

services. Such disappointment can stop students from engaging with their personal tutor. For other 

students, however, the changes in expectations were the result of a better understanding of academia 

and the role of personal tutor. These students reported, despite tutors not meeting their expectations, 

that they were getting a lot out of the relationship with their tutor. Thus, it is crucial to manage 

students’ expectations of personal tutors from the beginning of their degree, so that students 

understand the system and benefit from it, rather than get disillusioned and disengage.   
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5.2 Student experience 
Students were asked about their experience of the personal tutoring system in each wave of data 

collection. Specifically, students were asked about the relationship with their tutor, the tutorials topics 

they value and whether tutorials have helped with adjusting to Higher Education and feeling part of a 

community. 

5.2.1 Satisfaction with the tutor-tutee relationship 
In the first few weeks of their degree it was often too early for students to say anything about the 

relationship with their personal tutor. Many students had had a pleasant introductory meeting. 

Although for some students their tutor validated their feelings about the transition to university, 

which helped with feeling at ease with being at Bristol. 

 He understood where I was from, you know, London. And because I am one of 

the few Black people here. And he understood. Not only that, but he also 

understood that it was a bit like being a fish out of water in terms of school. Like, 

ninety percent easily are private school. Right. And then those who are not 

private school are grammar school. I'm just regular-me state school. So it's 

different. It's very, very different. We just went straight in from there and after 

you explained how you feel among those people I was like, OK, I can just talk to 

you openly. - Student 73 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB1 

However, what did stand out at this time was that for a group of students the personal tutor had made 

it clear, explicitly or implicitly, that they did not want too much involvement with their tutees. In these 

cases students frequently said they felt their tutor was ‘too busy’ to deal with their tutees.  

 I think that personal tutors just seem really busy. That besides being a tutor, they 

also have so much else on. - Student 79 (Arts), Y1 TB1 

My personal tutor never came to the first meeting and he sent two second-year 

students to meet us. [They said], he's there to check if you're OK. And if you're OK, 

just tell him. But he won't be able to do much. He has to do that. Don't bother him 

too much. - Student 82 (Health Sciences), Y1 TB1 

He was like, we meet weekly, we talk about academic stuff. And yes. In theory 

you can e-mail me, but I won't reply because I get 42000 e-mails a year. That kind 

of thing. It's like implicitly. Yeah, I'm technically here, but it's not my problem. - 

Student 55 (Science), Y1 TB1 

I've had quite limited contact with mine. I don't know if it will improve. He said, 

you can e-mail me, but don't. It was a bit like, I've got too many e-mails, so don't 

do it, basically. He was a nice person and everything, but I got the sense that he 

was just a bit too busy to deal with it. - Student 74 (Arts), Y1 TB1 

It is sort of a don't-talk-to-me-unless-you-absolutely-have-to kind of thing. - 

Student 13 (Science), Y1 TB1 
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Students were asked in their second teaching block to rate the quality of the relationship with their 

personal tutor (Figure 6). One in five students on the panel said that the relationship with their 

personal tutor was ‘excellent’ and 40% said it was ‘good’. 11% said their relationship was poor, and 

4% said it was very poor. 

 

Figure 6: Students were asked to rate the relationship with their personal tutor in Y1 TB2. N=54.  

Student satisfaction with the tutor-tutee relationship was measured using a scale that was adapted 

from ‘the youth survey scale’ which is used to measure the quality of mentor-youth relationships [14]. 

Students were asked to indicate to what extend they agreed with six statements about the 

relationship with their personal tutor. Answers to these questions were coded, summed, and scaled 

by the number of items. The resulting composite score indicates students’ satisfaction with the 

relationship with their personal tutor. Score ranges from 1-5, were higher scores mean greater 

satisfaction. Scores were also divided into four categories (very unsatisfied, unsatisfied, satisfied, very 

satisfied). 

The median score for the relationship satisfaction measure was 3.8, indicating that a typical student 

was ‘satisfied’ with their relationship with their personal tutor. Nearly half of students were ‘very 

satisfied’ with the relationship (Figure 7), and two in five students on the panel were ‘satisfied’. Seven 

percent of students were ‘unsatisfied’ and a single student was ‘very unsatisfied’ with the relationship 

with their personal tutor. 

 

Figure 7: Students' satisfaction with the relationship with their personal tutor in Y1 TB2. N=54.  

Thus, at the end of the first year, most students have built up a good relationship with their tutor. 

Nevertheless, for about one in ten students on the panel, that relationship with their personal tutor 

was not there.  

5.2.2 Value of tutorials to students 
By the second teaching block in their first year, over three-quarters of students (79%) said the tutorials 

with their personal tutor had been helpful, mostly because of the advice and information that their 

personal tutor gave. Specifically, students found tutorials helpful because it gave them an opportunity 

to take stock and reflect on their progress. Students appreciated receiving feedback on their work 

from their tutor as well as discussing their academic progress. Personal tutors helped to reassure 

students that they were putting in the right amount of effort, and that their work was of a sufficient 

standard.  
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It's helpful to get confirmation from my personal tutor that my work and ideas 

are along the right lines. - Student 8 (Social Sciences and Law), Y1 TB2 

Students also thought tutorials were useful because it encouraged them to think about their future. 

Students appreciated being able to discuss options on their degree programme with their tutor, as 

well as internships, scholarships, and careers.  

He encouraged me to start looking for internships, apprenticeships, and 

scholarships during year 1 which meant I began thinking about my future from 

my first year. - Student 67 (Life Sciences), Y1 TB2 

This was also evident by the start of year 2; many students appreciated being able to talk to their tutor 

about their future plans, and their tutor helping them with C.V.s, references, or sharing opportunities.  

They were definitely useful to bounce off ideas about my career and stuff. And 

they are definitely useful as a bit of a kick up the arse. So it was definitely worth 

having him, a hundred percent. - Student 16 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

He looks in his own time for opportunities and things that I might be interested in 

and then just sends them to me, which is pretty cool. - Student 67 (Life Sciences), 

Y2 TB1 

I've also emailed them my CV to have a look at and got extremely good feedback. 

