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“Our position is that if providers are 

to recruit students from

underrepresented groups, they 

must do so having understood the 

commitment they are making to 

support their students to succeed, 

irrespective of their backgrounds. 

This will include removing or 

minimising disadvantages suffered 

by students from underrepresented 

groups, and to take steps to meet 

the needs of students from 

underrepresented groups that are 

different from other students.”

OfS Consultation: March 2022

At Aston we have particularly focused on the human cost to students via 

personal setback (Pope et.al, 2017).



“It is unacceptable that so many still find 

themselves on courses where fewer than 

50% of those who start have good 

outcomes after leaving, or are encouraged 

onto courses that providers know have 

poor completion rates."

"Gone will be the days where universities 

were recruiting students onto courses that 

lead to dropping out, frustration and 

unemployment."

Michelle Donelan: November 2021



Overview: The Aston landscape

Marker Aston UK

Asian or Asian British 46.24% 12%

White 31.71% 74%

Below 20 Years Old 87.46% 38%

Have declared a disability 10.32% 15%

POLAR Low Participation Neighbourhood 26.5% 13%

Female 47.2% 57%

Male 52.8% 43%



• A free service for all Aston students which provides peer mentoring 

opportunities, academic writing, study skills and maths support and can

have a significant impact on student outcomes and retention (Woods 

and Pope, 2018; Woodfield, 2019).

• Learning development works in partnership with students and staff to 

improve academic confidence and help students “make sense of 

learning activities and academic practices” (ALDinHE 2019)​.

Learning Development Centre at Aston



• Transition period can significantly impact 

on student retention and 

engagement (Thomas, 2012)

• The importance of early intervention 

on academic outcomes is 

crucial (Summers, Higson, Moores, 2021)

• UG population is increasingly diverse –

students enter HE through different routes 

and bring varying experience from their 

backgrounds and prior educational settings.

• University can feel like entering an “alien 

environment” where academic expectations 

are unfamiliar and intimidating (Askham, 

2008)

• Students can be surprised and unprepared 

for the types of learning required and level 

of independence expected (Leese, 2010; 

Wingate, 2015).

Transition: a critical time



• A combination of individual persistence, curricular and extra-curricular 

opportunities to transition academically and socially to Higher Education 

environment (Thomas, 2012; Lefroy et.al, 2014; Turner et. al., 2017).

• Helping students feel a sense of belonging to the University (Thomas, 2012), 

well before they arrive on campus.

• Treating transition as an ongoing process rather than a one-off event.

• Supporting transition through coordinated and collaborative approaches 

involving staff and students where transition is “everybody’s business” (Kift, 

2010)

Transition: What works?



Pre-entry

• Outreach

• Summer 
Schools and 
Masterclasses

• Maths Coach

• Pre-arrival 
online study 
programme

• Peer 
mentoring

Early Transition

• Freshers’ Fair

• Induction

• Workshops

• 1-1 tutorials 
and drop-in

• Online 
resources

• Peer 
Mentoring: 
pastoral and 
academic

First Year

• Embedded LD

• Workshops

• Tutorials and 
drop-in

• Online 
resources

• Peer 
Mentoring: 
pastoral and 
academic

• Peer Assisted 
Learning

Pre-arrival and first year support

Planned Collaborative Flexible Inclusive



Embedded academic support in the curriculum

“A broad and ongoing range of academic and pastoral support will be 

available…Inclusive course design contains embedded and 

contextualised learning outcomes relating to academic and professional skills 

development.”

QAA: Enabling Student Achievement (2018, pg. 3 – 4)

The overall finding that implementation of intervention strategies tailored to 

specific cohort needs can lead to marked enhanced student engagement, 

attainment and satisfaction confirms the importance of integrating skills, within 

programmes (Doss, Allett, Woods, Poursharif, Knight 2021)



Working in partnership with students

Maths/Writing 
Mentors

Peer Mentoring 
programmes

Peer Assisted 
Learning (PAL)

Co-created 
study resources



Peer Mentoring

Mentoring

AIMS

• Student sense of belonging

• Pre-arrival period support

• Provide student perspective

• Early signposting to services

• Demystifying university language 

and processes

• Build confidence and skills

OUTCOMES

• Lower withdrawal rates

• Improved rates of progression and 

progression without issues

• BME / POLAR / mature student 

attainment gap is narrowed

• More students achieve 1st and 2:1 

degree classification

• Reduction of routine enquires to 

staff

Transition, Retention, Success and Employability
The best predictors of retention perceptions and satisfaction with the college experience were 

membership (especially belonging) and shared emotional connection items (i.e., feeling connected 
and having a good bond with others) (Boyd, Liu, Horrisian 2020)



• Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) is a system of student support used in 

a growing number of universities in the UK and worldwide

• It involves experienced students trained in PAL running study 

sessions for less experienced students

• Research evaluating existing PAL schemes has shown that PAL can 

help students settle into higher education, it can increase grades and 

prevent drop-outs (Keenan, 2014)

Peer Assisted Learning (PAL)

Students
• Safe space to ask 

questions

• Practice methods and 

working in groups

• Self sufficient

• Control of own 

learning experience

• Community building

• Positive role models

PAL Leaders
• Accredited training 

recognised globally

• Develop transferable 

skills

• Consolidate own 

learning

• Satisfaction of helping 

others

• Sense of belonging

Staff
• Address areas of 

concern in curriculum

• Collaborate with 

students and our 

team

• Feedback mechanism

• Fewer routine 

enquiries



Self Study Resources

https://www.aston.ac.uk/current-students/learning-development-centre/preparing-university

https://www.aston.ac.uk/current-students/learning-development-centre/preparing-university


Summary

• Reach out to students pre-arrival

• Collaboration is key: students, 

academic/departmental colleagues, 

taught programmes.

• Embed learning development in 

taught programmes at each level.

• Be flexible in providing extra curricular 

academic support – individualised 

focus and self-directed learners.

• Involve students as partners in 

academic and pastoral support

• Provide opportunities for UG students 

to connect with and learn from their 

peers. 
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