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University tutoring programs should aim to create a conducive environment for promoting pedagogical practices that align with the principles of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). However, it has been observed that teachers often face difficulties when implementing ESD in tutoring sessions, such as lack of time, students’ reluctance to share personal issues, and insufficient training and resources. This research is part of a larger project that aims to study university tutoring as a pedagogical tool to identify problems affecting students’ learning processes and provide solutions to improve the quality of teaching. As participatory and dialogical models are most appropriate for promoting ESD, a well-developed tutoring model will contribute to the creation of useful pedagogical practices to guide and improve the status quo of students. Through an exploratory-descriptive study, this paper compares two university tutoring programs in Spain and Morocco to identify the most frequent issues hindering educational leadership and sustainable development, which can impact academic success.
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1 Introduction

The research presented here is part of a larger ongoing international project involving other countries (Australia, Barbados, England, Morocco and the USA) that focuses on the importance of university tutoring as a pedagogical tool to identify conflicts and problems affecting students’ learning process to generate a shared vision committed to sustainability, as well as align practices and institutional approaches with the principles of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). The work is part of the Research Project (RED/ICE 5771–2023–2024) of Alicante University, and it tackles different actions that can be implemented to achieve the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG4) of the 2030 Agenda signed by all members of the United Nations in 2015.

This study aims to analyze the most challenging issues encountered by students enrolled in the Early Childhood and Primary Education degrees at Alicante University in Spain and L2 students studying different degrees at the Euro-Mediterranean University of Fez in Morocco. Data collection is taken directly from the questions raised during university tutoring sessions in both universities. The main objective is to improve and provide a well-rounded and comprehensive support system to students. Drawing from tutors’ experiences, this research examines the issues requiring more urgent attention and guidance to respond most effectively to students’ needs. Ultimately, this case study will enable us to identify areas for improvement in the quality of learning.

The theoretical underpinnings of this study rely on previous research about the importance of university tutoring and the need to approach this topic as a multidisciplinary and complex research area. Those works have identified and corroborated that tutoring at university has three key dimensions: ‘personal-social’, ‘academic’ and ‘professional’ (Sallán et al., 2004; García Nieto et al., 2005; Lobato et al., 2005; Thomas and Hixenbaugh, 2007; McChlery and Wilkie, 2009; Wisker et al., 2013; Hagenauer and Volet, 2014a,b,c, López-Gómez, 2015, 2017; Martínez Clares et al., 2019; López-Gómez et al., 2020). Therefore, to establish a sustainability strategy for university quality learning, it is crucial to analyze the above-mentioned three dimensions and develop a vision and objectives accordingly. Tutoring programs can assist in this process by identifying specific actions, monitoring progress, and evaluating efforts and achievements. This approach will ensure that sustainability is prioritized and effectively integrated into university pedagogical practices.

Within the university framework, our research is rooted in the concept of “sustainability”. This concept enables us to identify students’ challenges and concerns, allowing institutional efforts to prioritize academic development through tutoring programs and dedicated tutors. Drawing from the work of Fernández Mora et al. (2021), sustainability involves analyzing situations with the goal of maintaining or achieving minimum levels of well-being. Consequently, the commitment of 21st-century universities extends to social sustainability, as emphasized by Escámez-Sánchez and Peris-Cancio (2021).

From a methodological point of view, the process was divided into two stages. The first stage involved creating an ad hoc questionnaire based on a qualitative content analysis of participating teachers’ experiences during the tutoring sessions. The items composing the questionnaire were organized into three blocks, following previous studies mentioned: (1) Socio-cultural, personal and health issues (physical and mental), (2) Administrative and bureaucratic processes in academic contexts, and (3) Curricular and teaching issues. All the researchers involved in the larger project collaboratively elaborated, supervised, reviewed, and agreed upon the questionnaire. Once the study is finalized, it will be registered in OER Commons to allow free access to the research community.

In the second stage, each researcher responsible for each participating country examined their context using the collaboratively created questionnaire to gather data about the issues affecting students living in different socio-economic and cultural settings. Such information allowed us to compare the diverse educational environments and reveal overlapping and diverging themes connected to the idiosyncrasies of the territories investigated. The period selected ranges from the so-called ‘post-pandemic’ period up until 2023.

