PGSSLC Planning Meeting
Tuesday 10 February 19.30 Arts Centre

Attending: John, Emil, Ronan, George

Apologies: Shaffira

Agenda
1. Master of Fine Arts (MFA)
2. Pastoral System issues
3. AOB
Minutes

1. MFA – Tom Hutchinson’s email
Two main issues: enrolment and fees. Enrolment is specific to Tom, but fees issue relevant to everyone.

Tom's enrolment status was heavily delayed last term. He had no card, or access to campus buildings until Term 2 Week 2 and was only given student status Term 1 Week 8.
General supervision support was not in place in first term for any of the MFA students. (CORRECTION: Tom was informally able to access support from two WWP staff – Tim Leach and Maureen Freely. However, the stress of his situation meant he wasn’t able to make much progress on his writing.)
His enrolment problems exposed a number of problems with the MFA’s status:
· It is a research degree, not a taught degree. This is not like the MA in Writing long project which starts in January, it should run throughout the academic year.

· Part-time status for the MFA - Tom was told by the Grad School he couldn't enrol part time. However, there are already part time students enrolled on the MFA.
· Fees status - being charged fees for a taught MA, but it is a research degree. Current 2015/16 rates advertised online are:

Tuitions Fees (MFA)

(2015/2016 rate)

Home/EU:

Full-time £7,050, Part-time £3,525

Overseas:

Full-time £16,660, Part-time £8,330
(http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/courses/depts/englishlit/hybrid/)

And for a research degree, the fees are:

Home/EU

Full-Time: £4095
Part-Time: £2457

Overseas Band 1 
Full-Time: £14,720
Part-Time: £8,832

(http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/funding/fees/arts2014)

(http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/academicoffice/finance/policies/tuitionfees/) 
(Band 1 refers to English Dept. PG courses as far as website indicates. 2014/15 rates will possibly be lower.)
So, second issue, fees, a major issue that needs to be resolved rapidly. The principle is thousands of pounds difference.

The explanation offered to Tom by the Grad School is that in registering the course, the paperwork marked the MFA as taught, in error. However, no steps have as yet been taken to rectify the issue, or discuss reimbursement.
Reimbursement should include considerations of alumni who overpaid for the course. The department should act on behalf of these students.
Further problems discussed include a general lack of information about the course, clarity over why it might be a beneficial continuation of MA study, etc. This is partly due to the website, where the difference between MA and MFA is not well communicated. Further, there are limitations in knowledge in the department and in (senior and English Dept) academic and administrative staff, so there is an issue of needing to raise awareness generally.

Before we can act, agreed that we need more information.
ACTION: John to email Maureen Freely, Ian Sansom, Tom Hutchinson and PGSSLC to try and coordinate a meeting before next official PGSSLC meeting (3.15pm, 25th Feb, H507) so that progress/update/actions needed can be announced there.
And to check with them about including the other affected students: 

Florence Sunnen

Rachel ?

Jonathan Mycroft (alumni)

James Loveard (alumni)
(Others?)
2. Pastoral System (JS)

Background:

Over summer John produced a 'twelve point plan' for improving the pastoral system in the department, when communicating with David about applying for the MA in Writing. He has so far sent it to David Morley, Emma Mason, Tess Grant and Emma Francis for feedback and support in implementing some or all of the ideas.
Only Emma M engaged with it a bit, but apologised as she is on sabbatical this term. 
Statistics suggest counselling needs have gone down a bit in recent terms, but JS acknowledges that advice for using the University Counselling Service UCS has also decreased because it is so oversubscribed—students are being told as much.
There are other services which are not being signposted well. The union has sabbatical officers but there is some discrepancy over whether to use Disability or Welfare and how much an individual can provide. There is a Senior Tutor system, but not all students are aware of who that person is. John mentioned other services.
The document arises from John’s experiences as an undergraduate and are primarily focused on improvements at that level, but there are problems in the PG community and staff also, which need further support.

Issues:

· Question of department's role in case of mental health or similar pastoral problems.

It’s unclear if the main focus is to refer students on, or to attempt to deal with special circumstances internally. 
Academic tutors are not responsible for mental health and welfare, nor should there be an expectation as such. At the same time, there is the consideration that they are dealing with vulnerable students, who often feel heavily stigmatised.
One example is in how staff deal with (unexplained) absences in relation to mental health issues. There should be good practice in place for how to follow up absent students and ensure those with problems are identified compassionately.

· There are inconsistencies in how reliable staff are for dealing with these issues. 
Certain staff have reputations for being excellent at supporting pastoral needs, while others have bad reputations. In cases where students are advised to change personal tutors, for example, this is (not always, but) often because of a problem with an academic’s negative reputation for pastoral care provision.
Personal Tutor Guidelines - a question of how rigorous the training is, whether it is mandatory (it was made mandatory recently, but there was a gap in which some new staff may not have been trained as a result), and whether students should be allowed access to the information also.
Can we find out if all staff in the department have received Personal Tutor Training, and if not, take steps to ensure coverage? (GT – my personal experience of the training is that it is mostly an information dumping session, with no opportunities to communicate problems and receive guidance from more experienced staff about how to deal with particular problems. So it is probably inadequate and might create more problems. At the same time, it does provide a range of leaflets for staff to keep in their offices.)
· A question over how many students are registering with Special Circumstances (SC) and why.

The primary role for SC files is to store evidence for extensions and to support Special Circumstances Committee decisions in advance of exam boards.

