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Abstract
Widening participation and the resulting changing nature of our student population have necessitated a close examination of the support structures offered within our institutions. This paper explores the role and purpose of student support, in particular personal tutoring. Elements to be included in an effective personal tutor policy are reviewed, evaluated and compared with the reality of practice at the University. Suggestions for enhancement of the personal tutorial system are provided, drawing on the literature and the policies at two other universities. There is discussion of the problems with the application of the personal tutorial system within the context of limited resources and competing demands on academic staff time. 
Introduction
This article explores the function of personal tutor support for our new generation of students and compares the requirements of the personal tutor policy at the University with the reality of practice. The evaluation was conducted in 2002 as an exercise within the PG Certificate in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education. The purpose of the exercise was to evaluate and critically reflect on current practice in a student support and guidance system. The personal tutorial policy was selected for review as an element within this system. 
The purpose of this article is not only to inform readers of the result of that evaluation but also to encourage academics and policy makers themselves to consider the purpose and nature of their personal tutor policy and to stimulate debate on whether enough resources and emphasis are placed on personal tutoring when the current policy of widening participation is changing the nature of higher education.
Context
The transition from an elite towards a mass higher education system has brought with it a much wider diversity of students into our institutions who might previously have been prevented from participating and who are more likely to need additional support. Many of our current students are the first generation within their families to experience higher education and others have returned to education after a break from full time study. The family and peer support traditionally available to students is not as strong for this new generation of students. However, the needs of students from the traditional higher education background should not be ignored in the activity to assist students who enter as a result of widening participation. In a study by Gutteridge (2001), every single student interviewed reported some difficulty when entering higher education. These difficulties referred, among others, to accessing meaningful advice and guidance during study, and managing study alongside their daily life:
It all seemed to hit me at once; arranging my room, finding my way round, making new friends, fitting in, managing the work, even finding a lecturer's office so you could ask for help.... and on top of all that, doing my washing, finding the supermarket, cooking after a full day in class.
(standard entry Year 1 student, reflecting on term 1, in Gutteridge, 2001)
The issue is further complicated by the fact that the time of a young individual's life assigned traditionally to the pursuit of higher education is also a time of intense moods and swings of attitudes (Raaheim et al 1991). However most students are entering a different learning environment, whether they arrive as school-leavers with typical teenage anxieties, are mature students apprehensive of combining a new challenge with domestic responsibilities, are part-time trying to juggle conflicting demands on their time, are students with particular learning difficulties and concerned about access or specific learning requirements or come from overseas and have to cope with a different culture. Students require support partly because anyone needs support as they go through life, especially when going through a big change, and partly because as students they are subject to some unusually difficult pressures, some of which are contingent upon being a student and others of which are inherent in the activity of studying at degree level (Earwaker, 1992).
The value of someone who can provide both support and challenge to students through a period of personal and intellectual growth, and is available to them for any problems and crisis that arise, cannot be underestimated (Jaques, 1990). 
The National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education (1997, Ch8, Par42) states that guidance and support in higher education should be learner-centred, confidential, impartial, equitable and accessible. The personal tutorial system, which is accessible to all students, provides an anchor on which the support system of the university rests (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993).
Personal Tutorial Systems
The very existence of a personal tutoring system can give students the sense that they are cared about in what may otherwise feel a complex and impersonal system, and this may make all the difference to a student's wish to stay with a course (Jaques, 1990).
The role of the personal tutor is that they should:
·	facilitate the personal development of their tutees
·	monitor the progress of their tutees
·	provide a link between the student, the university authorities and course teachers
·	be a responsible, personal contact within the organisation, in whom the student can confide
·	intervene with the university authorities on behalf of their tutees
·	offer advice or assistance when it is within their competence
·	refer student to an appropriate service when assistance required is beyond your competence
(Jaques, 1990; Wheeler and Birtle, 1993)
Institutions’ policies on personal tutoring illustrate a top-down technical rational approach (Trowler and Knight, 2001) where roles, responsibilities and tasks are clearly defined. This approach is intended to ensure that what actually happens coincides with what was planned. But does this happen in practice? Are personal tutoring policies effective at the micro level thereby ensuring adherence to policy at the meso and macro levels?