Tables 1–4 were designed to provide data for qualitative analysis in a statistical study. In this phase, these tables serve as a framework for organizing significant data, enabling the identification and analysis of the most frequent and impactful issues. The data collection process involved gathering written messages via email or the tutoring program chat. Additionally, during face-to-face interactions, tutors diligently recorded the issues raised by students in a diary. This information was meticulously collected using the narrative-biographical method, ensuring reliable organization, examination, interpretation, and understanding (Rodríguez Ortiz, 2020).



TABLE 1 Issues related to the personal and health environment (PHE).
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Issues related to the sociocultural, personal and health environment (SPHE).
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TABLE 3 Issues related to administrative and bureaucratic processes of academic environments (ABPAE).
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Issues related to the curricular and teaching environment (CTE).
[image: Table4]

Consequently, the evidence was constructed from written discursive elements. These discourses—whether conveyed through email or university platforms/chat—represent an academic tutoring practice, viewed through the lens of personal impact. This impact encompasses mental and physical health, emotional well-being, bureaucratic challenges, and inclusion within the university classroom. The data is further organized using the tables created (Tables 2–4).

Applying the Critical Discourse Analysis of Written Discourse (CDAE) proposed by Fairclough (2003), we examine discourse `with an attitude,’ focusing on the student body in both social and personal dimensions. By considering students’ experiences and opinions within the academic context, we gain valuable insights. It is essential to review written messages with an awareness of biases that may reflect varying conceptions of academic situations based on individual values, beliefs, and customs. Ignoring these nuances could lead to inconclusive findings.

Furthermore, we employed a qualitative-observational method (Eisman, 1997) to collect specific information during face-to-face tutoring sessions with students, facilitated by the tutor’s active involvement. In this research study, direct observation of students occurred during oral tutoring sessions, typically held in the tutor’s office or a designated classroom. The data was meticulously recorded and documented through a systematic examination of oral discursive elements.

Our qualitative methodological approach, rooted in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), aimed to capture the socio-affective dimension inherent in these face-to-face interactions with mentees. During tutoring sessions, the tutor documented spoken content and observations using notes, avoiding the stress of directly recording the student. These notes were then transcribed into the relevant tables (Tables 2–4).

Our data analysis considered both written and oral discourse, focusing on the recorded items, their expression, and the student profiles. Additionally, we took into account extra-linguistic and psychological factors that accompanied the discourse, shedding light on the degree of concern, dissatisfaction, or doubts expressed.

The data collection methods and table creation were collaboratively agreed upon by the research team. The responsibility for data collection and entry into the tables rested with the tutor-teachers from both universities. The information presented in this study is part of ongoing research involving other universities (such as Barbados and Sydney). To protect student identities, the data obtained has not been explicitly linked to specific individuals. Furthermore, both universities have endorsed this research through their respective ethics committees.

The information obtained from the students has not, in any case, been expressly linked to specific subjects to preserve their identity. On the other hand, both universities have endorsed the research through the ethics committee.

We believe this study will contribute to advancing knowledge on university tutoring as a pedagogical tool for enhancing the quality of education. Its positive contribution is twofold. On the one hand, it offers a reliable analysis tool developed as an open educational resource that allows for modification and reuse, providing benefits without limiting the possibilities of others, which is in line with the guidelines set by the OECD (2008). On the other hand, it will provide a comprehensive overview of the most prominent struggles impacting higher education students in each country. More importantly, it will facilitate teachers’ reflections on the future implementations needed to improve the university tutoring practice so that educators can help students overcome their biggest burdens and thrive both academically and in other areas of their lives. Therefore, this work promotes sustainable learning based on meaningful and long-lasting teaching through effective classroom practice addressing the needs of all students.



2 Preliminary considerations

In recent decades, López-Gómez et al. (2020) have highlighted the increasing prominence that university tutoring has gained over the years. Despite this research area having adopted different approaches, theoretical frameworks and methodologies, there has been consensus on the urgency of investigating this complex topic and its numerous perspectives.

