Supporting student communities
Supporting student communities
Welcome to this unit!
Students’ sense of belonging amongst their peers, in their course, campus and university has been shown to affect retention and success. Many UWTSD students commute to campus, study alongside work or other responsibilities, and come from diverse backgrounds.  
It is essential that a sense of belonging is supported in all activities that include students, whether in the curriculum or outside it. An enhanced sense of belonging promotes participation and engagement.  
There are various ways to support student belonging, and we will explore some of them in this unit.
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Peer connections
Building connections among peers is essential for creating a positive and supportive learning community.
Here are some examples of activities that can foster these connections.
Icebreaker activities
· Begin the semester with icebreaker activities to help students get to know each other.
· These can be simple activities that encourage sharing personal interests, hobbies, or experiences.
· Periodically use icebreaker activities throughout your classes. They help foster belonging within the group.
Group projects
· Assign group projects that require collaboration and teamwork.
· Working together on academic tasks helps students bond and learn from each other.
· Use inclusive projects that encourage students to share their own experiences and knowledge with their peers.
Class discussions
· Facilitate class discussions where students can express their opinions and respond to their peers.
· Encourage active listening and respectful dialogue.
· Support students to express their opinions and give them the necessary time to formulate them.
Peer learning
· Promote peer-to-peer teaching or tutoring.
· Encourage students to help each other with challenging concepts or study together.
· Avoid asking students to share drafts of their work, but instead support them in exchanging ideas and views.
Shared interests
· Identify and facilitate discussions around shared interests among students. This could be related to the subject matter or extracurricular activities.
· You might wish to utilise breaks for these activities, Yammer or a Moodle forum on a non-curriculum topic (e.g. food).
Peer recognition and feedback
· Implement a system for students to recognise and appreciate their peers' contributions. This can be through peer nominations, shout-outs, or other forms of acknowledgment.
· Incorporate peer feedback into assignments and projects.
· Encourage constructive feedback that helps students improve and learn from each other.
· Think-pair-share exercises can be very helpful in peer feedback.
Collaborative activities
Integrate collaborative activities into the curriculum. This could include group problem-solving, debates, or interactive exercises that require teamwork. 
· Case studies: Present real-life case studies and have groups analyse and discuss possible solutions.
· Peer teaching: Assign topics to groups and have each group teach the material to the rest of the class.
· Simulation exercises: Create simulations that require groups to work together to achieve a common goal.
· Gallery walks: Have groups create visual displays or posters on a topic. Display these around the classroom, and students can walk around to view and discuss each group's work.
· Escape room activities: Design classroom "escape room" challenges where groups solve puzzles or complete tasks to "escape."

Quiz: Peer connections
· This quiz consists of three multiple-choice questions.
· You must answer all three questions correctly to proceed to the next section.
· You have unlimited attempts to achieve the passing score.

1. Which of the following is not mentioned as a way to support students' sense of belonging through peer connections?
a. Group projects
b. Class discussions
c. Individual assignments
d. Collaborative activities
2. Why is incorporating peer feedback into assignments and projects considered beneficial for enhancing student belonging?
a. It helps students avoid collaboration
b. It fosters a competitive environment
c. It encourages constructive feedback and learning from each other
d. It isolates students from their peers
3. How can icebreaker activities contribute to creating a positive and supportive learning community?
a. By excluding certain students from participation
b. By focusing solely on academic achievements
c. By encouraging sharing of personal interests and experiences
d. By discouraging collaborative efforts among peers