You know, they clearly went through it, highlighted all the bits and put comments 

in. - Student 39 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

The value students place on spending time with their personal tutor to reflect on current work and 

think about the future is also seen in the importance students gave these tutorial topics. In their 

second teaching block, students were asked how important various tutorial topics were to them 

(Figure 8). 

The top five most important tutorial topics is given in Figure 9. The same topics came in the top 5 

when looking at ‘very’ important only and when the counts for ‘very’ and ‘fairly’ important were 

summed. Moreover, for each of these topics ‘very important’ was the mode. There was also the most 

agreement in these answers, in that there was the least even spread across the categories for these 

top 5 topics. In other words, students on the panel agreed on the importance of these tutorial topics.     

Receiving individual feedback on academic work in tutorial with their personal tutor was key for 

students in their second teaching block; 3 in 5 students on the panel said this was ‘very important’ and 

three-quarters said this was ‘very’ to ‘fairly’ important. Academic support also ranked high, with over 

half of students on the panel rating it ‘very important’ and three-quarters said it was ‘very’ to ‘fairly’ 

important. Other areas students said were important were providing work references (42%), advice 

on university processes (40%), and information on option courses (38%). 
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Figure 8: Importance of tutorial topics for students in Y1 TB2. N=54. 

 

Figure 9: The top 5 tutorial topics that were rated as ‘very important’ by students in Y1 TB2. N=54.  

 

A smaller group of students on the panel had not found the tutorials valuable. One in five students on 

the panel said tutorials in their first year had not been helpful. Students gave a range of reasons, 

relating to the purpose of the tutorials or the tutor themselves. These students felt that tutorials did 

not provide them with anything additional over and above the services they already had access to, 

that the purpose of tutorials was not clear and that the topics were not timely, and that consequently 
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tutorials did not add to the students’ experience. Some students mentioned that their tutor did not 

fulfil their role adequately.    

We rarely do the work we are supposed to do in tutorials so they are of little 

academic use. Personal tutorials feel superficial and have not really added 

anything. – Student 55 (Science), Y1 TB2 

My tutor is not so good at being one. - Student 77 (Engineering), Y1 TB2 

Interestingly, while students highly valued time with their tutor to reflect on their progress and plan 

for their future in terms of studies or career, students did not think Personal Development Planning 

(PDP) was important. The five tutorial topics that were rated most frequently as ‘not at all important’ 

are given in Figure 10. The same topics were in the bottom five when only ‘not at all’ important or 

both ‘not at all’ and ‘slightly’ important were considered. Thirteen percent of students on the panel 

said that PDP was ‘not at all important’, while 9% said internship advice was ‘not at all important’. For 

wellbeing support, study skills, and signposting 7% of students said they were ‘not at all important’.  

 

Figure 10: The 5 tutorial topics that were rated most frequently as ‘not at all important’ by students in Y1 TB2. N=54. 

However, there was much less agreement between panel members on the importance, or lack of, 

these tutorial topics. For none of these five least important options was ‘not at all important’ the most 

frequently chosen answer. For example, for PDP and signposting the most frequently chosen answer 

was ‘important’ but compared to other topics this was a low rating. Likewise, wellbeing support was 

amongst the five topics rated most frequently as ‘not at all important’ by students, with 7% of students 

saying this is ‘not at all important’ while at the same the answer that was given most frequently was 

‘very important’. Figure 11 shows that there is a more even spread of opinion on the importance of 

wellbeing support and PDP, whereas there was much more agreement on the importance of individual 

feedback and academic support.        

 

Figure 11: Spread of the answers across the categories of importance. N=54. 
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Overall, these results suggests that for students individual feedback and academic support are an 

essential part of the remit of personal tutors, as are providing references, advising on university 

processes, and providing information on option courses. It is interesting that students found PDP less 

important, given that is a tool that would allow them to reflect on their progress and plan ahead.  

Students were divided on the importance of personal tutors providing wellbeing support, which is 

likely to be a reflection of individual preferences about sharing personal issues with an academic 

member of staff. For tutorials to be of value to students, they should have clear objectives, with a 

purpose beyond mere signposting.  

5.2.3 Value of tutorials in adjusting to Higher Education 
Tutorials with a personal tutor are important for first year students in the transition to Higher 

Education and independent learning. By their second teaching block, nearly (49%) half of students on 

the panel said they had adapted well to studying a subject at university level, while 40% had adapted 

reasonably. Sixty-four percent of students said that tutorials with their personal tutor had helped 

them adjust to studying at university level, and this was higher for students who had said they had 

adjusted well (69%) compared with students who had adjusted badly (50%). 

 

Figure 12: Degree of adjustment amongst first-year students (Y1 TB2) to four aspects of Higher Education. N=54.   

Nearly half of students on the panel also said they had adapted well to the style of assessment and 

teaching at university. Three in five students on the panel said that that tutorials helped with both of 

these adjustments. Tutorials were considered helpful more frequently by students who said they had 

adjusted well compared with students who adjusted badly to the style of assessment (62% vs. 56%) 

or the style of teaching (67% vs. 17%).  

Forty-seven percent of students on the panel said they had adapted well to independent learning. A 

third of the panel said they had adapted reasonably to this, whilst one in five felt they had adapted 

badly to independent learning. Just over half of students thought tutorials helped with adjusting to 

independent learning. This was higher for students who had adapted well (58%) compared with those 

who had adapted badly to independent learning (36%).    
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Overall, the majority of students on the panel said that tutorials with their personal tutor helped them 

adjust academically. Students who felt they have adapted well were more likely to report that tutorials 

have been helpful. This could mean that tutors help students adjust to higher education, especially in 

terms of teaching style and independent learning. However, it could also mean that students who are 

finding it hard to adjust to learning at a higher education level, also find it difficult to get something 

useful out of their tutorials.  