The study presented here is grounded in the premise that students’ needs and concerns can vary based on their academic year. Our primary research objective encompasses two key aspects. First, we aim to comprehensively collect the circumstances and issues students encounter during tutoring sessions, without discriminating based on their field of study or academic level. These collected data will inform future statistical research, where we create tables to organize the items. Secondly, we focus on assessing impact by quantifying how frequently specific issues recur during tutorial hours. This statistical perspective allows us to prioritize certain items while excluding others that may not significantly contribute to the study.

Our work will enable subsequent research to evaluate the impact of these collected items across various variables, including the student’s year of study, field of study, gender, socio-cultural background, family environment, and economic status. Given the above and following previous research, we consider the sociocultural and personal aspects to be crucial, as individuals acquire their values, beliefs, customs, and traditions not only from the society where they currently live but also throughout the socialization process experienced in transcultural contexts, as seen in today’s globalised society.

Given the above and following previous research, we consider the sociocultural and personal aspects to be crucial, as individuals acquire their values, beliefs, customs, and traditions not only from the society where they currently live but also throughout the socialization process experienced in transcultural contexts, as seen in today’s globalized society. Similarly, we underscore the importance of the academic dimension but differentiate between administrative and bureaucratic processes in academic environments (such as enrolment, timetables, academic plans, etc.) and issues related to classroom teaching practices (such as providing simple extensions, further explaining concepts, identifying areas of improvement, etc.) as important dimensions of it.

Additionally, we contend that along these top priorities, physical and mental health issues are paramount in providing students with well-rounded support and guidance since they can represent a significant burden for learning. Although some authors mention these aspects, their true significance is not emphasized enough. However, migratory movements and ongoing health issues since the COVID-19 pandemic have made it inevitable to bring these dimensions to the forefront.

On the other hand, even though we acknowledge the significance of the professional dimension (professional interests and skills required, competitive exams, unemployment, emancipation, economic solvency, etc.), we decided not to address it as a separate dimension because it tends to affect mostly the last year or last 2 years of students’ university degree. For this reason, it has been included in the bureaucratic-administrative dimension.

In our research, we carefully considered two distinct factors. First, we examined the organizational differences between two university institutions—one public and the other private. Second, we explored the socio-cultural and economic disparities between the countries where these institutions are located. Our initial hypothesis was that these factors would lead to clear variations in concerns, needs, or doubts. However, by choosing them as the starting point, we aimed to determine whether common issues persisted despite the unique characteristics of each country. Ultimately, our goal was to identify similarities or differences in demands and issues related to tutoring sessions. In the realm of higher education, investigating university tutoring situations established between groups from different countries and with varying institutional concepts (public/private) holds significant relevance. Such cross-cultural studies allow us to construct a globalized profile of students’ needs from both academic and sociological perspectives (Aguiar, 2007), Notably, the study conducted by Llanes et al. (2021) serves as a valuable precedent. By measuring the motivation and academic satisfaction of university students with an international vision, Llanes et al. shed light on the impact of diverse socio-cultural and economic environments—specifically in Europe and Latin America. Additionally, Díaz-Camacho et al. (2022) contribute to this discourse by presenting an international systematic review of student satisfaction across 50 studies. Their work provides insights into the factors influencing student contentment within the university community, transcending geographical boundaries. Similarly, Ochnik et al. (2021) explore the mental health of university students in nine countries during the COVID-19 pandemic, emphasizing the importance of considering personal well-being alongside academic outcomes.

In summary, these studies share a common thread: they delve into mood, motivation, and personal factors that impact academic results among university students from diverse cultural backgrounds. By understanding these dynamics, we can better tailor tutoring programs to meet the unique needs of an increasingly globalized student population.

This research article aims to provide an understanding of the importance of quality tutoring programs in addressing our biggest sustainability challenges, as well as approaches to achieving quality teaching. It delves into emerging themes by examining questions and issues that students often bring up during tutoring sessions. We will present a model based on a real case study, to improve the quality of tutoring programs for future professionals and contribute to a more positive future.



