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Abstract 
 

The implementation of Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) on healthcare courses in Higher 

Education Institutions has been explored in a number of studies. This paper presents 

research into the experience of PAL on a BSc Speech & Language Therapy (SLT) 

programme. The research was conducted by final year undergraduate SLT students to 

form the basis for their final dissertations. The focus for their research was on the effects 

of PAL on academic and professional development for both mentees and mentors on the 

same course. Data were generated from standard PAL evaluations and focus groups. 

Findings indicate that mentees benefit from PAL in terms of their university experience and 

learning. Mentors benefitted from opportunities to develop and practice skills for their 

future employment. Engagement with PAL is attributed to its structured yet informal nature 

and the enthusiasm of the mentors. However, the collaborative nature of PAL takes time to 

develop, impacting on the behaviours of both mentees and mentors. Overall PAL offers 

mentees and mentors opportunities that enhance their academic learning and professional 

development.
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Introduction  
 

Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) is a support system by which first year students are 

provided with academic guidance by students studying at higher levels on the same 

course. Learning is achieved through discussion and shifts the emphasis from individual to 

cooperative knowledge acquisition (Capstick, 2004; Capstick and Fleming, 2004). This 

collaborative approach allows students to share knowledge and experience in order to 

achieve common learning goals (Laal and Ghodsi, 2012; Laal and Laal, 2012). Universities 

are becoming increasingly aware of the benefits of peer collaboration (Hammar-Chirac, 

2014; Bannan-Ritland, 2002). Students learn to: 

 

Inquire, share ideas, clarify differences, problem-solve and construct new 

understandings. (Hammar-Chirac, 2014, p.2).  

 

Students often form informal study groups with friends. PAL formalises the learning which 

occurs in these groups (Boud et al, 2001) through a combination of constructivist and 

situated learning. 

 

Constructivism is defined as ‘the idea that learners construct knowledge for themselves’ 

(Hein, 1991, p.1) and is based on prior experience. Individual constructions are socially 

and culturally contextualised and therefore likely to be subjective (Hogan and Tudge, 

1999). Social constructivism allows more objective meanings to be constructed through 

collective experience and knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978; Hogan and Tudge, 1999). Situated 

learning is based on the premise that most learning in everyday life is learned in situ (Boud 

et al., 2001). This encourages the development of problem-solving skills and application of 

knowledge to real-world experiences (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 

 

In order to engage in PAL participants need a clear understanding of its function and their 

roles within it. ‘Peer’ is generally taken to mean students studying at the same level 

(Lincoln and McAllister, 1993): however, in PAL there is an inherent difference between 
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students with greater experience and knowledge, referred to as ‘mentors’ in this paper, 

and students with less experience and knowledge, referred to as ‘mentees’. ‘Assisted’ 

suggests that help will be given, but implies that mentees are relatively passive. Mentors 

may be seen as experts (Falchikov, 2001) resulting in mentees expecting to be given 

answers (Sultan et al., 2013). Years of schooling could condition mentors and mentees 

into taking on traditional roles of teachers and students respectively (Gillam, 1994). The 

term ‘learning’ is key, as it emphasises the need for mentees to be actively involved 

(Lincoln and McAllister, 1993). 

 

 

PAL on healthcare courses 

A number of studies have explored healthcare students’ experience of PAL and the 

development of academic and professional skills (Field et al., 2007; Burke et al., 2007; 

Sole et al., 2012). PAL is usually tailored to the specific requirements of individual courses 

(Cheng and Walters, 2009) which provides the opportunity for mentees and mentors to 

develop the skills to construct and apply their learning within a specific context (Wadoodi 

and Crosby, 2002; Sole et al., 2012; Saleh et al., 2013). This is consistent with the move 

from concept-driven to concept-application approaches to health education (Institute of 

Medicine, 2011).  

