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ABSTRACT

At Nottingham Trent University (NTU), Welcome Workshops are a core component of induction for all first-year
undergraduate students. These participatory co-created sessions support new students to form social connections,
providing an opportunity for them to share their diverse experiences, interests, and perspectives with peers. The
workshops are co-delivered with Student Mentors, who are from the same course as workshop participants. They
connect first-year students with opportunities, normalise concerns, provide guidance, and work inclusively to
encourage the involvement of all students in the room. In addition to supporting social integration, Welcome
Workshops contribute to the development of student self-efficacy, which is associated with student persistence in
higher education.

This case study describes how Welcome Workshops are structured to support the development of social networks
within course cohorts, offering an example of best practice in first-year induction. To evaluate the workshops, a
theory of change was developed, and surveys were used to gather data from first-year participants and Student
Mentors. The following themes emerged from the data, evidencing the positive outcomes of these workshops: the
creation of new connections, increased self-efficacy and the shared experience of feeling outside of the comfort
zone, increased navigational capital, and the feeling of inclusion and affirmation.
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Introduction

Globally, it is recognised that first-year students have the highest attrition rates at university (Pedler et al.,
2021), resulting in negative consequences for institutions and students themselves (Shcheglova et al.,
2020). With an increased sector focus on diversification, the challenge for universities lies in supporting
students to be successful as they transition into university and through their student journey (Thomas,
2012). In the UK, universities commit to addressing inequalities through Access and Participation Plans for
students from underrepresented groups (Kerrigan & Manktelow, 2021). Underrepresented groups are
defined by the Office for Students (2024) as groups of students who share characteristics where data shows
gaps in equality of opportunity in relation to access, success, or progression at university. Whilst the
transition to university can pose challenges for all students regardless of background and experience, these
challenges can be exacerbated for students from underrepresented groups (Coertjens et al., 2017; Hayman
et al., 2024; Onikoyi & Nnamoko, 2024). Furthermore, withdrawal rates for these students from university
are higher during the first year of transition than any other time (Kahu & Nelson, 2018) which scholars have
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suggested is associated with the challenges in navigating academic and non-academic barriers (Webb &
Cotton, 2018).

Supporting retention and transition — belonging, mattering, and self-efficacy

Evidence suggests that socio-cultural elements such as a sense of belonging and community are strongly
associated with retention at university, and that a focus on this is imperative as part of the transition into
first year and beyond (Ahn & Davis, 2020; Morgan, 2024; Pedler et al., 2021). Belonging, as a term, is
complex and multifaceted, but there is consensus that it refers to the feeling of being accepted, included by,
and connected to the institution (Ahn & Davis, 2020). Belonging has been highlighted as an important
component of integration into university, especially for underrepresented groups (Hurtado & Carter, 1997).
There is a growing body of evidence that serves as a reminder to acknowledge the multiplicities of student
experiences in relation to transition into university, and that belonging may look and feel different for each
student as a non-linear concept (Gravett & Winstone, 2019; Hadlow, 2025).

Scholars have highlighted the importance of mattering in enhancing a sense of belonging and ultimately
student retention (Hallam, 2023; Jones & Bell, 2025a). Mattering is described as the feeling of being
significant or valued and important or adding value to other people (Prilleltensky et al., 2020). McCormack
(2024) proposes the importance of embedding spaces within the university where students are encouraged
to interact with each other, university staff, and with the institution to enhance a sense of mattering.

An additional factor influencing persistence in higher education is self-efficacy (Tinto, 2017). Self-efficacy
can be defined as ‘someone’s belief in their ability to perform a specific task’ (Hughes et al., 2022, p.119)
and has been linked not only to retention but to student mental health more broadly (Hughes et al. 2022).
Initiatives that support the development of self-efficacy and self-confidence have been shown to positively
impact engagement and progression, especially for students from underrepresented groups (Woolley &
Ebdon, 2020).