3 Materials and methods

Most of the research conducted on the tutoring process in the university context has employed questionnaires to analyze the perceptions of students and teachers quantitatively (López-Gómez et al., 2020). However, in this investigation, such individuals’ profiling (e.g., gender, age, nationality, etc.) or their assessment of the tutoring process is not the focus. This work, instead, is an exploratory-descriptive study aiming to qualitatively analyze teachers’ experiences during their tutoring sessions to explore salient issues concerning and affecting the learning experience of university students. It is an innovative proposal that invites educators to consider how to organize tutoring sessions to positively impact the future of students. Thus, using instructors’ experiences, the focus here is on students’ concerns and struggles that might hinder their academic performance. In consequence, although theoretically, this study builds on previous research (García Nieto et al., 2005; García, 2019; Guerrero-Ramírez et al., 2019; Klug and Peralta, 2019; Vélez et al., 2019; Di Vita et al., 2021; Vallejo and Molero, 2022), methodologically has a different orientation.

For this reason, questionnaires have not been administered to instructors or students. In turn, data obtained through teachers’ experiences during tutoring practices has formed the basis for the design of a ‘monitoring form’ (Richards, 1988; Bazhenov et al., 2015). The items composing it, as we will detail in the methodology section, have been carefully selected to accurately capture the most pressing issues that impact students’ learning process as well as potential remaining challenges, which is in line with the UN Agenda 2030. Once validated, the ‘monitoring form’ has subsequently allowed for a detailed examination of each participating country, which has enabled us to conduct a contrastive-descriptive analysis and compare our results with previous works (Dörnyei and Taguchi, 2009). Having an effective monitoring form enabled an objective and rigorous evaluation of data. Research manuscripts, reports, and monitoring forms will be deposited on OER COMMONS Open Educational Resources.


3.1 Methodological design

As anticipated, the methodological design chosen for this project consists of an exploratory-descriptive, with an approach based on qualitative-narrative and qualitative-observational. The study used content analysis to develop a ‘monitoring form’ aimed at understanding the factors affecting students’ performance at the university level (Creswell, 2013; Mackey and Gass, 2015; Creswell and Creswell, 2017). We have opted for a qualitative methodology because we wanted to conduct an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon in its natural context. Therefore, given its interpretative nature and the focus on understanding the meanings people assign to their experiences (Shava et al., 2021), we considered this approach the most suitable for our objective.

Building on Landín and Sánchez (2019) work, the narrative-biographical method offers a unique lens through which we can explore knowledge related to tutoring practice. Like previous work, we recognize that this method enables us to capture authentic subject knowledge derived from lived experiences. Specifically, it sheds light on the dynamics within university spaces during students’ academic journey, allowing us to grasp the genuine essence of tutoring practice.

We were not interested in counting words but in examining meanings, themes and patterns that might be manifest or latent in teachers’ reflections on their experiences during tutoring sessions. Therefore, qualitative content analysis, one of today’s most extensively employed research methods fruitfully used in the educational sphere, was deemed the most appropriate. Such a method involves a systematic coding and categorization process aiming to explore vast volumes of textual information unobtrusively to determine trends and patterns of words used, their relationships, and the structures and discourses of communication (Nunan, 1992).

We will proceed to explain in detail the two phases of this study. The first one is devoted to explaining the design process of the ‘monitoring form’. The second one is specifically related to the case study presented here, which aims to compare the biggest challenges faced by students from Alicante University (Spain) and the Euro-Mediterranean University of Fez (Morocco) since the COVID-19 pandemic until 2023. Importantly, the case study also served as a way to validate the trustworthiness questionnaire.



3.2 Constructing the ‘monitoring form’

The monitoring form is a written document that each research member completed to document specific information. There are three primary reasons for monitoring: (1) to set targets and standards, (2) to identify deviations from expected results and make necessary adjustments, and (3) to provide feedback to stakeholders on areas that need improvement.

Bazhenov et al. (2015) analyze the components of tutoring monitoring as a management tool for higher education institutions to identify issues and explore the potential applications of monitoring for future research. The study reveals that while there are many studies on tutoring and monitoring techniques have also been widely used in education for a long time, insufficient attention has been paid to the direct impact of both to investigate the quality of education. Therefore, the use of monitoring as a methodological tool for assessing higher education quality should take into account the existing conditions and must be correctly used to improve the education process and its outcomes. It is important to note that monitoring is not a universal tool, but if used appropriately, it can significantly enhance the effectiveness of education quality.

