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Tutoring – smoothing the ups 
and downs of student life
The role of a tutor, as we are sure many of you have experienced, can be very rewarding  
and interesting but, at times, unpredictable and challenging. 

We are lecturers in biochemistry and 
plant physiology, and tutors in the Faculty 
of Biological Sciences at the University 
of Leeds. This year, we were delighted 
(if not a little surprised) to be nominated 
by our tutees, and subsequently each 
awarded, one of the Leeds University 
Union “I love my personal tutor” awards. 
Therefore, it is in the role of tutors that 
we intend to reflect and share some of 
our experiences. 

At the University of Leeds we meet our 
new tutees for the first time during ‘intro 
week’. From the start, we need to be 
confident they know how to access and 
successfully master the resources and 
information such as the VLE, the on-line 
timetable and the physical environment 
of a bustling and lively campus, not 
always straightforward. The transition 
from a home-environment to one which 
requires independence, self-reliance and 
organisation, not to mention budget-
management, seems easier for some 
than others. 

As a tutor, it is our role to support and 
guide our tutees to ensure they make 
this transition successfully. We actively 
try to establish what the student requires 
from their tutor and we adhere to the 
stated principles of tutoring as set out in 
the Faculty Code of Practice, in order to 
meet student expectations.

TUTOR TIP 1: Know the  
resources available to you
Thankfully, we have a panoply of resources 
to support our role. We regularly refer our 
tutees to our excellent student-support 
functions including a careers service, study 
skills centre, counselling service, equality 
unit, health care centre and dental care 
facility. We encourage our students to take 
advantage of the co-curricular opportunities 
available, be it an international or industrial 
placement year, a volunteering activity or 
lab-placement project. 

TUTOR TIP 2: Foster academic  
AND personal development
In addition to academic group tutorials, 
we meet our students individually, in 
timetabled meetings during the year to 
provide us with opportunities to encourage, 
cajole and foster academic and personal 
development. “What are your career 
aspirations?”, “What do you hope to 
achieve in your degree?” and so forth. 
Standard, straightforward, questions, 
which often illicit interesting responses. 
In reality, we have four standard areas for 
discussion – career planning, academic 
progress (which is a major issue), social 
development (including accommodation 
and wealth) and health, in short, C.A.S.H, a 
subject of keen interest to our students!

These topics form the basis of the meeting 
but are tailored to reflect the academic level 
and stage of the tutee.

A progressive record, accessible to both the 
tutor and tutee, is taken during the meeting 
via the Leeds for Life website. The site has 
been devised and developed to enhance 
the student experience. The functionality of 
the site aims to help our students integrate 
into the University, identify professional 
development opportunities and to provide 
a vehicle for life-long association with the 
University. We encourage our tutees to 
reflect honestly on their skills and attributes. 
Given the demands of employers, the 
current economic and employment 
environment, and the commitment our 
students make to their own education and 
development, it’s important to encourage 
our students to help themselves stand out 
and reach their potential.

TUTOR TIP 3: Think beyond 
the obvious
In summary, we always try to think about 
the needs of the students beyond the 
obvious. What information do they need 
at any given time, how can we encourage 
them to strive for excellence and how can 
we ensure they’re ready for the challenges 
in life during and after university?

By the time graduation comes, you hope 
that every one of your tutees has done as 
well as possible. Although, this is not the 
end. Reference requests start to arrive and 
so begins another phase.

Naturally, we were honoured to win these 
awards but recognise that many of our 
colleagues do an equally good job and that 
being nominated may, in part, be a reflection 
of the number and nature of our tutees. 
So, as you can imagine, after a combined 
total of 43 years of tutoring we were both 
surprised and delighted to receive these 
awards, which came from our students. In 
the spirit of the Oscars, “Thanks guys”.