5.2.4 Value of tutorials in community building 
Tutorials can play an important part of community building and creating a sense of belonging. ‘Being 

known’ is a theme that recurred throughout the study and is crucially important for a cohort 40% of 

which said they feel anonymous some or all of the time (Figure 13).  

 

Figure 13: Prevalence of feelings of anonymity amongst students in Y1 TB2. N=54. 

By their second teaching block, one in three students felt part of a community with first year students 

on their programme a lot (11%) or to a great extent (22%) (Figure 14). Likewise, one in three students 

did not feel part of this community at all (16%) or only to a small extent (20%).  

 

Figure 14: Prevalence of feeling part of different academic communities amongst students in Y1 TB2. N=54. 

Just under half of students on the panel said that their tutorials helped build this community. Of the 

students who felt the most part of a community with course mates, 67% said tutorials had contributed 

to this, whereas just 21% of students who felt least part of this community. Students who mostly had 

group tutorials were more likely to say that tutorials helped to build community (55%) compared to 

students who mostly had individual tutorials (35%). Thus, there is an association between feeling part 

of a community and finding tutorials helpful in building a sense of community.  

Fewer students felt part of a community of students on their programme across all years, with 5% 

saying they felt this a lot, whereas 35% said they do not feel part of such a community at all (Figure 

14). Tutorials helped to a smaller extent with building this community; one in seven students (14%) 

said tutorials helped them feel part of this wider community. Again, this was higher for students who 

felt part of such a community more strongly (33%) compared to those who did not feel part of this 
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community (7%). Results were similar for students who mostly had group (13%) and individual (16%) 

tutorials.  

In some cases (6%), students said the personal tutor helped with the building of relationships between 

students in different years of the same programme. This type of community building was also 

appreciated in the second year.  

He sends us links to people, his third years, that we can talk to if we want a little 

bit of advice from them and things like that. He gives us a bridge between 

ourselves and the years above us. Just to make sure that we can get advice from 

them and they can revisit their own experiences and reflect on it to help them out 

too. – Student 32 (Life Sciences), Y2 TB1 

In their second TB, most students felt part of their academic discipline to some (29%) or a small (38%) 

extent (Figure 14). One in 10 students felt this was a lot (2%) or to a great extent (9%). Tutorials had 

helped one in five students (22%) feel part of their discipline. A quarter of students (27%) said their 

tutor has helped them feel part of their discipline, and this was higher for students that had individual 

(38%) rather than group (21%) tutorials. Students said their tutor made them feel part of their wider 

academic discipline by introducing them to other academics, by talking about their research areas and 

making them more ‘human’.  

He speaks of other professors in a 'human' way and provides us additional 

information on the running of the department to make it easier to understand. – 

Student 43 (Science), Y1 TB2 

Other students said their tutor made them feel part of their discipline by introducing them to their 

research or being available to discuss the discipline.  

He introduced us to his world of work by walking us through his current research 

project at the experimental stage, which was really cool. – Student 25 

(Engineering),  Y1 TB2 

I feel like I can go to him with questions about what the discipline aims to do and 

what’s its nature is, such as how research is generally conducted. – Student 18 

(Life Sciences), Y1 TB2 

Apart from building a community with other students and academics, personal tutors were also 

important to help students feel a sense of connection with the university, and that they ‘are known’.  

Talking to my personal tutor in itself has helped me to feel more connected to my 

faculty. - Student 57 (Arts), Y1 TB2 

Thus, personal tutors and tutorials could be an important way to give students a sense of belonging 

and community, aspects that are key to student outcomes as well as for success scores for the 

university. Given that one in three students did not feel part of a community with other first-year 

students on their course, this could be a priority for tutorials.  
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6 Discussion  

6.1 Clarity of purpose 
The purpose of personal tutoring is not always clear to students. This study found that there was a 

lack of clarity of the purpose of personal tutoring amongst students that started when they first arrived 

at University and that persisted throughout the first year and into the second year. The uncertainty 

surrounding personal tutoring made students question the value of tutorials and stopped some 

students from engaging with their tutor all together. It was suggested some personal tutors were also 

not clear on the purpose of personal tutoring. The ambiguity of the purpose of personal tutoring was 

largely due to the overlap of the remit of personal tutors with other support services the University 

offers. This has also been seen at other UK universities [15-17]. 

It is crucial that the ambiguity of the purpose and boundaries of personal tutoring is addressed to 

improve the experience of students and staff alike. Uncertainty around personal tutoring can leave 

students feeling insecure about what to expect from their tutor, or how to conduct themselves [16]. 

It can also lead to poor student experience and disillusionment, because, in the absence of clarity on 

the remit of personal tutors, students develop a wide range of expectations which are not always met 

[16]. Staff may feel insecure as to what is expected of them, causing some to avoid personal tutoring 

all together while others to go above and beyond [16] leading to inconsistency in student experiences 

of personal tutoring.   

A first step is for the University to consider what the overarching purpose of personal tutoring is at 

the University of Bristol. This purpose should be clearly communicated to students and staff and 

inform definitions of the role, responsibilities, and role boundaries of personal tutors to ensure good 

practise [18]. There may be additional objectives to personal tutoring that are specific to schools or 

departments. For example, in schools where students obtain a professional qualification, personal 

tutors oversee their tutees progress and help students prepare for professional life. Therefore, schools 

(or departments) should also formulate what additional purpose personal tutoring has in their school. 

6.1.1 Communicating the purpose of personal tutoring to student and staff 
Once the University and schools have determined the purpose of personal tutoring this should be 

clearly communicated to staff and students. For staff, the purpose of personal tutoring as defined by 

each school should be added to the school’s personal tutoring statement and personal tutor 

handbook. 

