Dr Robin Clark* & Dr Jane Andrews, Aston University Centre for Learning Innovation and Professional Practice, Aston University, Birmingham. 

*   Contact person for paper: Robin Clark: r.p.clark@aston.ac.uk  0121 203 

    3174

Abstract for submission to the Universities Association of Lifelong Learning Annual Conference, March 2009, Brighton.
A Problem Shared… The Value of Peer Mentoring as a Tool for Supporting Lifelong Learning in Higher Education: A Study of the Experiences of Mature and Black & Ethnic Minority Students

The role played by formal Peer Mentoring programmes in supporting learners within Higher Education is reflected in the literature (Hartman 1990, Woodd, 1997). However, few studies have focused on the contribution made by formal Peer Mentoring Programmes in supporting BME and mature learners at University. Moreover, whilst a significant amount of previous work suggests that Peer Mentoring promotes student retention (Topping, 1996; Cropper, 2000), there is little empirical evidence regarding the degree to which formal Peer Mentoring Programmes promote academic success with regards to non-traditional learners. Thus, in drawing attention to the early stages of a large international study, this paper begins to provide distinctive insight into the pedagogical and social value of Peer Mentoring from the perspectives of two distinctive groups of lifelong learners. 

One of the key issues identified thus far relates to the complexities of conceptualising Peer Mentoring within an academic setting. Indeed, within the research case-study sample, comprising 8 HEIs, twelve distinctive approaches to Peer Mentoring have been identified – each one offering different types and levels of support. By synthesising the different approaches, and by taking into account previous literature, the paper proposes a conceptual framework aimed at defining Peer Mentoring within the context of lifelong learning. This framework highlights the conceptual, theoretical, practical and methodological challenges associated with Peer Mentoring; in doing so it makes a distinctive contribution to current academic and vocational debates.   

Of particular interest is the manner in which the mentoring relationship depends upon accurately ‘matching’ mentor and mentee in such a way that promotes academic success and self-development for both parties. The paper concludes by arguing that Peer Mentoring relationships can be unique within a Higher Education setting, and that, if successful, such relationships have the potential to promote real life long learning and success.  
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