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Context
• University Centre, part of an FE college, has ~650 higher education 

students. Approximately 70% are mature, 25% disabled, 55% first 
in family, and 35% with caring responsibilities. 

• All undergraduate programmes have a weekly group tutorial 
session following a tutorial curriculum to build students’ academic, 
personal and professional skills.

• ~80% continuation rate. Persistence is the student centred 
equivalent of the provider centred metric of continuation. 

• Aim to understand factors impacting on college HE students’ 
persistence during Covid.

⮚ What is the impact of weekly group tutorials on students’ 
persistence, inclusion and community?
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Methods
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Design
• PHEN -> quant mixed 

methods design.
• Insider practitioner research, 

using an appreciative lens.
• Exploring the utility of Tinto’s 

(2017) model of student 
persistence: belonging, 
curriculum, self-efficacy, goals 
and motivation for UK college 
HE commuter students. 

Phase 1
• 13 online focus groups during 

the first COVID campus 
closure of 2020. 

• Ten participants in three 
groups, each participant taking 
part in 3-5 groups. 

• Discussion around Tinto’s 
(2017) model of student 
persistence and the COVID 
student experience.

• Descriptive thematic analysis 
developed themes for the 
Phase 2 online survey. 

• Post Phase 2, reanalysis 
considered factors impacting 
persistence using reflexive 
thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2019).

Phase 2
• Online survey in May 2021, 

after the second COVID 
campus closure.

• Items related to student 
experience, tutorial experience 
and withdrawal contemplation.  

• Withdrawal contemplation is a 
significate predictor of actual 
withdrawal from HE 
(Willcoxson, Cotter & Joy, 
2011).

• 64 participants (10% response 
rate).

• IVs: Having a weekly tutorial - 
always, sometimes or never.

• DVs: Withdrawal 
contemplation.

• Descriptive and inferential 
statistical analysis. 



Quantitative results
Hypothesis: There will be an association between weekly tutorial and withdrawal contemplation. 

Did not contemplate 
withdrawal

Contemplated 
withdrawal Chi-square analysis

Tutorial experience Count % Count %
∙ No weekly tutorial 6 55% 5 45%

Ӽ2 (2, N = 64) = 15.920, 

p < .000
∙ Always weekly tutorial 37 79% 10 21%
∙ Weekly tutorial, but not always 0 6 100%

TOTAL 43 67% 21 33%

• The null hypothesis is rejected, there was a significant association between always having a 
tutorial and not contemplating withdrawal. 

• Power analysis at the level of 0.8 with a SD of 2.63 determined that a sample of 126 participants 
with 42 in each tutorial IV group would be required for reliable inferences from the data. 

• Therefore, the results should be considered tentative and treated with caution. 



Qualitative findings
To explore why always having a weekly tutorial might be associated with not contemplating 
withdrawal, the focus group data was re-analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2019).  The qualitative findings demonstrate the importance of student-tutor relationships:
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Participants felt personal 
tutors should be 
knowledgeable,  
competent, and a source 
of reassurance and 
motivation.
• Robyn (C3, 197) “I think she 

just knows what she's doing, 
and I don't know where that 
comes across…. [you], never 
feels like she's unsure of 
anything and it's kind of like 
‘OK, I know what I'm doing’. 
She knows how to help us. 
Yeah, she knows.”
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Participants were 
enthusiastically grateful 
to tutors who they 
perceived were working 
‘Beyond the job’ and 
keeping them in mind.
• Kit (A3, 466) “Again the 

availability and the contact is 
incredible. You guys do need 
your days off…I will ping an 
email, but I don't expect a 
response immediately, but I 
always get one.”

G
en

ui
ne

 
co

nn
ec

tio
n

Participants valued the 
relationship with their 
tutors, and felt it was 
based on an honesty 
that is genuine and not 
just part of the job. 
• Cameron (B3, 303) “[Tutor] 

say like well done, you really 
deserved and stuff like that 
encouragement… Yeah, it just 
makes you feel like you're 
worth it... And the time that 
[the tutor] spends with us 
makes us feel like we're doing 
a good job and that we're 
worth it, and we are on the 
course for a reason.”



Discussion

Frequency of interactions 
are considered important 
for student engagement 

and persistence 
(Richardson & Radloff, 

2014). 

