
 

 

Academic Awards 2018 Analysis 
 
Context: A broad analysis of nominations for staff-facing Academic Award 
categories, with a headline summary of areas of best practice or note.  
 
Executive summary:  
 

Theme Discussion points 

Learning & 
Teaching 

Outstanding Feedback: a staff member who consistently 
provides constructive, detailed and timely feedback enabling 
improvements on your work 
 
Nominations received: 22 
 
Characteristics of effective feedback: 
 
Timely:  

 Requests for feedback are often time-sensitive, 
especially around assessment periods, so students 
valued prompt responses irrespective of the confines 
of office or sociable hours.  

 
Transparent:  

 Being honest with students to encourage 
independence and allow them to organise their time 
effectively - “we were clearly told before every deadline 
when we could expect to hear feedback by”. 

 Easily interpretable and presented in a clear 
structure. 

 
Flexible:  

 Though nominations generally referred to feedback 
on curricular work, there were also references to 
extra-curricular or career-oriented endeavours - this 
was gratefully received but considered to be going 
“above and beyond”.  

 Students also show little preference for the mode of 
feedback (be it in person, via email or in class) 
provided it is timely.  

 
Detailed:  

 As above, feedback should be self-explanatory enough 
for the student to actually employ it, but not 
prescriptively so. Students want to be empowered as 
independent learners, so the best feedback is 
“constructive and based on improving learning”. 

 



 

 

Future-facing:  
 Feedback given in isolation is less effective than that 

which is context-dependent. If students have 
particular career aspirations it is helpful for academic 
feedback to be given with a view to progressing these. 

 In the short-term, feedback which links to other 
learning or across levels (such as in a programme-
level view) could be even more useful, giving students 
a joined-up view of their progress beyond just 
grading. 

Best Postgraduate Supervisor: a staff member who 
provides exceptional support for postgraduate students, in 
both their academic and personal life 
 
Nominations received: 46 
 
Nurturing:  

 Acting as a “role model” in supporting the journey 
from student to academic. There is a kinship between 
student and their supervisor in that the latter has 
been in the former’s position. 

 Ideally a supervisor will support and inspire their 
students to reach success, leading by example as 
ideally illustrated in the following quote: “[they are] 
everything a researcher, an academic, and a supervisor 
should be”. 

 
Advocating for students’ individual needs:  

 Recognising that most postgraduate students have 
responsibilities outside of academia, and particularly 
those with children, such as women balancing 
academia and motherhood: “he has facilitated 
continuing our studies alongside the demands of being 
new mothers and has never doubted that the two were 
entirely compatible”.  

 A good Supervisor is one who approaches every 
students’ journey individually, accommodates their 
unique circumstances and actually values difference: 
“he supervises a diverse team of home and 
international students, and shows unwavering 
attentiveness to their different needs with respect”. 
Further reading: Equality and Diversity. 

 
Pastoral support:  

 Essential to academic success, especially in terms of 
promoting maintaining health, wellbeing and identity 
outside of academia. Recognising that postgraduate 



 

 

students are people first and foremost, and academics 
secondly.  

 
Effective feedback: 

 Providing feedback in-keeping with the 
characteristics listed above, ensuring it is always 
positive and encouraging. Further reading: 
Outstanding Feedback. 

Innovation in Academic Skills Development: a student or 
staff member who has actively facilitated academic skills 
development, embedded academic skills development within 
the curriculum or taken innovative steps to improve skills 
development 
 
Nominations received: 7 
 
Joining up academic and professional skills 
development:  

 Viewing academic skills within wider context of 
professional skills development (especially for 
students wishing to pursue an academic career), 
rather than treating it in isolation. For example, one 
nomination refers to the introduction of a 
professional skills module. 

 
Extra-curricular skills development: 

 Although student-led, SheffWHO’s Simulation event is 
a rich example of innovative skills development - an 
“experiential learning conference” providing a “safe 
environment” in which students could develop skills 
in the global health policy-making. Arguably, feeling 
comfortable enough to take risks and explore within 
learning is essential to development. 

 
Ambiguity:  

 The low number of nominations (7) could imply 
ambiguity in the Award title or criteria. Additionally 
to 2/7 nominations referring explicitly to 301, this 
could suggest that sponsorship of awards (or 
publicity of this) influences nominations, which could 
affect the integrity of the data. 

 Some nominations for ‘Outstanding Teaching’, ‘Best 
Personal Tutor’ and ‘Best Postgraduate Supervisor’ 
would have been applicable in this category also. 

 
 



 

 

Welfare & 
Support 

Student Futures Award: a staff member who goes beyond 
their role to create opportunities for students to develop or 
reflect on academic or extracurricular experiences or who 
motivates and develops other staff to support students 
futures 
 
Nominations received: 11 
 
Empowering students to become leaders: 

 Sheffield World Health Organisation Simulation: 
required staff support to mobilise students to fulfil 
their own potential, providing practical advice on 
areas like funding and recruiting speakers, 
maintaining good morale among the student 
organisers, and leading by example: “[they inspire] us 
to become future leaders”. 

