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Student Success

Work Package 3 have developed the term “Peer-Led
Transition” to encompass the diversity of student-
delivered first-year supports currently operating

in Irish HEIs. These include social mentoring
programmes and peer-assisted learning/study
delivered in one-to-one or in group settings. The
aim is to develop a replicable, open-access model
for training, delivery, evaluation and volunteer
support that is based on shared learning from
peer-led transition co-ordinators nationally, so the
work naturally corresponds closely with the theme
“Supporting Transition and Cultivating Belonging”,
especially the recommendations to:

Develop supports, services and events,
specifically targeted to help students to adjust,
and to

|dentify opportunities to support transitions
through the first-year curriculum

However, it is also worth noting that Work Package
3's research identifies the value of student-driven
models of design and evaluation, including design
and delivery of the pilot Peer-Led Transition model
itself, meaning that this project also ties in closely
with the themes of Enabling Policies and Practices,
and Engagement and Student Partnership
(O'Farrell, 2019).
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Backgrounad

This study is hosted by Student2Student (S2S) in
Trinity's Student Counselling Services. The concept
to design, implement and evaluate a three-pronged
approach to peer-led transition (emotional, social
and academic), had its genesis in the fact that,
despite growing evidence globally that wellbeing,
independent study skills and social integration/
peer support are all essential factors for successful
transition and student success, the gap between
Mentoring, Learning Development and Counselling
seemed to be ever widening in Irish HEIs, with no
explicit conduit for shared expertise.

Work Package 3 sought to research peer-reviewed
papers that evaluate practices in peer-led transition,
and to consult nationally with practitioners to
establish core principals, key strengths and areas
for further research and development. The project
went on to lead a national student advisory group
through a Theory of Change exercise. The exercise
explored the key issues raised in the literature
around 3rd-level transition and encouraged students
to voice their experience from a first year and from
a mentoring perspective. Subsequent resources
were developed based on their feedback, consulting
with peer-led transition co-ordinators, learning
development staff and SCS counsellors before
being trialled by Mentors in the pilot-programme
and sent back to the national student advisory
group for further development/refinement.
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The Pivot

Working on the assumption that 2020-2021 would Change model (see Figure 1). An Operations Team of
be uniquely skewed by the impact of COVID-19, invested peer-led transition co-ordinators nationally
the Work Package 3 team agreed a project pivot, was also convened and became instrumental in the
halting progress on the development of a replicable ongoing pilot design as we moved into 2021-2022.
model for peer-led transition to focus on developing The Work Package 3 Team also confirmed a model
resources for online training and online delivery of for evaluation based on pre-established measures of
peer-led orientation in September 2020. A specific- belonging, resilience and known barriers to transition.
focus national student advisory group was convened Data collected in 2020-21 forms the baseline for

over the summer to agree priorities and to identify evaluation of the pilot intervention in 2021-22.

appropriate formats for delivery through a Theory of

Essential to Evaluate

Students feel

Timetabled, opt-out sessions
welcome

Resource sharing for mentors to share
resources and support each other.

Establish and support
a positive college
experience

Appropriate software platform

Software licenses

Software training

Boundaries to follow Promote positive

image of the college/
HEI

Accessibility guidelines to follow

Have resources in advance of orientation

. ) Students don't feel
for signposting

they've missed out
on traditional college
experiences

Training for mentors/leaders

Strong signposts for use of software and
tips for hybrid learning

Reduce drop-out

Debrief/support from staff

Activity Enabling Factor Outcome

Figure 1: Theory of Change Model created by the Online Orientation Student Advisory Group in 2020
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The Pilot Model

Using transitional themes identified in the

literature, and initial baseline data from surveys

and practitioner experience, the Work Package 3
team brought theoretical frameworks and practical
interventions to a national student advisory group for
consultation and review. As well as making practical
changes to the framework for timetabled, student-
led sessions the advisory group quickly identified
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that for them Imposter Phenomenon, originally
listed as a session topic, was in fact a formative
issue in their transition. As a result, activities were
reframed to allow opportunities for anonymous and
identified sharing of experiences, and normalisation
of the common transitional traits that leave students
feeling “othered”, with the reduction of Imposter
Phenomenon becoming a key impact (see Figure 2).

