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Abstract 
 

Research into first-year students entering higher education shows that student integration 

into the academic community is a primary condition for student success. Peer support 

helps students settle into university life. This research explores the value of peer assisted 

learning (PAL) as a tool in an out-of-classroom context to increase the social and 

academic integration of first-year university students. Focus group interviews (n=16) were 

conducted with first-year students (n=93). Using appreciative inquiry, as an innovative 

qualitative, participative research method, participants suggested that during the first 

semester of the academic year, peer mentoring and peer modelling especially are 

important tools. Informally organised peer tutoring stimulates students to participate and is 

shown to be helpful. This paper aims to prompt further discussion on the implications for  
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practice, policy and future research of peer assisted learning programmes for student 

integration. 

 

Keywords: peer support; peer learning; social integration; academic integration; 

transition into higher education; appreciative inquiry; first-year students. 

 

 

Introduction  
 

Initiatives to support university students in learning and personal development are 

expanding, as universities seek to improve retention and achievement rates (Brown et al., 

2014). Research into first-year students entering higher education confirms that both social 

and academic integration are primary conditions for success (Borglum and Kubala, 2000; 

Tinto and Pusser, 2006). While the theoretical framework and terminology could benefit 

from an update, the seminal work of Tinto still remains a benchmark for understanding 

social and academic integration (Davidson and Wilson, 2013; Tinto, 1993). Social 

integration explains the degree of students sharing the attitudes and beliefs with their 

peers, faculty and staff at the institution (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993; 

Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). It refers to the students’ perceptions of these interactions, as 

well as involvement in extra- and co-curricular activities (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 

2009). Academic integration is used partly to explain the level of adherence to the 

structural rules and requirements of the institution, i.e. the institutional culture (Pascarella 

and Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). It also refers to perceptions of 

the experiences in the formal and informal academic system: interactions with staff and 

students inside and outside the classroom settings that enhance the intellectual 

development of the student (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). Studies show that a 

higher degree of social and academic integration leads to a higher level of intellectual 

development, greater quality of effort, enhanced learning, and improved student success 

(Astin, 1993; Bitzer, 2009; Lacante et al., 2001; Tinto, 1993; Tinto and Pusser, 2006). 

Since it serves as the foundation of subsequent affiliations and engagements (Tinto and 

Pusser, 2006), integration is most important for students in their first year at an institution 

(Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  
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Models of PAL: peer tutoring versus peer mentoring 

Research shows that PAL provides important opportunities to help new students cope in 

the first year of university and beyond (Callcott et al., 2014; Lehmann, 2014), as well as 

providing an important role model for student success (e.g. Pagan and Edwards-Wilson, 

2003; Santos and Reigadas, 2002; Goff, 2011; Story, 2013; Makura et al., 2011; Tangwe 

and Rembe, 2014). PAL can be understood as an umbrella term for various strategies to 

facilitate learning through active and interactive social engagement among peers (Topping, 

2005; Topping and Ehly, 2001). The general trend to implement PAL in higher education 

was inspired by the social-constructivism learning theory. In this sense, learning is 

understood as a process that is constructivist, cumulative, self-regulated, purposeful, 

situated, collaborative and individually different. Collaborative learning, or learning in 

groups, is justified and stimulated as an effective and efficient learning method. PAL is a 

classic example of these learning methods of people from a single group helping each 

other and learning by doing so (Byl et al., 2011). Although PAL emerged as a model based 

on active learning (Duron et al., 2006) and focused on peer collaborative work (Ning and 

Downing, 2010), it has now adopted a variety of methods (Roscoe and Chi, 2007), and the 

role played by peers in the learning process can vary significantly (Loots, 2009). Each PAL 

format has its own strengths and weaknesses (Maheady et al., 2006; Maheady and Gard, 

2010). The most commonly used PAL methodologies are peer tutoring and peer mentoring 

(Byl et al., 2011). According to Topping (2015, p.2) ‘peer tutoring (PT) is characterised by 

specific role taking as tutor or tutee, with high focus on curriculum content and usually also 

on clear procedures for interaction, in which participants receive generic and/or specific 

training’. Peer mentoring (PM) on the other hand can be described as a supportive one-to-

one relationship with a more experienced student in a common area of interest (Topping 

and Ehly, 2001; Topping, 2015). PM is mainly organised as cross-age PM and focuses on 

a group of students at risk (Topping and Ehly, 2001). A large number of PAL methods are 

institutionally organised and/or academic staff-led and used inside classroom 

environments with the aim of making students become more active and attached to their 

peers and their learning tasks.  
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Appreciative inquiry 
 

