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Section 2: Findings from the International Literature 

 

This report outlines findings from two state of the art reviews of international 

literature. The first was an umbrella review synthesizing information from systematic reviews 

of Widening Participation (WP) strategies, and the second was a review of research focused 

on student ambassadors’ outreach practices and their impacts. The findings outlined in this 

report aim to inform the development of training to effectively support student ambassadors 

reach increased numbers of diverse and underrepresented students, and to ensure student 

ambassadors benefit from their work and effectively engage and connect with fellow student 

ambassadors and stakeholders. Titles for student employees and volunteers include peer 

mentors, science/ engineering ambassadors and role models and can vary according to the 

specific work students do. Student ambassador has been used as an umbrella term to describe 

student employees with these varying roles (Gartland, 2015). 

 

I. Widening Participation Strategies 
 

Introduction 
 

This section of the report outlines the key findings of the state-of-the-art review which 

was undertaken to identify common strategies used internationally to widen participation in 

higher education (HE). Following the steps of a systematic review methodology, the review 

synthesized information about widening participation (WP) strategies from 28 review papers 

covering a ten-year period (from 2012 to 2022). A summary outlining the WP strategies 

considered in review papers is presented under four headings according to identified themes: 

Outreach Interventions; Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG); Financial Support; and 

Pedagogical and Curricular Interventions.  

Widening participation in HE became an important policy priority in the 1990s 

internationally and was driven by governments’ ambitions to promote high level skills to 

support economic growth (Gartland and Hayton, 2020). Supporting equitable access to HE 

for students from traditionally under-represented groups has been central to this agenda 

(Salmi and D’Addio, 2020). Internationally, people from low-income families, women, 

ethnic, linguistic, religious, and cultural minorities, and people with disabilities were 

recognized as being from groups underrepresented in HE (Salmi and D’Addio, 2020). 

WP strategies focus on the whole student life cycle from pre-entry to progression and 

successful completion of HE programmes (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Pre-entry 

strategies are often concerned with supporting students in gaining access to HE and include 

interventions aimed to support attainment, raise aspirations and awareness of HE, and 
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increase applications and enrolments. WP also includes strategies, activities and interventions 

which aim to enhance HE student retention and success. Retention in HE is also referred to as 

persistence, preventing withdrawal and student success or participants’ likelihood of 

continuing or withdrawing from study (Gale et al., 2013; Torgerson et al., 2014). Success is 

often related to attainment - the extent to which students are enabled to fulfil their potential 

(Torgerson et al., 2014). This might be considered success in completing a module, passing 

an assessment, or progressing to the next stage, or graduation; success is sometimes discussed 

in terms of achieving a high grade on their degree programme (e.g. 2.1- or first-class) 

(Torgerson et al., 2014). Progression is a broader term that often refers to successful 

transitions within a programme of study and afterwards into employment or further study 

(Torgerson et al., 2014). Targeted approaches can have the objective of supporting under-

represented students to continue their studies at a higher level (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 

2013). 

Despite WP efforts, gaps in participation of under-represented groups persist (Salmi 

and D’Addio, 2020). While some effective strategies have been identified, the literature 

outlines several challenges and issues associated with WP activities; particularly highlighting 

the limitations in the evidence base on the effectiveness of strategies. The state-of-the-art 

review, on which this report is based, builds on the work of other reviews to identify common 

practices used to increase participation in HE for underrepresented groups and to highlight 

approaches that demonstrate positive outcomes.  

 

Review findings 
 

Outreach interventions 

 

A range of pre-access strategies identified in the review focus can be grouped together 

under the broad title of outreach interventions. Programmes of outreach activities including a 

number of strategies were also sometimes referred to as black box interventions (Younger et 

al., 2019). Outreach interventions target students of different groups and ages during the 

educational stages prior to university and include many different combinations of activities. 

Most studies identified outreach activities as pre-access interventions aiming to familiarise 

students with HE environment, ‘raise aspirations’ or awareness of HE, increase the number of 

applications or enrolments, and raise attainment. Most interventions targeted students from 

underrepresented groups, the majority targeting post 16 students. A wide range of outreach 

strategies were identified. The most common strategies included campus visits, taster 

sessions and summer schools. Former or current undergraduate university students working 

as ‘role models’ or student ambassadors were widely used across interventions because of 

their perceived similarity to pre-entry students. Ambassadors play a key or lead role in most 

outreach activity. Common outreach strategies found across reviews are presented in the 

Table 1. 
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Table 1. Common outreach strategies 

Common outreach strategies 

Academic instruction/tutoring  

Curriculum developments (e.g., activities embedded in school curriculum) 

Taster days/Conferences/Workshops/Masterclasses 

Open days or evenings  

Counselling 

IAG /Career development/ career workshops 

Information on financial support 

Guidance through HE application process 

Mentoring/ peer mentoring 

Study skills assistance 

Summer schools/Weekend programmes/Residential visits 

Campus visits/ campus tours 

Enrichment activities 

Ambassador programmes/ Role models 

Collaborative partnerships (community groups, universities, schools) 

 

The studies identified a range of positive impacts of outreach interventions on 

students’ outcomes.  In the UK, campus visits, subject taster sessions, master classes, 

mentoring, role models and summer schools were broadly associated with positive outcomes 

such as increased aspirations, awareness and confidence and more informed decision making 

about choice of university (Doyle and Griffin, 2012). Outreach activities were also found to 

have positive impact on Level 2 (e.g. General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)) 

performance and on the development of social skills and confidence (Cotton, Kneale and 

Nash, 2013). In some studies, direct experiences of being on campus were highly valued by 

students (Cotton, Kneale and Nash,2013). Intensive and sustained approaches, targeting 

individuals were found to be more likely to achieve positive outcomes (Doyle and Griffin, 

2012). As well as impacting positively on motivation, awareness, confidence and aspirations 

of participants from underrepresented groups, outreach activities were also found to have 

impacted on participants’ motivation and rates of enrolment (Robinson and Salvestrini, 

2020). Inspirational talks from current students were identified as having potential to 

encourage students to apply to more universities, particularly to more selective ones (Austen 

et al. (no date)). Robinson and Salvestrini (2020) note that a mix of outreach activities such as 

residential experiences, subject taster events, online study, skills modules and mentoring, was 

effective in supporting underrepresented groups in applying for research intensive 

universities. Experience of working in industry, alongside independent learning, mentoring 

activities, and advice on career/university choices were also found to be effective (Austen et 

al.). Rose and Mallinson (2020) in their review of UK outreach programmes, note the 

benefits of summer school attendance for students from underrepresented groups. Summer 

schools were found to narrow the gap in HE applications, with students more likely to apply 
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to university generally and to apply to more selective universities and to be particularly 

beneficial for students from poorer backgrounds. Similar findings were found in Israel (Rose 

and Mallinson, 2020). Summer school attendance has also been associated with increased 

confidence and higher Level 2 (GCSE) grades (Cotton, Kneale and Nash, 2013). 

In the Australian context, sustained mentoring was shown to effectively familiarise 

students with university. Mentoring or peer mentoring was identified as an important aspect 

of outreach initiatives, having a positive effect on participants’ intentions to access university 

(Bennett et al., 2015). Other effective approaches related to new curricula and teaching 

methods in school classrooms. These outreach strategies were found to have had a range of 

positive outcomes, including an increase in: students considering a future in science; 

students’ intentions to attend university; girls’ interests in careers in IT; students’ 

understanding of pathways; and students’ confidence as well as raised aspirations (Bennett et 

al., 2015). In the US, outreach activity such as summer schools were reported as having a 

positive impact on enrolment in HE (Webb, Wyness and Cotton, 2017). Strategies including 

academic support and test-taking practice alongside university familiarisation, careers/subject 

choice advice and financial advice, led to an increase in rates of enrolment in some studies 

(although this was not a consistent finding) (Younger et al, 2019). Herbaut and Geven (2020) 

note significant improvements in HE enrolment when students were offered personalised 

counselling activities, or a simplification of application tasks, especially when counsellors 

actively reached out to targeted students to ensure their participation. Positive results were 

reported in the development of confidence and academic skills when innovative approaches 

were used in outreach activity such as student-based action research and experiential learning 

(Webb, Wyness and Cotton, 2017). Herbaut and Geven (2019) note that interventions only 

providing additional information about HE/ careers or intensive academic tutoring do not 

efficiently raise HE outcomes for underrepresented students. 

Much of the research evidence focuses on activities with students in late secondary 

school or high school, yet authors identify the benefits of earlier interventions. Naylor et al. 