For students, having structured tutorials with a clear objective or focus will help communicate the 

purpose of tutorials and makes personal tutoring more effective (Thomas, 2012). While some schools 

already have such a structured approach, in other schools the approach is more reactive. Other 

universities have used frameworks to indicate the purpose of each tutorial. For example, the 3Cs 

framework at Manchester Metropolitan University [19] indicates whether each activity contributes to 

a student’s course, career, or community. The University should consider developing a similar 

framework. Following this approach, each school should use their defined purpose(s) of personal 

tutoring alongside the university-wide purpose and indicate for each tutorial or activity which purpose 

it links to. Such an approach will not only make the purpose of each activity clear to students, but it 

will also allow schools to take stock and evaluate whether all suggested activities support the school’s 

purpose of tutoring, and whether each defined purpose has sufficient activities associated with it. It 

is crucial, however, that personal tutors have some autonomy over the activities in tutorials, so that 

these do not feel forced and to allow for a genuine relationship to develop between tutor and tutee. 

https://www.celt.mmu.ac.uk/personal_tutoring/index.php
https://www.celt.mmu.ac.uk/personal_tutoring/index.php
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The University should emphasise the importance of senior tutors meeting new students in Welcome 

Week and ensuring they are informed of the opportunities for support that are available, as is outlined 

in the personal tutoring policy [20]. This should include an outline of the purpose of personal tutoring 

in their school and how the personal tutoring system works. The University should also consider 

adding to responsibilities of the tutor that they should meet with new students during Welcome Week 

and set out clearly and discuss explicitly the expectations of tutor and tutees.  

 

6.2 Someone who knows you 
Although the purpose of personal tutoring was not always clear, students valued their personal tutor 

as ‘someone who knows you’ within the University. Students appreciated their personal tutors getting 

to know them both as people and as students, such as knowing their background, their interests, and 

their achievements, especially because the relationship with lecturers was often more distant than 

expected. Senior tutors agreed that the personal and continuing relationship between tutor and tutee 

is crucial and unique within the university setting. 

The importance of being known or ‘mattering’ for students at university has been highlighted in other 

studies [21-23] and has become increasingly important in the context of mass education and increased 

cohort sizes. Forty percent of the students on the panel said they felt anonymous for some or all of 

the time at university and similar results have been found in other studies [e.g. 24]. Feelings of 

anonymity may be particularly prevalent in the first year, as students are adjusting to higher 

education. Many students previously had close relationships with their teachers, and students may 

find it difficult to adjust to a more distant relationship in higher education [this study; 24, 25, 26]. The 

repeated interactions with lecturers that are crucial for the formation of a new identity as a learner in 

higher education are often limited, which can leave students feeling ‘lost in a crowd’ [24]. Having a 

purposeful relationship with, for example, a personal tutor can give a more personalised approach to 

higher education [27] by making students feel recognised and of importance [21].  

6.2.1 The importance of relationships in education 
In recent years, the importance of relationships in education has become apparent [21, 26, 28-33]. 

Education is fundamentally relational and numerous pedagogical theories recognise that relationships 

are vital to learning [32]. Relationships are also essential to student engagement [34-36] and 

institutional belonging [37, 38].  

Two principal relationships students form at university are the relationship with their personal tutor 

and the relationship with their peers. The personal tutor is a key figure in a student’s university 

experience [9, 23, 26, 39, 40] who affects the student’s outcomes [41]. A good tutor-tutee relationship 

improves the overall student experience [13, 15], provides a buffer against challenges for students 

[23], and increases a student’s sense of belonging at the institution [38], which in turn improves 

retention [42] and progression [13]. Students greatly value the relationship with their personal tutor 

if this relationship is high-quality [13, 38] and is authentic [9]. However, it is vital that personal tutoring 

is done right, because having a bad relationship with a personal tutor is worse than having no personal 

tutor at all [23]. 

The second salient relationship for students is that with their peers [37]. Meaningful friendships with 

peers increase a student’s adjustment to university life and sense of belonging [37, 43]. Peers provide 

each other with encouragement throughout their degree, which can be crucial to student outcomes 

[44].   
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Thus, there is a clear need to prioritise relational pedagogies and meaningful relationships within 

higher education [21] and to nurture peer relationships [37].  

6.2.2 Facilitating formation of meaningful relationships 
If the main purpose of personal tutoring at the University is relational, then personal tutors are the 

University’s emotional investment in its students. Adequate resources are needed to allow for the 

development of meaningful relationships as resources impact on the ability for academic staff to care 

[21]. Unfortunately, personal tutoring in the UK has been ‘chronically under-resourced’ [45] and 

consequently there are a range of challenges to achieving meaningful tutor-tutee relationships. Here 

four of these challenges and how the University could address them are discussed.  

The first, major challenge to building meaningful relationships between personal tutors and tutees is 

time. Academic staff have a considerable workload and often work under intense pressure [5, 15, 46-

48], which impacts on the relationships they form with their tutees. While personal tutors may want 

to have a meaningful relationship with their tutees, the many competing priorities they have can cause 

personal tutees to slip to the bottom of the priority list [33, 49] and increases in cohort sizes mean 

that many personal tutors now have too many tutees to form meaningful relationships [15]. Time 

pressures may also make tutors less approachable. Students on the panel felt that their tutors were 

incredibly busy people, and therefore were reluctant to ‘bother’ them. Similar results have been found 

in other studies [26]. Moreover, time pressures can make interactions with a personal tutor 

inconsequential. For students on the panel it was essential that the relationship with their personal 

tutor was genuine and authentic. Students whose tutor followed a script or asked questions from a 

list rather than letting the conversation flow freely, felt that their tutor was ‘made to do it’ and that 

they did not genuinely care. Some students felt they received ‘generic advice’ or were told that 

‘everyone goes through that’ when they tried to raise an issue with their tutor. In the development of 

the tutor-tutees relationship it is crucial for students to be recognised and valued as an individual [23]. 

Being treated as a homogenous group can make students feel their individuality is not considered. 

Other studies [9, 21] have also found the need for an authentic relationship with a personal tutor. The 

enormous time pressures on personal tutors [40, 50] can, however, make the interactions with tutees 

formulaic and consequently feel inauthentic to students [51]. Dall’Alba [52] suggests that instead 

there should be a greater emphasis in higher education on ‘responsive attunement’, in which 

individuals reflect on the complexities of an individual situation in order to develop informed, care-

filled responses. 