Developing belonging, mattering, and self-efficacy

Feeling socially integrated within university contributes to sense of belonging (Blake et al., 2022), mattering
(zawada, 2024), and wellbeing (Hughes et al., 2022) and is a key element of student decision-making when
considering whether to remain in higher education (Foster et al., 2012; Tinto, 1975). Projects conducted as
part of the What Works? Student Retention and Success Programme (Thomas, 2012) highlight the role of
social integration within the first-year experience: the development of student networks can assist
integration into academic communities and build academic confidence, as well as positively impacting
motivation and providing an ongoing source of support. These student interactions are particularly
important within course communities (Blake et al., 2022; Fung, 2017); developing friendships within course
cohorts supports academic engagement throughout the first year (Picton et al., 2017), and participation in
discussions about course content with peers outside of taught sessions may make students more likely to
progress beyond their first year (DeAngelo, 2014). Providing opportunities for course-based social
interaction is likely to be of particular benefit for some underrepresented groups, who are more likely to
seek connections within their course than the wider university community (Hayman et al. 2024; Thomas &
Jones, 2017).
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Researchers have highlighted the importance of creating a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere that
prioritises student-student and student-staff interactions (Astin, 1984; Hang & Zhang, 2024; Scanlon et al.,
2007; Yorke, 2000). Facilitated course induction activity can contribute to this by enhancing belonging and
social integration through focusing on connecting new students with their peers, staff networks, university
services, and opportunities (Gilani & Thomas, 2025; Thomas, 2012; UPP Foundation Student Futures
Commission, 2022; Wakefield & Grabowski, 2024; Williams & Roberts, 2023). This is a time when students
are likely to be concerned about making friends (Wilcox et al., 2005) and may be finding the transition into
higher education discomforting and unsettling (Williams & Roberts, 2023) as they begin to attempt to
navigate the ‘hidden curriculum’ at university (Pownall et al., 2021). Universities are recommended to
embed informal opportunities for course communities to begin to get to know each other, and course
tutors, during induction (Blake et al., 2022; Thomas, 2012). Research suggests that institutions should focus
on induction as an extended concept, prioritised throughout the first year of study and utilised to build
spaces, opportunities and networks that can enhance retention rates (Hughes et al., 2021; Wilcox et al.,
2005; Williams & Roberts, 2023). Tutors can contribute to this through effective programme design that
prioritises belonging and mattering, using techniques such as team building and using student names
(Woolley and Ebdon, 2020; Zawada, 2024).

A method that the sector is increasingly adopting to support sense of belonging and social integration is
peer mentoring. Studies have found that first-year students who have been mentored are less likely to
consider dropping out (Collings et al., 2014) due to feeling more integrated and connected to the university
community through increased feelings of engagement, an important determinant of academic persistence
and success (Yomtov et al., 2015). Provision of peer support improves first-year student sense of belonging
(Hall et al., 2020) and confidence in social and academic spheres (Keenan, 2014). The alighment of
mentoring within course communities enables them to contribute to the development of peer networks
(Keenan, 2014) and support the navigation of the ‘hidden curriculum’ - students are likely to turn to other
students to gain an understanding of the structures and norms of higher education (Pownall et al., 2021),
and gaining access to vicarious experiences may increase self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). This may be of
particular benefit to students from underrepresented groups who are less likely to know about and access
relevant resources (Covarrubias et al., 2022) or have existing knowledge of how university works (Heagney
& Benson, 2017).

Case study aims and context

This case study aims to share an example of best practice in effective student induction, describing an
institutional approach to the development of sense of belonging, mattering, and self-efficacy for first-year
students and highlighting the benefits of semi-structured course-based social activity to support student
transition into higher education.

Organisational context

Based in the UK, Nottingham Trent University (NTU) has a strong focus on social mobility, recruiting
students from a range of socio-economic backgrounds, including those associated with lower rates of
academic success. Through its Access and Participation Plan, NTU aims to increase the continuation and
completion rates for these students, focusing on a commitment to support every student to achieve their
potential (NTU, 2024).
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NTU has delivered an institution-wide student mentoring scheme since 2017. This is embedded in every
undergraduate course, aiming to support students to transition successfully into the university. Student
Mentors have already completed their first year of study at NTU and are matched to incoming students
studying the same course as themselves, increasing relatability and relevance of the support they can offer.
To further ensure relatability and relevance, NTU aim to recruit a mentor cohort that is as diverse as the
first-year student body they are supporting (Kyte, 2024). Mentors offer 1:1, group, and in-class guidance for
mentees, tailored to the discipline within which they are working, and are paid for an average of 22 hours
of work across the year, beginning during course induction. Mentors undertake mandatory training that
helps them to understand the principles and boundaries of their role, provides skill development in
communication, active listening, and facilitation, and gives them practical knowledge of inclusivity,
safeguarding, and signposting. The scheme is explicitly intended to benefit students who are from
traditionally underrepresented groups: it is structured as an opt-out scheme, recognising that many
students who would most benefit from the support may be unlikely to proactively come forward and access
it as an opt-in initiative (Reeves et al., 2018).