(2013) note the importance of initiatives targeting students prior to their seeking access to 

HE. Such initiatives aim to increase the proportion of students who are eligible to apply to 

university. They found that outreach with schools (primary and early secondary), families and 

communities formed the core of such initiatives with programmes aiming to raise aspirations 

as well as increase academic achievement. Extra-curricular learning and support programmes 

have been used with the aim to increase academic achievement, support social engagement 

with peers through mentoring, and develop individual academic skills. The review found 

some theoretical basis for the effectiveness of these activities, yet, as the activities are highly 

context dependent the authors suggest they are most effectively considered on a case-by-case 

basis (Naylor et al, 2013).  

Research strongly points to the value of collaboration and partnership working. Hill 

and Hatt (2013) highlight the benefits of strong partnerships and how close working 

relationships developed through WP partnerships can support the inclusion of widening 

access activities in school curricula. Similarly, Bennett et al. (2015) identify collaborative 

partnerships with universities, community groups and other stakeholders as key features 



Gartland & Negrea 10.22 

 

8 
 

underpinning effective outreach strategies, ensuring a better understanding of the needs of 

communities and facilitating a tailored approach. Baars, Mulcahy and Bernardes (2016) 

identify issues particularly related to white working-class boys’ underrepresentation in HE. 

The authors point to the need for a ‘whole system approach’ involving parents and teachers in 

outreach activities to support white working-class boys’ entry and outcomes. As parental 

attitudes are often influential in pupils’ decision making, parents are an important target 

audience for WP activities (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). There is a strong argument 

for parents and carers to be given accessible information about HE options, especially when 

they have no HE experience themselves. Parent social evenings in local areas, parental 

information zones at open days and opportunities for parents to speak with staff and 

university students were found to effectively provide opportunities to allow universities to 

inform parents and promote the value of HE. Working with teaching staff in local schools 

was also found to be a valuable approach (Baars, Mulcahy and Bernardes, 2016). 

Widely recognized in studies was that more intensive and sustained approaches, 

targeted to particular individuals, appear to get the best results (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 

2013; Webb, Wyness and Cotton, 2017; Hume, Styrnol and Gongadze, 2021). However, 

effective targeting can be challenging and intensive programmes running with small groups 

of students is cost intensive, limiting the scope of interventions. A concern among some 

researchers was to ensure outreach interventions were carried out using a holistic approach, 

targeting the whole population of students and so effectively reaching more underrepresented 

groups (Doyle and Griffin, 2012; Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; Webb, Wyness and 

Cotton, 2017). However,  such approaches do not distinguish between advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups (Austen et al. (no date); Robinson and Salvestrini, 2020). 

Findings highlight the need for outreach activities to start early in young people’s 

education and to support all the transition stages of a students’ life cycle (Harrison, 2018). 

Given that students build knowledge and confidence on prior experiences progressively, 

accumulating social and cultural capital and gradually identifying and elaborating desirable 

future possible selves as HE students is most effective. According to Office for Students 

(OfS) in the UK (in Harrison, 2018), interventions targeting 16–19-year-olds are mainly 

effective in influencing the choice of subject and institution rather than widening 

participation as the effects of disadvantage are already manifest by the time students reach 

Level 2. The main aim of outreach, targeting young people under 16 years, is to increase their 

expectations, attainment and familiarisation with HE. This period is seen as an opportunity to 

increase knowledge about HE and to raise expectations for it, with targeted groups 

constructed as having less access to information due to their family and school contexts and 

less likely to consider HE than their peers. 

The review also identified several issues with outreach activity. Sanderson and 

Spacey (2021) highlight the difficulties that evaluators face in terms of unpicking which 

elements of multi-intervention (black box) outreach are more effective. Issues are also 

identified with approaches to targeting; in the UK, outreach initiatives were often found to 

lack consistent impact on underrepresented groups (Doyle and Griffin, 2012; Robinson and 

Salvestrini, 2020). Issues with the use of student ambassadors were also identified. Student 
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ambassadors were frequently not well trained and not effectively matched with students in 

schools. Little is known about formal and informal roles of student ambassadors, their ways 

of working and benefits to student ambassadors themselves in terms of skills and future 

employability (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Transferability from one context to 

another is another issue with outreach activities. Because activities are highly complex and 

contextualised, shaped by policy context of each country and institution, the activities are 

difficult to generalise. Outreach strategies need to be carefully adapted to meet the 

requirements of each country, region, and institution. 

 

Information, Advice, and Guidance Interventions 

 

Evidence suggests that school aged students, especially those from underrepresented 

groups, are often unaware of the options available to them post compulsory schooling (Gore 

et al., 2017). Authors of the review studies widely held the view that IAG is a vital feature of 

WP (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; Sanderson and Spacey (2021). IAG is often 

embedded in outreach activities, mostly as part of strategies to promote access. Yet, Sanders 

and Higham (2013) note very little research specifically addresses HE-related IAG and 

identify a lack of clarity over the role of IAG within WP programmes. Common WP IAG 

strategies include summer schools, taster days and HE visits, groupwork, mentoring, 

presentations to school students, and a range of online and text message support. Student 

ambassadors or student role models are ubiquitous in HE led IAG activity. Common IAG 

strategies identified across studies are presented in Table 2.  

Table 2. Common IAG strategies 

Common IAG Strategies 

Student ambassadors/ role models 

Groupwork 

Presentations 

Mentoring 

Visits to HE providers/ Taster days/ Summer schools 

Tailored / Individual IAG 

Access to informed counsellors 

Text messaging 

Online support/ email support 

 

 

While IAG about HE opportunities is often embedded in outreach interventions, a 

range of discrete guidance activities are also often employed, sometimes in a specific attempt 

to address information gaps for students from underrepresented groups. Activities include 

support with course choice and choice of HEI, and targeted advice for students from low SES 

backgrounds. Evaluations, such as of the UK OFS-funded outreach programme Uni Connect, 

have demonstrated that these approaches can improve learners’ knowledge of HE, 
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accommodation options, associated costs, and the potential of enhanced employment 

prospects (Austen et al.no date). IAG has been linked to improved success rates in 

applications (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). In the US one study indicated that online 

support was successful in engaging students with IAG to help them make informed choices 

about their college applications. The study also highlighted the value of school counsellors in 

providing early and continuous exposure to information about HE (Austen et al.no date). 

Carefully framed and well-timed light-touch ‘nudges’ such as text messaging to prompt 

students to carry out tasks and reduce inertia during the summer before commencing higher 

education studies has also been found to be effective (Austen et al.no date). Post-16 IAG 

concerning future pathways and the HE admissions process interventions were generally 

found to be most effective when timely and relevant (Rose and Mallinson, 2020) and tailored 

to students’ needs (Robinson and Salvestrini, 2020). Information simply provided in booklets 

or on websites were found to have limited effect on enrolment, particularly for students from 

lower socioeconomic groups (Robinson and Salvestrini, 2020).  

Pre-entry interventions have been widely used in the UK as a strategy to improve 

student engagement and retention (Cotton, Keale and Nash, 2013). Successful programmes 

include Summer Schools where pre-entry students work with undergraduates and teaching 

staff, and schemes where tutors and first year student advisors support pre-entry students 

offering timely advice on academic issues, careers and personal pathways (Cotton, Keale and 

Nash, 2013). However, the quality of IAG provided was found to be variable, with poor 

quality IAG discouraging students from applying and encouraging some students to make 

unrealistic applications (Cotton, Keale and Nash, 2013). 

Review studies indicate that IAG interventions for under-represented groups are more 

successful when they are applied early, are personalised, relevant, integrated into outreach 

and other support, and address priority information needs (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 

2013). High quality IAG was found to be a strong facilitator of effective transition between 

different key stages. High quality IAG that ensures a smooth transition for students from 

school to post-16 learning is seen as key to a young person subsequently entering HE. It is 

evident that IAG can make a difference to levels of confidence and aspirations and could 

therefore be viewed as an on-going process, and one that needs to start from an early age to 

maximise impact (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Review findings indicate that IAG 

interventions are particularly important for BAME students and students from lower socio-

economic groups. Sanderson and Spacey (2021) note that IAG is of most benefit when it 

starts early in secondary schools, is targeted to young people who are not considering going 

to university. Also, sustained interventions are more likely to be impactful. It has also been 

noted that students from deprived backgrounds make decisions based mostly on informal 

sources of information (Sanderson and Spacey, 2021).  