Mentors contribute to concept development and application by offering ‘expert scaffolding’ 

(Falchikov, 2001, p.89), utilising a knowledge base similar to that of mentees (Lockspeiser 

et al., 2008). By sharing their personal experience, mentors are seen as more 

approachable than lecturers (Field et al., 2007), thereby providing a learning environment 

in which mentees feel safe to contribute (Anderson et al., 1996; Naqi, 2014). Topping 

(2005) and Capstick (2003) report the development of skills in listening, explaining, 

questioning and critical thinking which allow mentees to develop concept-application skills 

(Duane and Satre, 2014) and contextualise their clinical knowledge (Burke et al., 2007). 

There is some debate as to whether this results in improved performance as claimed by 

Sole et al. (2012) and Santee and Garavalia (2006). Sevenhuysen et al. (2014) for 

example compared the outcomes from PAL to those from traditional clinical education 

techniques and found students were comparable in their abilities to apply knowledge.   

Donelan (1999) however, states that it is the mentors who benefit most from PAL through 

the development of transferable skills for their future careers. Sultan et al. (2013) and 

Skalicky and Caney (2010) cite team-work, planning and leadership skills as potential 
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benefits. This is particularly important given that there is increasing emphasis on 

collaborative working for healthcare professionals in the UK (Chipchase et al., 2012; 

Makino et al., 2013; Hood et al., 2014; Sevenhuysen et al., 2014). The expectation is that 

newly qualified practitioners will be equipped with the knowledge and skills to function as 

part of a wider multi-disciplinary team (Stephenson et al., 2002; Mulholland and Derdall, 

2004). The ability to take responsibility for their own learning, exchange ideas and engage 

in meaningful discussion is also critical to professional development (Rogers et al., 2011). 

This requires confidence, communication and self-reflection skills which can be gained 

through PAL (Stout and McDaniel, 2006; Smith et al., 2007; Naqi, 2014).   

 

 

PAL at the University of East Anglia 

PAL was introduced at the University of East Anglia (UEA) in January 2013 with the aims 

of reducing attrition, improving performance and enhancing employability. In 2014-15 it 

was offered to students on thirteen programmes across the faculties of Humanities, 

Science, Social Science and Health. The BSc Speech and Language Therapy (SLT) 

course is based in the Faculty of Health and has been participating in PAL since 

September 2013. 

 

 

Learning requirements for SLT students 

Qualified SLTs work with children and adults with a range of communication and 

swallowing difficulties. Graduates are expected to become autonomous, lifelong learners 

with a wide-ranging knowledge base and the ability to apply theory to practice. They need 

to develop clinical and professional skills in order to work in teams within and across 

professions (RCSLT, 2005).  Concerns have been raised by educators on professional 

degree courses that traditional instructional approaches do not equip students to meet 

these requirements (Khosa and Volet, 2013). Students need to develop strategies to 

increase engagement, motivation and self-evaluation. This can be achieved through self-

directed (Schunk, 2005; Hammond et al., 2010) and peer-based activities (Casey et al., 

2011).  

The SLT programme at UEA is delivered using problem-based learning (PBL) in order to 

encourage concept development and application through active learning between students 

studying at the same level (Mok et al., 2008). Similarly to PBL, PAL offers opportunities for 
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active engagement with concepts introduced through formal teaching (Capstick et al., 

2004). The differences are the interaction between students studying at different levels 

and the absence of a faculty tutor.  

In 2014-15, the year of this project, PAL was offered to all first year SLT students as a 

single group of mentees. Two final year students and one second year were trained as 

mentors. The term mentor is used by a number of student support services at UEA to 

signify students with a supportive or facilitative role. SLT PAL mentors share their 

experience and skills with mentees in order to support academic and professional 

development. Mentees are defined as students who are new to UEA and SLT, although 

some may have previously studied in different disciplines at undergraduate level. Mentees 

are encouraged by mentors to contribute to PAL sessions by raising topics and queries as 

well as sharing their learning.  