So far, PAL has been mainly explored by means of quantitative research focusing on 

learning and academic achievement (e.g. Topping, 2005; Maheady and Gard, 2010; Field 

et al., 2007). This paper builds upon the significance of PAL to provide opportunities to 

enhance student integration. However, the goal of our study was to explain the design of 

the PAL programme which was implemented in 2014 at the Free University of Brussels in 

order to enhance the effectiveness of support for social and academic integration. As 

such, a qualitative approach was necessary (Denzin and Lincoln, 2013). We chose the 

method of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) to identify positive organisational attributes that best 

supported students’ integration. This alternative approach to traditional organizational 

development models examines organisational issues by discovering what is working 

particularly well in an organisation, rather than focusing on needs and gaps. In addition, 

individuals may be more willing to reflect upon what has worked well in their past (Reed, 

2006). We believed that AI was more appropriate than other approaches as it enabled 

students to give direct feedback on the central research topics of this study. Furthermore, 

it immediately connects negative student experiences to points for improvement.  

 

AI is a qualitative, participative and interpretive research approach that was developed by 

Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987), and it challenges the basic assumption that research 

must be problem-based. In educational sciences, AI is a relatively innovative asset-based 

approach (Coghlan et al., 2003; Kung et al., 2014). AI is an evaluative mind-set, and is 

specifically useful in educational evaluative research (Coghlan et al., 2003; Grant and 

Humphries, 2006; Fergy et al., 2011). As a form of social constructivist evaluation, AI aims 

to enable people involved in evaluation to make sense of an educational change through 

dialogue, reflection and interaction. There are four main stages within AI (Figure 1): 

discovery, dream, design and destiny (Barrett, 1995; Lavender and Chapple, 2004). 
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Figure 1. Four main stages within AI. 

 

 

 

AI is a strengths-based research approach that focuses on identifying and replicating 

successes, rather than on identifying and solving problems. In other words, using AI as the 

framework for evaluation, the first questions to be posed (‘discovery’) would ask the 

participants to focus on stories of best practice, positive moments, greatest learning, 

successful processes and so on, and then to ‘dream’ about how the system under study 

could be even better (Watkins and Mohr, 2001). The intention, therefore, is to create an 

upward, as opposed to downward, spiral. AI differs from other approaches in that it 

recognises the power of positive language (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1996). AI aspires to 

capture what is working well in an educational experience, why this is the case, for 

whom, and how we might translate success in one aspect of an educational endeavour to 

other aspects of that endeavour (Fergy et al., 2011). In this way, we believed that the data 

collected using appreciatively oriented questions contributed to a more comprehensive 

understanding of supportive activities; how these were prioritised as well as how they were 

perceived by students. In addition, we supposed that AI was more appropriate than other 

approaches as it affords participants an appreciative lens as a means of understanding the 

enduring power of educational experiences and energises them to reach for higher ideals 

in future practices (Giles and Kung, 2010; Kung et al., 2014). 
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Research aim and questions 
 

We opted for an AI method to explore students’ views on peer support for social and 

academic integration. Exploring the experiences, needs and wishes of students may hold 

the key to discovering and reducing student deficits in satisfaction, adjustment and 

performance (Rubin and Wright, 2014). The central research question we addressed is the 

way in which PAL should be designed to optimise the social and academic integration of 

students. 

 

Hence, we will focus on the following research questions: 

 

 What experiences do students consider successful with regards to peer support in 

relation to their social and academic integration? 

 What are the wishes and needs of students for support from peers regarding social 

and academic integration?  

 What actions need to be taken accordingly, in order for students to promote 

success socially and academically? 

 

 

Methodology  
 

For this study, qualitative data was collected by using the AI method between the spring 

and autumn of 2013. Focus group interviews were conducted and were considered more 

appropriate than one-to-one interviews: they have the advantage of generating dialogue 

around the subject and allow for the identification of variety and difference within ‘ordinary 

opinions’ (Lunt and Livingstone, 1996; Lavender and Chapple, 2004).  

