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Applying Social Justice Principles to a Peer
Mentoring Scheme for Foundation Students

CHRISTINA DELISTATHI
University of Westminster

This paper explores the application of social justice principles as cornerstones in
the design and planning of a peer mentoring scheme for foundation students at
an English university aimed at assisting transition to HE and at fostering belonging
to university. Starting from the specific needs of students and institutional prior-
ities, it provides examples of how the social justice principles of a) meeting student
needs, b) equity and c) participation in a safe community can be strategically oper-
ationalised to support students. They have been applied in relation to the scope of
the scheme; to removing barriers that inhibit scheme membership and support the
dissemination of participant knowledge; and to the processes and partnerships
between groups that sustain the scheme and help create a safe community. The
discussion extends our understanding of the contexts of application of social just-
ice principles. It is hoped that it can be useful to other mentoring schemes and
initiatives to support students and, more broadly, to advance the social justice
agenda.

Introduction

Peer mentoring schemes have been widely implemented in universities both in the UK and else-
where as a means of enhancing first year students’ experience (Carragher and McGaughey,
2016, p. 2). Given their position as strategic components of a positive student experience, it is
perhaps inevitable that scholarly enquiry has focused mostly on the evaluation of schemes
(McMillan and Parker, 2005) and their efficacy in relation to student outcomes, such as well-
being (Carragher and McGaughey, 2016) career-related benefits (Hamilton et al., 2019), trans-
ition to HE (Hall and Jaugietis, 2011; Andrews and Clark, 2011; Ros and Reddy, 2007) or the
relationship between mentoring and academic success (Rodger and Tremblay, 2003). These
studies have established the value of mentoring in diverse contexts and local circumstances in
relation to broader institutional objectives and priorities, e.g., to promote inclusivity and acad-
emic progress.

Research from a social justice perspective has also highlighted the effectiveness of
mentoring in HE for academic success and societal change at different study levels. Used for div-
erse purposes, mentoring has been seen as a mechanism to develop cultural competences
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among doctoral students (Heppner, 2017), to transfer knowledge in teacher training (Pleschova
and McAlpine, 2015) or to train future counselling psychologists (Neville, 2015). However,
detailed discussions of social justice principles in schemes for first year students are few and
appear absent in relation to foundation year programmes. Rawlinson and Willimott (2016) incor-
porate principles of social justice with strategies of learning centredness in a first-year
undergraduate student cohort. They explore mentoring embedded in a core module taught in a
number of study programmes to demonstrate the implementation of social justice principles
through enhancement of mentors’ expert knowledge, communication strategies and continuous
evaluation of these strategies. As will be discussed, our study shares Rawlinson and Willimott's
concerns and we have adapted their approach to match our scheme’s priorities.

This paper draws attention to social justice principles applied during the design and plan-
ning of a mentoring scheme for foundation students at an English university and discusses the
ways these principles shaped the vision of the scheme and its organisation. The discussion
affords an understanding of how such principles can be put into practice to respond to social
inequalities and shape mentoring schemes and, more broadly, interventions to support stud-
ents. Specifically, the paper will outline the principles underpinning our mentoring scheme and
examine how they became a compass in decision-making during its inception. The discussion
will, firstly, summarise the rationale and purpose of our mentoring scheme, secondly, it will
introduce the concept of social justice and the corresponding principles of meeting student
needs, equity and participation in a safe community, and, finally, it will provide examples of
areas of application of these principles.

Mentoring at the University

Diverse contexts of operation have brought about a variety of types of mentoring schemes
together with a variety of definitions. For the purposes of this discussion, mentoring will be
considered a relationship “in which an individual with more expertise provides knowledge and
information to a less experienced individual” (Peyton et al., 2001, p. 351). Foregrounding exper-
ience and one-to-one interaction is apt here because our scheme envisages the mentoring re-
lationship taking place between two people and utilises the knowledge of the more senior one.
The University is a post-92 institution with a sizable foundation year across diverse subject
areas, such as Arts and Media, Law, Life and Social Sciences, Computer Science, and Business
Studies. The current provision has been running for four years and has attracted mostly UK-
based, female, 18-year-old students with a BAME background. During the academic year 2021-
22, we ran a pilot mentoring scheme. Its purpose, which responds to institutional priorities of
student retention and belonging, was twofold: a) to assist incoming foundation students’ trans-
ition to higher education through informal peer-to-peer learning, where mentors pass on their
experience of university study to new students; and b) to foster connectedness with and belong-
ing to the University for both mentors and mentees, by creating opportunities for them to meet
and interact with each other. Approaching staff for advice may feel uncomfortable or even
intimidating for some new students and can increase feelings of inadequacy. Instead, enlisting
senior students through a mentoring scheme “takes advantage of their ability to share their own
recent experiences as students, and thus the process does not involve the status differences
that may exist between faculty and students” (Hall and Jaugietis, 2011, p. 41-42). By avoiding
pressures created by inequality and hierarchy, interactions between peers can, instead, facilitate
acculturation in the university.
The scheme is an extracurricular activity where both mentors and mentees volunteer
their time and apply to participate. Mentors are former foundation students who have progres-
sed to Level 4. Mentoring sessions are face-to-face and are arranged via email exchange initiated
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by the mentor. Mentees are the current year’s foundations students who have expressed the
need for a mentor. Mentors and mentees are matched from the same study programme. For
the mentors, the advantage of a programme-matched mentoring relationship is that their exper-
ience from having studied the same programme creates empathy and understanding for the
mentee’s sentiments; for the mentee, it generates confidence in the advice received and a sense
of security, which are central to the scheme.