Stephanie McBurney and David Pilbeam 
University of Leeds 
s.j.mcburney@leeds.ac.uk  
d.j.pilbeam@leeds.ac.uk
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FuRThER ENgagEMENT
Within this edition of the Bulletin we offer some points for further consideration to encourage 
additional engagement with the articles. We hope you will fi nd these of interest.

GET INvOLvED 
WITH FIELDWORK! 
An appeal from PLEASE Project, 
article p5.

In order to facilitate the enhancement 
of fi eldwork practice, the team is 
investigating the extent of current 
fi eldwork practice. The project team 
are actively seeking case studies which 
demonstrate good practice in fi eldwork. 

The project team have a planned a ‘fi eld’ 
based showcase event on 15th-18th 
September 2011 at the Field studies 
Council (FSC) centre in Port Talbot, 
South Wales to enable practitioners to 
come together to share and exchange 
their fi eldwork teaching practice. Some 
funding is available to aid attendance at 
this event. For more information about 
the project, to submit a case study or 
for funding opportunities please contact 
Katharine Welsh, k.welsh@chester.ac.uk 

Follow project with Twitter: 
@FIELDWORK_NTF or via the project 
website www.enhancingfi eldwork.org.uk/

ONE TUTOR’S APPROACH: 
Building on experiences of Tutoring 
article, p11.

The authors provided these suggestions 
on ways to structure activities and 
outcomes associated with the tutoring 
process.

For instance, during Level 1, meeting 
2 (beginning of semester 2, following 
semester 1 assessment period):

l Reaffi rm the Personal Tutor (PT) is 
fi rst point of contact on all matters 
relating to student’s general academic 
experience and performance

l Review term 1 overall experience 
and progress and discuss student’s 
academic and co-curricular plans for 
semester 2

l Discuss feedback on assessment 
and modules taken in semester 1

l Discuss marks from semester 1 
assessments

Level 2 and 3, meeting 2 (semester 2):
l Review academic progress to date 

including feedback and marks for 
semester 1 work from all modules

l Discuss and confi rm module choices 
(year 2)

l Refl ect on development of graduate 
skills and attributes

l Recommend Careers Centre drop-in

INSPIRING THE 
PASSION TO LEARN 
Interested in starting a similar 
programme? The authors from p9 have 
provided some suggestions on ways to 
introduce a similar programme to capture 
cross-curricular teaching events in video.

The How-to’s:
l Make use of free online tools: Use a 

Facebook page to generate and focus 
support for your project and to provide 
a discussion space and a means 
of communication. Use free online 
surveying tools to hold a vote on which 
lecturers should take part in the series 
(1,400 students voted to decide on the 
BoB Lecturers). 

l Enlist volunteers: Request student 
volunteers via your Facebook group 
(and elsewhere) to help organise 
the series. The BoB Lectures were 
completely organised by students. 

l Videos: Film clips of the lectures and 
post the videos on your own website 
and/or YouTube. You can edit the clips 
using free downloaded software. 

Also consider:
l Seek funding to get your idea off 

the ground. The BoB Lectures were 
organised at zero cost this year, but 
has secured some funding from 

UnLtd (startup funders for social 
entrepreneurs www.unltd.org.uk/) to 
develop the idea further next year.

l Contact Tom Corfi eld, Best of Bristol 
founder, at tom@boblectures.org.uk 
who is currently looking for more 
universities and colleges to work with, 
on a non-profi t basis, to develop the 
concept further.
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REGISTER NOW
Thursday 30th June and 
Friday 1st July 2011, Edinburgh

Registration deadline: 
Friday 10th June

This international conference will 
focus on how we can inspire all 
bioscience students to realise their 
full potential. Delegates will have 
the opportunity to discuss their 
experiences, identify common 
challenges and share effective 
practice. The Conference programme 
will include: keynote lectures; 
interactive presentations; short 
presentations; hands-on workshops; 
and posters. Further details about 
the conference and how to register 
is available from www.bioscience.
heacademy.ac.uk/bioconf/


