
[image: image1.png]Aimhigher...
south east london




Student Ambassadors:  high credibility persuaders and agents of change

By Gwenlian Evans    

June 2006
Summary 

Close in age and experience to the learners with whom they work on widening participation activities, student ambassadors have an extremely positive view of the job they do.  Not only do they have very high credibility in the eyes of learners but they also derive benefits for themselves such as:

· Developing knowledge, skills and understanding

· Gaining in capability from working in a collaborative context

· Increasing their sense of belonging as students

· The satisfaction of undertaking employment with a worthwhile purpose

Background
Student Ambassadors have long been a feature of North American universities but the idea is becoming more and more familiar in the UK and has probably been accelerated by the widening participation funding of Partnerships for Progression and more recently Aimhigher.  Seeking to increase progression from 14-30 year olds from under-represented groups, these projects have offered scope to develop the Student Ambassador role beyond its origins as campus tour guide and Open Day steward.  Within Aspire, the name by which Aimhigher is known in South East London, each of the four universities has a part time member of staff responsible for Student Ambassadors within a widening participation team. Anecdotal evidence from these colleagues suggested that as the range of student ambassadors’ activities developed the benefits to ambassadors were also noticeably increasing.  Equally important, as the ultimate employer, Aspire has a responsibility to develop its staff. A small scale study was therefore set up with groups of up to seven Student Ambassadors from each university taking part in a small group discussion around a series of topics

· Getting involved

· Expectations and the realities of the role

· Developing skills

· The relationship of Student Ambassador work to students’ courses and to their universities

· Improvements and developments they wished to see

Methodology
Student Ambassadors are informed about forthcoming activities and decide for themselves which to opt to do.  So it made sense to recruit participants for the four groups in exactly the same way.  This raises the issue of how typical a cross section the twenty students were.  In the event, the timing of the discussions early in the summer term meant a high representation of final year students who had just finished their exams but were well placed to be reflective about their experiences.  In all cases their attitudes were overwhelmingly positive but their views gained credibility from the equal vigour with which they described difficulties and problems.  Eighteen of the twenty had not met the interviewer before.  
In terms of ethnicity, they were representative of the diversity of their institutions.  Some were themselves first generation; others had had mentor support themselves and others again came from privileged background which had led them to be acutely aware of the advantages their upbringing had given them.

It is, though, undoubtedly the case that the students are typical only of the people who put themselves forward, were selected and succeeded in the training.  Lively, committed and articulate, they were diverse in attitudes and deeply impressive.
Rewards and satisfactions

The emerging picture is a complex but positive one.  To put it in perspective it is worth setting the Aspire Student Ambassadors’ perceptions against other scenarios and views of the world of work.  Of particular salience is Friere’s
 emphasis on the collective within informal education, Brown and Lauder’s
 vision of the 
characteristics of high skills, post Fordist society and Philip and Hendry’s work
 on the mentoring and specifically what mentors themselves gain from the experience.  It could be argued that this last is only partially comparable in that mentoring involves an ongoing one to one relationship whereas most student ambassador activity involves groups.  However the similarity of the job satisfactions suggests that in some ways the two roles belong in the same family.

Brown and Lauder’s model of post Fordist work included

	Flexible production systems
High wage high skill jobs

Functional flexibility

Multiskilled workers

Good conditions for employees

Non core worker receiving training and fringe benefits


As will emerge, many of these features were also reported by the focus groups.  Further points of similarity can be derived from the comparisons with Philip and Hendry and Friere as shown in the diagram below:
	FRIERE
	PHILIP AND HENDRY
	STUDENT AMBASSADOR GROUPS

	Co-intentional education
	Mentors making sense of their own experience
	Making presentations locates your course in a wider context

	Situating education in the lived experience of participants
	Gaining insight into other people’s lives
	For some participants there’s so far to go in terms of learning

	The guidance at the side no the sage on the stage:  the dialogic curriculum
	An alternative kind of relationship, reciprocal and cross generational
	We get as much from activities as the pupils do but we have more freedom than the teachers

	Building social capital
	Psycho-social skills as exceptional adults
	Respect from peers;  increased understanding of the system and a sense of agency


A job with purpose

Even during term time for many students part time work is an economic necessity but the work is often unskilled and there is a real risk that such employment leads to lower grades.  Thus part time unskilled low paying jobs

‘not only make it hard for students to complete their studies but detract from the personal meaning of their university experience’ 

Here students’ paid work is at best peripheral to the course of their studies,  In the discussion groups some participants described such part time work as ‘stressful’ and ‘repetitious’.  Ambassador work was seen in a completely different way with an emphasis on how even the same activity would differ from day to day.  Another contributor said ‘if it wasn’t paid I’d still do it, but just not as often.’  This is striking because although some of the tasks are challenging others are not. But the worthwhile nature of the overall aim was seen as giving purpose to even mundane parts of activities.

The value of training

By comparison with unskilled work, potential Student Ambassadors undertake two day training where satisfactory completion is part of the selection process.  In some cases they receive additional briefings for particular activities.  The most often mentioned element of the training is practice in making presentations.  This is something Student Ambassadors often do on school visits but it is also seen as valuable in relation to 
the demands of many undergraduate courses and as a potentially useful skill when students make the transition to permanent work.
Thinking on your feet

Both as a follow up to formal presentations and less formally as they take learners around universities, Student Ambassadors face a barrage of questions.  Described as offering a confidence building experience, Student Ambassadors say they come to realise how much they do know so that questions can be answered with relative ease.  Even more valuable has been the accompanying discovery that admitting to not knowing is not a problem, indeed some young learners respond more warmly to having a non-omniscient ambassador.  However well planned activity days are, inevitably there are times when the unexpected occurs. Coping successfully (and Student Ambassadors usually work together rather than alone) is reported to have added to a sense of confidence and personal efficacy.