In their review of best practice in WP, Moore, Sanders and Higham, (2013, p.iv) 

conclude that the most successful IAG programmes fulfil the following criteria: start in year 

seven or earlier and intensify during periods of transition;  provide personalised information; 

address priority information needs such as HE finances, HE applications, entry requirements 
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and employment opportunities; and provide ‘hot’ informal information, which is best 

transmitted through social interactions, rather than more formal ‘cold’ information. 

The impact of IAG has been found to increase when combined with other 

interventions providing access to less formal knowledge such as interactions with current 

students from similar backgrounds (Kaehne et al., 2014). Indeed, IAG is often delivered by 

student ambassadors or ‘role models’; these students can have a direct impact on the 

aspirations, skills, attitudes, and knowledge of under-represented groups. Young people have 

been found to value the experiences that they bring; research also highlights the importance 

of role models for disabled young people (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Robinson and 

Salvestrini (2020) identified IAG interventions involving undergraduate students to have a 

significant effect on the likelihood of school students successfully applying to selective 

universities. Undergraduate students visited schools and informed pre-entry students of the 

true costs and benefits of going to university. Similar findings were identified in Germany 

where the application and enrolment rates increased due to in-class presentations in schools 

on the benefits, costs and possible funding of HE.  

In their review focused on white working-class boys, Baars, Mulcahy and Bernardes 

(2016) found that boys engage well with IAG about HE via mentors who have themselves 

participated in HE and can provide information alongside practical support with applications. 

Delivering IAG through mentors was found to be a successful method of ensuring young 

people are well informed and to help break down stereotypes and misconceptions about HE. 

Mentoring was found to be more effective if a long-term approach was taken and where 

pupils have the same mentor before and after entry to university. This continuity improved 

the success of the mentoring relationship and the quality of support provided (Baars, Mulcahy 

and Bernardes; 2016). When well informed, findings indicate that student ambassadors and 

mentors can mitigate the lack of social and cultural capital in low SES families who often do 

not have access to other sources of information and support (Austen et al. (no date)). 

However, studies suggest that IAG is often delivered by providers with little knowledge and 

experience of HE and of under-represented groups (Cotton, Kneale and Nash, 2013; Gore, et 

al., 2017). Concern has also been raised about the role of HE students as IAG providers, 

particularly around their impartiality and the limits of their own knowledge and experience 

(Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). 

Financial IAG 

Financial interventions identified in the review studies include financial aid designed 

to encourage and support students from underrepresented groups to enrol and to support their 

retention in HE. The detail of financial incentives is not specifically relevant to the aims of 

this report. However, given that outreach programmes often offer IAG on financial issues and 

application processes, information on financial interventions and application processes is 

significant. The effectiveness of financial aid was found to increase when combined with 

other kinds of support interventions such as financial training and guidance and advice on 

applications (Austen et al., no date; Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Indeed, several 

issues were identified in the reviews relating to the complexity and opacity of financial 

schemes. This complexity acts as a barrier, especially for students from low-income families, 
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preventing them from making well informed choices. Studies identified a wide variety in the 

value and eligibility criteria for financial support across HE providers making the application 

process confusing to students and their families (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; 

Robinson and Salvestrini, 2020; Austen et al.). Uncertainties about financial support was 

found to result in low application rates for financial aid (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; 

Webb, Wyness and Cotton, 2017). Low level of applications for financial aid also leads to 

low enrolment rates (Austen et al., no date; Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). In the light 

of the issues identified, it seems vital that eligibility criteria for financial aid is made clearer 

and more transparent so that it is easy for students and their families to understand. Accurate 

and timely financial information raises awareness which in turn increases the rates of 

enrolment among under-represented groups (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; Robinson 

and Salvestrini, 2020). 

 

Curricular and Pedagogical Interventions 

 

Curricular and pedagogical interventions are used as pre-entry interventions to: help 

students transition to HE from school; during the first year in HE; and through transition and 

progression during HE.  A range of curricular and pedagogical strategies were identified in 

reviews that were seen to enhance the experiences and likelihood of the access, progression, 

and success of underrepresented students. Common strategies included the development of 

inclusive approaches, the integration of experiential and student-centred learning, flexible and 

online delivery, and peer interaction and mentoring.  Some of the common strategies are 

listed in Table 3. 

Table 3. Common curricular and pedagogical interventions 

Common curricular and pedagogical interventions 

Inclusive curriculum (content, pedagogy, assessment, and feedback) 

Experiential learning/ active learning/ project and inquiry-based 

learning  

Peer mentoring/ coaching/ tutoring 

Group work and informal peer learning, 

Flexible delivery 

E-learning/ Blended learning 

Foundation courses/ Bridging programmes 

Preparatory courses/ Access programmes 

 

 

In relation to students’ retention and success, a finding that stands out in the reviews 

is the benefits of inclusive HE curricular and pedagogies. The research literature indicates 

that there is often a perception of cultural insensitivity, lack of cultural awareness and respect 

in HE environments which act as major barriers to the retention of underrepresented groups 

(Gore et al., 2017). This lack of inclusivity can lead to feelings of low self-esteem, lack of 
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confidence, and self-doubt amongst underrepresented students (Gore et al., 2017).  Sensitivity 

to the complexities of diversity and a student-centred approach appear to be central to 

inclusive pedagogy (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013) 

Active and collaborative learning, and knowledgeable, enthusiastic lecturers have 

been found to be significant in supporting student retention and attainment in their first year 

at university (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). Cotton, Kneale and Nash (2013: 19) 

identify several curricula and pedagogical strategies that support the retention and success of 

underrepresented groups: ‘relevant curricula that build on students’ ‘life experiences, 

interests and aspirations’; ‘using inclusive language and relevant examples’; ‘student-centred 

active learning’; ‘integration of study skills and the use of relevant, formative feedback in a 

timely and constructive way’; ‘effective classroom strategies for teaching and learning’. They 

cite Tinto (2012: 1) in identifying the need to include ‘clear expectations, appropriate and 

timely support, feedback on assessment, and engaging pedagogies, and enhancing teaching 

skills’. 

Practice-based research elements in the curricula of programmes were also found to 

be popular with students. Similarly, Bennett et al. (2015) highlight the importance of 

inclusive pedagogies which are based on curricula that consider students’ prior learning and 

experiences and use dialogical methods to connect students to ‘powerful forms of knowledge’ 

(2015: 54). Pino and Mortari (2014) note the value of pedagogical approaches that consider 

learners’ differences, the use of interactive teaching styles, practice, and hands-on and 

student-centred strategies (Pino and Mortari, 2014). 

A range of other inclusive approaches were highlighted in the reviews. Significant 

potential to increase the rate of retention and graduation was found in an approach based on 

students’ strengths (Banks and Dohy, 2019). A strengths-based approach starts from 

assessing students’ strengths and creating learning opportunities to build on these strengths 

rather than focusing on remediation of their weaknesses. The approach increases the level of 

communication which in turn leads to increased self-efficacy (Banks and Dohy, 2019). A 

universal design for learning, directed towards the diversity among student needs while 

simultaneously accommodating students with diverse learning needs, including students with 

disabilities, was found to prevent many obstacles to the inclusion of dyslexic students (Pino 

and Mortari, 2014). Flexible delivery was found to enable individuals from diverse 

backgrounds to access nurse education and ease transition (Heaslip et al., 2017). Kaehne et al. 

(2014) found that web-based learning development and a peer-support blog allowed students 

to blend campus activities with online learning. Lambert (2020) found that many successful 

online programmes (MOOCs) use approaches like in successful outreach by collaborating 

with schools, community partners or even with widening participation experts. Bridging 

programmes that include opportunities for students to work together in supportive 

communities were also found beneficial to students; these opportunities increase their level of 

belonging and academic attainment (Bennett et al., 2015).  

Research continually highlights the critical role that ‘friendship and peer support’ play 

in students’ decisions to persist in HE (Cotton, Kneale and Nash, 2013; Hume, Styrnol and 

Gongadze, 2021). Peer learning and peer mentoring have been found to improve students’ 
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transition experiences (Cotton, Kneale and Nash, 2013). Collaboration with peers have also 

been found to increase the retention rates among first generation’ entrants, non-traditional 

students or those from disadvantaged groups. These groups of students may feel like 

outsiders and feel a sense of stigma or shame due to being a student from a low SES 

background (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013; Cotton, Kneale and Nash, 2013; Sanderson 

and Spacey, 2021). Interventions based on collaborative learning are considered valuable in 

fostering a sense of belonging amongst these student groups. Research indicates that it is 

important for students to have opportunities to learn together and form supportive 

communities which increase their level of belonging and academic attainment (Bennett et al., 

2015).  