The Evaluation

To evaluate the theoretical model outlined above,
and to validate the efficacy of the new peer-led
transition model arising from that theory, the Work
Package 3 team are running a trial in TCD. The new
intervention (pilot model) is being run in a single
School and its impact compared alongside the
existing peer-led support (S2S Mentoring) model. The
three strands identified as necessary for successful
transition (social, emotional, and academic) are
represented with psychometric data collected at
multiple timepoints, allowing us to model maturation
of these factors over time and to compare how well
students transitioned over the course of first year

in the new and existing programmes. Students’
voices were essential for understanding what issues
arose for them and how the interventions were or
were not useful. To achieve this, a brief qualitative
questionnaire developed by UK colleagues was
included which gave repeated, concurrent snapshots
of the issues students were facing and aspects that
were going well. Work Package 3 are following up on
these insights with in-depth focus groups.
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ACTIVITIES ENABLING FACTORS OUTCOMES
Invites to society events Timeiasled Memier Sessions Making Friends/Community
Anonymously Share Concerns Online Platform e.g. Discord Can Seek Support/
Q & Hey Support from College Staff Use Support Services
Discuss stereotypes & Self Holistic Mentor Training Package Comfortable Engaging Academically
Compassion

) Information is repeated
Explain Imposter ) )
Sharing personal experiences
Phenomenon

Check-in Activities
Sh_are Assignment & Exam_ Tips IMPACT
Signpost to College Services
Sharing personal experiences Successful Transition to 3rd Level
Alleviates Imposter Phenomenon

P e ——

Figure 2: Theory of Change Model created by the Peer-Led transition Student Advisory Group in 2020-21

The questionnaire Work Package 3 developed to
monitor students’ transition and the impact of peer-
led transition models has now also been piloted in

IT Carlow and NCAD. This tool will be available to
colleagues across the sector working on student
transition. While it is too soon to report the results

of the trial, data collected so far have indicated the
variety of ways social, emotional, and academic
factors are impacting students' transition, allowing for
adaption of the programme to meet current needs.
For example, it was observed that aspects of impostor
phenomenon arose quite prevalently in qualitative
data but it was found from focus groups that students
would rather broach the issue in a conversational
fashion with peers before being introduced straight
away to a psychological concept. Work Package 3 have
adapted the programme based on this finding. Initial https://www.tcd.ie/Student_Counselling/3set/
statistical analysis has also shown that belonging resources/presentations.php

predicted 42% of the academic concerns current first

year students had after mid-term break - a profound

effect by the standards of social and behavioural

sciences which emphasises the importance of

addressing transition from a social perspective for

academic outcomes and for student success.
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The Student Perspective
on Student Success

(Union of Students in Ireland)

MEGAN O’CONNOR

Background

The Union of Students in Ireland (USI) is the national
representative body for 374,000 students in higher
education on the Island of Ireland. The inaugural
meeting of the USI occurred in 1959 and since then
they have defended students’ rights in Ireland.

Supporting Wellbeing
INn Practice

In 2021 the USI published the ‘Supporting Wellbeing
in Practice’ report, with the support of the National
Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning
in Higher Education. This report detailed how wellbeing
is currently being embedded in the curricula

of higher education institutions nationally and
internationally and identify features of good practice.

The report can be accessed here:
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Student success has always been an overarching
priority for the USI, and they have endeavoured to
both promote and encourage students’ successes.
This has been done through two primary means;,
reports and campaigns.




USI National Report on Student Mental Health

IN Third Level Education

In 2019, the USI launched the ‘US| National Report
on Student Mental Health in Third Level Education’.
This report analysed and detailed the results of

the first National Student Mental Health Survey,
which was carried out through 2018 and 2019. Over
3,300 participants were surveyed. While this is not
a large enough sample to be considered nationally
representative, the results still hold value and point
to areas of concern for students.