The University should engender a culture in which staff prioritise their interactions with students, 

through leadership and investment in resources. The University could facilitate the development of 

meaningful relationships by increasing the amount of time available for interactions with tutees in the 

workload model. At other universities it was found that it was difficult to manage tutees in the time 

that was allocated in the workload model [15, 16]. Thus, a review of personal tutoring in the workload 

model is needed to ensure the time allocated to tutees is realistic and allows for ‘attuned 

responsiveness’ [53] and the formation of meaningful relationships.  

A second challenge to the formation of meaningful relationships is the reactive approach to personal 

tutoring that many schools in the University take. This research found that students would like their 

personal tutor to be more proactive. A lack of confidence of some students to approach academics 

can lead to students slipping though the net, mirroring the findings of other studies [e.g. 26]. As in this 

study, Owen [46] found that there was tension between tutors and tutees about who was responsible 

for making appointments. By putting the onus on students to make appointments and maintain the 

tutor-tutee relationship, students will often only see their tutor if they have an ‘issue’ and therefore 
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do not build a relationship if everything is going well. The ‘What Works’ project found that effective 

personal tutoring is proactive, rather than relying on students to seek contact [38]. The current 

personal tutoring policy at Bristol states that it is the students’ responsibility to attend all tutorials, 

but it does not state who should maintain contact or is responsible for making appointments. The 

University should consider where the main responsibility for maintaining contact in the tutor-tutee 

relationship lies and this should be outlined explicitly in the personal tutoring policy. It should also be 

added to the personal tutoring handbook, the role descriptions given to students, and discussed in 

the first tutorial. Senior tutors suggested a graduated approach, in which the tutor was wholly 

responsible for maintaining contact in the first year, but that this responsibility shifts towards the 

student in subsequent year. 

If the University decides the responsibility for maintaining contact lies with tutors, the University 

should invest in technologies that allow personal tutors to fulfil this responsibility.  

The first investment should be in timetabling support for all individual and group tutorials, so that all 

schools across the University get this support. Timetabling tutorials has been shown to increase 

attendance in other UK universities [16] and schools within the University of Bristol (e.g. schools in 

faculty of Engineering). Full timetabling support for personal tutoring would free up time for 

academics fulfilling their responsibilities as personal tutors and it would signal to both students and 

staff the value the University places on personal tutoring. Moreover, centrally timetabled tutorials 

take away some of the need for students to book an appointment with their tutor, which this research 

showed felt overly formal to students, especially at the start of their degree when students are still 

getting used to the personal tutoring system.  

The second investment should be in increased support for recording and monitoring attendance at 

tutorials, either through increased admin support in schools or through an improvement of the EVision 

system. Currently, EVision is cumbersome and as a result many tutors simply refuse to use it, and it is 

seen as a major barrier for NHS staff being professional mentors. An update to the system could for 

example include an automated email being sent from the University, rather than the tutor, to tutees 

when they have been absent from a tutorial.  

A third challenge to the formation of meaningful relationships is a lack of familiarity between tutor 

and tutee. This study found that some students felt they did not know their tutor very well due to the 

limited interactions they had with their tutor or due to the tutor having a large number of tutees. 

Other studies have found that students want more structured, focused time with personal tutors in 

frequently scheduled meetings [26, 54] especially in the first year, because it helps them make the 

transition into life at university [54]. 

Tutorials and teaching should be set up in such a way that allows for repeated interactions between 

tutor and tutee, especially in the first year. Regular tutorials in the first year are already part of 

personal tutoring at Bristol. The current policy states that first year undergraduate students should 

have six tutorials in their first year [20]. The University should consider whether a minimum of six 

tutorials in the first year is sufficient to facilitate the development of meaningful relationships. Many 

students on the panel indicated that they would like more frequent interactions with their tutor in the 

first year, to help formation of the tutor-tutee relationship, which is in line with studies at other 

universities [13, 26, 40, 55]. Generally, tutees would like to see their personal tutor more often than 

they need to see them [26]. At a minimum, the University should consider the timing of tutorials if it 

is not possible to increase the number of tutorials. Gutteridge [56] found that the first six weeks at 

university were a critical window for personal tutoring, and therefore increasing the tutorials at the 

start of a degree programme may make the system more effective.  
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Schools could also consider how they could increase the interactions between tutors and tutees, for 

example by the tutors teaching on a first-year course. For example, tutors could all teach an 

introductory course to their first-year tutees or tutors could lead the seminars or labs that accompany 

an existing introductory course for their tutees. Furthermore, one in three students on the panel did 

not have the six required meetings in their first year. Again, increased support for recording and 

monitoring attendance at tutorials could help identify which students are not getting the minimum 

required number of interactions with their tutor.  

Finally, a lack of information is a challenge to the formation of meaningful relationships. A holistic 

overview of the students’ academic achievements and the taking of notes of discussions at tutorials 

could also help build the tutor-tutee relationship. Personal tutors should have access to as much 

information as possible to be an effective tutor [27], such as on a student’s units, marks, and feedback. 

The University should develop a dashboard in which a tutor can easily access such information about 

their tutees. Note-taking and record-keeping is one of the responsibilities of a personal tutor in the 

current personal tutoring policy [20]. However, tutors are not always provided with appropriate 

systems and training on making confidential notes. Therefore the University should support tutors by 

providing a system in which notes can be stored securely and by providing training on how to take 

such notes that are GDPR compliant. The university should factor in time in the workload model to 

allow tutors to make notes at the end of a tutorial and read through previous notes at the start of a 

tutorial. 

6.2.3 Facilitating formation of meaningful communities 
In addition to providing students with a personal connection with the University, this study found that 

personal tutoring tutorials helped some student feel part of a community by getting to know their 

peers and developing an identity within their academic field. The University should consider whether 

facilitating the formation of meaningful communities is part of the purpose of the personal tutor 

system – as had been argued by some [23] – at Bristol. As one in three students on the panel did not 

feel part of a community with their peers, the University should consider the strengthening of 

community building through personal tutoring by making this one of the University-wide purposes of 

personal tutoring.  