The design was a collaborative daunting task that took a significant amount of time and involved different stages in which raw data was divided into manageable units through several iterations. For the items, data was gathered from teachers’ reflections on their experiences during tutoring sessions. These reflections were collected in the form of diaries or written annotations. To collect data, we used direct observation and narrative methods, as we explained, given that those techniques involve delving deeply into social and academic situations with an active role and continuous data evaluation assessment (McMillan and Schumacher, 2005). Such a technique enabled us to record the issues reported by students as they expressed them, which helped to minimize possible errors or inaccuracies. Thus, data were collected considering two factors:

− Information was obtained from the tutor’s diary, which in some cases also included students’ questions sent via email or in the tutoring space of some university websites.

− Specific queries raised by the students during the tutoring sessions were described and reported verbatim.

For the preparation of the questionnaire, we followed and adapted McMillan and Schumacher (2005) research presented (Table 5). By selecting students who are most frequently raised questions and defining the method and place to collect them, we have guaranteed the validity and reliability of the study. Usually, validity can be reflected from two aspects: findings and instruments (Paltridge and Phakiti, 2018). For the validity of findings, internal and external validity should be considered, as Paltridge and Phakiti explain (2018). These types of validity involve different aspects in research design, in our case, we focus on participant characteristics and profile, data collection and the instrumentation, as well as the external validity that it is refers to the extent to which results from a study can be applied to other context or groups (Mackey and Gass, 2015).



TABLE 5 Stages of the research process and validation of tecniques and instruments.
[image: Table5]

Table 6 show the results of the validity investigation in the research. Only 69.78 and 65.53% (n = 224 and n = 154) of the tracking sheets examined can be validity instruments used in the topics proposed in the tutoring, with those reported most frequently being those in the category CTE (n = 85, 26, 48% and n = 65, 20.25%). The monitoring forms classified in the ABPAE category do not require much concern for validity testing because they are not plenty (n = 13, 4.04% and n = 8, 2.49%). No studies categorized under other classifications demonstrated need about validity testing. For this reason, they were excluded from these tables. Among them, concerns about the professional future or the end-of-study projects of the degree.



TABLE 6 Result data table - investigation of validity (Alicante and Féz University).
[image: Table6]

As mentioned, we aimed to reveal unique themes illustrating the diversity of obstacles impacting students’ academic performance with a sustainable object. The qualitative approach typically employs inductive reasoning, where themes and categories emerge from the data through the researcher’s careful examination and constant comparison. However, as Creswell (2015) argues, qualitative content analysis is a flexible method that can use inductive reasoning but also deductive or a combination of both in data analysis (Hernández de la Torre and González Miguel, 2020).

From the different approaches, we used direct content analysis Hsieh and Shannon (2005), a deductive approach involving initial coding based on previous research findings. This approach facilitated a more structured research process and provided indications about the major concerns of students or the relationships among them. It also helped us determine the initial coding scheme or relationships between codes, as noted by Mayring (2000). Thus, teachers’ reflections were written using the following predetermined categories: (1) Sociocultural, personal and health-related (physical and mental) issues; (2) Administrative and bureaucratic processes in academic contexts; and (3) Curricular and teaching-related issues.

As we also anticipated in the preliminary considerations section, some categories were taken from previous studies, while the research group added others. Once collected, the data was reviewed thoroughly by each participating researcher, allowing for the identification of relevant sections of texts to be classified into categories as well as initial themes, which then guided the development of a preliminary coding system as Creswell and Poth (2016) and Saldaña (2013) explained.

During the analysis, teachers’ notes were thoroughly reviewed, and all the highlighted passages were coded based on predetermined categories. Any text that could not be classified with the initial coding scheme was given a new code. Uncoded data was analyzed later to determine if it represented a new category or subcategory of an existing code. The coding process involved applying the coding system to all collected data. Each piece of data was analyzed line-by-line with codes assigned to relevant sections of text. This process was iterative, allowing for the refinement of codes as new insights emerged (Saldaña, 2013). The coded data was then analyzed to identify relationships, patterns, and themes among the codes. This analysis aimed to uncover deeper meanings and implications within the data, providing the basis for developing the questionnaire (Dörnyei and Taguchi, 2009; Saldaña, 2013; Mackey and Gass, 2015).