 

The research was part of a broader project within the university and was set up to inform 

the design of the PAL programme which was implemented in 2014. For this purpose, only 

three of the four main stages of AI were used and contributed to answers or research 

questions. Once students had made decisions regarding appropriate actions, it was hoped 

that implementation of them, within the faculty, would be achieved in the PAL programme 

and the fourth step could then be used.  
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Sample 

The sampling strategy and size were determined by the duration and location of the study. 

All the students who enrolled in the Faculty of Psychology (PSY) and Educational Science 

(EDWE) in 2012-2013 were asked to participate in focus groups. Only the new students 

who had no earlier experiences at university and had come directly from secondary school 

could participate in these focus groups (in Belgium, secondary school takes place after 

primary education and may be followed by higher education. It provides education for ages 

11 to 18). Recruitment was via email and face-to-face in classes. Students could write 

their names on papers or fill out the online form. In total, 16 separate focus-group 

interviews were conducted with 93 first-year students and took place on the campus. 

Participants were informed in advance and confidentiality was guaranteed. Baseline 

details of participating first-year students were obtained (Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Baseline details of participating first-year students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data collection and analysis 

Using the AI method, facilitators invited participants to think about a successful peer 

support method for integration. At one moment in time, various focus group interviews 

were conducted, each time taking the participants through the three phases of AI. In a first 

phase, the interviewer asked for positive memories and experiences of peer support for 

social and academic integration. In a second phase, participants were asked to be as 

creative as possible and to think about an ideal image of support for social and academic 
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integration. The third phase examined participants’ ideas for necessary actions and 

recommendations about support for social and academic integration. During all phases, 

the participants were asked to differentiate between three moments in the academic year 

(first weeks of arrival, one month after arrival, during examination period).  

 

In order to counter the limitations of AI – to encourage constructive criticism and foster an 

unwillingness to address weaknesses (Dick, 2004) – and in order to maintain the balance 

between strengths and weaknesses in the research (Patton, 2003), the questions 

addressed to the focus groups were open-ended (Figure 2).  

 

In each focus-group interview, both social integration and academic integration were 

discussed. Starting with a one-minute individual preparation, each phase lasted around ten 

minutes. After circa 40 minutes, participants got a 15-minute break before starting the 

second theme.  

 

 

Figure 2. Interview questions based on the first three stages within AI. 

 

The students made notes before the focus group and verbatim quotes of frequently 

occurring issues were documented throughout the process. In this way, everyone had a 

foothold during the interview and the interviewer could dig deeper into the judgements of 

students.  
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Focus group interviews lasted between 120 and 200 minutes, driven by the students, and 

were tape-recorded. Complete verbatim transcripts were made by three researchers. 

Focus group data were all conjointly analysed by two researchers. The phases were 

analysed separately. Inter-rate reliability exceeded 90% and discussions took place to 

ensure a consensus was reached in all cases.  

 

 

Results 
 

The results will be presented according to the various themes identified in this research 

and related to the support and timeframe in which they appear: first four weeks after 

arrival, after one month, and during the last four weeks (Figure 3). Focus groups were 

conducted in the second semester and participants were questioned on their first semester 

experiences. Following the principles of AI, the results are related to good examples of 

support from peers and to the needs and wishes of students for support in social and 

academic integration. These needs and wishes will be presented in relation to the 

timeframe in which they existed in the form of the action design, which is the third phase of 

AI. A summary of the main themes that emerged in Phase 1 is presented in Figure 3. 

These themes refer to the various peer support schemes available to students.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Identified themes related to the timeframe and support for integration. 