Interventions based on active collaborative learning combined with trained peer 

mentors allow the development of learning communities, considered key to persistence for all 

students (Austen et al. (no date). Moore, Sanders and Higham (2013) point to robust evidence 

of the value of peer mentoring in providing support for new students during transition to HE 

in both the academic and social spheres (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 2013). They highlight 

the multiple benefits of peer mentoring in developing students’ skills and sense of belonging 

and in reducing the rate of attrition. However, they note that peer mentoring is not a 

standalone activity, but rather a part of a ‘nexus of changes, interventions and activities that 

collectively nurture a sense that HE is ‘for the likes of me’’ (Moore, Sanders and Higham, 

2013, p. 58) According to Banks and Dohy (2019, p. 122) using student support groups that 

were ‘both homogeneous and heterogenous’, cooperative study groups and mentoring 

programmes alongside an interactive culturally relevant curriculum are effective strategies in 

increasing retention and graduation rates amongst students of colour in the US HEIs.  

 

Implications for the practice and training of student ambassadors  
 

Developing effective strategies to support WP for underrepresented and diverse 

groups is evidently complex and challenging and much is beyond the remit of the Erasmus + 

project. However, it is clear from research evidence that university student ambassadors play 

a significant role in WP approaches at all stages in the student lifecycle (pre-entry, retention 

and progression). The review has several implications for how student ambassadors can be 

effectively used in WP. In terms of outreach activity, it is evident from reviews that WP 

outreach interventions are most effective if they are sustained and collaborative in approach. 

Research highlights that much outreach takes place with post 16 students which can 

effectively steer their HE choices, but outreach with much younger age groups is required to 

actually increase rates of HE progression amongst underrepresented students. Evidence of the 

benefits of specific strategies is limited, but on campus activities, particularly summer 

schools, are widely viewed to be effective. However, these campus-based activities are high 

cost and limit the numbers of young people who can be targeted. Holistic approaches 

involving whole classes of students in school are seen to have the potential to reach more 

underrepresented students but do not so effectively target specific groups. Student 

ambassadors play a key role in outreach activity and are widely seen to be a valuable 
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resource. Student ambassadors mentoring younger students has also been found to be 

effective in supporting access to HE. However, the remit of student ambassadors’ roles lacks 

clarity and there are concerns that ambassadors lack sufficient training and knowledge, and 

that they are not carefully matched to enable them to act as role models for underrepresented 

groups. 

Similarly to outreach activity, IAG was found to be most effective when activity is 

sustained and long term, starting with students in late primary or early secondary school. A 

recommendation from reviews was that IAG activity should particularly focus on transition 

points to motivate and support students in making informed subject choices.  IAG was found 

to be effective when integrated into WP outreach activities (such as summer schools and 

taster sessions). Findings also indicated that IAG needs to be timely, and students and their 

parents should be given specific guidance about available financial aid for HE and how to 

apply for this. Student ambassadors are seen as vital in the provision of IAG as they can 

effectively support younger students from underrepresented groups in accessing information 

and support, and in acquiring relevant social and cultural capital for HE. However, student 

ambassadors need training to ensure that they can provide valuable and impartial IAG, rather 

than only relying on their own experiences. 

Clearly, student ambassadors have a vital role to play in supporting HE transition, 

progression and retention. When working alongside inclusive learning and teaching 

approaches and culturally relevant curricula, ambassadors have been found to provide 

effective support by mentoring students from underrepresented groups through transition 

(with sustained mentoring being viewed most effective). Active and experiential learning 

activities that enable students to work in groups, supports collaborative learning. 

Ambassadors can facilitate the development of collaborative learning communities which 

develop a sense of belonging and support academic attainment, notably amongst first year HE 

students. HEIs working collaboratively with schools to develop new curricula and teaching 

approaches in school classrooms has been found to be impactful (for example in increasing 

girls’ interests in careers in IT). Ambassadors can usefully contribute to curriculum 

development and learning and teaching activity in schools. 
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II. Student Ambassadors’ Contribution to Outreach 

Programmes 
 

This report outlines the key findings of a state-of-the-art review focused on the role of 

student ambassadors in promoting social inclusion in higher education for underrepresented 

groups. Following the steps of a systematic review methodology, the review gathered 

evidence on the work of student ambassadors in outreach activity from research papers 

covering 20 years (from 2002 to 2022). The findings are presented under themes identified in 

the research: attributes of student ambassadors; features of effective student ambassador 

training; purposes, pedagogies, and learning contexts; impact of programmes on participants.  

Universities have a long history of mentoring activities designed to support their 

student bodies. During the 21st century these schemes have been expanded internationally to 

increase participation in HE in a bid to develop skilled personnel to support local economies 

(Gartland, 2020). As previously discussed, these student employees and volunteers have a 

wide range of roles in HEIs to support HE participation, including in marketing, outreach 

with younger students, and activities such as mentoring to support undergraduate student 

progression.  

In outreach activity, student ambassadors are widely considered role models to school 

students given their similarity in age, background, gender or interests, and they are a 

ubiquitous part of HE outreach programmes (Gartland, 2015). They are often recruited from 

underrepresented groups themselves and are considered an important bridge between students 

from underrepresented groups and universities (Gannon, Tracey & Ullman, 2018). Student 

ambassadors from underrepresented groups are seen as able to understand the challenges 

regarding HE students from similar backgrounds face (Sanders, Brett, Paul and Scott, 2021). 

Existing research on the outreach work of students ambassadors is limited in scope (Gartland, 

2015; Moison et al, 2020; Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018). By synthesising existing 

evidence on the practices and impacts of ambassadors’ work, this study aims to draw together 

outreach pedagogy and practice, features of training that have been found to be effective, and 

to consider the impact student ambassador outreach practices have on pre-entry students as 

well as benefits for ambassadors themselves. 

 

Attributes of Student Ambassadors 
 

One key theme discussed in the literature focused on attributes of student 

ambassadors deemed to be significant to their success in working with younger students. 

These attributes included knowledge and skills required for student ambassadors’ initial 

recruitment to the role; their motivations; and their similarity to underrepresented school 

students in terms of gender, race, socio-economic group and geographical location pre-entry. 

Student ambassadors’ enthusiasm for their subject and subject knowledge are widely 

considered significant. A number of studies identify strong subject knowledge as being part 
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of selection criteria for student ambassadors (Corradini, 2012; Thole et al., 2013; Nickson 

and Henriksen, 2014; Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace, 2017; Bonny, 2018; Moison et al., 

2020). Passion and enthusiasm for their subject area was also considered in ambassador 

selection (Corradini, 2012; Thole et al., 2013; Bonny, 2018).  Similarly, Taylor, McLean and 

Weston (2019) report on a programme in Australia using high school peer ambassadors with 

strong STEM knowledge to help raise attainment in science and maths in school. Gartland’s 

(2012, 2013, 2015) exploration of outreach work in STEM subjects at two London HEIs 

identifies student ambassadors’ subject knowledge and expertise as important to 

ambassador's relationships with younger students, enabling them to challenge younger 

students’ misconceptions about progression routes and STEM subject disciplines. Thole et 

al., (2013) indicate that enrolment in the training programme was competitive; the 

programme selected mostly female ambassadors from third- and fourth-year engineering 

students, with strong academic results and a passion for engineering.  

Studies highlight the importance of a range of aspects of student ambassadors’ 

identities to their relationships with school students. . Corradini (2012), selected student 

ambassadors from English HEIs from diverse geographical areas; all attended state schools 

and were therefore familiar with the environment in which underrepresented groups learn. In 

Green’s (2018) Australian study ambassadors’ equity background and content knowledge 

were selection criteria. Taylor, McLean, and Weston’s, (2019) Australian programme used 

high school peer ambassadors from low SES families to help raise attainment in science and 

math. Nickson and Henriksen (2014) describe how student ambassadors included more 

females than males and were of different ethnicity and both rural and urban settings (though 

all came from middle class backgrounds). In Gartland’s UK study (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015) 

ambassadors were predominantly first generation in their family to progress to HE, had lived 

in the same disadvantaged geographical area as the pre-entry students they worked with and 

had at times even attended the same schools as school students. Gartland (2014,2015) 

highlights the importance of intersecting identities with gender being particularly significant 

(Gartland, 2014). Shared interests in subject disciplines, and student ambassadors and 

younger students coming from the same school or geographical area and able to share similar 

life experiences, also powerfully supported developing relationships (Gartland, 2014). In 

Gannon, Tracey and Ullman’s study (2018) in the Western Sydney University, Australia 

more than half of the students were first in their families to attend university; many from low 

socio-economic backgrounds and with a range of different countries of birth included (with a 

quarter reporting that they speak a language other than English at home).  