Twenty-three out of 25 students attended at least one PAL session. Weekly sessions were 

timetabled to support learning in the Foundation module of the programme which 

introduces core concepts that underpin learning throughout the course. This module could 

be described as high-risk (Costelloe, 2014), as students may be encountering concepts for 

the first time or may have greater strengths in one subject area over others. PAL also 

gives the mentors the opportunity to revisit earlier learning. 

Although a number of studies have explored PAL on healthcare courses, there is a lack of 

literature relating to the SLT student experience. This study aimed to investigate SLT 

students’ experience of PAL from the perspectives of mentees and mentors, in particular 

whether PAL enhances academic and professional development. The paper also presents 

a novel perspective, namely an investigation by students studying on the same course as 

the participants. All final year SLT undergraduate students undertake a dissertation project 

in order to fulfil the research requirements of their programme. Four student researchers 

(SRs) were selected to conduct this research. The study was designed and supervised by 

the lead author. Each student pursued an individual focus for their final dissertation. Three 

students focussed on the mentee experience and learning through PAL. One student 

explored the mentor experience and opportunities for professional development. A 

synthesis of the four dissertations is presented.  
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Methodology 
 

Ethical approval for the project was gained from the UEA School of Education Ethics 

Committee. Permission was sought to conduct a study involving students as both 

researchers and participants; to use anonymised student data and to ensure data 

protection requirements would be met. The study used a mixed methodology, drawing on 

data from standard PAL evaluation, which generated a small amount of quantitative and 

qualitative data and provided an overview of SLT students’ experience of PAL. The main 

source of data was qualitative and generated through focus groups.  

 

 

Roles of student researchers and supervisors 

The SRs were selected on the basis of their interest in undergraduate education and 

qualitative research. None of the students had participated in PAL as it was not available 

to them in their first year, nor had they been mentors.  

 

The primary supervisor had a dual role as a lecturer in SLT and as PAL champion for the 

university. In order to reduce the risk of these roles influencing the investigative process or 

participant responses, the SRs were responsible for recruitment, conducting the focus 

groups and transcription of the audio data. All participants were assigned an identification 

code, to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. The supervisors only had access to 

anonymised transcription data.  

 

The SRs received fortnightly group supervision during the Autumn term to provide 

guidance for the project and training in project-specific research methods. The SRs were 

given guidance on qualitative methods by the primary supervisor and quantitative methods 

by a second supervisor. Towards the end of the project the primary supervisor met with 

SRs individually to support development of an individual focus for each dissertation.  

 

 

Data collection 

Two sources of data were available to the SRs: data from standard evaluations completed 

by students as part of the PAL process and focus groups. Separate focus groups were 

conducted with mentees and mentors undertaking PAL in 2014-15. 
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Evaluation forms: Anonymised data from mentees in 2013-14 and 2014-15 evaluation 

cycles were made available to the SRs. These forms offered quantitative data from 

responses to five questions using a five point Likert scale. Additional comments and 

questions provided qualitative data to further explore student responses. 

 

 

Focus groups: All prospective participants were provided with information about the 

project and explicit consent was obtained prior to each focus group. In total nine mentees 

and all three mentors were recruited for the study. Demographic data (Appendix 1) were 

collected prior to conducting the focus groups. The data indicate that the participants have 

similar characteristics to the wider healthcare and SLT student population. Seven 

participants (78%) in the mentee group were aged 18-24 years and undertaking their first 

degree which corresponds to 82% of all healthcare students at UEA (University of East 

Anglia, 2014). One (8%) participant had taken a gap year. This correlates with government 

figures, which indicate that 7% of students take gap years (Crawford and Cribb, 2012). All 

participants were female which corresponds to the gender representation within the SLT 

profession of 97.1% (Centre for Work Intelligence, 2014). These data also enabled the 

SRs to reflect on participants’ comments in relation to their characteristics (Clarke and 

Braun, 2013).  