Consequently schools should consider offering students a mix of individual and group tutorials, as 

individual tutorials helped students feel part of the discipline and group tutorials help students build 

community. The current personal tutoring policy states that students should be offered at least one 

individual tutorial per year [20]. Therefore, students in schools with an integrated or curriculum model 

of personal tutoring will be offered a mix of individual and group tutorials. Students in schools with a 

pastoral model of personal tutoring, where students meet their tutor individually, are not routinely 

offered group tutorials as well.  

 

6.3 The value of personal tutoring to students: taking stock and looking ahead  
Creating a personal tutoring system that is of value to students is crucial to student engagement. 

Students on the panel said the most valuable aspect of tutorials was having time with an academic to 

reflect on their progress, giving students reassurance as well as advice on how they could improve. 

Such advice is crucial for students who often lack the oversight of their development to understand 

what skills they need to develop in order to improve [27]. Other studies also found that students value 

feedback on progress [13, 27, 40] and an indication of how well they are doing academically [26] from 

their personal tutor. Personal tutors can help students understand the feedback they receive and 

identify the areas they need to work on to improve their attainment [27]. The importance of personal 
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tutors in navigating feedback was recognised by the National Union of Students (NUS) and it is part of 

the NUS charter on personal tutors [#8: Understanding assesment feedback should be integrated into 

personal tutoring. 27].  

Apart from reflecting on their progress, students on the panel also valued broader discussions about 

their future on the degree and beyond. Students wanted their tutor to provide them with careers 

advice, because they felt this would be more tailored to their discipline and their personal interests 

and strengths. While such expectations might not be realistic for many academics – an academic 

qualification in one subject can lead to a wide range of careers and tutors may have little experience 

outside of academia – it is clear that students want a broader discussion of where their degree might 

take them [27].  

Although students and staff thought personal tutors should be involved in tutees’ personal 

development, both groups thought the current PDP system was not the best way of doing this, with 

the exception of the Health Sciences. Anecdotally, there is low engagement by students with PDP in 

some schools. Staff felt that the current PDP was too generic and they would prefer schools to develop 

their own, subject-specific, personal development programmes. Staff also questioned whether the 

process of recording personal development in a portfolio was necessary. 

An advantage of having PDP as part of the personal tutoring system is that it would help tutors in 

building meaningful relationships with students.  PDP gives tutors holistic information about a 

students’ achievements as well an awareness of the students’ goals and interests [57]. Furthermore, 

PDP gives tutorials a focus and purpose which allows tutees to build a relationship with their tutor 

even when they do not have ‘issues’ [57].  

For PDP to be successful it should be an integral part of the degree programme and embedded within 

the curriculum. It can be hard to engage academics in delivering of PDP [57] and to engage students 

in PDP [58]. This is exacerbated when PDP it outside of the curriculum because it is more easily ignored 

[57] by students and staff alike.  

In sum, including personal development in tutorials is a great opportunity; students value reflecting 

on their progress and it would help build meaningful relationship between tutors and tutees. The 

University should consider what form personal development should take [e.g. see models in 59] and 

whether the current PDP system is appropriate for recording personal development discussions. The 

University should also consider giving schools greater autonomy in the development of their personal 

development tools.    

6.3.1 What about pastoral support? 
This study found that whilst students thought it was important that personal tutors provided both 

academic and pastoral support, in practise students were unlikely to talk about personal issues with 

their tutor. Students on the panel were reluctant to do so because they felt a need to keep some 

separation between the personal and the academic, because their tutor was too busy or not open to 

discuss personal issues, or because they did not have a good relationship with their tutor. Importantly, 

students also felt that there was other, better qualified, support available at the University and that 

therefore there was no need to go to the personal tutor with such issues. Wellbeing and signposting 

to other services were not considered to be very important tutorial topics by students– both ranked 

in the bottom five – although there was some split amongst students reflecting personal preferences 

in sharing personal issues with staff. Some students on the panel thought there was too much focus 

on wellbeing in tutorials which stopped them from engaging with the personal tutoring system 

because they did not see the value of tutors if they ‘just signpost’ or they did not have or want to 
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discuss problems with their tutor. These results are quite surprising given recent calls for personal 

tutors to give students greater support with e.g. mental health issues [60, 61]. 

Like this study, Hixenbaugh, Pearson [26] found that students want both academic and pastoral 

support from their personal tutor. There is mixed evidence in the literature as to whether students 

actually go to their personal tutor for pastoral support. Some studies found that personal tutors are 

key for students accessing wellbeing support [62], that students were most likely to turn to their 

personal tutor when they had personal difficulties [63] and that students were more likely to talk to 

their personal tutor than the university counselling service about mental health issues [64]. On the 

other hand, other studies also found students to be reluctant to approach their personal tutor for 

pastoral issues [26] especially if personal tutors also marked the tutee’s academic work [65] or decided 

on ‘fitness to practise’ on professional courses [65]. The findings of this study may be due to the 

specific circumstances at Bristol, in particular the success of the wellbeing service. It may be that 

generally students are reluctant to raise personal issues with their personal tutor but may have been 

compelled to in order to access wellbeing support. At Bristol the need to turn to the personal tutor 

has been removed by the ease with which students can access such support by themselves. 

The NUS has indicated that pastoral support should not be the main focus of tutorials. In their charter 

on personal tutors the NUS state that “Personal tutoring should not just be about giving students the 

opportunity to talk if they have a problem, but to encourage them to develop their academic and 

professional skills” [27, #7]. The ‘What Works Project’ also found that effective personal tutoring has 

a strong academic focus [38]. Thus, while it is important that students can raise personal issues, such 

as mental health concerns, with their personal tutor, pastoral support should not be the main focus 

of personal tutoring. Instead, the priority in tutorials should be academic and personal development, 

with additional pastoral support when necessary.  