These attributes of ambassadors were considered key to reaching younger students 

from under-represented groups. Other attributes noted as important included the attitude and 

motivation of ambassadors, their interest and experience in schools, their desire to work with 

younger students and their communication and leadership skills.  The desire to make a 

difference in younger students’ life was discussed by ambassadors who contributed to 

Ylonen’s (2012) study of their experiences in the UK. Nickson and Henriksen (2014) 

consider that attributes required of ambassadors include leadership skills, communication 

skills and ‘a desire to serve’ (p.10). Willingness to work with school students was noted as a 

requirement of ambassadors in Gannon, Tracey and Ullman’s (2018) Australian study. 
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Corradini (2012), observes the need for student ambassadors to have a desire to share their 

passion for languages with school students. Prior experience of working with young people 

and a knowledge of Indigenous culture, community priorities as well as experience of 

coaching and teaching were selection criteria for the Science Ambassador Programme for 

Northern Indigenous community schools in Canada (Bonny, 2018). Thole, et al. (2013) 

describe how student ambassadors are required to enrol on a public speaking class as a part of 

their engineering programme before becoming an ambassador. Baker and Sela (2018) note 

that during recruitment, ambassadors are required to demonstrate their communication skills 

and ability to adapt and communicate with a range of audiences in different ways.  

 

Features of effective student ambassador training  
 

Four important features of effective student ambassador training programmes were 

noted in studies: partnerships; experiences that develop knowledge, skills and efficacy; 

creating a sense of belonging through shared enterprise; and resources and support. Training 

was discussed both in terms of building ambassadors’ capacities and skills in working with 

younger students and in terms of developing their own skills for employability. 

Thole et al., (2013) report on the development of an Engineering Programme in the 

USA that brought together student ambassadors from three HEIs in biannual workshops 

focusing on communication skills (particularly around presentations) and leadership skills. 

This training was later extended to other HEIs and led to the establishment of a national 

network of engineering ambassador programmes providing ambassadors with a forum to 

share and discuss practice. Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace (2017) describe the development 

of cross secondary school collaborations with ambassadors working with language teachers 

to support younger students in learning languages. The Space Public Outreach Team 

programme in the US brought together partnerships including HEIs, research institutions, and 

schools, alongside the network of ambassadors for astronomy and space science (Williamson 

et al., 2014). Programmes highlight the benefits of collaborative working between HEIs and 

schools (Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace; 2017; Corradini, 2012).  Gartland (2016; 2020) in 

an exploration of student ambassador programmes in the US, found that partnerships between 

HEIs and other key stakeholders contributed to the formation of aims and organisation of 

outreach. She highlights the value of collaborations between schools and universities, and 

points to the added value of the involvement of academics with relevant subject expertise in 

planning and developing outreach activity, a feature that is often missing from UK HE 

outreach activity. 

Training where ambassadors learn vicariously through observations of experienced 

ambassadors and through actively practising activities before running them with school 

students were widely held to be successful. There was also considerable focus on training that 

develops ambassadors’ presentation skills. Baker and Sela (2018) describe how training 

focused on presentation skills for different audiences, including breathing, body language and 

posture, pitch and volume. Williamson et al (2014) describe how engineering ambassador 
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training involved initial learning from observing experienced ambassadors giving 

presentations followed by new ambassadors practising and giving presentations themselves.. 

Ambassadors received immediate feedback and were able to reflect and improve. 

Ambassadors then went on to research and develop and give their own presentation, ensuring 

their competence before they visited schools (Williamson et al., 2014).  

Another US engineering outreach programme (Garner et al., 2018) involved student 

ambassadors in three-days of training with the aim to develop presentation skills. The focus 

of the training was on real world applications, knowledge, links to the school curriculum, and 

on principles of storytelling and other communication skills. Ambassadors worked on 

presentations with support from senior ambassadors and time was again given to practicing 

delivery of the presentations. Similarly, in other examples of training, ambassadors observed 

more experienced ambassadors, and then practised introductory talks, undertook hands on 

activities they would be working on with school students, and practised how to answer 

younger students’ questions (Anagnos et al., 2014). Halim et al (2020) in their exploratory 

study of a three-day STEM camp in Malaysia describe how ambassadors were involved in 

performing the same activities younger students would be doing to ensure they had the 

relevant experience and skills needed to provide effective support. 

Gartland (2015) identified a range of approaches to training ambassadors in her 

exploration of US programmes. Training linked to the different purposes and learning 

contexts of ambassador activities. Training to work in museums or other public spaces 

focused on developing public speaking skills, engaging audiences and effectively promoting 

science knowledge. Training for outreach programmes targeting younger students to promote 

HE access included activities such as: planning a summer school session for younger students 

in science subjects; planning an engineering activity with a focus on facilitating active 

learning; training for leading activities during summer schools/workshops; training in peer-

to-peer mentoring. There was also in-depth training for ambassadors working in schools that 

focused on school curricula, classroom management, learning processes and differentiation. 

One HEI provided training for ambassadors in leadership with a focus on leadership theory; 

other programmes provided detailed information about the schools ambassadors would be 

working in. Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace’s (2017) Australian study highlights the benefits 

of ambassadors receiving training in the schools where they will be placed.  The ambassadors 

were trained in two workshops, one at the university focusing on expectations relating to 

working in schools; the other in placement schools held by language teachers who introduced 

the school, timetabling and modes of communication between ambassadors and schools. 

Some of the programmes, considered in the literature, paid attention to developing a 

community of ambassadors, creating a sense of belonging and creating opportunities for 

developing relationships. Students’ sense of belonging in HE is widely recognised as being 

important to retention. Baker and Sela (2018) describe how undertaking training activity 

together, enables ambassadors to form a valuable network. Anagnos et al., (2014) note 

strategies employed to create a sense of community amongst student ambassadors. 

Ambassadors were drawn from a range of subject disciplines and were not previously known 

to each other, so team building to promote collaborations, team bonding and leadership 
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development were all aspects of training. Once trained, ambassadors were also placed in 

action groups to work together on activities. Willimason et al., (2014) also focus on the 

importance of belonging. They identify opportunities to take optional credit courses that 

enabled student ambassadors to meet regularly. They also discuss other activities such as 

movie nights and camping trips that were held for ambassadors. Garner et al., (2018) note a 

range of collaborative learning activities in workshops for engineering students from different 

HEIs. The activities were supported by senior student ambassadors. These activities created 

opportunities for mentoring and networking that provided students with a sense of 

community. Gartland (2016; 2020) highlights the Engineering Student Ambassador 

conferences for ambassadors from different HEIs as being valuable opportunities for 

ambassadors to meet each other and share best practices. 

Research indicates the vital importance of sufficiently resourcing ambassador 

programmes and ensuring ambassadors receive effective and proactive support. Anagnos et 

al., (2014) point to the important role of mentors in guiding student ambassador activities, the 

management of activities, programme planning, problem solving and evaluation. They also 

observe the need for programme organisers to have time for communication with 

ambassadors. Williamson et al., (2014) again note the important role of mentor figures: 

graduate students managed the programme, designed presentations and coordinated 

ambassadors’ visits to schools and other organisations. Managers were also involved in 

coordinating logistics of ambassador visits. Gartland (2016; 2020) highlights the structured 

support for ambassadors offered by teams of experienced ambassadors in some US outreach 

programmes. Support from senior ambassadors was also found in Garner’s (2018) study. In 

other programmes, ambassadors received support from school teachers (Bissoonauth-Bedford 

and Stace, 2017; Bonny, 2018). This support was seen as important in providing ambassadors 

with vital contextual information about schools. Bonny (2018) notes the need for 

ambassadors to understand the socioeconomic, political and cultural capacities of schools and 

the need to challenge stereotypes ambassadors may have about indigenous communities. 

Baker and Sela (2018) discuss the importance of extended training in giving presentations 

and training in CV writing and interview skills, to increase ambassadors’ employability.  