 

 

Student ambassadors: support for social integration during the first weeks 

During their first weeks at university, all the participants were questioned about their 

appreciation of the support they experienced. 64% of the participants (N=60) stated their 

satisfaction with their experiences with student ambassadors in relation to social 

integration. University student ambassadors are current students who help ‘the university 

recruiting unit’ to promote university life and student life to prospective students and their 
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families. Student ambassadors mainly help with campus tours at the main Open Days in 

June, September and October. They indicated that student ambassadors specifically 

helped them with finding their way on campus and stated that they were more likely to 

discuss problems with these students because they were in the same position. They also 

referred to the characteristics of the role of the student ambassador. 16% of the 

participants (N=15) believed that they felt confident to ask questions because of the meet 

and greet with student ambassadors during their visit to one of the University Open 

Campus Days before they arrived. The student ambassadors’ (as a type of facilitator) 

‘open minded’ attitude when guiding students on campus was considered significantly 

welcome: 

 

I went to them with the dumbest questions…At the University’s Open Day it was 

also the same; you could ask them about really everything. (Student 7: first-year 

student – EDWE) 

 

Facilitators became a familiar face. Consequently, this helped to reduce barriers of 

personal anxiety and allowed students not to feel shy. Most students felt that student 

ambassadors were considered as a good source of personal informational support, 

because of their enthusiasm, their friendly faces and their support and open-mindedness: 

 

I think it might be easier to ask questions if you already know each other. As such, 

the threshold is even lower. (Student 9: first-year student – EDWE) 

 

According to 27% of the participants (N=25), the strongest features were providing 

information and answering queries in terms of academic and non-academic problems. 

Moreover, the fact that student ambassadors answer questions, both face-to-face and 

through Facebook, and are always available to help someone, contributed significantly to a 

sense of belonging from the beginning: 

 

Actually it’s very convenient that you can have contact with her (student 

ambassador) through Facebook. You don’t know her, but you can just send 

messages and she answers very quickly. She really does take her time. (Student 7: 

first year student – EDWE) 
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The frequency with which student ambassadors were present on campus and, how they 

set up a help desk (online Facebook group) for new students of the faculty, was 

considered very valuable. Some students reported that this encouraged them to be more 

engaged and to participate in activities: 

 

In the beginning I had asked many questions to our student ambassadors. And 

then, actually I felt very involved. (Student 8: first-year student – EDWE) 

 

Following on from the experiences of support during the first weeks of arrival, we can 

conclude that 64% of the participants (N=60) indicated a satisfaction about support with 

regards to social integration. Furthermore, 73% of the participants (N=68) expressed many 

needs and wishes that pointed to the importance of combining social support with 

academic support initiatives. A summary of main action points that emerged in phase 2 

and phase 3 is presented in the following box: 

 

 

Student action design: 

 Organising official student advocate schemes, including needed personal, social 

and academic support. 

 Supported by training. 

 Ensuring opportunities to ask questions face-to-face and on a virtual level. 

 Ensuring guidance in the system, organisation and environment of the university, 

faculty and department. 

 

 

Buddy scheme: support for social and academic integration after one month 

All participants were questioned about their satisfaction regarding the support from peers 

after the first weeks at the university. Positive experiences with peers mainly related to 

forms of social and personal support and were linked mostly to their social integration. 

These experiences were generally expressed in terms of making friends and feeling 

connected with fellow university students and students feeling more at home at the 

university: 
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She helped me to know the area and have some friends. I felt more at ease. I was 

not stressed anymore. Yes, slowly…she made me feel at home. (Student 83: first-

year student – PSY) 

 

The buddy scheme is organised by the faculty student organisation (informal) and can be 

described as a supportive one-to-one relationship between a first year student and an 

experienced student. Buddies are enthusiastic volunteering members of the faculty student 

organisation who help first year students to settle into the university. During the first 

semester, 31% of the participants (N=29) reported to have a buddy provided by the faculty 

student organisation. They were satisfied with the buddy scheme organised by the student 

organisation. In this regard, 16% of the participants (N=15) talked about their trip to the 

centre of the city and were pleased with the outcome of various games to enable them to 

get to know different buddy candidates. It ‘facilitated the choice of a buddy’ (higher-year 

student). They showed great appreciation for activities, which made the buddy choice 

easier. Some of them claimed that these meet and greet activities, as well as meetings 

outside the university context, increase personal contact and understanding with the 

mentor: 

 

We have also agreed to go out in the evening or to do an activity together outside 

the university context. This is important to actually get to know people, without 

social media. (Student 8: first-year student – EDWE) 

 

The impact of the buddy scheme is generally expressed in terms of help in settling in, 

dealing with a new environment and city, and making friends with other fellow students 

and buddies, i.e. bonding/bridging and getting involved with student communities. 