6.3.2 What is academic support?  
One of the main expectations students on the panel had of their personal tutors is that they would 

provide academic support. This study found that ‘academic support’ has a range of interpretations 

amongst both students and staff. For students, this included direct teaching of their subject, study 

skills, pushing the student, support with the consequences of wellbeing issues and related admin, and 

monitoring academic progress. The main difference for staff was that usually academic support given 

by personal tutors does not include direct teaching.  

To date, there has been little research into students’ interpretations of academic support. A single 

study found that undergraduate students interpreted academic support in two ways, namely help 

with navigating university processes, and help with course-related issues [26]. This study found that 

students may also think of direct teaching, study skills, encouragement, and monitoring of progress 

when they discuss academic support.  

These results highlight the importance of explaining to students at the start of their degree what 

academic support is in their school and the type of support they can expect from their tutor, 

particularly because academic support is a key area in measures of student satisfaction, such as the 

National Student Survey (NSS). As the University has scored below the sector average for academic 

support in the past, improving our understanding of how staff and students interpret academic 

support is crucial for setting expectations. These results have further consequences for how we 

interpret NSS scores, as students and staff may interpret ‘academic support’ in these questions 

differently.  
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The University should also consider whether personal tutors are in a position to deliver all these types 

of academic support. For example, University regulations are often too complex for personal tutor to 

know in detail. Consequently, tutors may be reluctant to advise as giving wrong information could 

have far-reaching implications for students.  

 

6.4 Consistency in personal tutoring provision 
This study found that there was considerable variation in students’ experience of personal tutoring. 

While most students found their tutorials and tutors helpful, more than one in ten students said they 

did not have a good relationship with their tutor. Some students said their tutor was simply not very 

good at being a tutor, while other said their tutor had made it implicitly or explicitly clear that they 

were too busy to engage in personal tutoring. 

Variability in the provision of personal tutoring is not an issue that it limited to the University of Bristol. 

This study found that students often arrive with preconceived ideas about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ personal 

tutors, and that it is down to the luck of the draw whether you get a good tutor. Such ideas were based 

on the experiences of peers at universities across the UK. Moreover, several studies at UK universities 

have found individual variation in the quality of personal tutoring [5, 40, 66, 67]. There may be 

variation within an institution in how tutorials are run, who initiates contact, record-keeping [16] and 

how useful students find tutorials [26, 68]. All models of personal tutoring have some variability in the 

quality of provision [15, 40], although variation tends to be less pronounced in an integrated or 

curriculum model of personal tutoring because all tutors cover identical material in their tutorials [67].  

There is a range of factors that contribute to variability in personal tutoring in UK universities. First, a 

lack of clarity on the role and remit of the personal tutor across the sector has led to uncertainty for 

personal tutors, and they have been given little guidance or boundaries [15, 16]. In the absence of 

guidance, tutors decide individually on how to perform their role and what is included in their remit. 

Variability thus also reflects individual differences in attitude and approach to personal tutoring. For 

example, the University of Warwick [67] found that academic staff’s ideas about how students develop 

self-reliance and resilience determined their provision of personal tutoring. Thus, in the absence of 

clear guidance on personal tutoring individual attitudes and approaches proliferate, leading to an 

inconsistent range of practises in personal tutoring, in which some tutors go above and beyond while 

others avoid their tutees altogether [16]. 

Second, academics have large workloads within which there are many competing pressures. While 

some of these pressures have significant impact on an individual’s job security and career progression, 

personal tutoring is often a low priority because is not valued within the sector and it does not 

contribute towards career development and promotion [67]. Personal tutoring is seen as additional 

and peripheral to the core academic role [15, 16] and commonly insufficient time is allocated for 

personal tutoring in workload models [69]. Personal tutoring thus relies on an individual’s motivation 

and ability to manage other pressures, leading to inconsistency in provision.  

Third, it can be difficult to address poor performance in personal tutoring in the absence of a minimum 

standard of provision agreed by the institution and a clear allocation of responsibility and authority 

for overseeing and monitoring personal tutoring provision [67].  

6.4.1 How can we make students’ experiences more comparable? 
It may not be realistic or desirable to aim for uniformity in personal tutoring provision across the 

University, as the needs and requirements differ by school. Nevertheless, it is important to address 

some of this inconsistency, not in the least because variation occurs within schools as well as between 
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schools. To make students feel part of a single learning community, it is crucial that students feel they 

get a comparable experience [27, 54]. The NUS have highlighted the importance of addressing 

variability in personal tutoring provision and have emphasised the importance of coherent 

institutional policies that are applied consistently in their charter on personal tutoring [27, #4] and 

their academic support benchmarking tool [70].  

The main way inconsistency in personal tutoring provision could be addressed is by raising the status 

of personal tutoring work and capturing its value so that staff prioritise interactions with their tutees. 

Personal tutors are an emotional investment in our students, but also have a tangible effect on 

University performance metrics, such as NSS scores, and student outcomes. The University should 

consider how personal tutoring is situated within the institution; if the University values the student 

experience and the personal development of students, personal tutoring should be valued and central 

to the academic role. Such a culture change could be signalled through giving personal tutoring a more 

prominent role in staff recruitment, the initial service review, annual reviews, and in progression and 

promotion criteria. The University should also invest more in systems to support personal tutoring. 

For example, timetabling all tutorials would convey the message that personal tutoring is considered 

a crucial part of a degree and academic role at Bristol, and that attendance at tutorials and being a 

personal tutor are non-negotiable. The University should also review the time allocation for personal 

tutoring in the workload models to ensure this is realistic.  

Second, providing tutors with more guidance and clarity on their role, their remit, and the boundaries 

of their role may improve consistency.   

Third, the University should develop a framework for monitoring and reviewing personal tutoring to 

help address poor performance. Crucially, the University should make data available to schools to 

monitor the provision of and evaluate the effectiveness of personal tutoring.  

Finally, individual differences in approaches to student support could be addressed in training. 

Particularly, the University should provide refresher courses for members of staff who have been in 

post for a while, in which the best approaches to student support are discussed.  

