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1. Executive Summary

The aim of the project was to investigate who participates in the FMS, who does not, and what barriers exist that could be removed to encourage wider inclusion. The purpose was to bridge this gap, making the scheme more accessible, welcoming, and inclusive for all students, not just those who would traditionally take part. Understanding why some students engage while others do not is crucial for evaluating the scheme’s overall success and ensuring it meets the needs of its participants. The FMS was designed to support these needs by pairing Foundation students (mentees) with more experienced peers (mentors) who provide both practical advice and social support. To create a scheme that is genuinely student-led, co-creation is essential: as this program is for students, it should be designed with students.

To explore these questions, we conducted a mixed method approach of  two focus groups with (9 participants in total) and survey (n=27). The research gathered both quantitative and qualitative insights into students’ experiences, perceptions of the FMS, and the extent to which it supports a sense of belonging. Students were also asked to describe what belonging means to them, highlighting experiences such as feeling part of a community, being valued and recognised as an individual, and having opportunities to contribute authentically. While most students reported that the FMS helped them feel connected.

The study revealed that the FMS aligns well with students’ academic and personal goals and fosters reciprocity, with mentees often returning as mentors, which supports longevity and ongoing community networks. However, engagement is influenced by barriers such as limited promotion, timing, and wider societal factors. Recommendations arising from the study include promoting the scheme through university-wide events, organising social activities to strengthen peer connections, offering diverse mentoring formats (group and individual), and continuing to co-create and promote student-led approaches to better reach students who may not typically participate.

Despite the limitations of the study, including the small number of participants, the FMS demonstrates clear potential as a meaningful mechanism for supporting students’ transition, wellbeing, and sense of community. Implementing these recommendations could enhance the scheme’s inclusivity and reach, enabling more students to engage with and benefit from the FMS, ultimately fostering stronger community connections and supporting student success across the university.

2. Background and Aims

Mentoring in higher education serves multiple purposes, including fostering personal development (Crisp et al., 2017; Gehrekel, Schilling, & Kauffeld, 2024), aiding transitions to university life (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011), and enhancing students’ sense of belonging and academic success (Crisp et al., 2017; Yomtov et al., 2017). For Foundation students, who often face additional challenges in transitioning to higher education, mentoring can provide critical guidance and support.

The original iteration of the Foundation Mentoring Scheme (FMS) was designed based on feedback from students. This project emerged from the success of the previous year’s Foundation Mentoring Scheme, which achieved the highest student participation to date. While aiming to build upon this success, it was observed that students who participate in such schemes tend to engage in other activities and opportunities. “Mentoring also has a great deal of potential to promote social justice by supporting and equalizing academic outcomes for traditionally marginalized and underrepresented students” (Crisp et al., 2017). Thus, highlighting the importance of mentoring as not only an academic support tool but also a mechanism for addressing broader inequities within the student population. Whilst it is important to collectively create communities of belonging, we must do so recognising and acknowledging “the multiple, aﬀective, and material ways in which diverse individuals experience belonging” (Ajjawi, Gravett and O’Shea, 2023). A mentoring scheme that effectively includes all students has the potential to not only support individual development but also foster a more equitable and connected academic community (Cook-Sather et al, 2023). Understanding these broader impacts raises further questions about why some students engage with these programs while others do not. This highlighted the need to better understand participation patterns as part of evaluating the scheme’s overall success and inclusivity. It is timely to review the scheme to ensure that its purpose remains aligned with the needs of participating stakeholders. The FMS was developed to address these needs by pairing Foundation students (mentees) with more experienced peers (mentors), who provide both practical advice and social support (Yomtov et al., 2017; Gehreke, Schilling, and Kauffeld, 2024).

The aim of this project was to investigate who does and does not take part in the scheme, why, and which barriers could be addressed to encourage further inclusion and representation. The purpose was to bridge this gap and make the FMS more accessible, welcoming, and inclusive for all students. In doing so, the research impacts multiple groups, including student mentees (current Foundation students) and mentors, as well as students who may not traditionally engage with mentoring schemes. It also impacts staff, such as the coordinator and director of the scheme, who will use the findings to improve the program.