Welcome Workshops

Since 2018, NTU has embedded a course-based ‘Welcome Workshop’, focused on the creation of social
connections, into the first week of first-year induction to support the transition and eventual continuation
of these students. Welcome Workshops are timetabled during the first week of induction as standard to
enhance accessibility for students who have limitations on their time outside of the classroom (Blake et al.,
2022; Hayman et al., 2024; Thomas & Jones, 2017; UPP Foundation Student Futures Commission, 2022),
and to underscore their importance within the induction period (rather than making them an optional
add-on). Studies have highlighted the importance of cross-institution buy-in and involvement to secure the
success of induction programmes (Thomas, 2012) and to create a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere
(Gilani & Thomas, 2025; Hang & Zhang, 2024). NTU addresses this through clear induction guidance and
reporting and monitoring structures, securing buy-in across all levels and ensuring a coordinated and
collaborative approach. The workshops are coordinated by The Centre for Student and Community
Engagement and are delivered by colleagues from across the university — 300 colleagues from academic
schools and professional services departments were trained to deliver the workshops in 2025, supported by
500 Student Mentors.

Each 90-minute Welcome Workshop is delivered by two trained staff facilitators and a team of Student
Mentors to around 50-70 first-year students. They offer a semi-structured environment for the
development of both student-student and student-staff connections within a course cohort, recommended
as an effective way to develop sense of belonging and help students to feel comfortable within course
spaces (Blake et al., 2022; Gilani & Thomas, 2025; Thomas, 2012; Williams & Roberts, 2023). The workshops
include a range of questions and statements that aim to be broad and inclusive, forming a springboard for
students to share experiences, interests, and perspectives. This provides opportunity for them to meet
students from similar backgrounds, recognised as beneficial for developing belonging (Jones et al., 2025).
Even when students don’t meet others from similar backgrounds, research demonstrates the benefits of
developing understanding between students (Hang & Zhang, 2024) and cross-cultural interaction
(Owusu-Agyeman, 2021). Furthermore, staff leading the facilitation of workshops enhances opportunities
to develop relational pedagogy, through creating early authentic and trustworthy interactions
(Devis-Rozental & Clarke, 2021; Jones & Bell, 2025b). Challenges with this model include ensuring the
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availability of both Student Mentors and staff to facilitate and responding to changes in availability at short
notice.

Workshop structure

In the workshop, discussions initially take place in small groups to increase confidence to participate
(Heagney & Benson, 2017). These discussions focus on the sharing of interests and experiences, using
guestions and statements to support conversation. The workshop then utilises full-group discussion to
maximise opportunities for students to share and hear about experiences within the room —increasing the
likelihood of them meeting a familiar face and thus feeling more comfortable in future sessions (Williams &
Roberts, 2023). Some statements used as a discussion point are intended to enable students to meet
students from a similar background or consider the differing experiences of others in the cohort, for
example “I commute to university”. Others are intended to normalise the feelings that can come with
entering a new environment (“l sometimes experience doubt about my own academic ability.”) - drawing
on the academic awkwardness that some may feel when entering higher education (Williams & Roberts,
2023). Students can indicate that they agree with a statement but are not obligated to contribute to
discussion. Finally, students re-join their small groups with an explicit invitation to use the time to share
contact details or arrange a time to meet up, giving them a chance to build on or form connections based
on their experience of the workshop.

Student Mentors

Student Mentors play a critical role in the space. Scholars have suggested the importance of early
connection between mentors and mentees (Hill et al., 2022; Warren & Luebsen, 2017) and providing
structured opportunities to do this could support in enhancing community and belonging (de Main et al.,
2022). As previously highlighted, mentors can help mentees to navigate the ‘hidden curriculum’ and
expectations of higher education through sharing their own experiences and knowledge (Thomas, 2012) -
Welcome Workshops offer a platform for this. The role of mentors in the development of course-based peer
networks is recognised within the sector (Keenan, 2014) and in this instance is done through helping to
draw out connections between students as well as encouraging all group members to contribute.
Additionally, they play an important role in the development of self-efficacy, which is an intended outcome
of the workshop. Looking through the lens of social cognitive theory, Student Mentors create a safe space
for students to experience speaking about themselves in a group, thus developing performance
accomplishment — experiential learning that is beneficial in the development of self-efficacy (Bandura,
1977; van Dinther et al., 2011). When moving into the full-group activity, they are therefore more likely to
feel confident having already responded to similar statements in a smaller group. Through observing
mentors’ active engagement in the session first-year students can also gain vicarious experience and, in
turn, confidence (Bandura, 1977).