 

Purposes, Pedagogies, and Learning Contexts 

 

Studies indicate that outreach activity often has multiple aims in terms of younger 

students’ learning; several programmes also focused on benefits to student ambassadors 

themselves. Some outreach activity attempts to achieve a range of aims with short term and 

limited engagement with young people. Other activity is more intense or long term, often 

with smaller numbers of targeted students. Research indicates the value of carefully 

interrogating the purposes of outreach programmes, content of programmes, pedagogies and 

learning contexts to understand how best to achieve programme aims. 

The value of student ambassadors’ giving talks and leading informal conversations 

about their own stories (including interest in subject areas, progression routes and 
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experiences of HE) was quite widely acknowledged. This approach was often used when the 

aim of outreach was to promote HEIs or subject areas. Sanders et al., (2018) found that 

inspirational talks given by student ambassadors from selective HEIs in the UK encouraged 

school students to apply to a wider range of HEIs and to more selective institutions. Notably, 

the likelihood of school students applying to selective HEIs was based on how similar they 

felt they were to student ambassadors. Sanders et al., (2021) describe how an outreach 

programme based on free conversation between school students and ambassadors enabled 

ambassadors to share their own experiences and knowledge and guide younger students’ 

careers options. In Australia, Green (2018) identified ambassadors’ personal narratives in the 

pedagogies they used with younger students.  

Two studies, one in the UK and another one in Australia, focused on language 

learning outreach programmes. The broad aims of these programmes were to promote 

awareness and higher-level study of languages (Corradini, 2012; Bissoonauth-Bedford and 

Stace, 2017). Student ambassadors worked in secondary school classrooms over several 

language lessons, facilitating learning and providing younger students with opportunities to 

practice their language skills. Ambassadors worked with younger students in school 

classrooms, and were positioned as facilitators (in support roles)). Younger students noted 

that ambassadors being in present contributed to a more relaxed and informal atmosphere in 

the classroom (Corradini, 2012; Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace, 2017). 

Several studies focused on STEM outreach activity. Clear foci for much of this 

activity were: increasing knowledge and understanding of STEM subject areas and careers, 

particularly engineering; challenging young people’s assumptions about engineers; and 

raising motivation and attainment in STEM subjects to encourage students to progress in 

these fields. Several US based engineering outreach programmes (Thole, et al., 2013: Haas, et 

al., 2013; and Talbot et al., 2013; Garner et al., 2018) involved student ambassadors in giving 

presentations to younger students in school classrooms. The focus of these presentations was 

often key messages about engineering with links made to science and engineering concepts in 

the school curriculum. Some programmes also involved visits to university campuses and 

more informal discussions between ambassadors and school students where ambassadors 

answered questions about engineering topics and university life (Haas et al., 2013). A focus 

on presentations was also found in the Space Public Outreach Team (SPOT) programme in 

the US described by Williamson et al., (2014). In this programme student ambassadors gave 

astronomy and space-science-themed interactive presentations to primary and secondary 

schools and organisations. Again, content complemented the school science curriculum. 

There was an emphasis on interactivity in these presentations with younger student 

encouraged to express their own ideas, get involved in design and participate in quizzes. This 

interactivity was noted in the feedback from teachers who suggested that more hands-on 

activities linked to the curriculum would improve the sessions further. 

Gartland (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2020) in her studies of ambassador STEM 

outreach in the UK and US, notes that the formal and informal attributes of learning are 

significant to the relationships that ambassadors and younger students can forge. Findings 

indicated that where student ambassadors are positioned in school classrooms in didactic 
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teaching roles, such as in revision sessions for Maths exams, relationships between younger 

students and ambassadors are less successful. Ambassadors were not familiar enough with 

the school maths pedagogies in this context to effectively support students’ learning in Maths 

revision sessions; this was even found to have a negative impact on young people’s self-

efficacy in maths. The formal attributes of the purposes, content and context created social 

distance and precluded informal discussions between ambassadors and students where 

valuable information can be shared. However, when outreach activities had more informal 

attributes with less rigidly predetermined content, structure and with less closely prescribed 

purposes, ambassadors developed positive and valued relationships with younger students. 

When ambassadors worked collaboratively with younger students on practical activities, for 

example during summer schools and in practical workshops using their maths and science 

knowledge to explore real world problems, ambassadors were viewed as like siblings and 

friends and were identified as role models by younger students. In these contexts, 

ambassadors were able to discuss careers plans, progression routes, HE and subject areas and 

effectively support younger students’ developing interests in STEM, encouraging positive 

orientations to engineering amongst girls (Gartland, 2013, 2014, 2015). 

Hands on and interactive pedagogies in outreach activity were widely identified as 

valuable in studies. Halim et al., (2020) explored an integrated STEM camp programme with 

student ambassadors helping younger students to acquire knowledge and skills in STEM. 

Ambassadors worked collaboratively with younger students facilitating their learning in a 

scientific inquiry. The authors noted that, in these informal contexts, the gap between 

younger students and ambassadors disappeared. Ambassadors helped younger students solve 

problems, scaffolded their learning by giving them information, ideas and tips to complete 

the project. These interactions resulted in an increase in younger students’ interest in science 

as ambassadors were able to make scientific information more accessible and understandable. 

In these contexts, ambassadors formed close relationships with younger students who again 

were described as referring to ambassadors using familial terms.  Green (2018) also notes the 

value of ambassador facilitated hands on workshops and embedded career information in 

outreach activity. Anthony (2019) in her thesis on universities’ outreach to raise student 

attainment in schools found that many attainment raising activities were led by ambassadors, 

and the content was often prescribed by the school curriculum. The study argues that 

ambassadors are more likely raise students’ attainment in more informal contexts where they 

can develop positive relations with students.  

Gartland (2016, 2020) highlights the vital importance of careful consideration of 

pedagogy in student ambassador outreach activity and identified a sharper focus on pedagogy 

in outreach activity in the US than in the UK. This was partly attributed to more input from 

HE subject specialists and educationalists with an interest in pedagogy. Careful consideration 

to developing active and experiential learning activities relevant to subject disciplines in 

STEM were found across US programmes. Other foci found in US outreach work included 

IAG activities to provide underrepresented younger students with relevant social and cultural 

capital to support HE progression, team working skills, communication skills and building 

resilience. Halim et al., (2020) similarly  identify the importance of pedagogy in their 

consideration of a STEM outreach programme. They consider ways in which ambassadors 
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can best support younger students’ knowledge enhancement. This includes by ambassadors 

facilitating practical activities; drawing on their subject knowledge to provide explanations 

and challenge misconceptions; supporting problem solving by working alongside younger 

students and helping them to correct mistakes; and using effective questioning and answering 

to support high level systems thinking.  The authors suggest that these attributes could be 

enhanced in professional development for both ambassadors and teachers to ensure they have 

the skills to support student centred approaches more effectively in STEM.   

 

Impact of the programmes on participants 
 

Impacts for younger students 

 

Research papers included in the study highlight a range of benefits to younger 

students from outreach activity with student ambassadors. Benefits include increases in 

younger students’ seeing themselves as potential HE students as well as increases in their 

sense of belonging in the HE environment. Younger students are also found to develop 

relevant and useful academic skills and knowledge of subject disciplines and  improved 

attitudes and motivation towards subject areas. Additionally, activity is found to  increase HE 

applications and enrolment. A further benefit identified is an   increased understanding of 

relevant careers. 

In their studies of student ambassador outreach activity to support younger students 

learning languages, Corradini (2012) and Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace (2017) note an 

increase in positive views of studying languages at university following ambassador 

interventions. Sanders et al (2018) highlight how younger students learn about opportunities 

at university in sport, different societies and social activities. Williamson et al., (2014) 

highlight how younger students learn about college life. Gartland (2012,2013, 2015, 2020) 

notes that ambassadors enable younger students to find out about university life and can 

envision themselves as future university students. This was particularly noted when 

ambassadors were positioned in STEM outreach activities with more informal attributes, such 

as when they were undertaking practical and experiential learning activities alongside 

younger students. In such contexts, ambassadors were able to develop comfortable, familiar 

relationships with younger students. Donnelly (2018) in an analysis of the impact of 

university led outreach programmes in the UK, highlight how ambassadors’ day to day 

interactions with younger students makes the expected behaviours of university students 

explicit to younger students and builds their ‘tacit knowledge’ of what characterises 

appropriate behaviour (p.10) 

Student ambassadors’ interactions with younger students were also credited with 

supporting younger students’ acquisition of subject specific academic knowledge and skills. 