3. Methods

To complete the aims, the initial research was needed in which two focus groups were conducted. 
Conducted two focus groups consisting of members and non-members of the FMS. Members of the FMS were either mentees (Foundation students/level 3) or mentors (Level 4-6).  Group 1 consisted of n=3 students, 1 mentor from the FMS and 2 non-members. Group 2 consisted of n=6 students (n=4 non-FMS students, and n=2 FMS member- n=1 mentor, and n=1 mentee). Prior to the focus group all participants were given three questions to reflect upon. Then during the focus group, the participants were asked ten questions, during the one-hour session (see Appendix 1 for the questions asked). All responses were recorded using voice recorder with permission from participants. 

Based on the focus group findings, a questionnaire was co-created to evaluate reasons for participation or non-participation in the FMS. The survey was a mixed method approach which included five Likert scale questions, and five open ended questions designed to provide both quantitative data and qualitative data. This was distributed to students across all university campuses via Microsoft Forms. A total of 27 students at levels 3-6 across the university during semester 2 of the 2024-25 academic year completed the survey. Focus group data were analysed using thematic analysis, and survey responses were analysed using Excel. Ethical approval was granted from the Centre for Education and Innovation, University of Westminster Research Ethics committee (CETI-LTRC-2425-02). Incentivisation was offered to participants of the focus group (£15 voucher each) and survey through a random selection of ten participants to receive £15 vouchers upon completion of the survey. Compliance was ensured through provision of an information sheet and consent form to all participants, with all data maintained anonymously. The full focus group and survey questions, along with the Participant Information Sheet, are provided in Appendix 1.

4. Results

The aim of the study was to understand who takes part in schemes such as the FMS and why. We investigated students’ perceptions of how effectively information and promotion of schemes, such as the FMS are communicated across the university. We wanted to investigate if schemes, such as the FMS, align with the students own goals (academic and personal), and whether the FMS support students to feel connected at university and fosters a sense of belonging. We wanted to investigate if further promotion would motivate participation. Two focus groups (9 students in total) were conducted to inform the design of the survey, which was subsequently completed by 27 students. The results reported below are based on the survey findings (Table 1).

Table 1. Students’ Likert scale responses (%) to statements addressing how effectively mentoring opportunities are communicated, the relevance of the Foundation Mentoring Scheme (FMS) to their goals, the impact of participation on feeling connected to the university community, the sense of belonging the FMS creates for Foundation students, and whether additional information about the benefits of mentoring would motivate participation.

	Categories
	The university communicates mentoring opportunities clearly and effectively.
	Mentoring schemes like the Foundation Mentoring Scheme (FMS) are relevant to my academic or personal goals.
	Participating in a mentoring scheme would help me feel more connected to the university community.
	I believe the FMS helps create a sense of belonging for foundation students.
	Receiving more information about the benefits of mentoring schemes would motivate me to participate.

	Very likely
	41%
	56%
	59%
	48%
	48%

	Somewhat likely
	48%
	44%
	37%
	30%
	37%

	Neither likely nor unlikely
	11%
	0
	4%
	11%
	15%

	Somewhat unlikely
	0
	0
	0
	7%
	0

	Very unlikely
	0
	0
	0
	 4%
	0



Students’ responses highlighted several aspects of the FMS, including how effectively information is communicated and promoted, the alignment of the scheme with their academic and personal goals, and the extent to which it supports connection and belonging. When asked the extent to which students felt the university communicated opportunities such as the FMS, the majority (89%, n=24) stated very or somewhat likely. All students (n=27) agreed that schemes such as the FMS were relevant to their academic and professional goals (Table 1). Most students (96%) also agreed that participating in the FMS would help them feel connected to the university community. When asked what belonging meant to them, students described a wide range of experiences, from feeling part of a community, safe, and valued, to being recognised as an individual and able to contribute authentically. One student expressed indifference, highlighting that belonging is experienced differently by each student.