Staff facilitators

Staff facilitators also have an important role to play - they must ensure that they effectively introduce and
support peer-to-peer activities to maximise their success (Topping et al., 2017). As Student Mentors are
new to their role at this stage of the year (Welcome Workshops are often the first work they complete),
staff facilitators not only support the first-years, but also help to build mentor confidence and support their
participation in the space. The responsibility for creating an environment for student-student connection is
significant: research demonstrates that staff can feel they “lack the resources and skills to do this
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effectively” (Blake et al., 2022, p.10) and therefore NTU provides training to support colleagues to utilise
inclusive techniques to develop belonging and mattering within Welcome Workshops and beyond.

Staff facilitators are instrumental in developing mattering and are therefore encouraged to use student
names and respond to each student so that they feel seen and heard (Woolley and Ebdon, 2020; Zawada,
2024). There is an encouraging invitation in the workshop for students to share experiences and beliefs, so
creating an inclusive and accessible environment in which students feel their diversity is respected and
valued is important (Hang & Zhang, 2024; Onikoyi & Nnamoko, 2024) and avoiding assumptions about the
student journey that could have a negative impact such as assuming all students have moved into university
accommodation (Jones et al., 2025) is imperative. Their presence in this space can form a foundation for
strong staff-student relationships, which support student success where students feel accepted and valued
(Thomas, 2002).

The importance of co-creation

The workshops were initially designed in collaboration with the charity Grit Breakthrough Programmes
(Hadlow, 2025) and are now reviewed and updated annually with current students. Working with students
in this way is crucial to ensure the ongoing relevance and relatability of the workshops, as well as ensuring
statements and questions used are universally accessible to the student body which is key in supporting
student success (Onikoyi & Nnamoko, 2024). Whilst a core session plan is provided, staff facilitators are
encouraged to work with Student Mentors to tailor content to their own academic communities.

The impact and outcomes of Welcome Workshops

To understand the outcomes of Welcome Workshops, inform evaluation approaches, and contribute to
ongoing development, a theory of change was co-created with first-year students in 2025. A theory of
change “describes the underlying assumptions about how planned activities will lead to intended
outcomes” (Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education, n.d.). Completing a theory of
change in partnership with students enables institutions to understand “their lived experiences of
motivations, barriers and resources available” (Schulte & Donnelly, 2024) and in this instance helped to test
assumptions and understand outcomes of an intervention that had already been implemented for a
number of years, shaping what an effective evaluation would seek to capture.

The outcomes that were generated and agreed by a team of staff and students were:

o Creating new connections

e Increased self-efficacy

e Shared experience of feeling outside of comfort zone
® Increased navigational capital at NTU

o Feeling of inclusion or affirmation.

It was agreed that contributions to sense of belonging and retention form a longer-term impact of the
workshop.
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Evaluating the outcomes of Welcome Workshops: approach

To test and measure the outcomes of Welcome Workshops, two surveys were designed, and the project
was given a favourable ethics opinion by Nottingham Trent University’s Schools of Art, Architecture, Design
and Humanities Research Ethics Committee. First-year students were given the option to complete the
survey within their Welcome Workshop; of those who visited the survey, 201 students were eligible to
complete (under 18s were excluded) and went on to do so. The anonymous survey contained a list of six
statements with a Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree, together with an open question
inviting them to share their thoughts about the workshop.

Student Mentors were invited to complete an anonymous survey after all Welcome Workshops were
completed; 16 responded. This survey had four statements with the same Likert scale, and three open
guestions drawing on their perceptions of the workshop and any impact their participation had on
themselves.

Evaluating the outcomes of Welcome Workshops: findings

Creating new connections

The most immediate outcome from Welcome Workshops that students working on the theory of change
identified was the creation of new connections, which they felt was integral to the development of sense of
belonging and a supportive transition, as reflected in sector research (Blake et al., 2022; Gilani & Thomas,
2025; Wilcox et al., 2005). This outcome of forming new connections is not only with first-year peers but
also with mentors and staff facilitators.