 Further reading: Best Postgraduate Supervisor.  
 
Bolstering individuals’ career prospects: 

 Part of enriching students’ futures is about helping 
students to realise their own potential, which 
requires relationship building. Further reading: Best 
Personal Tutor. 

 Acting as a mentor by nurturing talent, skills and/or 
ambition, or using insight and connections to support 
students in achieving their aspirations. Many 
students nominating credit their success with the 
support given by particular staff members. 

 Increasing access to existing opportunities through 
signposting. 

 
By encouraging reflection: 

 We should be teaching students to be self-reflective 
as this is an essential aspect of personal and 
professional development. This can be done by 
developing the curriculum to ensure it is “endorsing 
the value of constant reflection”.  

Best Personal Tutor: a staff member who uses a holistic 
approach to supporting their students in their academic and 
personal life, encouraging students to succeed and providing 
sound advice 
 
Nominations received: 36 
 
Encouraging: 

 Sincere encouragement is only possible when initial 
trust and understanding has been achieved. Tutors 



 

 

can provide more personalised support and assertion 
of their tutee’s abilities - “quick to remind me of my 
accomplishments if I am doubting my abilities”. 

 
Proactive:  

 Numerous nominations made reference to tutors’ 
busy schedules and heavy workloads, and despite this 
still going “above and beyond”, a phrase which 
appeared repeatedly. This awareness could suggest 
that students may feel guilty for seeking the help of 
their tutor (especially given the current mental health 
crisis among students).  

 Students expressed gratitude in their nominations for 
tutors who proactively reached out and “[made] 
every effort to know you personally”, building a 
relationship based on trust and allowing for the most 
fruitful interactions.  

 The suggestion of going “above and beyond” could 
also tell us something about students’ perceptions of 
the role their Personal Tutor is expected to fulfil. An 
institution-wide precedent should be set regarding 
what is expected of a Tutor. This could then inform 
how much time staff ought to dedicate to Personal 
Tutoring, and illuminate any gaps in resourcing.  

 Staff must protect their own mental health and 
wellbeing by being equipped to deal with problems 
which arise among their students - one way to 
prepare them is by encouraging signposting and 
awareness or the support available.  

 In cases where Tutors are not as proactive, they 
should be approachable enough to encourage 
students to seek their help.  

 
Aware (and able to sign-post): 

 As personal tutors are, as the name suggests, 
personally assigned to students, they may be their 
first point of contact when seeking support during 
their studies. Students expect their tutors to be aware 
of the support available, and able to signpost them - “i 
would not have been able to navigate the student 
welfare processes”. 

 There were also numerous nominations which cited 
academic/professional opportunities which arose 
from their tutor-tutee relationship, offering “insight 
about the real world, careers and learning”. Again, a 
Tutor might be looked to as a resource for 
information and connections to help progress their 
tutee’s professional development. 



 

 

 
Non-judgemental 
 

 The majority of nominations were made by students 
who sought help from their Personal Tutor in trying 
or vulnerable circumstances, especially relating to 
mental/physical health issues. Therefore it is 
essential that tutors are sensitive to this vulnerability, 
and ensure students’ needs seem valued, even when 
sign-posting elsewhere: “I [...] appreciated that he has 
a busy schedule but did not make me feel like I was 
wasting his time and is super approachable” 

 These students are relying heavily on emotional 
support from their Tutors, in many cases citing this as 
the reason they have been able to stay in Education. 
This provision of intense support may reflect the 
wider crisis in student mental health, and immense 
pressure on HE institutions to address and support 
this - “As someone who finds it immensely difficult to 
open up and share my feelings, knowing I have 
someone I can turn to when times are hard is hugely 
important” 

 
Flexible: 

 Responsive, open line of communication is important, 
especially for students in vulnerable situations - “he 
also responds very quickly to emails, so I am comforted 
quickly in emergency situations”. 

Most Supportive Non-Academic Staff Member: a non-
academic staff member whose work has actively supported 
students through their university journey, for their 
wellbeing or academic studies 
 
Nominations received: 54 
 
Supporting and empowering students academically: 

 Empowering students to act and lead by providing 
resources, information or support they cannot source 
independently, maximising their work’s impact on the 
wider institution, such as in the case of iForge: a 
student-run makerspace in which people can “gather 
to co-create, share resources and knowledge, work on 
projects, network and build”. Although led by 
students, iForge requires sustained support by both 
academic and non-academic staff to ensure it 
continues to function and thrive. Support as 
“facilitat[ing] student creativity and learning”. 



