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SUMMARY

This case study describes a recent peer mentoring initiative at Liverpool Hope University, during which first year undergraduate Education Studies students were supported, socially and academically, by their more experienced peers. The mentors, who were second and third year students studying similar subjects, were in turn supported in their role by a structured programme of training and by on-going support provided by key members of the course team.  Working in pairs, mentors were assigned to a weekly seminar group of 20-25 first year undergraduate students.  The aim of the project was to improve the retention and achievement of first year students and to develop supportive mechanisms and materials, which could also serve to underpin any future extension of the scheme. Also, it was hoped this programme would have additional value in terms of CV enhancement and relevant work experience for the student mentors, all of whom had expressed interest in working in education following graduation.  In addition, the involvement of key senior staff in the project would, it was felt, serve to progress and embed the initiative in institutional practice.  Analysis was carried out on a range of evaluative data collected from students, both mentors and mentees, from staff and on retention data for the last three years. In general, staff and students, mentees and mentors believe that the scheme was of benefit. Variability in the commitment, knowledge and skills of individual mentors however was clearly a problem which will need to be addressed in future. 
The key outcomes from the project were: a commitment to see this initiative developed and embedded further within the Education Studies pathway at Liverpool Hope University; evidence of the value of peer mentoring, particularly in terms of support for less experienced students and CV enhancement for the mentees; and a commitment to the future development of on-line support facilities and resources, both for mentees and mentors.
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Introduction

Education Studies is currently one of around 30 undergraduate pathways available on a combined honours degree programme at Liverpool Hope University. Approximately 200 students are recruited each year to this pathway. Delivery takes place at the main university campus and also at two adult education outreach centres. The majority of students on the main university campus are young adults studying full-time (>75%), while those in the outreach centres are predominately mature students studying on a part time basis (>80%). The average for non-completion of year 1 on this programme was 12% in 2004-05, which compared favourably with the national average of 12.1% (HESA, 2006).  However, breaking this figure down revealed that the non-completion of young students was higher than that for mature students, a reversal of the national picture. Thus while in 2004-05 16.8% of mature students nationally did not continue in HE after the 1st year, on the Education Studies programme at Liverpool Hope the figure was only 6%; and conversely, where nationally 10% of young adults do not continue in HE after the 1st year, this figure was 14.6% within Education Studies. 

So while we were pleased both with the situation as it applied to the majority of our mature students and with the proximity of the average for all students on this programme to the national average, these figures highlighted an urgent need to support students the younger students. These were predominantly based at the main university campus. 

Further investigation showed that the majority of those who did not progress onto year 2 had terminated their studies well before the end of the first semester and, where we had received feedback, home sickness, not feeling part of the university life and outside pressures were cited as reasons for dropping out, just as often as academic issues.  Wood (1997) confirms that the most critical phase of vulnerability for students is the first year and Tinto (2003) highlights that this is a problem right across the higher education sector; one he considers which is set to get worse before it gets better.  With this in mind, in 2005 the Education Studies staff team began to look for strategies to improve retention on this programme. Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) was identified at an early stage as one possible improvement strategy.  This particular form of student-to-student intervention, which owes much to the North American ‘Supplemental Instruction’ model (Arendale, 1994) has operated in the UK at least since the early 1990s; and there is a growing body of literature in support of its application as a retention strategy in higher education within the UK (see Coe et al., 1999; Packham et al (2000); Ashwin, 2002).  While pointing to the problematic nature of research into peer-assisted learning, particularly the difficulty of demonstrating a direct and concrete relationship between intervention and outcome, encouragingly Capstick (2004) concludes:

“The research base in the US is now so large and varied and is now inclusive of some rigorous longitudinal studies and imaginatively-designed evaluations…that it is reasonable to conclude [that] PAL – or at least its North American precursor – may be considered efficacious in this way.”

More recently, student mentoring and peer assisted learning has been identified in the work of the Student Transition and Retention (STAR, 2006) project as one method of easing students’ transition into University and improving retention by enhancing their engagement both socially and academically with University life.  Its usefulness in the Higher Education context has been illustrated in several case studies, including a number produced under the aegis of the STAR project (Macintosh et al., 2006), for example at the University of Wales at Bangor and at the University of Sheffield (McLaughlin, et al, (2006).  Bearing in mind the following relevant STAR guidelines: (Cook et al., 2006)

2.4 Induction events should provide the foundations for social interactions between students and the development of communities of practice.

2.6 Induction is required to manage transitions between elements of the course’. 

the Education Deanery of Liverpool Hope University undertook a project to pilot a peer mentoring programme designed to support first year Education Studies undergraduate students, both socially and academically.