The direct approach to content analysis is beneficial in supporting and expanding existing theories as Weber (1990) advised. However, it also has some limitations, as researchers may have a strong bias when approaching the data. To overcome these limitations and achieve credibility, Graneheim and Lundman (2004) suggest strategies such as member checking, showing representative quotations, or peer debriefing. In our case, each author conducted their own content analysis. We then compared our codes, themes, and analyses to ensure consistency. To increase the consistency, reliability, and validity of the questionnaire, we conducted several rounds of coding, theme definition, and classification together until we reached a consensus.



3.3 Spain and Morocco. A case study

We decided to compare Spain and Morocco because of two main factors: (1) their geographical proximity and important Moroccan community living in Spain as well as the bilateral relations between both nations (Amirah Fernández, 2015; Zebda, 2021) and (2) the growing cross-cultural interchange since 1913, as explained in the recent publication El mundo estudia español. As a result of the increasing cultural exchanges, a Moroccan Board of Education was constituted to coordinate the different bodies involved in the promotion of the Spanish language and culture in the country. Such an educational action lasted until the independence of Morocco in 1956, and after a period of inactivity, it resumed its activity in the 80s (Lluch Andrés and Pilar Narros, 2022). Thus, different students’ degrees and ages were chosen as variables to better observe the impact of the tutoring process. For data analysis and comparison, we use MAXQDA (Rädiker and Kuckartz, 2021; López et al., 2022), professional software for qualitative and mixed methods data analysis.

We employed the questionnaire (see Tables 1–4) to collect data from two universities, namely the Faculty of Education of the University of Alicante (Spain) and the Euro-Mediterranean University of Fez (Morocco), during the academic year 2020–2022. The Euro-Mediterranean University of Fez is a small government-dependent private university located in Fez, founded in 2012, with an enrolment of 2,006 students. On the other hand, the Universidad de Alicante, founded in 1979, is a very large public university located in San Vicente del Raspeig with 25,063 students enrolled (latest data available in Multirank University Compare) and is one of 76 universities included in U-Multirank for Spain. The total number of tutors is 444 students (328 from Alicante and 116 from Morocco), and only 18 to 20% of them actively participate in tutoring programs, which is the data collected. The gender of the informants is not explicitly considered.

In Spain, the study involved first and third-year students who were enrolled in the degree programs of Primary Education and Early Childhood Education. Most of the participants (85%) were aged between 17 and 24, while 12% were between 24 and 35, and the remaining 3% were over 35 years of age. All the students were born in Spain, thus there were no foreign students in the study. Spanish was the vehicular language of all participants, while Valencian and English languages were compulsory depending on the degree.

In Morocco, we considered students of Spanish as an additional language. They have French and Arabic as their native language. In this educational context, Spanish is compulsory for all university students, from the first year to the last year of a master’s degree. Participants were studying Spanish as part of a variety of degrees, including engineering, tourism, design, political science, and economics. Their ages ranged between 17 and 25 years, with 10% of them being students from France, Ukraine, Haiti, Tunisia, and sub-Saharan Africa.




4 Results


4.1 University tutoring in Spain

In Tables 1, 2, the information refers to sociocultural, personal (family) and health-related (physical and mental) issues impacting students. Within this dimension, depression, stress, and anxiety were the most prominent areas. Problems of restlessness, mental blocking and poor emotional management also stand out as areas of interest in the tutoring space. Regarding the sociocultural and personal aspects, family situations (especially illness or death of a family member) and the impossibility of balancing work and family life were the most recurrent problems.

In the Table 3, which deals with administrative and bureaucratic processes in academic contexts, showed that enrolment processes and language certification issues are critical for students. In this context, for instance, having a high level of the Valencian language is a requirement to sit the competitive examinations needed to become a teacher in the Valencian Community. Consultations on career opportunities, competitive exams, and areas of specialization, ‘menciones’ in Spanish Degrees (Arruti Gómez and Paños Castro, 2019), are recurring, highlighting the need for guidance in planning their academic careers. The bureaucracy of stays abroad, information on scholarships and internship opportunities are also highlighted as areas in which students seek guidance. Thus, tutoring seems to be seen as a great space to discuss career prospects and help students align their academic choices with their professional goals. Such findings reveal the crucial role of university tutoring (Sutherland, 2009) in facilitating these processes and promoting enriching experiences for academic (Billett and Henderson, 2011) and professional development.