Students were split regarding whether the FMS creates a sense of belonging for Foundation students: 48% (n=13) felt very likely, 30% (n=8) somewhat likely, 11% (n=3) neither likely nor unlikely, 7% (n=2) somewhat unlikely, and 4% (n=1) very unlikely. Two participants who indicated they were somewhat unlikely or very unlikely provided additional comments. One student explained: “There is no consistency, in that my mentor never got back to me when I reached out to set a date to meet.” When asked how the university fosters a sense of belonging among Foundation students, and how mentoring schemes could contribute, they continued: “There isn't really a sense of community, but that is mostly due to students not turning up and participating.” Another participant reflected: “I would be discouraged due to my experience with the foundation mentoring scheme,” adding that “There isn't a sense of belonging. Encourage the students to attend sessions.”

Others felt differently and described how the university and the FMS could foster belonging. One participant commented: “The university fosters a sense of belonging among foundation students by creating supportive learning environments, encouraging community through events, and offering access to helpful resources. The FMS adds to this by providing personal connections, guidance, and a safe space for students to share experiences and feel more connected to university life.” Another noted: “The first and largest thing that fosters a sense of belonging is Welcome Week because it gives Foundation students the opportunity to network by hosting social events. The fact that Friends of Arriving New Students (FANS) are also present at these events helps Foundation students interact with those in other years of study from very early on. Mentoring schemes could contribute to this by information about mentoring schemes being available at events in the first few weeks of the academic year for Foundation.”

Students identified several factors that may discourage participation in schemes such as the FMS, including limited time, procrastination, previous negative experiences, and lack of information. Motivators included the opportunity to help others, reciprocity, access to training, development of new skills, and the potential to expand networks. 

Regarding support for diverse students, comments included: “I believe the FMS already does a great job of representing and supporting the diverse needs and backgrounds of the student body. It promotes inclusivity by involving students from a range of cultures and disciplines, and provides training that encourages awareness and respect for different perspectives,” and “The FMS can better support diverse students by matching mentors and mentees based on shared experiences, offering cultural competency training for mentors, and creating safe spaces where all students feel heard and supported.” Other suggestions included raising awareness among international students and ensuring meetings include students of differing backgrounds.

Finally, students identified key barriers to accessing the FMS, including the need for better promotion: “Not that much awareness needs to be broadcasted more in lectu[r]es and tutorials across schools maybe include it in handbooks for students in their modules or have gift cards if you join to promote and engage peoples curiosity.” Other barriers were previous negative experiences, managing expectations about what mentoring entails, and practical issues such as timing and travel. One student explained, “…mentoring is an opportunity for professional growth and networking and part of professional practice. However, in schools, mentoring is often an older student helping a younger student who is struggling in academia. Highlighting this difference might help people overcome preconceived notions ….”

5. Discussion

The FMS is a scheme that aims to support students’ transition to university life. It is important to understand who takes part and who feels excluded from these schemes and why. To understand this enables us to then remove the barriers that exist to provide a more inclusive and welcoming scheme that reaches more students. Although our sample was small (n=27 survey respondents and n=9 focus group participants), these voices provide valuable insight into student experiences. While most students indicated that the FMS supports connection to the university community, one student expressed indifference, illustrating that experiences of belonging are not universal and highlighting the need for inclusive approaches that accommodate diverse student perspectives. With a limited number of participants, it is important to recognise that we cannot fully capture the experiences of the entire student body. Participation in surveys and schemes is shaped by a range of factors, and we acknowledge that voices may be missing.
 
This is an important consideration, as it sits at the crux of this research. The aim was to explore why some students do not engage in schemes such as the FMS, to identify the barriers they face, and to consider how these might be addressed to make the FMS more inclusive. While surveys provide useful insights, they may not fully capture the experiences of all students, particularly those who do not typically engage in such research (Collins et al., 2018; Winstone et al., 2022). This is significant, as the voices most at risk of being missed are often those of students who are already underrepresented in schemes such as the FMS. Co-creation offers one possible way forward by creating opportunities for these voices to be heard in ways that surveys alone may dismiss or overlook. As Cook-Sather et al. (2023) highlight, “What we heard most often from historically underrepresented students who participated in student–student mentoring and student–faculty partnerships was that their experiences, perspectives, contributions, and beings are important and significant.” Although such projects may involve fewer students, they can be powerful in ensuring that experiences are acknowledged and valued. More broadly, student-staff partnerships provide an opportunity to challenge traditional power dynamics in higher education and to ensure that peer-to-peer mentoring schemes remain student-led. Exploring alternative approaches and methods could help ensure that a wider range of student perspectives is included.
 