Project aims

The principal aim of the project was to improve the retention of students at year 1, through a structured programme of academic and pastoral care support provided by their more experienced peers.  Secondly, as an integral part of the project, the intention was to develop mechanisms and materials to underpin the operation of the scheme and which then could provide a sound basis for any future extension to other discipline areas in the University.  By the end of the second year of operation (2007-08) it is planned that this will include the establishment and development of:

1. a mentor forum (and appropriate user protocols) for student mentor to student mentor communication and for staff mentor to student mentor support.

2. a forum for mentor/mentee communication (with appropriate staff supervision and support and user protocols).

3. a set of generic mentor training materials, ultimately suitable for use on all Deanery/University pathways and programmes (linked to the National Standards and possibly offering internal/external accreditation). 

4. a set of generic mentee support materials, suitable for face to face or on-line delivery by trained mentors (linked to induction, PDP, pastoral care, socialisation, academic support, etc.).

In addition, since many Education Studies students express a desire to take up a career in Education, it was hoped that this programme would have additional value in terms of CV enhancement and relevant work experience. 

Project implementation

Second and third year Education Studies students were trained to act as mentors to first year students on the same pathway.  Mentors were supported in their role by a structured programme of training and by on-going support provided by key members of the course team.  Where possible a gender balance was sought within each group of mentors, although with a two third majority of female mentors, this was not always possible.  The project was managed by a steering/ management group comprising the student mentors, a core team of Education Studies tutors (4) and a representative from the Write Now CETL based at Liverpool Hope University.

For this pilot project, 21 students were selected from a larger group of applicants.  Selection was by means of a short letter of application (200-250 words) and evidence of recent academic performance.  Around three quarters of the applicants were female, which broadly reflects the make up of the Education Studies pathway.  Successful applicants were offered a two-day intensive training course at the university’s own residential training centre in North Wales. Training for the first cohort of mentors took place early in September 2006, such that the mentors were ready to be introduced to mentees during their induction week later the same month.

With training taking place at the university’s residential centre we were able to combine team-building exercises with a structured programme of mentor training.  We were fortunate in being able to attract support for this project from Aim Higher.  This was largely on the basis that the student mentors would also be assessed for their suitability to contribute to the Aim Higher National Mentoring Scheme. This meant that they would also be offered the opportunity to work as HE mentors within local schools and colleges, for which they would receive basic remuneration and expenses.

Operation of the scheme

Two or three mentors were attached to each of eight seminar groups, with each seminar group comprising 20-25 year 1 students.  Meeting rooms were booked so that mentors could meet their mentees at least once a week throughout the year.  With a little rearrangement of the timetables, it proved possible to organise all these mentoring sessions to coincide with timetabled seminar sessions on the same day each week, immediately before or immediately after their scheduled weekly seminar.  Thus the mentees did not need to come to the campus solely to see their mentors and therefore, it was hoped, they would be more likely to engage on a regular basis.  One meeting slot per month was allocated to a steering group/mentor training meeting.  These working lunches, which ran from September to May, proved an invaluable source of information on the operational effectiveness and were a basis for an on-going evaluation of the project.  Steering group meetings were focused on:

· supporting mentors in their role, including acting as a forum for exploring some of the wider issues;

· developing the mentors (particularly through a writing workshop) and

· informing operational changes.

The meetings also provided data supporting any development of our aims resulting from mentor feedback.

In this, the first year of operation of the scheme, peer-mentoring sessions were largely unstructured.  That is, mentors were free to support their mentees as they saw fit and to devise their own interventions based on the identified needs of the seminar group or individuals within the group (supported where appropriate by the seminar tutor).  There were several exceptions to this; for example, students were set a number of formative assessments, on which feedback was provided by the tutor.  Students were then encouraged to discuss this feedback with their student mentors and where appropriate, to work with them to devise an action plan aimed at addressing any development issues identified.  Mentors were, in turn, supported in their role by an experienced staff team, led by a member of staff from Write Now CETL at the University.  Mentors were asked to keep a record of the number of contacts they had each week and the frequency of contact with any one individual.  They were also asked to keep a note of the range of issues arising and, where they felt it appropriate to do so, to share this information with the other mentors and the staff team at the monthly steering group meeting.

Data collection and Analysis

The following data was collected and analysed:

· retention figures for the last three years

· records from Management group meetings and staff comments 

· contemporaneous records of the frequency and nature of their contacts with mentees from peer mentors

· comments on their experiences over the year from peer mentors

· responses to a questionnaire circulated to all first year students

· focus group discussion

Retention

As highlighted by Capstick (2004), comparison between retention figures prior to and post intervention must be treated with caution; especially when the project has been in operation just one full year.  Nevertheless, comparing student achievement and retention statistics over a three-year period from 2004-05 to 2006-07 an improvement in the retention data is apparent. (Table 1) 

	
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07

	% retention on main campus
	85.4
	86.5
	88.0


While these findings are encouraging, a longitudinal study would clearly be necessary before claims to a direct relationship could be established with any confidence.