Finally, the third dimension explores curricular and teaching-related issues (Table 4). Results highlighted problems with assessment, difficulties navigating the university web page and finding the right and relevant information, as well as concerns about the Final degree projects and Final master projects. Data also indicated that students face challenges in various aspects of the curriculum and classroom environment (Alismail and McGuire, 2015). Lack of social and cultural identity is not presented as a significant concern. Additionally, problems with teachers, classmates and the methodology used are aspects for which students seek support and mentoring.

Students’ perceptions of university tutoring (Grey and Osborne, 2020) as a space to mainly tackle academic issues related to the classroom, coupled with the lack of information about its purpose, indicate the pressing need for educators to improve communication with students on the scope and benefits of tutoring. After analyzing the data collected, it was found that students at the University of Alicante have specific needs. Unlike in other participating contexts of the broader project (forthcoming), issues related to visa processes, housing, cultural integration, sexual orientation, xenophobia, or problems of isolation due to racism are not reported in Spain.



4.2 University tutoring in Morocco

In the case of Morocco, within the first dimension, although students attending tutoring sessions reported physical health problems, this percentage is relatively low compared to mental health problems, highlighting the importance for teachers to address anxiety and stress issues during this mentoring space. Moreover, complex familiar and personal situations, such as family conflicts, economic problems, and concerns about the illness of loved ones or death, are also observed. Additionally, several students reported feelings of lack of integration or social acceptance, uprooting, rejection, or isolation because of their social or cultural identity or sexual orientation. These factors underscore the need for university tutoring to focus not only on academic aspects but also on students’ socio-cultural and personal realities, providing well-rounded support and guidance.

The second dimension dedicated to the administrative and bureaucratic processes related to students’ academic life (Arbaoui and Oubouali, 2020) also identified questions about language certification (Fernández, 2021). However, for a large part of the student population, the management of stays abroad is a major concern, indicating the need for guidance in logistical and academic aspects related to these international experiences. Consultations on internship and career and scholarship opportunities are also frequent, underlining the importance of targeting issues related to vocational counseling and the connection between academic formation, career prospects and access to academic development opportunities during the tutoring sessions.

Finally, data from the third dimension revealed student’s challenges in their academic and curricular environment. Students demanded clarification on the methodological aspects of Spanish as an additional language subject, and they also reported problems with exams, including mental block and anxiety. Thus, in this context, university tutoring should adopt a proactive and personalized approach, considering the diversity of the disciplines represented in the university and respecting the cultural particularities of Moroccan students, such as sensitivity to issues of sexual orientation and gender.

Overall, the Euro-Mediterranean University in Fez presents a complex landscape in which tutoring becomes a vital pedagogical tool for addressing the highly diverse students’ needs. From mental health support to guidance in administrative processes and academic development, university tutoring emerges as key to improving the student learning experience and the quality of education in this educational setting. By adapting to the cultural idiosyncrasies of Moroccan students, tutoring can contribute significantly to the achievement of the goals of the 2030 Agenda in the field of education.




5 Discussion

The comparison of the data collected through the questionnaires in both universities reveals similarities and differences in the university students’ needs and experiences. The student profile is quite similar in both institutions; however, in Spain, it presents a broader age range, including 10% of students aged 24 and more than 35 years, which suggests a wide diversity of life experiences.

Concerns about mental health issues are prevalent among students in both countries, reporting problems of depression, stress, and anxiety in the two universities. However, in Morocco, the two latter are more prominent. In addition, family issues, difficulties in balancing work and family life, and economic problems are identified as factors affecting students in both institutions. At the personal level, in the Moroccan educational context, we found cases of students presenting problems of uprooting, lack of integration with their peers and distrust. Additionally, unlike in Spain, problems of social and cultural identity as well as sexual orientation also manifest themselves in Morocco, leading to students’ feelings of rejection and isolation. These data highlight the critical need for tutoring interventions that address not only academic aspects but also the sociocultural and personal complexities that impact student well-being.