But SC was explained to John as: as long as you have a SC file any marks given to you will be delivered leniently and at the end of the degree your whole results will be assessed in those terms. 'Selling' SC in those terms makes it sound like a great idea for any student, and although it doesn't necessarily lead to changed grades it may be encouraging excessive engagement (and administrative work).
Office rigour in how they deal with students on SC, and in particular being discrete. Some student experiences suggest they have been indiscretely exposed by reception or other office staff.
The need for (termly?) medical certificates: it is now a cost of £10 and students are often asked to keep claiming certificates for ongoing issues, incurring charges each time for the same problem. So better administration needed to deal with e.g. chronic, ongoing problems such as depression or similar which do not show anomalous periods, or conditions like bipolarity or obsessive compulsive disorder, etc.

Students need to have the process explained better. Website page for SC:

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstudents/undergraduate/essay/specialcircumstances/

Fine for them to be online, but is there consistency between verbal advice given to students and the policy outlined?

· Issue of pastoral back up for staff taking sabbaticals / leaving Warwick
The personal tutor system has occasionally had problems in allocating substitute tutors in case of absent staff. (GT – example includes how WWP students or other sub-department students are re-allocated temporary replacements).

· Training or guidance for PGTs and similar staff for dealing with pastoral referrals compassionately when students approach them.
While acknowledging that it is not the responsibility of casual staff to deal with pastoral problems, it is still informally acknowledged that some of this burden falls to them. Some guidance is needed in how they handle referrals to relevant parties so as not to leave vulnerable students feeling rejected.
General comments – questions over what needs to change:
· Can more leaflets and support be distributed? Via enrolment packs or similar? Union information? Survey of awareness with optional questions about usage if willing?
Question of recording data in advance, so as to measure effectiveness. How many students are already aware of the services available? Should we run a survey?

John pointed out the difficulties in asking people, even anonymously, to declare that they have used services/suffered from mental health issues. Statistics from mental health charity Mind suggest people may remain in denial about problems for as long as a year because of the stigma attached.
· Handbooks need to be more thorough. The PG handbook has a brief paragraph on ‘Counselling Services’ (p18) and even briefer statement on Disabilities (misspelling Despina Weber’s name). The UG handbook contains more contact details for support services across the university, but lacks a section detailing what vulnerable students can do.
[JOHN – would it be an idea to look at the handbooks and draft some suggestions for new inclusions relating to mental health and similar? I don’t have time to go through it in detail, but there is some information about Emma Francis’ role and the Personal Tutor system, as well as a Sexual and Racial Harassment statement in Appendix G, right at the end. A draft statement might be passed on to the Departmental Meeting for inclusion in all the handbooks.]
· How to integrate thoughts on cultural difference into a comprehensive improvement in pastoral care. [Shaffira, maybe you can add some suggestions?]
· General question of ability of PGSSLC to be effective in creating positive change. Ineffectiveness of campaigning on these issues.

E.g. Getting feedback on the document JS produced. Reviewing the document, reviewing the issues, etc. Problem of having to rely on (already very pressured) academic staff to support these things. There’s also an issue of responsibility being passed around. Can the department assign an academic to offer advocacy and implementation on these issues?
ACTION: Everyone to put forward suggestions of academics who might form a small committee to consult with:

1. On the viability of the proposed document 
2. To help improve it. 
3. To develop an implementation timescale and commitments for change. 
4. And a feedback process to review the effectiveness of the implemented changes.

AOB:

1. Cultural difference in relation to departmental responses to problem cases.

Mentioned in brief already, but relating to GT’s experiences with some PhD students.

Issue of thesis supervisors, especially when supervisors have been suspended/left the university. There is a statement in the handbook about this: “If, for any reason, your supervisor should become absent or unavailable to direct your work, the Director of Graduate Studies will assign a replacement supervisor, on either a temporary or a permanent basis, at the earliest available opportunity” (p19, ‘Changing your supervisor’).
However, this wasn’t well handled in the past year in the case of Thomas Docherty’s students. And it has been awkwardly handled in some unique cases where students have been struggling with aspects of their research or career development.

Improving the pastoral care system needs to accommodate wider problems in how students are encouraged to access support. The current climate in the English Department is very hostile and this is particularly bad for research students who often have little contact with their mentors or anyone other than their supervisors for the majority of their programmes.
Further, in unique cases of student difficulty (as well as in the PGSSLC trying to create positive changes in the department) responsibility often falls upon individual staff, rather than eliciting a shared response. Hence staff also appear to be isolated and need support from colleagues and students.

JS: Is there a ‘red flag’ system response in place? Can advocacy and wider communication help in these cases? In dealing with problems, responses can include personal tutors, the Senior Tutor, Directors of Studies, etc. But some issues seem to fall upon individuals, or get passed around.
2. Question of support mechanisms for upgrade questions - training and signposting.

E.g. Supervisors leaving, upgrade issues, academic development/skills. Termly review forms and tutor recommendations - how are these actioned?

While there is information in the handbook, there are questions over how support is identified for PhD students who encounter difficulties in their upgrades. Is relevant training signposted? And followed up supportively?
3. Shadowing teaching schemes, etc.

A similar problem in how to support and train PhD students deemed unsuitable for teaching. There is still a need to formalising information about access to teaching, transparency of selection processes, feedback and developing opportunities for training, e.g. through shadowing experienced colleagues, etc.
ACTION: Ronan to draw up some points for discussion for next PGSSLC and circulate in advance for suggestions.
General problem of information: upgrade info, teaching application, termly reviews. Also at MA level explaining MFA or PhD in terms of next stage/career development.

4. Website

Emil has web editing rights now. He’s waiting on info from people.
ACTION: everyone to send some text about themselves to put on the web page. 

Next meeting will be arranged by John regarding MFA, before next PGSSLC.

Next PGSSLC: 3.15pm Wednesday 25 February, H507