Methodology
This study originates from an informal evaluation of the current system of personal tutorial support at Salford. It draws on the current practice here and at a further two universities. The evaluation questioned whether the university’s personal tutorial policy was adequate, whether it could be improved and whether the policy was being applied in practice. To answer these questions, the personal tutor policy was reviewed and compared with the various descriptions and purposes of personal tutor policies provided in the literature. The literature utilised included handbook type texts suggesting best practice derived from those authors’ research and expertise (see Earwaker, 1992; Jaques, 1990; Raaheim et al, 1991; Wheeler and Birtle 1993) and also the results of more recent research into student learning and experience (see Gutteridge 2001; National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education, 1997; Trotter, 2003).
The personal tutor policies in two other universities were obtained and compared with that of the policy at Salford. The documents reviewed consisted of not only the formal policies but also any documents used in the institutions to aid tutors in applying the policy.
Informal discussions with six members of staff from two schools within the University were conducted. Three of the staff selected were programme managers who were selected because as programme managers they would be aware of how well the personal tutor system was operating on their programme. The three others were typical academic staff whose roles included teaching, administration and research. Discussions also took place with three staff members from the other two universities, one of whom was responsible for coordinating that university’s personal tutorial policy within the department. All staff members spoken to in all the universities were academics and were also personal tutors. The discussions involved obtaining a verbal description of each person’s experience of being a personal tutor. 
Results
The results are presented by selecting elements within the personal tutor policy under review and evaluating them against the literature and the reality of practice. The elements were selected where the discussions conducted with staff or comparison with the literature suggested that the personal tutor policy was not operating as it should and/or could be improved. While this exercise was not a formal research project, it is the opinion of the author that the findings are legitimate and will be of interest to those involved in personal tutoring.
Students should be provided with the name of their personal tutor during induction week and personal tutors should acquaint themselves with their personal tutees within 2 weeks of the start of the academic year
Wheeler and Birtle (1993) recognise that an early task in the semester is to ensure that students meet with their personal tutor. Gutteridge (2001) identified the first six weeks after the start of the course as being quite clearly the most difficult period for new students where financial and social resources are at their most limited, with anxiety and expectations for academic and social integration highest of all.
 Students appear to be especially vulnerable at the start of their courses. In a year group of 200 students Earwaker (1989, in Earwaker, 1992)  found that some students had left the course before staff were aware that there was any kind of difficulty. Raaheim et al, (1991) prescribe that if students were encouraged to discuss their specific learning difficulties as soon as they arise, with tutors, or with other members of staff who can give time to such discussions (e.g. personal tutors), this would moderate academic learning anxiety at university. 
The reality of practice however is that the requirement that students be provided with the name of their personal tutor during registration week and that personal tutors should acquaint themselves with their personal tutees within two weeks of the start of the academic year are clear cases of “implementation deficit” (Hill and Bramley, 1986). Conversations with staff revealed that in many cases it is impossible to adhere to this part of a policy, as personal tutees are often not allocated to tutors until a few weeks into the semester. 
Personal tutors should have at least one meeting each semester with each personal tutee
Wheeler and Birtle, (1993) agree that formal appointments should be made with tutees at least once each term. There is no prescription as to how long a meeting should last or what should be discussed. One of the other universities reviewed had devised a questionnaire that students must complete and bring with them to their first meeting with a personal tutor. The questionnaire requires students to reflect on their previous studies and the skills they have developed during that time, and also to consider what they expect to achieve from their degree.
This form encourages students not only to reflect on their previous experiences, but also to think about their future aims. An ideal introduction to the personal tutorial system for new students would be to have an informal group meeting very early in the semester at which these forms could be distributed. A second individual meeting could then be arranged a few weeks into the term where students bring along the completed form.
Personal tutorials are sometimes mistakenly discussed in terms of dealing with problems, however it is more constructive to present them in the context of support and development (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). The forms allow students to reflect on their personal development throughout their time at university and changes the focus of personal tutorials from being one of problem solving to one of support. 