Survey data indicates that the workshops enabled students to form connections with their peers: 96.5% of
first-year respondents agreed that they spoke to someone they hadn’t spoken to before during their
Welcome Workshop, and 85.6% of respondents agreed that the workshop helped them to make
connections with students on their course. Students welcomed the opportunity to get to know other
students with similar backgrounds or interests: “Nice to get to know people and begin to find common
ground” (participant 69); “l enjoy to meet other people and to know what we have in common, what are
their hobbies and what their background is.” (participant 63), as well as simply enjoying the experience of
learning about other people “I enjoyed speaking to people | had never met before and enjoyed hearing
their perspectives” (participant 52). Students referred to the structure of the workshop as a mechanism for
creating these connections: “I enjoyed the questions as it helped speak to others and make friends”
(participant 128); “being split in groups is great because it gave me an opportunity to start the conversation
first.” (participant 97).

First-year students reflected positively on the presence of Student Mentors within the space: “l enjoyed
being able to meet with the people on my course and the student mentors” (participant 182); “Really good
mentors and teachers/professors. Welcoming environment!!!” (participant 217). 82.1% of respondents to
the in-session survey agreed that they had a better understanding of the Student Mentor role after
attending their Welcome Workshop, and 81.3% of respondents to the Student Mentor survey agreed that
the workshop helped them to get to know their mentees. Mentors also referred to this in their qualitative
comments: “I got to know a few of the first years slightly better.” (Mentor 16); “l was able to interact with
first years which made me reflect on my past moments in the uni”(Mentor 5).
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The opportunity to connect with staff facilitators was also valued by first-year students: “I enjoyed the
workshop as it helped build connections and broke the original ice. | also loved how our lecturers got
involved too and encourage conversations” (participant 212); “Was great to meet people on my course.
Good to meet lecturers in a relaxed and calm environment.” (participant 15).

Increased self-efficacy and the shared experience of feeling outside of the comfort zone

These outcomes were linked by students when co-creating the theory of change: they described the
experience of going outside of their comfort zone leading to the feeling of increased self-efficacy. The
self-efficacy they spoke about was in relation to two areas: having conversations with other students and
speaking in taught sessions. They reflected that this was the case whether they spoke during the Welcome
Workshop or not — even those who felt too nervous to speak openly in the workshop felt that seeing others
do so with no negative consequences gave them vicarious experience (Bandura, 1977) thus developing
self-efficacy. Students felt that going through this experience as a course cohort was important — that it
created a feeling of empowerment and community as they had all been outside of their comfort zone
together.

It is difficult to test this outcome with an in-session evaluation as the timing wouldn’t enable students to
have a clear understanding of how their behaviour and confidence might be influenced moving forward.
However, evaluation data from the first-year student survey indicates that 83.6% of respondents felt more
confident about starting at NTU after attending their Welcome Workshop, so it seems that there is an
impact on confidence at least in the short-term. In the qualitative comments, some students drew on the
structure as a factor that helped them to go outside of their comfort zone: “It helped me connect with
people when | was scared to do so.” (participant 95); “I think it was useful getting forced into conversations”
(participant 125). Some students hinted at how this might have a future positive impact on their
self-efficacy: “I enjoyed the emphasis on engagement so we could get to know our classmates better and be
more comfortable.” (participant 170); “... helped me be more confident in an unfamiliar place” (participant
108); “It was a nice workshop that helped me socialise more” (participant 213).

Whilst not an intended core outcome of the workshop, survey responses from mentors also highlighted the
impact that Welcome Workshops have on their confidence: "Helped me gain confidence within myself and
my role as a student mentor” (Mentor 3); “The role made me feel more confident in public speaking and
speaking to students in general, | felt an improvement in my presentation skills and | felt very confident in
my knowledge of the course.” (Mentor 8).