Staff contribution and comments

Fully aware of the pressing need to address achievement and retention issues on this year 1 programme, all team members showed their on-going support for the project.  This was most evident in the way tutors regularly encouraged their students to make use of this resource and also in the support they offered to the student mentors.  Colleagues from the “Write Now” Centre (CETL) also gave encouragement and practical support for the project.  By supporting student mentors in the development of generic writing skills and by attending regular steering group meetings, the CETL contributed significantly to the overall success of the project.

Feedback from the staff team arose from: 

· ad-hoc comments; 

· the monthly steering group meetings; and 

· a final project review meeting held in July 2007.  

Most tutors commented positively on the rapport that they had observed developing between the mentors and their mentees and on the high level of engagement of some of the year 1 students.  Concern was however, expressed that this intervention might not be reaching some of the more vulnerable students, who were, after all, the main target group.  Where tutors indicated mentors had been proactive in contacting students who had not attended for some time, levels of engagement were reported to be much higher.  Some tutors commented extremely positively on the effort made by mentors to engage their mentees, including maintaining regular email contact and being prepared to meet with their mentees outside the formal structure of the programme (in informal settings).  Unfortunately, some others were less impressed by the mentors attached to their group.

Responses from students

Student perceptions were primarily taken from a questionnaire sent to students at the end of the project, but also drawn from a small-scale research project conducted by two of the mentors as part of an assessment project.  As might be expected on such a new project, the feedback varied widely.  The following sample is typical of the range of comments received and points to some of the key development issues:

1. During my first year at university it was very difficult trying to adjust to a new environment, meet new people and understand what the tutor’s expectations were of the students. …Having a mentor was extremely helpful and I believe put me on the right track to gain such high and consistent grades. My mentors made everything seem clear and offered support with referencing, LearnWise (the university VLE) and essay writing. They were very approachable at all times and I was able to discuss with them any problems I was having.  Also, after talking with other students who had different mentors to me, I do think the success depends on the relationship that is built between the student and the mentor. I was extremely lucky to have been given such a supportive mentor and think that all students require additional support.

2. Hi xxx, I found your mentoring very helpful, when I gave you my essay you gave me some really good points for it, which also helped me with my essays in other subjects thanks.

3. When I first met up with my student mentor I felt that she was extremely nervous and unprepared… she read through my essay and told me it was fine.  I found this helpful in terms of confidence.  I did however have a lack of faith in this mentor, as she did not seem very confident and sure about what she was saying.  I was reluctant to approach her with any kind of issue and instead approached my tutor.  I took it upon myself to approach a different mentor.  She was extremely helpful, gave me websites to visit to help with my referencing and told me what I needed to change.  As well as telling me what was good, she told me what was bad.

4. I did have contact with the writing mentors assigned to my seminar group and had contact with them continually after Christmas.  I found the writing mentors very helpful and useful.

5. Unfortunately, I didn’t find my assigned mentor much help, however I found another seminar group mentor, who I know as a friend.  She was extremely helpful; she helped me get an A+ in my first essay and built my confidence while doing this.

6. I was happy to receive help from mentors but from receiving emails I think there was a bit of a mix up with rooms and times.

The level of response to the questionnaire was relatively low, at around 25% of the student group.  However, this represented a good proportion of those who had actually engaged with the project at some point during the year (approx. 36% of the total student group).  The majority of respondents felt that it had been a worthwhile experience and most indicated that they would recommend it to other students.  The level of applications from year 1 students to be trained as a student mentor for 2006/7 is almost double what it was the previous year, which we take as a clear signal that some benefit has been gained and also as an indication of the value Education Studies students attach to this area of personal and professional development.

Feedback from mentors

The main sources of feedback from the student mentors were: 

· the regular monthly meetings; 

· a final review meeting; and 

· ad hoc feedback, usually directed to the project leader.  

In addition, two of the student mentors undertook a review of the project as part of an assessed research project and their report, which included feedback from mentors and mentees, was made available to the project leader.  On the whole, feedback from the mentors was positive and helpful in informing in-year changes and in supporting planning for the following year.  All of the mentors questioned felt that the timing of the training was good, in that it was undertaken just prior to being introduced to their mentees.  Most felt that the fact that this was a residential course was also a positive, in that the team building aspect of the training had helped them to develop effective working relationships.  Several students commented positively on the Aim Higher link within the training; in particular, that they felt valued.

Mentors were asked to provide formal feedback on the project and the following comments are taken by the staff team as representative the views of the student mentor group as a whole:

1. I found the mentoring very useful. I completed a placement [involving] mentoring young children following our meetings, and was asked to work on further projects. I also gained a paid work placement from the student associates, doing three weeks teaching in June.
Thank you again for your help.