 

In December 2014, the SRs ran two mentee and one mentor focus groups. A semi-

structured script (Appendix 2) was developed by the SRs based on analysis of the 2013-

14 PAL evaluation forms (the only ones available prior to the focus groups). Additional 

questions generated naturally during the first focus group were added to the script to 

ensure parity with subsequent focus groups. The groups were run by paired student 

researchers, one leading the questioning and the other making notes. Sessions were 

audio-recorded and orthographically transcribed.   

 

 

Analysis 

Quantitative data were analysed using tools available in Excel to describe numerical 

patterns of response from the evaluation forms, highlighting areas of particular benefit or 

not. Thematic analysis was used to identify themes from the qualitative data which could 

be compared to the findings from the focus groups. 
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Thematic analysis was also used to identify patterns of meaning across the transcriptions 

generated from the focus groups (Clarke and Braun, 2013). The data were read 

repeatedly, before coding (Graneheim and Lundman, 2003). The student researchers 

compared their coding at regular intervals as a means of ensuring validity. Having 

analysed all the data obtained from this study each SR selected a particular individual 

focus for their dissertation. This allowed students to drill into areas of their own interest in 

relation to the student experience, and resulted in a greater wealth of data and 

interpretation of themes (Clarke and Braun, 2013).  

 

 

Findings 

Quantitative data 

The data presented in Figure 1 provides an overview of mentee evaluations combining 

2013-14 and 2014-15. The data have been combined as a similar pattern of response was 

found in both years. The majority of respondents indicated that PAL had very definitely or 

definitely improved their experience at UEA (n=26); benefitted their learning (n=27) and 

would help them in the future (n=24). Twenty-five students indicated they would 

recommend PAL to future students. 

 

Figure 1. Speech & language therapy mentee PAL evaluations 2013-15 (2013-14 

n=10; 2014-15 n=18) presenting total number of responses to each question. 
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Mentees were asked to rate specific benefits of PAL (Figure 2). The majority felt PAL had 

increased their confidence in starting university (n=21); understanding the requirements of 

university (n=22); confidence in getting good grades (n=21) and confidence in completing 

the degree (n=22). Mentees also indicated that PAL had helped with increasing 

knowledge, understanding and skills (n=27). Areas where there was less agreement that 

PAL helped with getting to know other students (n=20) and academic writing (n=10). The 

remaining responses to all questions ranged from ‘no effect yet’ to ‘definitely reduced’. 

 

Figure 2. Speech & language therapy mentee PAL benefits 2013-15 (2013-14 n=10; 

2014-15 n=18) presenting total number of responses to each question. 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative data  

The main themes to emerge from the qualitative data were: engagement with PAL; 

mentor-led to collaborative learning; and academic and professional outcomes. 

Factors which encouraged engagement were described by some mentees as gaining a 

sense of satisfaction from attending voluntarily:  

You get quite a good feeling after you’ve been to an optional session. (ME:A9) 

Others commented that having a structure was reassuring and encouraged participation:  
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I was worried it would be awkward that we'd just sit there and think maybe we 

should do this but they have it all structured. (ME:A8) 

Others based engagement on their learning needs at the time:  

I’d already written the essay so I didn’t need to go to that one. (ME:A1)  

The approachability of the mentors and their enthusiasm for the course were described as 

reasons for attending PAL sessions and engaging with the course: 

I feel much more relaxed to ask questions […] because I don't have to worry about 

the lecturer judging me. (ME:A9) 

You can tell [the mentors] really love the course and it’s what they really want to do 

so you think ‘that’s going to be us in two years’ time’. (ME:A6). 

The mentors felt a responsibility to orientate and reassure the mentees as well as provide 

a purpose for attending: 

A lot of them haven’t been in this setting before so we talked about them finding 

their way around campus and that sort of thing. (MR:B3) 

If they don’t feel like they’re going to benefit from it or be able to share learning […] 

then nobody is going to gain from that. (MR:B1) 

Mentees spoke about the positive aspects of interacting with students from the same and 

cross-year groups, both from social and academic perspectives: 

It’s quite nice to get to know other people on your cohort in a less formal 

environment. (ME:A2) 

The lecturers obviously just give you an overview […] the students have already 

been through it and they know how much extra information you need. (ME:A8) 

Mentors expressed a sense of empathy and duty to share their learning: 

Allowing them to gain from someone who has been there before. (MR:B1) 

[It’s] really important throughout the course to be generous with your learning. 