The Student Ambassador role in schools and colleges

Some students were potentially interested in teaching as a career and whether teaching was a possibility or not, all reflected on their own school experience in relation to visits to schools.  Although they saw teacher-like aspects of role, they were also clear about the inherent differences.  Indeed what they described was closer to the dialogic role advocated by Friere.

Thus while ambassadors all had knowledge and skills they could share with learners they saw themselves as having a focus on the learners, finding out how best to link with learners’ levels of attainment, ability and motivation.  Roles could shift, sometimes ‘just being a bid kid myself’ sometimes finding self affirming awareness of how far and how fast they had moved in the three or four years that separated them from the learners.
Those things you cannot change
Time and again Student Ambassadors contrasted their relative freedom of study at university with what they saw as the highly constrained requirements of the National Curriculum.  It was a sense of personal freedom that had been heightened by their visits to the externally controlled learning world of secondary school.  Seeing the school from the staffroom rather than the classroom had also been thought provoking.
Given that a concern for social justice had motivated many Student Ambassadors in the first place it was unsurprising that there were three issues which had given rise to concern, even anger.  One was a sense of how long and arduous the learning journey would be for some intelligent but not yet sufficiently accomplished learners.  Another was the way that anxiety about financing student life had led young people to reject the possibility as not for them  The last regularly occurring concern was the difficulty school staff had in keeping abreast of vocational options and the possibilities for practical learning within degree courses.
Because many of Aspire’s activities are aimed at helping fill this gap, Student Ambassadors themselves had valued ‘learning so much’ about the sheer range that was available.  For some, knowing more had led to a heightened interest in the education as a system so that ‘It’s different now when I hear something about education on the news.’

A work-work balance
Although Student Ambassadors often talked about their studies to learners, the predominant way in which the Student Ambassadors work was described was in terms of contrast and difference, offering a change of pace from the intensity of the degree. So students said

· ‘It’s sort of like chilling out.’

· ‘Otherwise I’m in the studio all day every day so it’s good to get outside a bit’

· ‘It was regenerating for me when I was finding the course really hard going’.

The other advantage of the work is that Student Ambassadors were in control of the volume of work and could increase or decrease the amount they did, opting out when course pressure was greatest.

In a number of activities, ambassadors go to other partner universities and work with students from very different courses.  The opportunity to compare experiences and share a sense of other courses and areas of study was viewed very appreciatively.  To some extent, therefore, Student Ambassadors offer an additional peer network of a collaborative rather than competitive kind.

Job satisfaction:  a strong sense of agency

Where Student Ambassadors had shown particular organising skills, the project had given them opportunities for devising and running activities, something which had been hugely fulfilling.  Thus one group of students, realising how little school pupils know about the realities of architecture, had devised a carousel of activities which was being run in local schools.  Creating that carousel had involved the lead ambassador in contacting almost all the tutors in the department.  In another case a first year student had in effect run a support course for small groups of borderline GCSE students.  The job satisfaction was in proportion to the responsibilities involved.
Supporting the ambassadors
In all four universities it is the Student Ambassador co-ordinators who contact Student Ambassadors with offers of activities and obtain feedback on how things have gone.  In the process they get to know their Student Ambassador teams well and the Student Ambassadors interviewed regularly described the Widening Participation teams as ‘friends’.  Any suggestion that the relationship was one of employer – employee was firmly rejected.  This too was described as a collaborative and supportive relationship.

Knowing and being known
In all four universities ambassadors described how their fellow students looked to them for campus knowledge, how they’d be greeted by many people from various departments and how this produced a sense of belonging, particularly for the post graduates whose study was often off campus and relatively solitary.  Talking about their universities and their courses made them feel really proud of the institution and what it stood for and, in times when the going was being personally difficult

‘When you talk about the benefits of university you get to believe it more yourself somehow.’

This sense of integration, of belonging was one that was seen as developing gradually but definitely being accelerated by Student Ambassador activity.

Critical Success factors
Within institutions these seem to be:
· access to a dedicated support team who recruit organise training, negotiate appropriate activities and secure feedback and offer those Student Ambassadors who want it opportunities to design projects an activities from scratch
· Clearly defined and planned activities with as few last minute changes as possible
· Good organisation and communications within secondary schools so that visiting Student Ambassadors feel confident that they know the school’s systems and regulations.

· For sustained work in secondary schools a clear agreement about roles, responsibilities and outcomes
Future developments

In common with other Aimhigher projects, Aspire has a further two years HEFCE funding during which time it is planned to:

· Undertake a further piece of research on ambassadors’ employability
·  Further develop the pilot work in partner FE colleges where ambassador schemes are also getting going

· Investigate the possibility of developing training materials for 6th formers to use in the 11-16 and 11-18 contexts

· Increase the use of ambassador visits to potential HE students on access courses

· Pilot a junior graduate scheme for year 6 and year 7 learners using Student Ambassadors

Conclusion

Aspire’s work would not be the same without the invaluable contribution of the Student Ambassadors. They provide the project with first hand information, instant and detailed feedback on the success of activities and they provide a valuable link with the work of the university.  Aspire’s decision to commit resources to this area of work has been amply justified.  The Student Ambassadors have been able to exert a formative influence on future planning and the project looks forward and making even more extensive use of their expertise in the future.
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Websites


Training materials and a research report can be found in the documents section on


 � HYPERLINK "http://www.aspire-aimhigher.ac.uk" ��www.aspire-aimhigher.ac.uk� 





Job descriptions and selection criteria can also be found on the London South Bank University’s website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.lsbu.ac.uk/pwu/becoming.html" ��www.lsbu.ac.uk/pwu/becoming.html� 
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