Students really appreciated other students asking them to participate in activities. This kind 

of companionship is considered to be the best feature of the buddy scheme: 

 

The idea that you have someone provides a context in which you do not have to 

feel lonely. Someone who takes care of people and introduces you to new people 

and networks. In the beginning you simply do not reach out to others. (Student 8: 

first-year – EDWE) 

 

The strongest feature, according to 78% of the participants (N=73), was the one-to-one 

relationship with a more experienced student, who answers questions and shares 
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knowledge and experiences. Moreover, the idea that these experienced students are 

almost always available to help with academic and non-academic problems, face-to-face 

as well as by virtual communication (sms or call or social media), is considered very 

valuable: 

 

When you encounter them on campus, knowing them and being able to ask 

questions. You can always request information, but it does give a better feeling 

when you know each other. (Student 9: first-year – EDWE) 

 

 

Student action design: 

 Organising a mentoring scheme, which is voluntary but requires a commitment.  

 Guarantee initiatives, which are open to all students, and combine personal, 

social and academic support during the entire year. 

 

 

Student organisations: support for academic integration during the last four 
weeks  

25% of the participants (N=23) believed the student organisation is similar to the buddy 

scheme and experienced this as a good way of personal mentoring support; including 

engagement in both a formal and informal way, learning support, learning study skills, and 

answering questions. During the exams, 17% of the participants (N=16) referred to the 

importance of the faculty student organisation in terms of encouragement, reducing stress 

and reducing personal anxiety. They took heart from this, so they didn’t lose courage: 

 

During the exams, if I had a stressful moment, I could always call her or send text 

messages on that subject, and ask for example ‘What is important?’. Because I was 

stressed for time. [Student 52: first-year – PSY] 

 

53% of the participants (N=50) reported their appreciation for the initiative offered by two 

members of the faculty student organisation who worked together in one class. It 

increased their feeling of academic integration. The impact of this group tutoring initiative 

is generally expressed as examination support, which created confidence about exams or 

gave faith in exams again: 
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You’ll feel much more confident then, when you know what to do and exactly how to 

do it. Otherwise, you are on your own. [Student 55: first-year – PSY]  

 

Positive experiences with peers in the last weeks of lectures were linked mostly to their 

academic integration. 78% of the participants (N=73) believed that experienced higher-

year students, who provide tips and tricks about coursework or exams, share their 

knowledge and experiences about the best practices to prepare and learn for exams, or 

provide notes and summaries, are good examples of the instrumental support 

(examination support and content specific support). Indeed, a lot of them also seem to 

benefit from studying together with classmates. 

 

Student action design: 

 Organising cross-age two-to-one group tutoring schemes for examination support 

(e.g. difficult subject matter) and one-to-one counselling for last minute help.  

 Organising same-age/year tutoring schemes in public places, such as the library, 

to study for exams in peer groups.  

 

 

Discussion 
 

The present study explored the potential of PAL as a tool for student integration in the first 

semester at university. We used the method of AI to address our research question: how 

should PAL be designed to optimise the social and academic integration of students? It 

can be concluded that spontaneous support initiatives in an informal learning environment 

are highly desirable (e.g. student ambassadors, buddy scheme, membership in student 

organisations) and that integration can be improved by providing formal and structural 

support. Participants suggested that peer support needs to be independent of individual 

differences in providing support and should be organised by neutral institutional 

management in order to increase accessibility and equal support for the whole group of 

students (e.g. not every student holds a student organisation membership). In this respect, 

when addressing some specific criteria related to the objectives and form and design, this 

paper suggests that PAL is particularly useful during the first semester in increasing 

integration among students. 
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Defining PAL objectives for student integration 

Participants expressed their ideas about PAL as a tool to enhance and support social and 

academic integration. Results show the importance of peer learning schemes, which take 

into account one-to-one relationships. Zacharopoulou and Turner (2013, p.49) and Van 

der Meulen et al. (2005) state that individual peer assistance is crucial to support first-year 

students. First-year students feel relieved because there is always someone with 

knowledge and experience close by (Austin and Hatt, 2005). Indeed, Richardson and Tate 

(2013) argue that it is important for students to be able to approach these higher-year 

students to ask formal and informal questions. Although both knowledge and experience is 

important, our study clearly shows that students need someone who takes responsibility 

on the one hand for informational (formal) support and on the other hand someone for 

emotional and mental (informal) support.  