To oversee operations, there is a Management Team consisting of the Director of Found-
ation Pathways and the Mentoring Scheme Coordinator who matches mentors with mentees,
supports both groups, and promotes the scheme. Underlying its creation is an institutional
commitment to foundation provision and to supporting transition; on this basis, funding was
released for the Coordinator’s post. The scheme runs mostly in the first and second term. In
total, seven one-hour-long mentoring sessions are required, taking place every four weeks, re-
sulting in three sessions per term with a final one in the first week of the third term, just before
the start of the exam period. The timing of the sessions roughly corresponds with key times in
the academic year, that is, beginning of term, first coursework deadlines, end of term one and
final coursework deadlines in term two. In each term a social event is organised to bring all
participants together. The scheme has been evaluated through a questionnaire given to partic-
ipants in the second term, and a focus group at the end of the academic year.

The scheme has been set up to address specific needs of foundation students as identified
in student feedback and relevant research. For example, it is widely known that many found-
ation students come from underprivileged backgrounds and often experience a lack of entitle-
ment to HE (Dunn and Faulkner, 2020; Marshall, 2016). They do not consider themselves
adequately prepared for or capable of university study, and often feel disconnected from the
institution. Their presence in the university is under threat (Garnett and Huber, 2018, p. 17).
However, connectedness with the university is an established element of student academic
success (Yomtov et al., 2017, p. 26), so encouraging community creation and bonds between
students is important in creating feelings of connectedness and belonging. Mentoring schemes
are interventions proven to aid transition (Hall and Jaugietis, 2011, p. 41) and to create feelings
of belonging (Sanchez et al., 2006). These difficulties that foundation students experience have
been amplified by the effects of the recent COVID-19 pandemic. Our foundation students are
mostly BAME and female and these are some of the groups which have been impacted partic-
ularly negatively and intensely by the pandemic (HM Government, 2020). Students have report-
ed numerous challenges relating to COVID, such as increased anxiety and other mental health
issues, as well as financial and family problems, and overcrowded living conditions. After
consultation with foundation students, mentoring emerged as an appropriate intervention to
support them within the context of institutional priorities and resources. As these challenges
stem from social inequalities, an adequate response requires a social justice outlook and the
application of social justice principles. It is not argued here that the scheme is an application of
social justice education, but that it is an effort in that direction.

Social Justice Principles

Although understandings of social justice are diverse and contingent on cultural and other
contextual factors, the concept itself provides a unifying framework between practice and
motivations (Shriberg and Clinton, 2016, p. 324). Social justice refers here to the “full and equal
participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs. Social justice
includes a vision of society in which the distribution of resources is equitable and all members
are physically and psychologically safe and secure” (Bell, 2013, p. 21). Several principles can be
identified, such as inclusivity, mutuality, equitable access to resources and well-being. For the
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purposes of this discussion three overarching principles will be discussed, which derive from the
above definition, and have directly influenced the design of the scheme: (i) meeting the needs
of foundation students, (ii) equity, and (iii) participation in a safe community.

Meeting the needs of foundation students relates to the purpose of the scheme and it is
operationalised by providing the opportunity to gain entry to the mentoring community. Equity
refers to removing barriers that inhibit participation in the community, and involves both setting
appropriate expectations from participants, and utilising and disseminating mentors’ knowledge
as a valuable resource. Participation in a safe community involves processes and partnerships
that encourage student membership in the scheme, help create a safe community and dissem-
inate knowledge about constructing such community. A detailed discussion of the application of
these principles is the topic of the next sections.