Increased navigational capital at NTU

Navigational capital is an individual’s use of skills and knowledge to navigate through a social institution that
has not been designed with them in mind (Yosso, 2005). Universities are an example of one such institution
that can provide structural barriers to students who are from underrepresented groups. To address this,
scholars such as Andrew et al. (2020) and Covarrubias et al. (2022) emphasise the importance of proactive
effort to support students in their navigation of their first year and beyond, such as sharing resources that
are relevant and accessible. When undertaking the co-creation of the theory of change for Welcome
Workshops, students emphasised that Welcome Workshops increased their understanding of NTU, giving
them the tools to navigate the student journey more confidently. This is done through the facilitation of
activities by Student Mentors and staff facilitators, who are trained to draw connections not only within the
cohort but also between students and the university and local area. In the evaluation, 76.6% of students
agreed that they felt more confident accessing opportunities at NTU after attending their workshop, with
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students saying things like “Was a great start to see and meet other students and cross reference the things
to do outside of the study room” (participant 98), and “I got to speak to new people and learn more about
NTU resources” (participant 50). One mentor reflected “I enjoyed guiding students, answering their
guestions, and seeing them feel more comfortable on campus” (Mentor 8) highlighting the influential role
of the Student Mentor - they are in a relatable position where they can answer questions and provide
relevant navigational guidance, having been in the same position recently (Keenan, 2014). Another mentor
gave an indication of how this guidance benefits students: “It allowed them to better understand their
course, and | could guide them to resources so they could get a jump start.” (Mentor 6).

Feeling of inclusion and affirmation

Input from students involved in co-creating the theory of change highlighted the importance of creating an
inclusive and welcoming atmosphere when supporting student transition, reflecting sector research (Gilani
& Thomas, 2025; Hang & Zhang, 2024). Welcome Workshops are integral within the induction programme
as they provide the only guaranteed timetabled non-academic space for students to discuss themselves
rather than the course. The aspect of timetabling these semi-structured sessions is the first step towards
inclusivity, as it does not rely on any extra effort from students in terms of needing to attend an
extra-curricular session outside of their core induction, or even any effort in terms of how to begin a
conversation, which can feel difficult or awkward (Williams & Roberts, 2023). Students believed feeling
included and affirmed were core outcomes of the Welcome Workshop that in turn contribute to sense of
belonging and retention.

First-year students highlighted the roles of those managing the space in creating this feeling: “The teachers
really made me feel welcome and created a good group atmosphere” (participant 228); “l enjoyed how
relaxed it was and how they made everyone feel comfortable” (participant 32); “It was inclusive and | didn’t
feel under too much pressure to answer questions” (participant 51). Others highlighted how the inclusive
environment was linked to another Welcome Workshop outcome, creating new connections: “I liked how |
was able to talk to people | haven’t met yet and make myself heard.” (participant 60); “l found it very
welcoming, and a relaxing atmosphere which made it very easy to talk and share my thoughts throughout”
(participant 106).

Recommendations and lessons learned

This case study demonstrates the value of embedding a course-based opportunity for social interaction
within induction as a mechanism to enhance belonging and self-efficacy for first-year students. It is
recommended that such workshops are timetabled and embedded across the whole institution as a core
element of course induction to ensure there are limited structural barriers for groups who may struggle to
attend or prioritise extra-curricular activity (Hayman et al., 2024; Thomas & Jones, 2017). NTU have not
thus far explored how the timing of workshops within induction may impact outcomes: research conducted
by Jones et al. (2025) suggests that there is a risk that attendance in induction sessions decreases towards
the end of the week, which may negatively impact those who do attend if there are fewer people to
connect with; further investigation of this may provide additional insight and enhance Welcome Workshops
further.

Evaluation data demonstrates that the workshops lead to an increased sense of navigational capital,
self-efficacy and the formation of new connections, and identified some key elements that institutions
should seek to adopt if introducing a similar workshop. Firstly, the role of staff facilitators in the space is
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crucial —they set the tone and provide an inclusive atmosphere, as well as beginning to form connections
with students in the space themselves thus contributing to a sense of belonging (Gilani & Thomas, 2025).
Gaining institution-wide buy-in is therefore of great importance to ensure that there are adequate numbers
of colleagues available to deliver workshops in every undergraduate course.

The role of Student Mentors in the session is also important - they create safe group spaces, signpost to
support and opportunities, and share their own experiences. However, recruitment and allocation of
mentors across all courses and workshops presents challenges, for example ensuring there is diversity in the
mentor cohort (Kyte, 2024) and that mentors are available to attend all Welcome Workshops during the
first week of induction. This logistical challenge that NTU are still exploring means that some first-year
students may not be able to connect with a mentor that has similar characteristics to themselves or may
not have a mentor present at all. It is not known how this might impact their experience in the session.
Whilst staff facilitators receive training on adapting delivery for workshops that have few mentors in (for
example ensuring Mentors rotate around groups), or even none at all, this does alter the format of the
workshop and may reduce its impact.