The report can be accessed here:
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Campaigns

Each year, the US| runs a national mental health
campaign aimed at supporting students. This
campaign has taken many forms over the years,
including the Le Cheile campaign(2020-2021)

and the Re:Charge campaign (2018-2020). These
campaigns aim to support students in speaking

up about their mental health and destigmatising
conversations about mental wellbeing, while at the
same time lobbying for improved mental health
supports in Ireland and providing practical supports
to students. The USlI is currently planning the launch

of this year's campaign, ‘Open Up’, encouraging
students to open up about their mental health as
the country reopens.

Similarly, the ‘Destress for Success’ campaign
aims to support students through their exam and
assessment periods, through providing study tips,
information surrounding ‘contract cheating’, advice
surrounding the abuse of ‘study drugs’, and advice
for managing stress leading up to the exam and on
the day, to ensure that students are given the best
chance they have of succeeding.

)

Union of Students in Ireland

The Student Perspective
on Student Success

Megan O’ Connor

Vice President for Academic Affairs, Union of Students Ireland

https://usi.ie/education/presentation-on-student-perspective-of-student-success/
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Empowering Students
(University College Dublin Students’ Union)

RUAIRi POWER AND MOLLY GREENOUGH

Introduction

University College Dublin Students’ Union (UCDSU)
is a democratic, member-led organisation that fights
for better conditions and rights for over 30,000
students. Student success, albeit potentially defined
in a variety of way, is at the core of UCDSU’s mission
to empower students and equip them with the tools
and knowledge necessary to excel during their time
in UCD.

The fundamental objectives of UCDSU are set out in
Article 2 of the UCD Students’ Union Constitution.
Three of UCDSU's core objectives are:

1. To act as a representative body for its members
and other persons registered as students of
the University.

Peer to Peer Support

Peer to peer support is arguably the cornerstone of
UCDSU, and fundamental to UCDSU'’s objectives as
a Union. In the UCDSU office, there are six full-time
sabbatical officers that any student can reach out to
for guidance and support, with each officer having

a particular focus and knowledge of specific UCD
structures. Three of the six sabbatical positions have
a core focus on casework and would serve as the
primary means of peer support within the Union and
as a sign-posting tool for students.

The Welfare Officer is the first point of contact
within the Union for students in crisis struggling

2. To promote the welfare of students and to
adapt to their evolving needs, to enhance their
university experience.

3. To develop and maintain good relations with
the University where consistent with the best
interests of the members of the Union.

This report will examine how UCDSU aims to meet
these objectives, in an effort to empower students
and contribute to their success in third level
education - from academic, personal/emotional,
social and political perspectives.

with issues surrounding their mental, sexual or
physical health, or financial hardship. The Education
Officer is responsible for supporting students through
their academic pursuits and can advise on academic
supports, provide representation at plagiarism
hearings or walk students through UCD policies.

The Graduate Officer is responsible for both the
Welfare and Educational needs of UCD's graduate
student population. UCD is a big place, and it's

very easy to feel like a little fish in @ massive pond.
Sabbatical Officers are here to help students navigate
the waters, inform of relevant supports, and explain
the nitty-gritty of university policy in lay language.
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Over the summer months, UCDSU Sabbatical Officers
complete a wide variety of trainings to equip them
with the skillset to provide effective peer to peer
support; the team also receive comprehensive
inductions from various units in UCD to ensure they
are knowledgeable about all structures and policies
relevant to their role.

UCDSU works very closely with numerous units on
campus to provide support - including the Student
Adviser team, Chaplaincy, Counselling Service,
Access and Lifelong Learning Centre, Library, and
Dignity and Respect Support Advisers. SU Officers
often act as a referral service, putting students in
touch with a member of staff or particular unit that
can help them cross whatever obstacle they

are facing.

Reimagining Mental Health:
The Art of Living in Challenging Times

UCDSU was excited to embark on a new collaboration
with the UCD Counselling Service for the 2021/22
academic year, and push mental health centre stage
as students returned to university following the
lockdowns caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The isolation and loneliness resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic has left many students feeling deeply anxious
and distressed. It is timely, in these circumstances and
as we face a new academic year, that we reimagine our
approach to student mental health.