(MR:B2)    
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The interactive and less pressurised nature of PAL compared to formal teaching allowed 

mentees to explore key aspects of course content: 

They’ll get us doing sort of tasks […] things which kind of make you pay attention. 

(ME:A3) 

Lecturers have a lot to fit into their slots sometimes […] it’s a bit overwhelming. 

(ME:A1) 

The shift from mentor-led to collaborative learning took time to develop. The mentors were 

more aware of the need to work collaboratively and viewed their role as providing learning 

opportunities to meet the mentees’ learning needs: 

We are completely led by what they are wanting to do, we have no agenda in terms 

of what we want to do. (MR:B1) 

Initially mentees took a passive role and were dependent on the mentors for structuring 

the sessions, resulting in the mentors adopting a more directive than facilitative style: 

We literally just tell them what we want to do. […] they have it all structured. 

(ME:A8) 

We don’t really give them the answers necessarily, it’s more […] you might need to 

go and revise that bit. (MR:B2) 

Over time there was a growing awareness among mentees that they should be taking a 

more active role. One mentee commented on the natural progression of group 

participation: 

I think it’s our responsibility to actively engage […] and meet our part of the deal. 

(ME:A1) 

At the beginning we were quite held back, that's a very natural thing […] that'd 

occur in any group you had. (ME:A1) 

Mentors commented on the changes they had seen in mentees and how their 

contributions were changing the nature of the sessions: 

At the beginning we tried to encourage them that they needed to help each other’s 

learning […] so it’s good that they are doing that. (MR:B2) 
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By them expressing what they are finding hard or easy, they kind of end up learning 

through each other. (MR:B1) 

A shift towards collaborative learning became more evident once mentees realised the 

mentors were learning at the same time: 

Even the PAL mentors were confused […] and we all sort of worked together to 

work it out. (ME:A8)  

Mentors noted that PAL was influencing mentees to form their own study groups: 

[Mentees] have begun to meet up independently in smaller groups, to practice 

doing things themselves. (MR:B1) 

In terms of academic outcomes, data from the focus groups indicate that mentees felt 

PAL was helping them develop knowledge and understanding. They were developing 

learning strategies and felt better prepared for lectures: 

Reading up on the topic so I have the answer ready for the lecture like I kind of 

knew what the lecturer was talking about. (ME:A5)   

Consequently there was an increase in confidence among the mentees: 

Everyone has got more confident to speak up within lectures. (ME:A4) 

Realising that actually I do get that, sort of like a self-confidence thing. (ME:A1) 

Among the mentees there was debate as to whether benefits were short or longer term: 

[PAL] will help me with my exam […] but possibly not in the long-term. (ME:EVAL) 

[PAL provides] the building blocks for the rest of our degree [and], when you do 

placement, things become more relevant. (ME:A2)   

PAL was also benefitting the mentors’ learning:   

You can check that you understand it if you can explain it to someone else. You’re 

never really in the position where you’re so perfect that you don’t need to practice it. 

(MR:B1) 
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Through first year you get to grips with it so that’s about keeping up your knowledge 

and then building on it. (MR:B3) 

Both mentees and mentors recognised professional outcomes and the relevance of 

learning collaboratively to their future practice: 

PAL […] prepares you for your career when you have to work in a team of people. 