Although the evaluation evidence within this study is overwhelmingly positive, there were respondents that
did not get as much from the workshop: “It can be difficult to create moments for genuine connections
when it’s clear most of these are done because we are forced to, not because we want to” (participant
214), and had constructive suggestions on how to enhance the activities: “I liked how interactive it was but
would like smaller groups in the sessions so not too intimidating to speak” (participant 211). The structure
of the session is therefore critical to its success: sessions need to feel supportive and safe. At NTU, these
workshops are continually developed and facilitated through co-creation with staff facilitators, Student
Mentors, and workshop participants. NTU’s experience suggests this as a fundamental component in
ensuring workshop content is relevant and inclusive to a diverse cohort of students. The workshops are
intended to be accessible and of benefit to students from all backgrounds, however due to the anonymous
nature of the evaluation survey it has not been possible to establish whether this workshop has equal
impact for all students.

Providing training for staff facilitators and Student Mentors is vital in working towards the outcomes
identified and in enhancing the long-term impact. Whilst these workshops may appear to be a standalone
intervention, the intention is for them to provide a cornerstone of wider practice in building belonging and
self-efficacy. As such, the NTU training model offers a space to consider techniques to develop sense of
belonging, mattering, and self-efficacy beyond Welcome Workshops, recognising the value of an ongoing
approach to induction (Hughes et al., 2021; Wilcox et al., 2005; Williams & Roberts, 2023).

Scholars have highlighted limitations around the use of surveys as a method of data collection, such as low
response rates and the need for a supplementation of qualitative activity to capture the complexity of
experiences (Brown & Chartier, 2025; Lowe et al., 2019). This is evidenced within this evaluation: Mentor
response rate in particular was very low. Future research could focus on using a mixed-methods approach
to enhance the richness of findings of the experience of mentors and workshop participants (Lowe et al.,
2019).

Delivered as a core element of NTU’s commitment to increase continuation rates through its Access and
Participation Plan, Welcome Workshops have become an established and embedded component of course
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induction for first-year students. Through focusing on active participation and creating spaces for social
connections to form, these co-created workshops were found to have a positive impact in enhancing
self-efficacy and navigational capital. Participants were empowered to create and build on connections with
each other, Student Mentors, university staff and services. The intention and ambition of these workshops
is that they provide an embedded springboard for all involved (first-year students, mentors and staff
facilitators) to further enhance belonging and ultimately retention.
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	Globally, it is recognised that first-year students have the highest attrition rates at university (Pedler et al., 2021), resulting in negative consequences for institutions and students themselves (Shcheglova et al., 2020). With an increased sector focus on diversification, the challenge for universities lies in supporting students to be successful as they transition into university and through their student journey (Thomas, 2012). In the UK, universities commit to addressing inequalities through Access and Participation Plans for students from underrepresented groups (Kerrigan & Manktelow, 2021). Underrepresented groups are defined by the Office for Students (2024) as groups of students who share characteristics where data shows gaps in equality of opportunity in relation to access, success, or progression at university. Whilst the transition to university can pose challenges for all students regardless of background and experience, these challenges can be exacerbated for students from underrepresented groups
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	Evidence suggests that socio-cultural elements such as a sense of belonging and community are strongly associated with retention at university, and that a focus on this is imperative as part of the transition into first year and beyond (Ahn & Davis, 2020; Morgan, 2024; Pedler et al., 2021). Belonging, as a term, is complex and multifaceted, but there is consensus that it refers to the feeling of being accepted, included by, and connected to the institution (Ahn & Davis, 2020). Belonging has been highlighted as an important component of integration into university, especially for underrepresented groups (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). There is a growing body of evidence that serves as a reminder to acknowledge the multiplicities of student experiences in relation to transition into university, and that belonging may look and feel different for each student as a non-linear concept (Gravett & Winstone, 2019; Hadlow, 2025).  
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	An additional factor influencing persistence in higher education is self-efficacy (Tinto, 2017). Self-efficacy can be defined as ‘someone’s belief in their ability to perform a specific task’ (Hughes et al., 2022, p.119) and has been linked not only to retention but to student mental health more broadly (Hughes et al. 2022). Initiatives that support the development of self-efficacy and self-confidence have been shown to positively impact engagement and progression, especially for students from underrepresented groups (Woolley & Ebdon, 2020). 
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