As part of this, UCDSU invites students to participate
in a series of lively and dynamic conversations,
debates and interactions on the subject. Issues are
explored in a creative and imaginative way that does
not stigmatise or pathologise. What does it mean to
be human and to lead a meaningful life? What does
it mean when we feel darkness and despair, when
we lack motivation and are gripped by anxiety and
panic? How do we cope with loneliness, low self-
esteem, shame and guilt?

UCDSU hope to engage students in college life in a
way that lives up to the aspiration of “educare”, to
be drawn out’, to be educated not only to achieve
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academically but to be educated for life, developing
the tools for living that will prove useful in good
times and in times of difficulty and despair and tools
that prove helpful into the future.

Topics chosen for the year include: 1) Loneliness and
Disconnection: Forming Friendships, integrating and
reintegrating into college life post Covid-Isolation; 2)
Love Island: The Tyranny of the Perfect Body; 3) Anxiety:
Friend or Foe? (during Exam Time and Beyond); 4)
Logged In and Switched Off: Surviving the Internet and
New Technology; 5) Love and Loss: Reflecting on the
Nature of Relationships; 6) How to Shift from Surviving
to Thriving as a Mature Student; and 7) Navigating
Uncertainty: Facing Final Year in College.

One particularly innovative way that the UCD
Counselling Service sought to spark conversation
in the sessions was to include small prompts at

the outset, informed by situations and key issues
that frequently arise in their work as counsellors.
For example, in the first session ‘Loneliness and
Disconnection: Forming Friendships, integrating and
reintegrating into college life post Covid-Isolation’
the following prompt was used and proved to be
very beneficial in aiding discussion:
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“I' am a 3rd year Arts student. | have spent last year at home in Wexford feeling quite
alone and down. | never really met many friends in 1st year, our lectures were few and
far between and the numbers huge so you never really made connections with people.
So I'd head home to Wexford at weekends. Can you give me any advice? I'd love to have
a good circle of friends in Dublin and have some fun. | feel a bit low and am worried I've

put on weight during Covid.”

As it is the pilot year of the collaboration, it will be interesting to see how the future of the Reimagining Mental Health

continues to take shape.

Political Pressure

Ultimately, UCDSU and its aims are innately
political. While the Union operates alongside UCD
Management and cooperates where possible, it also
serves to push the boundaries and consistently
advocate on behalf of students’ best interests.

UCDSU fight on student issues locally and nationally,

and seek to represent the interests of students

on the boards and committees we sit on, too. The
UCDSU President and Campaigns & Engagement
Officer work closely together on campaigns and
shaping the political direction of the Union. As a
member-led organisation, UCDSU always look to
students for perspectives, insights, and feedback,
to ensure their viewpoints and needs are accurately
reflected through UCDSU'’s work.

One effective mechanism for gathering student
feedback is a town hall, where the Union call on
the community to come together and focus efforts
and conversation on a particular issue, for example,
housing. Another example is the UCDSU Mental
Health forum, which was established to provide a

space for students to discuss what mental health
supports would benefit them in the run up to exams
and stressful periods. It also serves as a safe place
for students to discuss ways that they think student
supports could be improved upon - whether that

be greater access to the Counselling Service, more
mental health focused events, etc.

UCDSU have been lobbying for a fully costed
development plan for campus support services,
and are hopeful that this is something that will be
developed under the new national Mental Health
and Suicide Prevention Framework. It is of utmost
importance to UCDSU members that UCD support
units are adequately resourced to meet the needs
of students. Further, UCDSU have lobbied Minister
Harris for an increased allocation of ringfenced-
funding for mental health supports; UCDSU have
lobbied that these funds be spent primarily on
building internal capacity of UCD's own counselling
service, rather than outsourcing to external services.
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Conclusion

Empowering Students: .
Student success is a multifaceted concept which How peer to peer support, practical
. ) wellbeing events & political pressure
requires a multifaceted approach. UCDSU seeks contribute to student success

to empower students and equip them with the
knowledge and tools to navigate their university
experience through providing 1) peer to peer
support; 2) access to practical wellbeing activities;
and 3) advocating on behalf of students both locally
and nationally.
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