(ME:A5) 

Mentors were able to articulate more specific aspects of teamwork such as delegation and 

reliability:  

We’ll divvy it up this way then for each person to go away and come back with their 

task because there’s never been the case where one of us has said we’d do 

something and then not done it. (MR:B1) 

Mentors were gaining skills in planning sessions, providing resources and the ability to be 

flexible in response to changing needs: 

You have to use your initiative and be flexible with your plans and it is not 

necessarily going to go the way you planned. (MR:B2) 

Mentees and mentors commented on interpersonal skills mentors used and developed in 

the sessions: 

It wasn’t dry because of the way they presented it to us and their personalities and 

they are easy to relate to. (ME:A1)  

Having empathy and being sensitive to certain situations and diplomatic and it’s all 

interpersonal skills which are really important in SLT. (MR:B2) 

The mentors recognised the transferability of the facilitation skills they had gained through 

PAL: 

As an SLT you’ll have students on placement […] and you need to be able to 

facilitate that and be sensitive to any issues. (MR:EVAL) 
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Discussion 

Quantitative data 

On the whole the findings from the quantitative data were positive, in particular PAL was 

perceived as benefitting mentees’ university experience and learning. The majority of 

respondents would recommend PAL to future students. Respondents indicated that PAL 

would benefit them in the future, although the question does not specify in which respect 

and will be reviewed for future evaluation forms.  

 

In response to questions regarding more specific benefits the majority of mentees felt PAL 

had increased their confidence in starting university, getting good grades and completing 

their degree. In particular mentees felt that PAL had helped with increasing knowledge, 

understanding and skills. These benefits are also cited in the literature. Field et al. (2007) 

report increased performance and confidence as gains from PAL. Areas where there was 

less agreement were in the social benefits of PAL, which may be explained by the small 

SLT cohort and multiple opportunities to socialise. Academic writing was rated lower than 

other benefits, which is likely to be because of the practical and discussion-based nature 

of SLT PAL sessions. 

 

 

Qualitative data 

The themes presented in the findings provide useful insight into both the benefits and 

potential challenges of PAL. Boud et al. (2001) discuss the importance of balancing 

informality with structure as a means of encouraging engagement. A safe and less 

pressurised learning environment than formal teaching allows the mentees to ask 

questions and express ideas (Longfellow et al., 2008; Hammond et al., 2010). These 

aspects were mentioned by the mentees. There are also clear benefits for mentors who 

often enjoy sharing their interest for their subject (Burgess et al., 2014). However, 

recurring comments from the focus groups suggest that the mentors in this study were 

perhaps too helpful, which might have encouraged dependency in the mentees.   

 

The mentors saw their role as providing learning opportunities based on mentees’ learning 

needs as advocated by Arendale (2002). However, initially they admitted to directing 

mentees. In turn the mentees described initially shifting responsibility for structuring and 

leading sessions onto the mentors, a risk outlined by Capstick and Fleming (2004). 

Mentees’ comments suggest they understood that they should be actively involved in 
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planning sessions, but found it difficult.  An egalitarian relationship is the ideal to 

encourage collaborative learning within PAL (Boud et al., 2001; Topping, 2005). However, 

mentors are usually selected because they are able to model the behaviours required for 

success (Longfellow et al., 2008). This results in potential tension between egalitarian and 

hierarchical relationships. Seeing students from higher years as more knowledgeable may 

encourage mentees into passivity as was evident in this study (Hammond et al., 2010).   

 

The SRs were particularly aware of the shift from dependent to collaborative learning, 

possibly because of their own experience of developing similar skills in Problem Based 

Learning. By the time of the focus groups the mentees were starting to take more active 

roles in the sessions. The shift towards collaborative learning occurred once mentees 

recognised mentors’ learning needs. This progression towards greater participation over 

time is described as typical by Capstick and Fleming (2004). There was also evidence of 

ongoing collaborative learning as reported by Arendale (1993). Mentors indicated that 

mentees were meeting independently in small groups for revision sessions, using the 

structure of PAL as a guide. 

 

It is questionable whether mentees achieved ‘social construction of shared knowledge’ 

(Roschelle, 1992, p.236) as an academic outcome of PAL. There was some awareness of 

the value of their contributions to others’ learning, but the focus tended to be on immediate 

and individual needs as reflected by Ashwin (2003).  