Corradini (2012) and Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace (2017) describe how ambassadors 

support improvements in speaking, pronunciation and grammar as well as confidence in 

communicating in the target language. Sanders et al., (2021) again highlight improved 
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understanding amongst younger students after working with ambassadors. Halim et al., 

(2020) similarly highlight how ambassadors supported learning of new concepts, knowledge 

and understanding in STEM. They suggest that outcomes could be improved if ambassadors 

were better trained to support younger students’ thinking. Gartland (2014, 2015, 2020) 

however, notes the importance of how ambassadors are positioned in different learning 

contexts. Findings indicate that if ambassadors are positioned as teachers, they are unlikely to 

be able to fulfil this teaching role effectively and can negatively impact  on younger students’ 

self-efficacy and confidence. This more formal positioning can also create social distance 

between ambassadors and younger students and undermine the sorts of positive relationships 

that encourage younger students to identify closely with ambassadors.  

Another benefit for younger students identified in the literature is learning about 

specific subject disciplines. Corradini (2012) and Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace (2017) 

discuss how students learn about options for further study of languages. Gartland (2012,2013, 

2015, 2020) notes that ambassadors interactions with school pupils can promote  knowledge 

of and positive orientation to studying  and careers in engineering and medicine. Similarly, 

Thole et al., (2013), Haas et al., (2013) and Talbot et al., (2013) describe how student 

ambassadors’ presentations in schools can inform younger students about the role of 

engineering in society and change perceptions about engineering. Williamson et al., (2014) 

note teachers’ views that ambassadors promote excitement and interest in science, and 

knowledge of career pathways in STEM. Bonny (2018) notes a positive correlation between 

ambassadors’ visits to schools and younger students’ attitudes towards STEM learning and 

careers, and reports teachers’ views that younger students’ confidence and engagement with 

STEM learning increased during and after ambassador placements in schools. Sanders et al., 

(2021) found that following working with student ambassadors studying medicine, younger 

students had greater insight into the role of a doctor and could make informed decisions about 

following a career in medicine. Ambassadors were also found to be effective in recruitment 

activity and in encouraging applications and enrolment to specific institutions. Thole et al 

(2013) and Sanders et al., (2021) suggest that ambassadors’ outreach activity promoted 

increased HE enrolments amongst students from underrepresented groups.  Sanders et al., 

(2018) similarly found a significant increase amongst younger students applying to and 

accepting places at selective universities. The authors found that talks from ambassadors 

about their own experiences at selective universities were highly effective in motivating 

younger students. 

Impacts for Student Ambassadors 

 

Studies noted a range of benefits for student ambassadors themselves from their 

outreach activity with younger students. Benefits include increased communication skills, 

leadership skills and a range of other transferable skills relating to future employability.  

Improvements in subject specific skills, academic engagement and attainment, and the 

development of interests and skills relating to specific career were also noted. Additionally, 

working as an ambassador was found to lead to an increased sense of belonging within the 

academic community and an increased awareness of issues effecting different 
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underrepresented groups. Studies noted that benefits for student ambassadors were associated 

with the extent of training they receive; type of outreach activity they are involved with; and 

length of engagement with activities (Anagnos et al., 2014; Gartland, 2016). 

Improvements in student ambassadors’ communication skills were widely discussed 

(Ylonen, 2012; Fleming and Grace, 2016; Williamson et al., 2014; Anagnos, et al., 2014; 

Thole et al., 2013; Talbot et al., 2013; Gartland, 2016; Fleming and Grace, 2016; Baker and 

Sela, 2018; Garner et al., 2018; Green, 2018). Developments in presentation and public 

speaking skills were particularly noted (Haas, et al. 2013; Talbot et al. 2013; Anagnos, et al., 

2014; Gartland, 2016; Baker and Sela, 2018; Green, 2018). In their discussion of student 

ambassadors’ learning about how to give presentations, Thole et al. (2013) and Talbot et al. 

(2013) point to improvements in confidence, ability to create engaging content, awareness of 

different audiences, and how to make content memorable. Garner et al. (2018) note the 

valuable contribution of networking with other institutions in supporting student ambassadors 

in developing presentations skills. Baker and Sela (2018) similarly point to improvements in 

giving presentations and discuss improvements in student ambassadors’ general ability to 

communicate with different people. Green (2018) notes improvements in student 

ambassadors’ ability to communicate complex concepts and Williamson et al. (2014) also 

note developments in conversation skills. 

The development of leadership skills through working as a student ambassador were 

similarly widely highlighted (Corradini, 2012; Ylonen, 2012; Thole et al., 2013; Talbot et al., 

2013; Fleming and Grace, 2016). Haas et al. (2013) and Talbot et al. (2013) suggest that 

development of these skills are supported by ambassadors taking on leadership positions in 

their work with other  student ambassadors, and in project management roles (e.g., by 

coordinating visits and offering peer development workshops). Anagnos et al. (2014) 

highlight improvements in leadership skills including management, conflict resolution and 

flexibility. Studies also highlight a range of wider skills acquired that promote employability 

amongst ambassadors. Improvements in teamworking skills (Gartland, 2016; Green, 2018); 

time management and organizational skills (Gartland, 2016; Fleming and Grace, 2016; 

Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018) are noted as well as adaptability and interpersonal skills 

(Baker and Sela, 2018; Green, 2018) 

Alongside this broad range of skills supporting student ambassadors’ future 

employability, authors also noted improvements in students’ academic skills, motivation and 

performance. Supporting younger students in developing academic knowledge and skills, 

various studies noted improvements in student ambassadors’ own skills. Corradini (2012) and 

Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace (2017) observe that working with younger students in school 

language classes led to improvements in student ambassadors’ own language skills, including 

pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar. Haas et al. (2013) and Talbot et al. (2013) note 

positive impacts on student ambassadors’ coursework grades in engineering due to their 

improved presentation skills. Williamson et al. (2014) point to student ambassadors having a 

better understanding of subject matter. Studies also widely identified increases in student 

ambassadors’ levels of confidence as contributing to their academic success (Fleming and 
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Grace, 2016; Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018; Green, 2018) as well as ability to plan and 

manage time more effectively (Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018). 

Studies noted student ambassadors’ developing an increased sense of belonging in 

HEIs through developing positive relationships with peers and academics. This promoted 

both confidence and persistence in their own studies (Anagnos et al., 2014; Nickson and 

Henriksen, 2014; Williamson, 2014; Gartland, 2016; Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018; 

Green, 2018). Gartland (2016) describes how working as a student ambassador was seen to 

reinforce student ambassadors’ own subject interest and raise their profile within HEIs. 

Anagnos et al., (2014) highlight how working as an ambassador encourages students to 

participate in engineering clubs and network with members of their faculty. Studies also note 

working as an ambassador promotes greater enjoyment of student life and contributes to 

students’ motivation in their own studies (Baker and Sela, 2018; Green, 2018).Furthermore, 

working as an ambassadors was found to contribute to students progressing onto postgraduate 

study and internships due to their increased motivation, opportunities to network with 

existing postgraduate students and staff, and increased engagement with their subject area 

(Anagnos et al., 2014; Gartland, 2016; Garner et al., 2018). 

Unsurprisingly, studies found that ambassadors working in schools provided them 

with insight into careers in teaching (Corradini, 2012; Bissoonauth-Bedford and Stace, 2017; 

Williamson et al., 2014; Baker and Sela, 2018; Gannon, Tracey and Ullman, 2018).  Studies 

focusing on engineering outreach activity observed student ambassadors’ increased 

awareness of careers and opportunities in engineering and how outreach activity helped 

ambassadors to develop career focus, find internship placements and even full-time 

employment (Haas et al., 2013; Talbot et al., 2013). A further benefit to student ambassadors 

from their outreach work with younger students from underrepresented groups was their 

increased understanding of different cultures (Corradini, 2012; Nickson and Henriksen, 2014; 

Bonny, 2018). Studies highlighted how ambassadors were increasingly motivated by and 

committed to making a difference to the lives of the younger students they worked with 

(Fleming and Grace, 2016; Gartland, 2016; Green, 2018). 

 

Implications for practice and training of student ambassadors 
 

Research papers highlight a wide range of intended purposes for outreach activity. 

These purposes include raising aspirations; raising attainment; promoting interest in subject 

areas and challenging stereotypes; promoting progression to HE; and encouraging HE 

applications and enrolments. In the literature, student ambassadors are widely held to be 

aspirational role models. As discussed previously, given the often-multifaceted nature of 

outreach programmes and their often-wide ranging ambitions, it is not easy to point to cause 

and effect in what works. While ambassadors are held to be role models for younger students 

this is not an automatic process and there are many factors that contribute to whether student 

ambassadors are viewed as role models by younger students). However, research does 
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indicate several features and activities that are seen to be significant to the impact of student 

ambassador outreach programmes. 