6.4.2 Should all academic staff be personal tutors? 
Students on the research panel frequently said they did not think all academics should be personal 

tutors, because some staff do not have the skills, confidence, or interest to be an effective tutor. 

Academics tend to agree with this [17, 41], and there is some suggestion that student satisfaction with 

personal tutoring increases when this is done by a select group of staff [67]. The University should 

consider whether some academics should be exempt of personal tutoring duties to address the 

variability in quality of provision. There are several considerations to such a change; the University 

should consider carefully how to identify academics who will be exempt and whether this could lead 

to certain members of staff being pushed into the role of personal tutor. However, the current 

personal tutoring system may already lead to an invisible imbalance in tutoring workload due to 

gendered expectations by students. Although, such a system may be more transparent than the 

current invisible inequality in workloads due to gendered expectations of students, in which female 

tutors are seen as more approachable [26] and expected to do more ‘emotional labour’ [71].  

Other considerations are more practical, such as whether there will be a sufficient number of tutors 

and how the workload model would be adjusted. Perhaps the most pertinent consideration is how 

such a selective system reflects on the culture of personal tutoring at Bristol; if the University values 

personal tutoring and sees it as central to an academic role all academics should be expected to 

participate in it.  
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Appendix 1 – Topic guide for focus groups Y1 TB1 
 

Focus group in TB1 (max 90 minutes) 

Introduction (15 min) 

• Settling in, getting food and/or refreshments, and handing out the PIS and consent forms 

• Welcome, introduction of researcher and the personal tutoring research project 

• Instructions regarding the focus group:  

o I ask you to keep this focus group confidential, so don’t mention your tutor by name 

and don’t share any information that is given in this group with other people.  

Opening question (5 min) 

• Can you tell us your name, what you are studying, and what the best thing is about being at 

Bristol so far? 

Transition to HE (15 minutes) 

• What has been most difficult about adjusting to life at university? Intro question. Ask 

students to write these on a piece of paper. Answers will be discussed as a group. Follow up 

questions:  

o Who did you go to for support? 

o How can the university help with this? 

Expectations of Personal Tutor (25 minutes) 

• Can you tell me in one word what you think a Personal tutor is? Transitional question. Ask 

students to write these on a piece of paper. Answers will be discussed as a group. Discussion 

to focus on:  

o Can you describe what you think the relationship with your personal tutor will be 

like? 

o Has your school or tutor explained to you what the personal tutor’s responsibilities 

are?   

o Did you have a tutor at secondary school? 

Experience of personal tutor (10 minutes) 

• Have you seen your personal tutor yet? What has your experience been so far? What would 

you like your personal tutor to help you with? 

Summing up (15 minutes) 

• Knowing what you know now, what advice would you give future students about starting at 

university? 

• Summing up our discussion, you expect your personal tutor to x/y/z. Is this correct? Is there 

anything that I have missed out? 

End (5 minutes) 

• Handing out of info sheet with support info  

• Thank you   
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Appendix 2 – Online questionnaire Y1 TB2 
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Appendix 3 – Topic guide for focus groups Y2 TB1 
 

Focus group in TB1 (max 90 minutes) 

Opening question 

• Can you tell us your name, what you are studying, and why you have chosen your 

background? 

Ongoing relationship 

• Can you tell me what it was like returning to university and starting your tutorials again?  

o How did it go?  

o Did it feel like you picked up the relationship where you left off?  

o Did your personal tutor get in touch with you at the start of the academic year? 

o Did you have the same tutor? 

 

Personal tutoring in a pandemic (30 min) 

In this section I want to talk about how the online tutorials are going. To start off, please take one of 

the post-its on the whiteboard and write down: 

• What is good about online tutorials? 

IF you have more than one answer, please write them on a separate post-it. You can add more by 

clicking ‘add note’ in the top bar on the right. 

Then go the next section and take one of the post-its to write down: 

• What is bad about online tutorials?  

We will discuss each of the post-its as a group. If you agree with the points on the post-its of other 

students, please click on the post-it and ‘like’ the note or put an X by the answer.  

 

I’m also interested to hear if you think the move to online tutorials has affected the relationship with 

your personal tutor. 

• Do you think the move to online tutorials have impacted on the relationship with your tutor, 

and has this been a positive or negative change?  

o Has it been easier or more difficult to see your personal tutor? 

o Is it easier of more difficult to talk to your tutor online than face-to-face? 

The answers will be discussed as a group.  

1. Improvement. What has gotten better in the relationship? 

2. Decline. What has gotten worse in the relationship?  

3. Remained good/bad. What has stayed the same? Why no difference? 
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Looking back to Year 1 (10 min) 

• Looking back to when you started your degree, do you think you have adjusted your 

expectations of personal tutoring? 

o Role: Is your tutor fulfilling the role you were expecting them to? 

o Remit: Are the subjects that you cover in your tutorials different from what you 

were expecting? In what way? 

o Relationship: Is the relationship with your tutor different from what you were 

expecting a year ago? In what way? 

 

Personal tutoring in year 2 (30 min) 

In this section I want to discuss what personal tutoring is like in the second year.  

PT in the second year 

• Do you feel personal tutoring is different in the second year compared with the first year? 

If so, what is different? 

o If personal tutoring is different, do you think it is a good change? 

o What do you think of the frequency of tutorials in the second year? 

Needs in the second year 

• Do you think your needs have changed; in terms of the support you require from a tutor? If 

so, in what way? 

o Is your tutor providing you with the support you need? 

Engagement 

Let’s start this question with a quick poll. You can answer by ‘liking’ your chosen answer on the 

whiteboard or putting an X behind the right answer.  

• Have you attended ALL tutorials this academic year?  

The results will be discussed as a group.  

• No. Why not? What can personal tutors do to get students more involved in tutorials? 

• Yes. Why do you think you have engaged with the tutorials? 

o Is this something in your own personality?  

o Something your tutor did? 

o Something about the tutorials themselves? 

 

 

 