In terms of administrative and bureaucratic processes, difficulties during the enrolment process and language certification are common concerns in both institutions, but there are notable differences in the areas that interest students the most. At the University of Alicante, there is a strong demand for career guidance, while students from the Euro-Mediterranean University of Fez show a greater interest in managing stays abroad. In the curricular and teaching dimension, students reported facing similar challenges, such as difficulties with assessments, navigating the university web page and problems with teachers. However, the most significant concern for students in Morocco is the insecurity of speaking in public due to mental block and stress resulting from a lack of confidence or fear of looking foolish. Students in Spain, on the contrary, are more concerned about the difficulties with the classroom methodology, explanations, or lesson planning. These differences indicate the necessity of specific tutoring interventions tailored to each institution’s unique needs and cultural particularities.

In short, while there are evident similarities in mental health concerns, administrative processes and academic challenges, the differences reflect the particularities of each university context and its socio-cultural environments. The implementation of tutoring strategies adapted to the particularities of each institution can contribute significantly to the improvement of students’ learning processes and the quality of education at the university. These strategies, aligned with the principles of the 2030 Agenda, must comprehensively and sustainable address the diverse needs of students according to their local contexts, thus fostering a more inclusive university that prioritizes not only academic growth but also student wellbeing.



6 Conclusion

The two initial goals presented at the outset of this research have been accomplished. On the one hand, we have offered a reliable analysis tool based on university teachers’ experiences during tutoring sessions in two countries (Morocco and Spain), for those interested in exploring the role of university tutoring in student academic and personal sustainable growth.

On the other hand, we have presented a case study involving Spain and Morocco, which offers an overview of the current situation of university tutoring in these two geographically close but socio-culturally different countries, as well as their degrees.

Findings have shown that university tutoring is crucial to addressing sustainability and quality in the academic context because facilitating approaches trigger social, personal, administrative and bureaucratic processes and improves the curriculum and students’ learning experience. Results also pinpoint specific areas of intervention to strengthen the tutoring function and contribute to improving the quality of education in university settings, in alignment with the fourth goal of the 2030 Agenda (Franco et al., 2019; Ruiz-Mallén and Heras, 2020; Chankseliani and McCowan, 2021; Fia et al., 2023).

The case study report confirms that research on tutoring must be underpinned by a solid theoretical framework and methodological design. Researchers must carefully think and agree on the methodology, the variables and the approach that best fits the research objectives to obtain reliable data. This study also corroborates the need to explore three dimensions of tutoring to measure the quality and sustainability of the university experience: academic, sociocultural, and psychological. Moreover, institutions conducting this kind of research must have a tutoring system in which students play an active role and instructors are fully committed to enhancing both academic and tutoring tasks.

The study found that some problems faced by students are closely linked to the culture, society, and idiosyncrasies of their respective countries. However, other issues affecting students from both Spanish and Moroccan universities are attributed to a globalized and post-academic world. While the generalisability of these results is subject to a larger sample, they provide valuable insights for future research. Nevertheless, to establish whether the conclusions drawn in this study apply to a wider context, considerably further work is required in other areas of each participating country and other regions globally. Additionally, it is crucial to consider the possibility of other significant factors that may not have been considered or have yet to emerge in this research.

Overall, students come to tutoring sessions seeking help and guidance, making it a mentoring space to solve situations that often are unrelated to academic problems but stem from personal issues. However, this does not imply that all students trust the system or understand its purpose. In fact, results correspond with the difficulties existing in socio-cultural and academic contexts at large. Similarly, they usually align with the moment of the student’s academic career (either the first or last year of university) and the general conflicts occurring in each of these years.

Therefore, echoing Zabalza and Beraza (2003) and other authors (White and LaBelle, 2019; Hsu and Goldsmith, 2021), we argue that instructors must understand their role, which is no other than to guide and accompany students through their university learning journey rather than act as mere sources of information or knowledge transmitters. Instructors must be mediators who approach students not to solve their problems but to assist them in navigating them while facilitating the completion of their academic tasks. Overall, we emphasize the importance of teachers’ critical reflection on the quality tutoring action (Guerrero-Ramírez et al., 2019), a topic that, although not new, does not have a standardized, homogeneous and sustainable model for its study. This could explain the different students’ perceptions of the purpose and usefulness of university tutoring sessions based on their previous experiences with these spaces.
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