The identity of student ambassadors and their intersecting identities (such as gender, 

socio-economic status, ethnic identity, cultural background and regional identities) with the 

younger students they work with, is widely seen to be important. Also, the subject expertise 

of ambassadors and their enthusiasm and commitment to their studies is significant to 

working relationships. Ambassadors’ and younger students’ shared subject interests was 

found to positively impact on their working relationships. Alongside subject expertise, 

research highlights the value placed on student ambassadors’ communication skills, a quality 

often required in recruitment of ambassadors. 

In line with findings from the umbrella review of WP activity, partnerships were 

identified in studies as powerfully influencing the success of programmes. Partnerships were 

widely held to support ambassador training. Partnerships between HEIs led to the creation of 

a national network of student ambassadors, providing powerful platforms for them to share 

and build their expertise. Collaborations between schools and HEIs provided opportunities 

for activities to be developed collaboratively, for expertise in subject areas and pedagogies to 

be shared, and for purposes of activity to be clearly delineated. Such partnerships also 

enabled ambassadors to gain an understanding of the school contexts they would be working 

in.  

Training models where experienced ambassadors support the training and 

development of ambassadors new to the role were widely valued. Strategies identified 

included observations of experienced ambassadors by new ambassadors, as well as new 

ambassadors working with experienced ambassadors in actively practising activities to be run 

in schools. Some ambassador training particularly focused on developing presentation skills 

and again included working with experienced ambassadors and practising presentations. 

Other foci in training included ambassadors undertaking activities that the younger students 

would be doing to ensure they were fully familiar with the content, and in how to answer 

younger students’ questions. There were also examples of more in-depth training for 

ambassadors working in schools, training about school contexts and training in leadership. 

The value of creating a sense of belonging amongst student ambassadors through shared 

enterprise was widely identified in the literature. The sense of belonging was created by 

providing opportunities for ambassadors to undertake training together; credit bearing courses 

that enabled ambassadors to meet regularly; and organising ambassadors into groups with set 

activities and targets. Other valuable strategies identified were ambassador conferences, 

providing ambassadors from different HEIs with opportunities to meet and discuss practice. 

Research also indicated the importance of resourcing ambassador programmes sufficiently 

and ensuring they are effectively supported, for example through practical support from 

experienced ambassadors and regular communication with programme organisers. There 

were also suggestions that ambassadors should receive training to support their own 

progression into employment (for example with CV writing and interview skills). 

As previously noted, outreach activity often has multiple aims and varies in terms of 

length and depth in engagement with younger students. Research indicates the value of 
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considering the purposes of outreach activity, content of programmes, pedagogies employed 

and learning contexts. Short term activity, such as ambassadors giving presentations in 

schools and having conversations with groups of younger students about subject disciplines 

and progression routes, where ambassadors can draw on their own experiences, were seen to 

support engagement with subjects and even promote students’ application to HE courses. 

Longer term engagement where student ambassadors work in school classrooms supporting 

the learning of younger students was found to contribute to engagement as well as 

improvements in subject knowledge. Interactive pedagogies, particularly in STEM outreach 

activity, were widely held to support close working relationships between younger students 

and promote knowledge, engagement and interest. The need for ambassador training to 

enable them to effectively question younger students in hands on activity to promote deeper 

understanding was also raised.  Embedding career information in outreach hands on and IAG 

activities were also valuable approaches identified in the literature.  

Several benefits to younger students were identified in research papers. Some studies 

highlighted how ambassadors working in schools, sometimes for extended periods, promoted 

acquisition of relevant subject specific academic knowledge and skills, such as improvements 

in speaking, pronunciation and grammar amongst secondary school students learning modern 

foreign languages in British and Australian classrooms. Studies also highlighted how 

ambassadors promoted positive views of subject disciplines and knowledge of progression 

routes and careers. Activities also supported younger students in developing knowledge and 

understanding of what is expected of them in HE, enabling them to see themselves as 

belonging in an HE environment and envisage themselves as HE students. For younger 

students at the point of being able apply to HE, ambassador outreach activities such as 

presentations from ambassadors sharing their own experiences, increased applications and 

enrolment to courses and institutions that younger students may have considered inaccessible 

to them.  

Mirroring many of the benefits to younger students, benefits were also identified for 

student ambassadors from engaging in outreach activities. Most widely noted were increased 

communication skills with several studies focusing on the development of presentation skills 

amongst ambassadors trained to give presentations in schools. Leadership skills and a range 

of other transferable skills relating to future employability, such as organisational skills and 

teamworking were also identified. Ambassadors were found to gain academically too, in 

terms of skills, knowledge, levels of engagement and attainment. Also noted in research was 

the sense of belonging to HE those ambassadors gained from being part of ambassador 

programmes, well known to be important to the retention and achievement of 

underrepresented groups. Ambassadors were also found to build progression routes to 

specific career paths through engagement as well as developing a sense of civic responsibility 

and understanding of underrepresented groups of students. Benefits for student ambassadors 

were associated with the extent of training received, type of outreach activities they are 

involved and length of engagement with outreach programmes. 
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Recommendations for ambassador training  

Review findings suggest that student ambassador outreach activity is most effective if 

planned for specific national and local contexts and when specific local needs and issues are 

taken into consideration. Working in collaboration with stakeholder groups such as schools, 

charities and other HEIs has been found to be effective in developing impactful outreach 

activity. Outreach work also needs to be carefully targeted and has been found to be more 

effective if it is not a one-off event but takes a longer-term approach that gradually builds 

younger students’ repertoire of possible future selves, self-efficacy in subject disciplines, and 

knowledge of progression routes and careers. The selection of student ambassadors is 

considered important with subject knowledge and matching aspects of younger students’ 

identities being significant to ensuring ambassadors can build positive relationships with 

younger students and are viewed as role models. Training student ambassadors is widely 

considered important both to ensure the quality if outreach activity and to effectively support 

ambassadors themselves.  

Groups of student ambassadors from broad disciplinary clusters (STEM, Health, 

Humanities and Social Sciences, and Art) and from groups underrepresented in each partner 

HEI, will be selected/ recruited to participate in the Erasmus+ Diploma project. In light of 

this research, a staged approach is suggested to developing appropriate and fit for purpose 

training for student ambassadors. The first stage involves identifying beneficial 

collaborations such as with schools, other HEIs and charities. The second stage is to clearly 

identify purpose(s) of intended outreach activities. For example, this may include increasing 

knowledge of HE amongst younger students; to encourage post sixteen students to choose 

particular subject disciplines; or to provide IAG about subject disciplines and related careers 

to promote motivation and progression. Stage three involves carefully identifying the age 

group targeted (it may be helpful to focus on transition points) and underrepresented groups 

targeted. The fourth stage involves deciding on the location and setting of activities. For 

example, if the ambition is to have an extensive and inclusive reach, working with entire year 

groups in schools may be the most suitable approach. Alternatively, campus (HEI) activity 

may be chosen for more targeted activity with underrepresented groups. The final stage is to 

identify the training needs for ambassadors to ensure that they are equipped to work in the 

specific learning contexts identified.  

Table 4. Example of developing a plan for outreach activity and ambassador training   

Partnership  Purposes (outcomes 

for YS)  

Target 

group  

Outreach 

activity  

Location/ 

length of 

engagement   

Student 

ambassador training 

needs  

University of 

Suffolk  

  

Teachers from 3 

local secondary 

schools  

Find out about real 

world applications for 

curriculum 

knowledge   

  

Find out about jobs 

that use STEM 

subjects  

  

Whole year 

groups at 

Level 1  

 

Local 

schools 

(high 

numbers of 

students 

from lower 

Curriculum linked 

experiential 

learning activity   

  

Teacher led  

Student 

ambassadors 

working alongside 

younger students 

School 

classroom  

  

A series of 3 

workshops over 

1 term  

Relevant school curriculum 

learning  

  

Knowledge of schools 

(organisation, practices and 

students) 

 

Undertaking outreach 

activity themselves so they 
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Build self-efficacy in 

STEM subject areas  

  

Find out about being 

an HE student   

  

socio 

economic 

groups; 

students 

with SEND; 

and students 

with EAL; 

Roma 

students) 

  

  

facilitating 

learning   

understand younger 

students’ experience  

  

Questioning skills so that 

they can effectively 

facilitate younger student 

learning/ problem solving  
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