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Pre-sessional English Summer Courses:

• duration 7 weeks or 12 weeks

• maximum 16 students per class (online)

• each class has two teachers, with one being the tutor

• assessed on the 4 language skills

• most classes are 'conditional', hence pressure to achieve

Typical student:

• aged ~20 years (undergraduate)

• vast majority are East Asian, mostly Chinese

• a handful have previously studied in the UK

• mostly highly committed, but with language weaknesses



Andrew Fisher – PG Cert - Action Research Project – January 2025

"How can tutors engage with Pre-sessional Students in a 

manner that is unlikely to induce unnecessary anxiety?"

Rationale:

• rise of mental health and wellbeing on the agenda 

• admission of my own lack of knowledge

• reality of PSE being fast-paced, with pressure to achieve

Scope:

• what the tutor can do to avoid adding to levels of stress and 

anxiety (but not dealing with matters outside their control)
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Reading:

• creation of a learning environment that avoids undue stress

• factors that cause anxiety in students

• teacher language, and its effect on students’ wellbeing

Action:

• what the tutor can do to avoid adding to levels of stress and 

anxiety (but not dealing with matters outside their control)

• utilise one-to-one tutorials in a manner that allows students 

to express how they are feeling

• adoption of appropriate teacher language that encourages 

students to make maximum effort whilst not inducing 

unnecessary anxiety
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• estimated 1 in 6 adults have experienced a ‘common 

mental disorder’ in the last week

• 3.58 million people accessed NHS mental health, learning 

disability and autism services in 2022/23

• around 20% of children aged 7 to 16 had a probable mental 

health condition in 2023
(House of Commons Research Briefing [1], 2024)

Students:

• 57% declared a mental health issue, 27% had a diagnosed 

mental health condition

• 30% felt that their wellbeing had worsened since beginning 

their current university course
(House of Commons Research Briefing [2], 2024)
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Stressors:

• academic difficulties

• financial pressure

• interpersonal relations

International students:

• language barriers (69%)

• presenting to a whole class

• having errors corrected

Trends:

• higher numbers of female students report issues, but ...

• Asian students more critical of their achievement



Andrew Fisher – PG Cert - Action Research Project – January 2025

Interviews/Focus Group vs. Questionnaire

1. How often during the 12 weeks of the course did you 

experience any stress or anxiety? Choose one option

2. Did tutorials help you to understand what you needed to 

work on? Choose one option

3. Who did you talk to when you were worried about your 

study? Tick applicable options

4. The most anxious time is when you are waiting for your 

results. Apart from this time, which points in the course did 

you feel most anxious? Place in order, 1 to 5

5. Which of these following items would you have most 

wanted more help with? Choose one option
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• ensure mistakes (linguistic or academic) are not judged, but 

are capitalised on as learning opportunities

• give sufficient time for students to work together in small 

groups, but having a clear objective is vital when doing so

• provide a short lesson summary after a session

• evaluate a task/assignment to judge whether there are any 

skills or knowledge required that may not yet be developed

• give concrete advice on how a large task can be subdivided 

into smaller tasks, or request students to develop a plan 

(individually or in small groups), with timings, and then 

review this with them in a tutorial

• when students are free to make a choice in regard to a 

task, determine whether it is appropriate to set boundaries 

on their choices
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= Good Pedagogy
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What has been achieved?

• gained an understanding of how prevalent mental health 

conditions are deemed to be amongst HE students

• furthered knowledge of environmental factors that can have 

a negative effect upon students’ mental health

• examined how we can best interact with students in a 

manner that should not induce necessary stress and anxiety

• began planning changes to my teaching practice

And what hasn't been achieved?

• ineffective primary research
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• the Mental health Toolkit (from Advance HE and partners) is 

an extensive document, and I have not had time to get into 

it all – so I should find the time to return to it

• techniques for self-efficacy improvement, and how aspects 

of this could be shared with students

• Takako Inada’s PhD thesis Determinants of foreign 

language classroom anxiety in a Japanese EFL university 

classroom and its relationship to native language use by 

students

• learn more about how the arts, both as a creator and a 

consumer, can help maintain good mental health
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