 

 

 
Providing pastoral care:  

 Pastoral care: perhaps the most obvious connotation 
of this award is pastoral support, especially provided 
by departmental non-academic staff. This support can 
be direct (such as being a listening ear to a student 
who needs to open up) or indirect (by signposting 
students to resources, services or individuals that 
may be better equipped to address their needs). 

 
Inclusivity:  

 Nominations for this category included common 
themes of inclusivity (with respect to equality and 
diversity), student welfare (particularly instances of 
supporting mental-health), and staff members having 
a holistic awareness of the support available across 
the institution and how different students might 
access it. 

 “She has gone above and beyond in this role to ensure 
student's face no barriers to their education and 
involvement in the Sheffield community”. 

 
Treating students as individuals: 

 Postgraduate students - particularly appreciative of 
an awareness/understanding of how their needs 
regarding welfare are likely to differ from 
undergraduate students, making non-academic 
support crucial, especially as these students “can 
often feel on the 'edge' of traditional student life” - 
non-academic staff members can bridge a gap in 
student experience, especially when these students’ 
personal lives may well dominate their academic 
journey more prominently than their UG peers.  

Representation 
& Activism 

Equality & Liberation: a student or staff member who has 
done exceptional work to 'liberate' academic life, be it 
diversifying the curriculum, promoting accessibility, or 
combatting discrimination 
 
Nominations received: 10 
 
Lack of engagement: 

 Few nominations were received overall, and 
nominations for students and the Students’ Union 
dominate this category, perhaps suggesting that the 
equality and diversity agenda is more explicitly 
associated with or recognised by these groups. 

 Instances of promoting equality are cited in other 



 

 

categories, especially with regards to mental health, 
physical disabilities and parenthood in Best 
Postgraduate Supervisor and Best Personal Tutor, so 
the lack of engagement for this award is not to 
suggest that staff aren’t working to promote it. 
However this could suggest that people nominating 
don’t necessarily associate these efforts in the context 
of equality and diversity, again suggesting that the 
University has work to do in terms of communication 
and promotion of this.  

 The majority of nominations focused on furthering 
equality and diversity in the interests of individuals 
which, while extremely important, suggests limited 
awareness of wider campaigns and action happening 
in this area. 

 
Accessibility: 

 Most nominations referred to promoting accessibility, 
especially in relation to disability. In one instance a 
lecturer adapted their teaching style to accommodate 
a disabled student, and in another a staff member 
made specific adjustments to accommodate a 
disabled students’ needs on a field trip. 

 
Diversifying content: 

 One nomination refers specifically to ‘liberating’ the 
curriculum by diversifying content: “giv[ing] 
underrepresented and minority groups a voice”. 

Outstanding 
Contributions 

Outstanding Teaching: a staff member who excels in 
teaching through providing engaging, innovative and 
informed lectures, tutorials, seminars etc 
 
Nominations received: 143 
 
Effective communication: 

 Encouraging the use of social media to promote 
knowledge-sharing among students, such as 
Facebook groups 

 Openness and approachability regarding addressing 
confusion about content, and a sensitive and non-
judgemental tone 

 Communicative outside of teaching hours, in-person 
or online, to address concerns students may have 

 Clear and detailed explanation until collective 
understanding has been reached. 

 
Teaching style: 



 

 

 Engaging and memorable content delivery: especially 
through the use of interactivity, e.g. Kahoot! 

 Providing physical resources such as printing lecture 
notes: “this was only a small thing, but it made a really 
big difference to me, as I cannot afford to do a lot of 
printing myself”. 

 Bringing “learning to life”: varying pedagogy such as 
by inviting external speakers, or taking learning 
outside of the lecture theatre, on field trips or similar.  

 Innovative assessment with real-world application: 
“we were able to submit a Parliamentary submission of 
evidence for a select committee of our choice”.  

 Flexibility: in teaching style, resources and 
assessment. 

 
Attitude: 

 An enthusiastic attitude as teacher produces more 
engaged students.  

 Minimising any hierarchy between teacher and 
student through approachability, informality and a 
non-intimidating demeanour  

 Recurring language: “valued”, “engaging”, 
“enthusiasm”, “clear”, “understanding”, “cares”, 
“inclusive”, “student-focused”. 

Academic Communities: a group or department which 
proactively fosters an academic community, involving staff 
and students as equals 
 
Nominations received: 8 
 
A safe environment: 

 An academic community is one which is self-
reflective, by “provid[ing] critical feedback, but this 
kind of constructive criticism is only sustainable 
within a “safe environment”, so as not to seem unduly 
critical.  

 The environment also needs to be inclusive of a range 
of people, and diversity should be valued for enabling 
self-reflection through challenge and holding the 
community to account.  

 Nonhierarchical in terms of being equally open to 
everyone’s contributions: “willing to hear everyone's 
opinions and ideas”. 

 
 