2. Within weeks of completing my degree I had a full time job as a school based mentor, supporting the PE department.  I know the mentor training and the experience I had working on the project and with Aim Higher helped me get this job.

3. As a result of the mentor training we had and all my experience working as a HE mentor with Aim Higher, I have recently become employed on a full time basis, by Widening Participation at xxx university, with the Primary team!

4. In all honesty I didn't learn an awful lot from the mentor training because I had already done similar training. However, this was a little more in depth and if anything I gained confidence and team building skills. I have applied for academic writing mentor positions next year. Hopefully it will be of some help to me in my application and my experience. 

5. Following my mentor training I ran a nutrition club.  It helped me to understand the kids a lot better and where they are coming from.  I'm applying for jobs as a teaching assistant with a recruitment agency.

6. Well I did Aim Higher last year. It was a good experience although I haven’t been looking for employment I am sure it will help me find some in the future.

It is clear from the feedback received that most mentors felt positive about the benefits to them of the training they had received.  Very few commented formally on the impact they felt they had had on their mentees at the final review meeting.  However, from informal discussions with mentors during the year, it was clear they felt their interventions had been beneficial and their efforts appreciated by many of their mentees.  Most of the mentors felt that levels of communication (mentor/mentor and staff/mentor) could have been better.  Overall, the feedback was positive, particularly in terms of the need to offer this support again and to extend it to include support for year 2 and year 3 students.

Resources

The resources associated with the project comprised four elements: 

· the direct financial cost to the Education Studies pathway; 

· the contribution made to the project by Aim Higher (principally in the form of two experienced mentor trainers for two days); 

· staff time; and 

· university accommodation (8 rooms x 1hr. per week throughout the year).  

A two day residential training course for 21 students and 4 staff, including accommodation, food and transport, cost £1,750.  We were able to keep these costs low by using university facilities.  The resources provided by the Education Studies pathway were principally in the form of refreshments for the monthly meetings and for the first formal meeting of the mentors and their mentees (a total around £750) and also for staff time.  Staff time was the major resource cost and it is estimated that the total Liverpool Hope staff time contributed to the project over the 8 months of its operation was around 150 hours.  However, this was split between a team of 8 and most staff contributed around 8 - 10 hours over the year, with the project manager contributing around 50 hours.  Aim Higher considered the cost of providing two trainers for two days to be a good investment, already involved as they were in training HE mentors to work in local schools and colleges.  In effect, their staging costs were offset in part by our own project and so there was clear financial benefit to both parties in working together.  


Outcomes

Although mentors were not asked to record their interventions in any detail, they were asked to record the number and frequency of contacts with mentees. While it was anticipated that the level of take-up would vary from one student to another, what was not expected was that there should be such wide variation in take-up across the various seminar groups.  As the project progressed, it became clear that levels of mentee engagement were closely related to the enthusiasm and commitment of the mentors.  In effect, while some groups thrived, others hardly got off the ground at all.  This was identified in the informal feedback given by students to their seminar tutors each week and could also be seen in the varying levels of engagement across seminar groups. Where mentors were able to develop a rapport with their mentees, interventions were sustained throughout the year.  In the most successful groups, mentors and mentees made arrangements to meet outside the formal framework of the project; in other words, at times and in locations of their own choosing.  Seminar tutors have been asked to identify those student mentors who showed commitment and these will be invited to the next iteration of the mentoring scheme.  In addition such exemplary mentors will be invited both to contribute the training of the next cohort of new mentors and to provide them with an additional layer of support.

The link with Aim Higher was helpful to the project team in a number of ways and served to attract students. It actually created significant problems later in the year however, when the project found itself competing with the Aim Higher programme for student time with the almost inevitable result that some students prioritised income generation (Aim Higher) over commitment to an unremunerated peer-mentoring project.

The first year’s experience will be used to further develop supportive mechanisms and materials and this development will be progressive for as long as the scheme runs.  Plans are in place to train the next cohort of student mentors to offer both social and academic (writing skills) support.

The link with the Write Now CETL has been of direct benefit to the scheme. The CETL’s Writing Fellow gives additional training for mentor’s academic writing. The CETL, in conjunction with Hope’s Writing Centre, is currently running a writing mentor project for first year students in five additional disciplines in the University which facilitates cross fertilisation of ideas and experiences gained. 

It does appear that staff and students, mentees and mentors, generally believe the scheme to have been of value. However, variability in the commitment, knowledge and skills of individual mentors was clearly a problem and this is something the staff team will be looking to address as a key issue in the next phase of development.

Based on the experience gained on the project in Education Studies, an online peer mentoring system is being established in Information and Computing Technology in the Education Deanery.
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