 

PAL offers opportunities to apply knowledge to clinical practice through mentors sharing 

their experience (Yang et al., 2012).  There was little reference by the mentees to the 

clinical applicability of concepts they were learning. This may be because professional 

practice seems far in the future for first year students. Mentors described benefitting from 

sharing their learning and revising subjects. Topping (1996) states that mentors benefit 

because of the enhanced cognitive processing required for utilising their existing 

knowledge and skills.   

 

Both mentees and mentors recognised professional outcomes from PAL. The Royal 

College of Speech and Language Therapists (RCSLT, 2014) list the ability to work in a 

team as a necessary quality for a career as a SLT. The development of team-working 

skills is evidenced in a number of studies (Moreland, 2005; Green, 2007; Chipchase et al., 

2012 and Keenan, 2014). The mentees recognised the value of PAL experience as an 
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introduction to team-working even though they found it difficult in the early stages. 

Morrison et al. (2011) noted that team-working needs to be learned and found the 

combination of experience and the help of a supervising SLT were predominant factors. 

This could be equated to the cross-year bonding which occurs in PAL (Wadoodi and 

Crosby, 2002), where mentors provide a team-working environment and act as role 

models.  

 

Planning sessions and providing appropriate resources are key aspects of SLT 

intervention (Fourie, 2009). Well-planned sessions are critical to the effectiveness of PAL 

(Green, 2007), as evidenced by the mentees who found planning and resources beneficial 

to their learning. Mentors recognised the development of these skills, a finding supported 

by Hartman (1990) and Chipchase et al. (2012). Flexibility is another key skill for SLTs 

(Crane and Cooper, 1983; Fourie 2009). The mentors described adapting their plans in 

response to the changing needs of mentees.  Rossin and Hyland (2003) and Keenan 

(2014) found that mentors could match activities to required levels of difficulty.   

 

Interpersonal skills are the tools of the trade for SLTs who interact with clients with a range 

of communication difficulties. These skills are also seen as one of the most important 

elements of a mentor’s role (Knight and Yorke, 2002; Green, 2007). The mentors 

described the skills of empathy, sensitivity and diplomacy they had developed through the 

PAL sessions.  

 

As qualified professionals SLTs use facilitation skills when working with clients, 

colleagues and students. PAL offers mentors the opportunity to develop skills in 

facilitating learning and giving feedback (Soloman and Crowe, 2001; Nestel and Kidd, 

2005; Burgess et al., 2014). On occasion they felt they needed to be more directive 

indicating a fine line between facilitation and teaching. Nevertheless the mentors 

recognised the transferability of the skills they used to aid the mentees’ learning to their 

future roles as placement educators. 

 

 

Critique  

This was a small study of a particular group of healthcare students in a single setting and a 

larger study would be needed to confirm wider application of the findings.  
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An area of improvement for a future similar study would be to clearly delineate between 

data generated from standard evaluation and from the focus groups. The evaluation data 

in this study provided some insights which could have been explored more fully to form 

the basis of questions for the focus groups. 

 

When analysing the focus group data, there was some disagreement between the SRs 

centring on whether the word ‘peer’ refers to mentees only or mentors and mentees. This 

resulted in differences in coding of some sections of the data. Clarifying terms such as 

‘mentee’, ‘mentor’ and ‘peer’ would have pre-empted this disagreement.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Previous research has mainly been conducted by academics with a specific interest in 

PAL. Although the findings from this study reflected those in the literature, the project 

provided a novel perspective in that the investigation was conducted by students. The 

SRs had the advantage of having insider understanding of the SLT course although they 

did not have direct experience of PAL. Student-led focus groups offer the same 

advantages as PAL itself, in that discussion with fellow students may encourage mentees 

and mentors to be more open than they would be with an academic. This presents 

opportunities for future research in that students could explore the first year experience in 

greater depth to gain insight into their understanding of the requirements of higher 

education and challenges students may face on a professional course.  