Meeting Student Needs: Purpose of the Scheme

As mentioned earlier, the scheme was set up to ease adjustment to university and to promote
participation by fostering a sense of community and belonging. So, it focuses on both academic
and psychological outcomes (Hamilton et al., 2019; Mullen and Klimaitis, 2021). Starting with
the socio-economic challenges to transition as outlined in a previous section, the scheme aims
to generate an inclusive and caring space where everyone’s needs and well-being are
considered. The university can be seen as a compassionate place rather than an alienating
institution. Joining the scheme is based on choice, by participants who wish to contribute to it
and are willing to engage and interact respectfully with each other, where foundation students
become more vis-ible in the university and their voices heard.

For mentors, joining the scheme is an occasion for reflection on how to communicate
their learning experiences thoughtfully and in non-judgmental ways. For mentees, it is an
opportunity to join this new community because they are new students who may be appre-
hensive at this point in their studies, and not because they are weak, lacking or flawed or in need
of additional support. The scheme is not a community where imposter feelings are reaffirmed
and propagated by emphasising the need for assistance nor does it replace the work of academic
or professional personnel. No formal teaching of academic skills or disciplinary content or help
with coursework takes place during the mentoring sessions. Our commitment to high quality
education means that students are taught by highly qualified, experienced staff who are experts
in their fields. So, the mentoring scheme is an additional layer in the institution’s provision for
foundation students; it does not replace existing staff.

These concerns shape the required attributes of prospective participants, and this is
reflected in the information given during the scheme’s promotion. To reach potential mentors,
a member of the Management Team visits a lecture to introduce and explain the scheme, and a
promotional video is created to aid this, emphasising the qualities of empathy, respect and
willingness to help. Past academic performance is not considered relevant in the selection of
mentors; instead, they need to be sympathetic listeners and committed to sharing their exper-
ience from university study. The benefits of the scheme for mentors are personal growth
through emotional satisfaction and increased confidence by helping others, and by reflecting on
their own learning journey. A set of acquirable transferable skills is also identified (e.g., organ-
isational, networking and communication skills) that can be used to enhance their own profess-
sional profile. Although considerations such as employability are relevant, a conscious decision
has been made to rank them as secondary, prioritising empathy and respect.

To recruit mentees, a promotional video is shown to new students, which approaches
mentoring as a way of stimulating personal and academic development. Mentees benefit from
accessing mentors’ learning tips and, most of all, benefit from meeting a sympathetic listener
and a friendly face with an encouraging attitude. Mentees expand their social and support
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network and gain confidence knowing how senior students confronted the same challenges. A
stronger sense of partnership between students is formed as a result, nurturing a sense of
community and belonging.

Equity: Removing Barriers to Participation in the Community

Applying social justice principles entails a “careful consideration of the unique backgrounds and
experiences” that mentors and mentees bring to the mentoring relationship (Albright, Hurd, and
Hussain, 2017, p. 364). So, enabling participation in the community of mentoring involves, firstly,
an understanding of the lives of students who often juggle numerous commitments beyond
university. Particular care is given to prevent excessive or unnecessary demands on mentors and
mentees, during both the scheme’s application process and their contribution to the scheme.

To this effect, the application process is designed to be uncomplicated and brief. It
involves filling in an online form (which can be accessed through the promotional material),
requiring applicants to provide only information directly relevant to the scheme and a personal
statement with their reasons for wishing to join. Appreciating the demands on student time and
being mindful not to overload mentors with a high number of mentees, mentors are given the
choice of the number of mentees in their charge, with a maximum of three. If a mentor chooses
to have only one mentee (as was often the case), this is respected and acknowledged as a valu-
able input; no contribution is too small.

Secondly, removing barriers to participation in the community of mentoring requires
promoting, developing and disseminating diverse knowledges (Rawlinson and Willimott, 2016,
p. 46). An exchange of knowledge takes place during the mentoring sessions, where mentors
draw on their institutional and experiential knowledge. They reflect on how best to communi-
cate with their mentees, recalling their own circumstances as new students. They convey their
learning suggestions, their experience of what has been a successful approach to study and what
has been ineffective and should not be repeated. For example, they explain how to deal with
multiple coursework deadlines or respond to questions such as “should | still go into the class if
| arrive late?” as one mentee asked. They also share their institutional knowledge to direct men-
tees to appropriate resources or expert help if it is needed.

Such interactions stimulate mentor reflection not only about how this knowledge has
been generated, but also how it is applied in the new context of mentoring. Mentees are
informed of appropriate academic practice and reflect on their own learning journey and
approaches to study. This increases their own confidence and independence in navigating uni-
versity requirements and resources, and promotes self-development and self-reliance. By pro-
viding opportunities for learning and reflection for both mentee and mentor, mentoring
becomes a mutually developmental relationship (Woloshyn et al., 2019) where student know-
ledge is valued, advanced and circulated.