 

Participants emphasised the importance of the attitude of higher-year students and their 

relationship with them. Higher-year students were friendly and provided one-on-one 

consultation (Tangwe and Rembe, 2014). Frequent encounters, visibility and pro-activity 

were highly valued, including both face-to-face and online communication (Leck and 

Wood, 2013). Furthermore, ‘recognisability’ as well as ‘good and open behaviour’ were 

claimed to be important. People should come from the same disciplines or departments 

(Tangwe and Rembe, 2014) and should be introduced as early as possible and be 

presented to the people who can support their learning (Court and Molesworth, 2008). Our 

study suggests that peer facilitators from the same discipline or departments gain more 

credibility in offering informational support and instructional support than peer facilitators 

from other disciplines. The more specific the informational or instructional support, the 

more credibility is needed. For emotional or companion support, trust and friendship is 

more important. In this way, our study shows that the interpersonal qualities are key to 

peer relationships and experiencing the benefits of peer support in an informal context. 

Students particularly value a setting that facilitates the choice of a mentor. They need time 

to know if there is friendship possible. 

 

Participants claimed the need for a peer facilitator, in which each initiative combines an 

academic as well as a social dimension. The importance of developing the capacity of 

students to engage effectively in their higher education experiences across all spheres of 

institutional activity is also highlighted by Thomas (2011; 2012). The social and academic 

dimension is considered to be an indispensable factor, in respect to student satisfaction on 
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the one hand and learning anxiety on the other (Shim and Ryan, 2012; Longden and 

Yorke, 2009). As in Lamb et al. (2013) and also highlighted by Risquez and Sanchez-

Garcia (2012), they found that peer facilitators created an intimate atmosphere and space 

for first-year students that generated a place for reflection and feedback within this 

relationship. Moreels (2005) and Van der Meulen et al. (2005) show that peer facilitators 

also encouraged making new friends and networking, which is consistent with our results. 

Our results can contribute to this literature by showing the expectations of each of the 

facilitators concerning support for social integration. Peer facilitators providing information 

support or instruction support can enhance social integration by organising this in small 

face-to-face and online groups. Peer facilitators providing emotional support or esteem 

support can enhance this by slowly introducing individuals to other individuals and groups 

to build a network in both the virtual and the real world.  

 

Our study showed multiple arguments for prolonged and continuous support during the 

whole semester and the first year. Obviously, participants point out that the effectiveness 

of supportive activities is related to various timeframes: the period of arrival, the period of 

learning and the period of examination (Figure 4).  

 

 

 

Figure 4. Integration-PAL support model. 

 

Participants claimed that initially, peer facilitators should have a larger focus on the social 

dimension, and then, during the second half of the semester, they should focus more 

strongly on the academic dimension. Our study suggests that if PAL were to be conceived 

as a tool for integration, it would need to adopt a broader timeline than a traditional PAL: 

ideally, it should commence before the academic year starts and should continue during 

the examination period.  
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Form and design of PAL for student integration 

Participants indicated the importance of an adequate form and design of activities and 

initiatives. They needed to include academic and social, as well as personal support. Each 

peer-role had its own value, also related to various timeframes. In the results section, 

participants referred on the one hand to the value of the buddy system as a form of 

mentoring during the learning period (Loots, 2009). They referred to the importance of a 

personal guide, who initially brought more emotional, mental and personal support, and 

secondly more social and academic support. They brought companionship and esteem 

support first of all (Miller et al., 2010; Hamshire et al., 2015), then informational and 

instructional support.  