Personal tutors must make arrangements to be reasonably accessible to students, nominating 2 hours a week when they are available for consultation and being prepared to arrange meeting outside these times by prior arrangement
The National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education (1997) highlighted the problems that students had when experiencing difficulties manifested in lack of consistency in arrangements, staff not being available because of other duties, and inadequate or unclear arrangements. A policy which simply pairs a student and a tutor, defines an entitlement of time for the student, specifies a minimum commitment for which the tutor is required to be available and then leaves it to the two of them to get together as best they can, is hardly likely to be adequate (Earwaker, 1992).
Earwaker (1992) is of the opinion that a regular tutorial to review progress is likely to serve students better than an open invitation to pop in for a chat whenever they feel like it. Students will inevitably seek help from academic staff who are familiar and in regular contact with them, however it can prove difficult to limit the time allocated to personal tutorials, and other work needs to be protected (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). The provision of personal tutorials early in the semester allows each student to get to know their tutor and details of consultation times clarifies when tutors are available throughout the semester.
Personal tutors will respect the confidentiality of their relationship with their personal tutee
An essential first consideration when a student brings a personal problem to their tutor is confidentiality (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). Confidentiality suggests a relationship in which one person regards the other as trustworthy and is willing to entrust him or her with things that are not being entrusted to others.
This seems straightforward but is in practice much more difficult. There may be instances when the tutor may feel that disclosure of confidential information will benefit the student, for example, at an exam board. However, even in these circumstances, the confidential nature of the relationship between a student and personal tutor must be respected. Information should only be disclosed if permission has been given by the student. 
The setting for a tutorial interview can have a considerable effect on the process and outcomes of the session and the atmosphere should convey confidentiality and respect (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). Privacy is difficult to guarantee: three of the staff questioned shared an office. It may be possible to schedule appointments when a colleague will be out of the office, however this is difficult with drop-ins which are more likely to be for problem solving and possibly of a more confidential nature. 
Personal tutors must accept the ideas and feelings presented by students without making judgements about them
Tutors are there to help students with problems but it is important to remember that they cannot solve these on behalf of the students. The task of the tutor is to assist the student in finding their own solution (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). Often students see personal tutors for educational counselling, for example, advice on module choices, and then use the opportunity to mention personal difficulties and concerns. Counselling skills can be used to explore and unravel a student's troubles (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993) i.e. listen and be prepared to refer, not to be confused with giving advice. Personal tutors should be given guidance and training on how to listen and be aware of when it is necessary to refer a student.
Personal tutors are not generally trained counsellors. It is not the job of the personal tutor to provide counselling, but it is wise for the tutor to know something about the counselling services on offer (Jaques, 1990). It is necessary for a tutor to be aware of the boundaries of his/her competence and make students aware of additional counselling services. Details of services available for referral should be included in an information pack for personal tutors. However, students should be encouraged to make their own referral appointments as the evidence is that if students undertake the referral themselves the counselling is much more likely to take place (Jaques, 1990).
Students can be successfully assisted in their difficulties by a teacher in their own area of study (Raaheim et al 1991). In addition, the provision of a personal tutor who is linked with the student’s course correlates with good first year retention rates (Trotter, 2003). It is therefore desirable for a personal tutor to be from the same department as the student and preferably one who teaches the student. 
This conclusion is backed up by the experience at one of the universities reviewed where students are more satisfied with guaranteed access to one of five rotating personal tutors who are known to them than having a personal tutor who has no other relationship with them
At times of crisis students turn in the first instance to the person with whom they feel most comfortable (Wheeler and Birtle, 1993). For these students this person may turn out to be the year tutor or programme manager, on which an additional burden may be placed. Earwaker (1989) found that year tutors and course tutors who made themselves readily available to students were liable to be overwhelmed by the demands on them, however the system described above, with year tutors rotating availability is a useful compromise. 