Participation in a Safe Community: Processes and Partnerships

Central to enabling the creation of a safe community for both mentors and mentees is to put
processes in place that prepare them adequately for their responsibilities. For mentees, an
information sheet is provided to clarify obligations and define expectations, whereas mentors
are supported through compulsory training. This involves completing three workshops after
which they are formally accepted in the scheme. The first workshop, delivered by the Manage-
ment Team, elaborates on the obligations and limits of mentors’ remit. The remaining two
workshops, in accordance with social justice tenets, seek to extend mentors’ appreciation and
understanding of diversity and inclusivity, and promote bonding, respect and acceptance within
the mentoring community (Hatzichristou et al., 2020, p. 72). To attend to respectful and em-
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pathic interactions, one workshop develops the theme of active listening; the other expands on
different (dis)abilities, their effects on study and on using appropriate language to discuss these.

Awareness of language that does not discriminate assists mentors in responding
thoughtfully and confidently to mentees who may disclose personal and sensitive information,
such as a disability or health issues, and to signpost them to relevant services if required. To
ensure that appropriate and high-quality training is offered that emphasises the well-being of
participants and a positive learning environment, both these last workshops are taught by
experts in these areas of work. The (dis)abilities workshop is delivered by the Academic Engage-
ment and Development Manager with a specialisation on accessibility, and the workshop on
listening by a counsellor. Mentors and mentees are further supported by the Mentoring Scheme
Coordinator who ensures a timely and appropriate response to any issues or questions arising.

Creating a safe community places the development of partnerships at centre stage. Learn-
ing from each other and sharing experience is an essential component of professional and per-
sonal growth for all participants (Hatzichristou et al., 2020, p. 79). Three types of partnerships
are created through the scheme: the first two are formed between mentors and mentees, and
between these groups and the Management Team. The term-time events mentioned earlier,
bring mentors, mentees and Management Team together and provide opportunities for stud-
ents to reflect on their experience from mentoring, and to shape and remodel the scheme
through inclusive practices (Rawlinson and Willimott, 2016), such as discussions, activities and
games (Hatzichristou et al., 2020, p. 75). The different modes of participation encourage
involvement while respecting individual preferences and differentiated needs, and give the
opportunity to all those present to contribute (Hatzichristou et al., 2020, p. 75). They also intro-
duce a retreat from the initial top-down model, essential to setting up the scheme, and a move
towards a more participatory, mutually-shaped and student-led arrangement.

The third type of partnership has already been formed between staff while designing the
mentors’ training workshops as discussed above. Additionally, much of the thinking process dur-
ing planning has been stimulated by discussions with colleagues across the university who have
been running different mentoring schemes with diverse purposes. For example, colleagues in
the Careers and Employability Service have been invaluable in sharing their experience from an
employability-focused scheme, such as identifying the optimal time for the mentor training, and
dealing with potential pitfalls and challenges. Discussing e-mentoring with a colleague in Psych-
ology afforded an altogether different perspective, drawing attention to boundaries and expect-
ations of the mentor’s role, and prompted a more in-depth reflection on the purpose of the
scheme.

These partnerships have underscored the significance of integrating the scheme with
other initiatives and provisions (Jones and Smith, 2022, p. 11), such as those offered by the Uni-
versity’s professional services and this is an ongoing discussion. As importantly, they have
enriched our scheme, opening up new lanes of cooperation between staff, generating new ideas
and helping to develop more affirmative ways of supporting students. Some of these partner-
ships have been consolidated into more permanent collaborations, involving a continuous
dialogue and exchange of ideas about mentoring. So, while we have been running the scheme,
university counsellors who support foundation students direct those who state that they could
benefit from a mentor to our scheme, extending its reach and creating more integrated and
multifaceted student support structures. At the time of writing, the scheme had its first eval-
uation. Initial feedback indicates that both mentors and mentees have benefitted from it and
that it has helped their attachment to the University to grow. Applying principles of social justice
has assisted in creating a scheme that has enhanced student involvement and has been
rewarding to all participants, mentors, mentees and staff.
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Conclusion

This discussion extends the contexts of application of social justice principles, which underpin
the design of a peer mentoring scheme for foundation students at the University. Specifically,
the principles of meeting student needs, equity, and participation in a safe community have
been strategically operationalised to create a scheme aimed at assisting adjustment to HE and
at fostering belonging to university. The application of the principles relates to the scope of the
scheme, to removing barriers that inhibit membership and utilise and disseminate student
knowledges, and to processes and partnerships between different groups that sustain and
enrich the scheme and benefit both student and staff participants. Looking to the future, it is
hoped that this example can make a positive contribution to efforts towards adopting principles
of social justice in mentoring schemes and more broadly in interventions to support students,
and towards promoting the social justice agenda.
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