Barriers to participation were highlighted throughout the study. Promotion was identified as a key barrier, and recommendations on how to support this process will be included in the next iteration of the FMS. Other challenges, such as time, timing, and travel, reflect wider societal issues that are impacting students in multiple and harmful ways (Iqbal et al., 2025). While these issues sit beyond the control of the FMS, recognising them is important, as they shape who is able to access and benefit from mentoring. Understanding why some students engage while others do not remain crucial to evaluating the scheme’s overall success and inclusivity.

Students also explained the importance of ‘giving back,’ highlighting the value of reciprocity within the scheme. Mentees frequently return as mentors in subsequent years, creating a cycle of sustainability and longevity. This cyclical engagement not only reinforces the value of the scheme but also fosters continuing networks and a sense of community within the university (Crisp et al., 2017; Cook-Sather et al., 2023; Le, Sok, and Heng, 2024).
 
In our study, all students agreed that the FMS aligns with their academic and personal goals, reflecting the scheme’s design to be flexible and responsive to individual needs. However, responses regarding the sense of belonging were mixed, highlighting that students experience belonging in unique ways shaped by their own contexts and experiences (Ajjawi, Gravett, and O’Shea, 2023). Some students may not experience a sense of belonging at all, which underlines the importance of recognising and acknowledging diverse lived experiences. Cook-Sather et al. (2023) suggest that the concept of “mattering” may be more inclusive than belonging, particularly when working with underrepresented students, as it focuses on ensuring that all voices and contributions are valued.
 
Despite the limitations of this study, the FMS demonstrates clear potential as a meaningful mechanism for supporting student success and wellbeing, with opportunities to enhance its inclusivity and reach, allowing more students to engage with and benefit from the FMS.

Section 6. Conclusions and Recommendations

This study sought to understand why some students participate in schemes such as the FMS, why others do not, and what barriers might prevent engagement. The study highlighted the value of the scheme and its importance in creating community through reciprocity. While the study was limited by the number of participants and perspectives, in order to offer representative insight, we recommend investigating alternative methods to engage students whose voices are less often captured in surveys and schemes.

The study revealed that, although the FMS aligns with students’ academic and personal goals, this does not always translate into a sense of belonging. Barriers such as limited promotion, timing, and wider societal factors influence engagement, highlighting the need for targeted strategies to ensure equitable access. To address these issues, the scheme will be promoted at university-wide events, including Freshers’ Fair, with students taking a more visible role in promotion to make it more impactful for recruitment. Students also suggested clearer and more consistent reminders, particularly around key deadlines, to ensure support is accessible at the points when it is most needed.

The FMS also has potential to act as a wider social platform, supporting students to build peer networks through both individual mentoring relationships and community-building events. These opportunities can foster a stronger sense of belonging, which in turn encourages engagement across both academic and social aspects of university life. Offering diverse mentoring formats, including both group and individual sessions, could further accommodate different needs and preferences. We will continue to co-create and promote student-led approaches to better reach students who may not typically participate and to centre our practices towards mattering.

Despite the limitations of this study, the FMS demonstrates clear potential as a meaningful mechanism for supporting students’ transition to university, fostering a sense of community, and providing opportunities to enhance its inclusivity and reach. This, in turn, allows more students to engage with and benefit from the scheme. Continuing this work is important to ensure that the scheme is accessible and welcoming to all. By implementing these recommendations, the FMS has the potential to reach more students, strengthen community connections, and support student success and wellbeing across the university.

Section 7. Dissemination 

The information was shared at two conferences- the Learning and Teaching Symposium and the Foundation Year Network Annual Conference. We hope to disseminate this research through future publications, including the Foundation Year Network and Social Science special issue on ‘Belonging and Engagement of Students in Higher Education’. More recently we have also been invited to write a piece for the Times Higher Education regarding our co-creation project and the FMS, offering a platform to share our work with a broader higher education community.