The Reality of Practice
The personal tutor seems to fit Lipsky’s (1980) description of a “street level bureaucrat” who is able to modify their workload. The essence of Lipsky’s (1980) case is that the street level bureaucrat, when faced with the responsibility of applying policy while at the sharp end of resource allocation in a situation where demand exceeds supply, will devise strategies to protect their working environment (Hudson, 1993). With competing demands on time, staff control the amount of work with which they are required to cope. Hostaker (2000) discovered that the recent changes in higher education have resulted in a period of great strain on academic staff with one of the more permanent features being a higher teaching load. He is also of the opinion that academics have become less inclined to engage in activities that will not enhance their career. This is apparent in the application of the personal tutor policy by tutors not pursuing too rigorously students who do not keep appointments. This problem is further exacerbated by one major silence in policy documents: how the additional time required by personal tutors to support students is to be resourced. It is assumed that this additional student support will be encompassed within an academic’s professional duties. The academic street level bureaucrat will devise strategies to protect their working environment by not pursuing recalcitrant students.
Policy requires that students be seen as early as possible in the semester and at least once each semester but the practice is that the professionalism, idealism and commitment of tutors is undermined by work situations and organisation structures (Hudson, 1993). The problem of “contextual occlusion” (Trowler and Knight, 2001) exists, i.e. policy planners fail to imagine practice. Tutors attempt to see students in accordance with the policy but it often does not happen because students are allocated to tutors too late in the semester or students do not keep appointments.
In theory personal tutor policy is applied, however the part of policy most adhered to is that tutors should respect the right of students to decline to participate. However this is at odds with the aim of policy, which is the provision of effective personal and pastoral support.
A suggested improvement to policy concerns monitoring of the system. While it is recognised that “close supervision will be resisted” (Hudson, 1993, p393),  Rowntree (1987) notes, “Many such a teacher, while valuing his own freedom as to how he spends his time, will admit how the occasional deadline or external stimulus ……. can concentrate and energise his activities” (p 379). A personal tutor coordinator was used in one of the universities reviewed to provide the impetus to staff to organise meetings with their personal tutees.
Should a personal tutoring system be monitored to encourage compliance or should students be allowed to opt out of the system, with staff in theory complying with policy? Research by Trotter (2003) indicates that courses with strong personal tutorial support also have good student retention rates. However good personal tutorial support is resource intensive. Can we afford to have strong personal tutorial support or more to the point, can we afford not to?
Conclusion
This paper has explored the context within which personal tutorial provision operates and has evaluated selected elements of the personal tutorial provision at a university against the literature and the reality of practice. The questions to be answered in the evaluation were to discover whether the personal tutorial policy was adequate, whether it could be improved and whether the policy was being applied in practice.
It has been discovered that the policy under review correctly recognises that personal tutoring should commence as early as possible in the student life cycle, regular meetings need to be scheduled and tutors should be available at other times to offer support and guidance as required. Confidentiality is paramount and it is essential that personal tutors are non-judgemental. A successful system is one where a personal tutor is linked with the student’s course and where meetings have a stated agenda. Suggested improvements to the system under review were provided suggesting practical solutions to an improved application of the policy rather than to the policy itself.
The reality of practice indicates that the competing demands on academics and reluctance of students to participate in personal tutorials result in it being possible for a personal tutor system to adhere to the stated policy but fail in the application of the spirit of the policy. 
It is necessary that staff be aware of the enormous value that a well-organised personal tutorial system, which gives attention to all students, can have. It can provide a closer connection of staff with students, support the student's personal and academic development with an effect on improved retention rates, give valuable feedback on the student's experience of the course and institution, and provide much needed evidence of reasons for withdrawal and failure. Widening participation means that a greater variety of students is entering higher education, however true participation is only achieved when all students who have been admitted into our institutions fulfill their potential and attain their qualifications. Without a corresponding change in how a university operates, there is a danger that wider participation might result in more students failing. It is essential therefore that institutional policy makers provide the support and resources necessary to ensure that their policy on personal tutoring is not only applied in theory but that the reality of practice is that all students and staff participate. A way must be found to support those staff and students who are reluctant to engage fully with the personal tutorial system.
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