Peer Assisted Study Support (PASS)

‘Students helping each other with their learning’

An example of ‘best practice’

This report looks at a successful practice inniative, which is designed to support students learning during their first year at University. It deals with the issues of retention in which the main elements may be characterised as student preparedness and learner autonomy.

It follows that those students who are better prepared, know how to ask for help, use the support opportunities and are more likely to complete their courses.  However the diverse groups that now make up the student population, have very different requirements, and institutions need to look further at the learning experience, pastoral care and support services they provide, and consider whether they meet the students’ needs.

Focussing on the retention of students is essential, developing proactive strategies that put in the support in the right places at appropriate times.

Purpose for the development

The traditional way of supporting learners having difficulties with their taught courses has often been very resource intensive (one to one) and there seems to be no conclusive evidence that the approach of separating out study skills support away from course content is in anyway successful, a similar position taken by the supporters of critical thinking who affirm that general critical thinking skills cannot be developed in isolation from a specific context.  A programme was needed to integrate learning strategies into course content. The second major concern was a high attrition rate of first year students, and the university needed to look at ways of bringing students back into their studies.  An initiative was needed to combat attrition and define a range of retention strategies.

PASS, an example of ‘ best practice’.
This is an example of Peer Tutoring and plays an important role in highlighting the fact that students can be guided and supported by each other.  The programme is known as

Supplemental Instruction (SI) originally developed in the United States of America at the University of Missouri, Kansa City.  Universities in the U.K. have developed the model to meet the needs of their individual academic cultures, and is known, for example at University College London and Kingston University as PAL (Peer Assisted Learning) at Manchester University, and here at London Metropolitan, it is known as PASS (Peer Assisted Study Support).  

Key concept

The acknowledgement that historically there have always been difficult courses, e.g. ones that deal with abstract concepts and courses like Law and Medicine where facts have to be memorised, or for example any courses with a maths basis, are defined as high risk.  It is then known by the University that students will find parts of their course difficult, and might meet failure.  With this as the first premise, it takes the focus away from the student, and puts the responsibility firmly with educators to identify difficulties, making sure the resources and the curriculum are responsive to student need, thus promoting the equality of opportunity for access on to courses.  This enables a proactive approach, as planning can be done early on, and difficulties can be dealt with before they turn into failure rates.

The model

The key purposes are as follows:
· to focus on “preparation for learning” to equip students with the necessary skills and strategies of academic enquiry, critical thinking, ownership of learning and the building of self confidence

· to encourage the empowerment of learners to become autonomous in their learning in a managed environment but without direct staff input.

· to recognises that problems are often inherent in the courses themselves rather than in the students that take those courses, as it targets courses and not students.  It strives to reduce failure rates, as well as helping students to improve performance across the board.

· to facilitates active student involvement, which provides an environment for creating effective learning.

· to develop a methodology that allows for the feedback of learning to move between the learners and the teachers, so that both know about the learning needs of the students and the expectations set by the academic staff.

· to embed learning strategy and study skills into course content and not to encourage the learning of the “subject” in isolation.  This is achieved by processes of collaboration and co-operation amongst learners, and course tutors who invite the programme into their curriculum area.  This is achieved by the training of second year students to act as facilitators of a group, and to give feedback on the learning needs of the first year student
· to provide discreet support to practice a subject and is a safe place for students to discuss and process course material and openly admit their difficulties.  It is valuable in breaking down barriers between the year groups. 
What is PASS?

PASS is a programme designed to assist any student wishing to improve his/her academic performance.  It provides pro-active intervention early on in a non-remedial format, which has benefits for all students regardless of current level of academic competence.  Results are showing that the scheme offers opportunity for institutional change, namely changes in the design of the first year curriculum. This is achieved through the feedback given by student leaders to the academic staff, after one of their sessions.

PASS is group based and has traditionally been attached to specific high risk or historically difficult courses (and is therefore not remedial).  A nominated PASS co-ordinator is responsible for identifying targeted courses, gaining support from the department or faculty and from individual staff.  They select and train the student leaders, monitor and evaluate the programme. PASS is offered where the tutor invites and supports the programme.  The tutor and the co-ordinator select the students for their subject knowledge and their academic coping skills.

The PASS leaders, usually second-year students, who have been deemed course competent and approved by the course tutor, are trained in active learning and study strategies.  They are also trained in interpersonal, team and group handling skills and a range of activities, which enable them to improve their own management of group study sessions.  PASS leaders prepare for the sessions based on the needs of their group, liase with the tutor, attend weekly supervision with the PASS supervisor and conduct one-hour sessions with designated groups.  The student leader is a ‘model’ student and a facilitator who helps students to integrate course content and learning study strategies.

The PASS group session takes place at a regular time and in the same place each week, with the student leaders taking full responsibility for the publicity of the sessions.  The student leaders facilitate the group and do not teach.  They ask the group and encourage them to solve their own difficulties using group resources.  The leaders prompt the group members to explore how they learn as much as what they learn. The material base is the students’ own notes, course materials, assessment materials, etc.

Four areas of benefit:
· individual students build up confidence and self esteem which leads to the ability to master course concepts and dramatically develops study and cognitive skills.

· student leaders develop of a range of skills including group, team leadership and communication skills that they are able to apply in other situations.  They also gain a deeper understanding of their own subject area.

· academic staff involved in SI receive regular feedback on how course content is being received by the learner.

· the institution is able to respond to student requests to provide other ways of offering support and benefiting from a more effective learning community. 

The goals of the sessions are to help students become more independent learners and more critical thinkers.  Though guided and supported by second year students, the learning task is the responsibility of the first year student themselves.

Outcomes 

This project has developed in ways, which are far richer than had originally been anticipated.  This is clearly seen in the way the second-year students have developed in confidence, and the way the students who received PASS are quick to volunteer to take their turn as leaders the following year.

The key to the success of the programme is:

· targeted partnerships and consultation with academic staff

· training of the student leaders of the programme (with academics free to attend)

· effective management and evaluation of the scheme. 

There has also been a comprehensive manual produced which helps with the identification of need for PASS, the management and co-ordination of PASS, and training materials and learning strategy sheets for the student leaders.
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