While these routes allow for visibility within academia and the HE sector, they do not necessarily reach the stakeholders who are directly involved in the scheme, including students, academic staff, and programme coordinators. To address this, the research will be incorporated into future training sessions for mentors and mentees, ensuring practical guidance and insights are shared with those actively engaged in the FMS. Student partners will also promote the scheme and its findings to their peers at events such as Fresher’s Fair, as well as through lectures and tutorials during the early weeks of the academic year. These targeted dissemination strategies aim to ensure that the research not only informs practice but also directly supports engagement, participation, and inclusivity within the FMS.

Section 8. Reflection 
The project offered valuable opportunities for collaboration and co-creation, particularly in how student researchers demonstrated agency by recruiting peers for the focus group and successfully leading the second session. These contributions enriched the data, with the smaller groups offering more personal and detailed perspectives.
However, there were also challenges. After the winter break, the team experienced a loss of momentum due to communication breakdowns and student researchers leaving the project for personal reasons. This disrupted continuity, creating a sense that the project was split into two halves. At times, the dynamics shifted towards being more staff-led than co-created, highlighting the impact of transitions, differing expectations, and timing on the process. Recruitment for the focus groups was also difficult, with numbers lower than anticipated, and the first session being staff-led rather than student-led due to logistical issues.
These challenges occurred partly because of timing (holidays, deadlines, and competing commitments), as well as unclear expectations and communication. While some of these factors may be unavoidable, they emphasize the importance of establishing clear roles, shared expectations, and open channels of communication at the outset.
In the future, activities should be scheduled earlier in the semester, ideally within the first six weeks, before deadlines and other pressures reduce participation. Building in contingency planning for researcher transitions, as well as regular check-ins to maintain momentum, would also help. Ensuring students lead activities wherever possible will help maintain authenticity and strengthen the co-creation ethos.
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Appendix 1

COPY OF THE PARTICIPATION INFORMATION SHEET
Title of Study: Building Communities of Belonging through the Foundation Mentoring Scheme
Student Partners:  	Eva Olarui Cretu, Khia Loumbas, and Teodora Avram
Academic Partner(s):	Amy MacLatchy
You are being invited to take part in a research study on The Foundation Mentoring Scheme, which involves understanding why some students take part in the scheme and others do not. This will inform us to remove barriers that currently exist and ensure as the scheme progresses it is more inviting, welcoming and inclusive to all students.
This research is being undertaken as part of the Students as Co-Creators programme. The study will involve you in: Focus group of 60 minutes at the University of Westminster

Please note:
· Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary.
· You have the right to withdraw at any time without giving a reason.
· You have the right to ask for your data to be withdrawn as long as this is practical, and for personal information to be destroyed. 
· You do not have to answer particular questions either on questionnaires or in interviews if you do not wish to do so.
· Your responses will normally be made anonymous, unless indicated above to the contrary, and will be kept confidential unless you provide explicit consent to do otherwise, for example, the use of your image from photographs and/or video recordings.
· No individuals should be identifiable from any collated data, written report of the research, or any publications arising from it.
· All computer data files will be encrypted and password protected. The researcher will keep files in a secure place and will comply with the requirements of the Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation.  
· All hard copy documents, e.g. consent forms, completed questionnaires, etc. will be kept securely and in a locked cupboard, wherever possible on University premises.  Documents may be scanned and stored electronically.  This may be done to enable secure transmission of data to the university’s secure computer systems.
· If you wish you, can receive information on the results of the research.  Please indicate on the consent form if you would like to receive this information.
· The student partners can be contacted during and after participation by email (Rashmi Fernando w1819913@my.westminster.ac.uk)
· If you have any concerns about your experience of taking part in the research, you can contact the academic partner (name) by e-mail (a.maclatchy@wetminster.ac.uk) or by telephone (0207 911 5000 ext 66535).
· If you have any complaints or want to report any incidents, please contact the head of school (Andy Pitchford, A.Pitchford@westminster.ac.uk).
· If you want to know more about the Students as Co-Creators programme, you can contact Studentpartnership@westminster.ac.uk


Copy of the focus group questions
This is a guide as to some of the questions that may be posed. We will share the final draft to you for approval once we have completed them. The aim is for students to reflect on why they did or didn’t participate in the Foundation Mentoring Scheme in preparation for the focus group. The responses and our evaluation of focus group will inform our survey questions. 
Questions:
Reflection exercise in preparation for the Focus Group:
1. What are the main reasons you would or would not participate in the Foundation Mentoring Scheme?
2. What changes or improvements would make mentoring schemes more relevant and accessible to you?
3. What is one barrier or challenge you face in accessing university support programs like the FMS?