 

The SRs gained a number of research skills, such as recruiting participants, planning, 

organising and generating questions for the focus groups, transcribing and analysing the 

data. They were aware that, as novice researchers, their interviewing technique in the 

focus groups needed improvement. They sometimes asked leading questions and did not 

always follow up on responses. However they generated rich data which have given an 

insight into the SLT students’ experience of PAL and their findings demonstrate that PAL 

does provide the opportunity for SLT mentees and mentors to develop academic and 

professional skills.  
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Appendix 1. Table showing 
demographic information for mentees 
(A1-A9) and mentors (B1-B3) who 
participated in focus groups. 
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Appendix 2. PAL project: focus group procedure. 
 

 Refer to the 'script' to ensure all points are covered when taking consent and 

introducing participants to the focus group procedure. 

 Try to cover all questions to ensure you have covered all topics: you need to be 

prepared to be flexible about the order of questions and the extent to which you can 

explore certain issues. 

 You will need spare copies of participant information sheets; a copy of the study 

proposal and background information; audio-recorders; questions. 

 Decide which of you will be asking questions and which will be taking notes and 

whether you will be swapping roles during the focus group. 

 

Arrange seating to make sure all of you are comfortable – in a circle round a table is 

probably best. Close windows to block out background noise if possible. Have the audio-

recorders set up and ready to record. Check that all students are happy with audio-

recording. 

 

Introduce yourself and your fellow student, explain your roles - who will be asking 

questions and who will be taking notes. Explain the notes are to provide background 

information for the transcripts. 

 

Before recording: 

 

Say: "Thank you very much for taking the time to take part in this focus group. I just need 

to remind you that everything you say remains confidential to the research team, your 

name will not be used when the focus group is transcribed or in any future reports or 

writing to do with the project. Please ensure you do not share any information from the 

focus group outside this room. If you have concerns you may leave the focus group at any 

time or we can pause the recording at any time.” 

 

If they ask you any questions you are unsure about check the proposal / background 

information / participant information sheet. If you still cannot answer their question/s tell 

them you will check with Anne Guyon and get back to them. Ask if it is OK to proceed. 
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Remind them about the overall aims of the study - to gain an understanding of students’ 

experience of PAL as a means of facilitating academic learning and professional 

development.   

 

When you're all ready, say: "I'm going to switch on now". Start recording. 

 

Say: "This is the PAL Project focus group for MENTEES / MENTORS taking place on 

DATE conducted by NAME + NAME. 

 

Mentee questions: 

 Background information: name, education / occupation before coming to university. 

 What made you want to attend PAL sessions? 

 Is it what you expected it to be?  

 What were your expectations? 

 What do you think are the similarities / differences between PAL and formal 

teaching / learning? 

 How do you see the role of the mentors? 

 What do you feel mentors contribute to PAL sessions? 

 How do you see your role? 

 What do you feel you contribute to PAL sessions? 

 How do you decide what should be in the sessions? 

 Have you found the sessions helpful?  

 Yes / no: in what way? 

 Are there aspects of the course you find challenging? Has PAL helped? 

 Thinking about your future as an SLT, do you think what you have gained from PAL 

will be transferable to future years?  



Guyon et al. Speech and language therapy students’ experience of peer assisted learning 

 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Special Edition: November 2015  31 

 Would you recommend PAL to future 1st years? Why? 

 Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Mentor questions: 

 Background information: name, education / occupation before coming to university. 

 What made you want to be a PAL mentor? 

 Is PAL what you expected it to be? 

 What were your expectations? 

 What do you think are the similarities / differences between PAL and formal teaching / 

learning? 

 How do you see your role? 

 What do you feel you contribute to PAL sessions? 

 How do you see the role of the mentees? 

 What do you feel mentees contribute to PAL sessions? 

 How do you decide what should be in the sessions? 

 Do you think the sessions are helpful? 

 Yes / no: in what way? 

 Are there aspects of the course you find challenging? Has PAL helped? 

 Thinking about your future as an SLT, do you think what you have gained from PAL will 

be transferable to future years? 

 Would you recommend PAL to future 1st years? Why? 

 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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