 

On the other hand, participants also refer to the value of student ambassadors (with the 

campus tour and helpdesk) as a form of mentoring during the period of arrival and the 

period of examination (Potter and Hampton, 2009; Hilsdon, 2014) – see Figure 4. They 

refer to the importance of a personal guide, who primarily brought academic and social 

support, and additional personal support. They brought mainly informational support 

(Callcott et al., 2014; Parkes, 2014). In general, the impact of these student ambassadors 

was strong because they provided ‘hot knowledge’, providing students with the opportunity 

to experience the campus and university (Walker et al., 2004; Parkes, 2014). They had 

gained enough experience on campus to be a role model and there was not much age 

difference with first-year students (Austin and Hatt, 2005). This is confirmed by Donche et 

al. (2010), who affirm that more experienced students can assess what learning methods 

should be adopted more adequately. It has been suggested that student ambassadors 

must be student advocates and have specific experiences related to the knowledge 

students need (e.g. Gorard and Smith, 2007; Parkes, 2014). Concerning this, it was 

important that the same accessibility exists as with mentors (Fox and Stevenson, 2006). 

 

Concerning tutoring, participants suggested that the period of learning initiatives should be 

focused on awareness and mental support (informally addressed), and should have less 

focus on learning, as the understanding of what studying entails and what students need is 

not yet recognised by them (Callcott et al., 2014). For example, regarding difficult courses, 

in the first semester cross-age tutoring is more important in providing last minute help 

when students notice their own boundaries, instead of providing preventative measures, 

as awareness of the need for these measures does not exist yet. For example, awareness 

only exists when the students start planning for assessments or start studying for 
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challenging courses, such as statistics, based on an underlying performance anxiety. 

However, this research suggests that emphasis should be placed on modelling, instead of 

on tutoring. According to Topping and Ehly (2001), [peer modelling] should provide an 

example of desired learning behaviour by someone in the peer group, with the aim that the 

others in the group would follow suit and comply. According to the participants, this would 

encourage success stories, for example, about a student’s study schedule. Where 

modelling focuses on success stories, tutoring focuses on problem solving (Topping, 

2015).  

 

 

Limitations and further research 
 

There are several limitations to the present study. Firstly, it should be noted that this study 

explores student experiences with peer-learning schemes (e.g. tutoring and mentoring) in 

an informal educational context. Future research should explore other forms of peer-

learning approaches to promote social and academic integration. Secondly, this study 

focused on new students coming directly from secondary school. If we are to meet the 

challenges of the increasingly diverse student population and improve the quality of all 

students’ learning experience, particularly in the first year of study, we need to explore the 

experiences of other types of students (e.g. transfer students, working students) (Altbach 

et al., 2009). 

 

Additionally, it would be beneficial to agree on the definitions and specific features of peer 

support and peer learning, in such a way that there is a common language for scholars, 

institutional researchers and practitioners (Davidson and Wilson, 2013). For instance, 

participants in this study preferred to form peer groups (i.e. same age tutoring) and study 

their exams in public places, such as a library. Investigating why this enhances their 

integration and how this occurs would be interesting for the further development and 

validation of PAL.  

 

In conclusion, we recommend future research on forms of peer learning to include both 

qualitative inquiries and quantitative research studies. It is important to devise meaningful, 

qualitative questions that will complement a quantitative survey evaluation instrument. We 

believe AI can be a valuable and promising tool for the further development of PAL 

programmes, as a means to improve its value for the social and academic integration of 
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students. However, in order to counter the disadvantages of focus group interviews – the 

lack of in depth individual replies – further understanding of peer learning programmes for 

social and academic integration needs to be addressed by individual interviews. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This qualitative research has contributed to the literature by showing that during the first 

semester of the academic year, both face-to-face and online PAL methods are important 

for the development of integration among students. Peer mentoring and peer modelling 

are specifically important and have their own value and function. Peer modelling primarily 

functions as an informant (they know) and a peer mentor primarily functions as a 

companion (they will). As our results suggested, the better the relationship in terms of 

friendship, the more emotional and esteem support they perceive themselves to receive. 

This paper suggested that the interpersonal qualities and the creation of a setting which 

facilitates the choice of a mentor are key to peer relationships and to experiencing the 

benefits of peer support in an informal context. However, peer tutoring that is spontaneous 

and informally organised with friends or classmates is more likely to increase the 

participation of students. In this sense, the peer tutor can be considered as an instructor 

(they can). This research indicates that combining PAL with the promotion of social 

integration as early as possible only requires a small investment, while generating a large 

additional value for their academic integration. In this sense, this article hopes to have 

demonstrated the merits of PAL for promoting academic as well as social integration.   
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