Questions for the focus group 
Awareness and Communication:
Were you aware of the Foundation Mentoring Scheme (FMS)? How do you usually learn about university opportunities, and what could improve communication about such programs?
Interest and Motivation:
What factors would encourage or discourage you from participating in a mentoring scheme like the FMS?
Relevance and Personal Goals:
Do you feel mentoring schemes are relevant to your personal or academic goals? Why or why not?
Experience (if applicable): 
If you have participated in the FMS, what was your experience like? If not, what were the main reasons you chose not to join?

Barriers and Challenges:
What challenges or barriers might prevent students from joining the FMS (e.g., time constraints, lack of information, cultural or social factors)?
Inclusion and Representation:
How can the FMS better represent and support the diverse needs and backgrounds of the student body?
Community and Belonging:
How does the university foster a sense of belonging among foundation students, and how could mentoring schemes contribute to this?
Improvements and Feedback:
What changes or improvements would make mentoring schemes more appealing, accessible, or effective for students?

Final questions for the survey 
These will be informed by the responses of the focus group but will likely include many of the same questions. However, there will be a selection of open-ended questions and ranking (Likert scale) style questions to gain both qualitative and quantitative data. We aim to keep the survey questions to no more than 10-15 questions. Once they have been co-created we will send you a draft copy for your approval. 
Examples include:
Ranking questions (Likert scale) (5= very engaging, 4= engaging, 3=somewhat engaging, 2=not engaging, 1= least engaging) this system and the terms used may also be revised. 
1. The university communicates mentoring opportunities clearly and effectively.
2. Mentoring schemes like the FMS are relevant to my academic or personal goals.
3. Participating in a mentoring scheme would help me feel more connected to the university community.
4. I believe the FMS helps create a sense of belonging for foundation students.
5. Receiving more information about the benefits of mentoring schemes would motivate me to participate.

Open-ended questions

1. What does belonging mean to you?
2. What factors would encourage or discourage you from participating in a mentoring scheme like the FMS? 
3. How can the FMS better represent and support the diverse needs and backgrounds of the student body?
4. How does the university foster a sense of belonging among foundation students, and how could mentoring schemes contribute to this?
5. What is one barrier or challenge you face in accessing university support programs like the FMS?


Copy of the PROJECT CONSENT FORM

1.1 Title of Study:  Building Communities of Belonging through the Foundation Mentoring Scheme	
Researchers:  	Amy MacLatchy, Eva Olarui Cretu, Khia Loumbas, and Teodora Avram

	I have been given the Participation Information Sheet and/or had its contents explained to me. 

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I have had an opportunity to ask any questions and I am satisfied with the answers given.

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I understand I have a right to withdraw from the research at any time and I do not have to provide a reason.

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I understand that if I withdraw from the research any data included in the results will be removed if that is practicable (I understand that once anonymised data has been collated into other datasets it may not be possible to remove that data).

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I agree to an interview being audio-recorded. 

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I agree to the use of anonymised quotes in reports or publications arising from this research

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I would like to receive information relating to the results from this study.

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I wish to receive a copy of this Consent form.

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I confirm I am willing to be a participant in the above research study.

	Yes     r
	No    r

	I note that the data collected may be retained in an archive.  I note my data will be fully anonymized and may be reused as part of future research activities.
	Yes     r
	No    r



Participant’s Name:   	____________________________

Signature:  		____________________________ 	Date:  _______________

This consent form will be stored separately from any data you provide so that your responses remain anonymous.
____________________________________________________________________
I confirm I have provided a copy of the Participant Information Sheet approved by the Research Ethics Committee to the participant and fully explained its contents. I have given the participant an opportunity to ask questions, which have been answered. 

Researcher’s Name: 	

Signature:  		                                                      	Date:  

[image: ]

image1.png




image2.jpeg
A STUDENTS AS CO-CREATORS PROJECT
UNIVERSITY OF WESTMINSTER®




