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Andy Fraser talks about being a PAT

The generic PAT: In our organisation up here in Orkney College, I think we’ve got 3 people doing PAT work but mostly they are working in their own subject area. I’m the only that’s actually working in subject areas that I don’t really know anything much about, so my experience is being a PAT since about ’96 I think, is serving as a PAT on a number of degrees in a small UHI college. 

I want to talk to you about working out what a PAT does, the way I found my way into this role, some of the challenges of being a generic PAT, some of the positives of being a generic PAT, and some positives which I see in developing in UHI that make my role easier.
The PAT role I gather in UHI is very often taken by somebody that’s already teaching the students concerned. The big difference is where you are working with students on an online degree, or degrees where they’ve not got a lot of contact with their own people, their own tutors and so what it really means is you much have much less exposure to the students in the PAT role which I do. Some of them appear for induction and basically disappear for the entire course that they are on, so it’s often difficult to catch people and chase them up, and I’ve got no knowledge of some of the subjects when I start the role, I’ve got no knowledge of some of the subjects which I’m involved in which is a little bit alarming. 

So, the way I got into this PAT role is I’ve been a core skills tutor, I’ve been a teacher of communication over the years, and various other bits and pieces. Orkney College suddenly had a dozen Child and Youth Studies students who got no means of support who needed a student advisor, and I was given three hours a week in which to do that process, and I’ve done that now for a lot of years. But, I’ve got nobody here in college who was on the degree team for that degree, and so my own research and problem solving skills had to develop rather rapidly. I had to find out who all the rest of the team were, and how to start to support the students on a degree I knew virtually nothing about. I think it took me about 4 years really to get a good understanding of the degree, to follow new students right the way through the degree, and to work out what on earth I was trying to do. So, at the moment I’m a PAT for 20-odd students – not 20 odd students, 20-30 students on eight different degrees. That has its challenges.

So I’ve got Child and Youth Studies – 12 students there, I’ve had those over the years – always about a dozen students or so in the group. But there’s a smattering of others, five applied music, two childhood practice, two history, two literature, two tourism and hospitality, one cultural studies, I had up to 30 cultural studies at one point. That’s gone drastically down because of the new HAP regulations. History and Politics, I’ve got a Sports Management person coming up, one or two more degrees possibly coming up, so it’s a weird old mixture. 
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