Webb and Cotton (2018) found 37% of 
participants felt number of meetings with 

tutors were too low.

Braine and Parnell (2011) found 
students wanted more timetabled 

structured group tutorials to support their 
development. 

This research found that 
weekly tutorials was 
associated with low 

withdrawal contemplation 
and high persistence.

Research on tutoring is hampered 
by different approach to tutoring 
and group tutorials across the 
sector, and a lack of research.

The UC has a commitment to 
weekly tutorials, is it about the 
commitment being met or the 

frequency of interactions?

How did personal tutors doing their job, and going beyond it, impact on college HE students’ 
persistence? 



Discussion
How did personal tutors having genuine connections with the tutees impact on persistence?

• This research found that tutors 
who were going above and 
beyond, were demonstrating they 
cared about their students, and 
they mattered (Hallam, 2023).

Above and 
beyond

• Tovar, Simon and Lee (2009): 
students who feel they matter are 
more likely to participate in the 
classroom culture.

• Participation impacts student 
experience and academic 
progress, which are both 
associated with student 
withdrawal contemplation 
(Skinner, Pitzer & Steele, 2016).

Mattering Participants discussed their tutor 
relationship with echos of:
• Rogers‘ (1957) supportive learning 

enviornment based on 
genuineness of the relationship, 
unconditional positive regard and 
empathy

• The principles associated with 
relationship-rich education (Felten 
& Lambert, 2020). 

Relationship-
rich



Conclusions
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Volunteer sample led to 
non-response bias in both 
phases of the research.
Power analysis 
demonstrates that 
although the key finding 
that weekly group tutorials 
led to less withdrawal 
contemplation it was not 
reliable due to sample.
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they mattered to their 
tutors and the organisation 
when they met and 
exceeded the expectation 
to have group tutorials.
The UC and other similar 
providers should invest in 
a curriculum model of 
group tutorial to foster 
strong relationships 
between students and 
tutors to maximise student 
persistence.
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tutors helped to foster 
college HE students’ 
persistence and reduce 
the likelihood of 
withdrawal contemplation. 
It was depended on how 
they met and exceeded 
the students’ expectations 
of the role.
Tutors act as the human 
face of the UC, creating a 
supportive learning 
environment, and monitor 
students’ academic, 
personal and professional 
development.  



References
Braine, M. E., & Parnell, J. (2011). Exploring student's perceptions and experience of personal tutors. Nurse Education Today, 31, 904-910. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2011.01.005 
Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis.  Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589-597. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806 
Felten, P. & Lambert, L. M. (2020). Relationship-rich education: How human connections drive success in college. Johns Hopkins University 
Press.
Hallam, I. C. (2023). College higher education commuter students’ experiences of belonging, mattering and persisting with their studies. 
Research in Post-compulsory education, 23 (3). https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2023.2221116  
Richardson, S., & Radloff, A. (2014). Allies in learning: critical insights into the importance of staff–student interactions in university education. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 19(6), 603–615. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901960
Rogers, C. R. (1957). The necessary and sufficient conditions of therapeutic personality change. Journal of Consulting Psychology, 21, 95-103. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0045357 
Skinner, E. A., Pitzer, J. R., & Steele, J. S. (2016). Can student engagement serve as a motivational resource for academic coping, persistence, 
and learning during late elementary and early middle school? Developmental Psychology, 52(12), 2099-2117. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000232  
Tinto, V. (2017b). Through the eyes of students. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory and Practice, 19(3), 254-269. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917  
Tovar, E., Simon, M. A., & Lee, H. B. (2009). Development and validation of the college mattering inventory with diverse urban college students. 
Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 42(3), 154-178. https://doi.org/10.1177/0748175609344091
Webb, O. J., & Cotton, D. R. E. (2018). Early withdrawal from higher education: a focus on academic experiences. Teaching in Higher Education, 
23(7), 835-852. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1437130 
Willcoxson, L., Cotter, J., & Joy, S. (2011). Beyond the first‐year experience: the impact on attrition of student experiences throughout 
undergraduate degree studies in six diverse universities  Studies in Higher Education  6(3)  331-352  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2011.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2023.2221116
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901960
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0045357
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000232
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917
https://doi.org/10.1177/0748175609344091
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1437130


Thank you, 
any questions?
Dr Isabel Hallam
issyhallam@southdevon.ac.uk
      @issyhallam
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