Diversity in the curriculum
A diverse curriculum is essential in giving students a feeling of belonging in their subject and their class. Think of how you perceive your identity, and how you would feel if elements of it were never represented in the curriculum.
Consider the diverse nature of the UWTSD student population (UWTSD 2023/24 Equality and Diversity Report).
· More than half of students at UWTSD are female.
· Around half of students at UWTSD are over 30 years of age.
· More than a quarter of students at UWTSD are not white.
· More than one in eight students have declared a disability, receive DSA allowance, or have a mental health condition.
· One in eight students are Muslim.
· One third of students have no religion.
· One in twelve students is LGBTQ+.
Of course, each class is different, but it is important to remember that many identity characteristics are not necessarily obvious. By the same token, in some subjects, the classes are a lot less diverse in some way or other; yet often it is in such classes that exhibit a lack of diversity that it is important to ensure that the minority feels included and represented.
Supporting diversity in the curriculum
There are many ways that you can support student inclusion and feeling of belonging. Let us explore a few of them.
Incorporate diverse perspectives and multicultural literature
· Include materials authored by individuals from diverse backgrounds, including different ethnicities, genders, and cultural perspectives. 
· Include literature from a variety of cultures and regions that explore diverse themes and experiences
· Choose textbooks, literature, and historical documents that offer varied viewpoints.
Global perspectives
· Incorporate global perspectives into the curriculum. 
· Explore international literature, history, and current events to provide a broader worldview.
Culturally relevant examples
· Use culturally relevant examples and case studies in lessons. 
· Make connections between academic content and real-world scenarios that resonate with diverse student experiences.
Social justice education
· Integrate lessons on social justice issues. 
· Explore topics related to equity, human rights, and social movements.
Guest speakers and experts
· Invite guest speakers from diverse backgrounds to share their expertise. 
· Provide students with the opportunity to engage with a variety of perspectives.
Inclusive imagery
Use images and illustrations that represent a diverse range of people.
Microaggressions
Microaggressions are subtle, often unintentional, comments or behaviours that convey bias or stereotypes. Experiencing microaggressions at university causes a decline in students’ mental health and academic performance, so it’s important that you address them. Consult the University’s Unconscious Bias training to learn more.
Inclusive language
Additionally, the devil is in the detail and in creating an inclusive learning environment on a daily basis. It is worth remembering to use inclusive language.
	
	Traditional
	Inclusive

	Gender
	Fireman   
	Firefighter

	Gender
	Policeman
	Police officer

	Gender
	Chairman
	Chair/Chairperson

	Ableism
	Crazy
	Unexpected

	Ableism
	Insane
	Surprising

	Ableism
	Lame
	Unimpressive

	Culture
	Tribe
	Community/Cultural Group

	Culture
	Eskimo
	Inuit

	Culture
	Red Indian
	Indigenous Peoples

	LGBTQ+
	Homosexual lifestyle
	LGBTQ+ community

	LGBTQ+
	Preferred pronouns
	Pronouns

	Age
	Senior citizen
	Older adults

	Age
	Elderly
	Seniors

	Age
	Youngsters
	Youth

	Religion
	Merry Christmas
	Happy holidays

	Autism
	Student with autism
	Autistic student


Tips!
· Use pronouns thoughtfully: Respect individuals' pronouns and use them consistently. If unsure, ask for pronouns, but do not require students to give their pronouns when they introduce themselves, ensure that this is optional.
· Be mindful of assumptions: Avoid making assumptions about people based on their appearance, name, or background. 
· Acknowledge intersectionality: Recognise that individuals may have multiple identities and experiences that intersect.
· Use identity-first rather than person-first language, such as “autistic student” rather than “student with autism”, or “disabled student” rather than “student with disabilities”.
Finally, do consider that what you can see and what is there are not necessarily the same. For example, avoid assuming homogeneity in any group or class. Even when there is superficial homogeneity, the reality of the situation might be very different.  
At the same time, do not assume that one characteristic is the defining barrier for any given individual. Intersectionality is the interconnected nature of social categorisations such as race, class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage.

Quiz: Diversity in the curriculum
· This quiz consists of four multiple-choice questions.
· You must answer all four questions correctly to proceed to the next section.
· You have unlimited attempts to achieve the passing score.

1. What is a key benefit of incorporating diverse perspectives into the curriculum?
a. It reinforces a narrow worldview
b. It limits the understanding of different cultures
c. It enhances students' sense of belonging and inclusion
d. It discourages critical thinking
2. What role do culturally relevant examples and case studies play in lessons?
a. They reinforce a homogenous view of the world
b. They limit students' exposure to real-world scenarios
c. They make connections between academic content and real-world scenarios that resonate with diverse student experiences
d. They discourage students from exploring different cultural perspectives
3. Complete the sentence: In social justice education, it is recommended to invite ________ from diverse backgrounds to share their expertise.
a. Classmates
b. Guest speakers
c. Textbooks
d. Uniform perspectives
4. Why is it important to include diverse examples, imagery, and authors in course materials?
a. To promote homogeneity in the classroom
b. To limit students' exposure to different perspectives
c. To create an inclusive and representative learning experience
d. To exclude certain cultural viewpoints

Removing barriers to belonging
Recent research has shown that there are several barriers that affect students’ belonging. In this section, we will discuss some of them and what you can do to help.
Silos reduce belonging
The WONKHE research findings emphasise the importance of integrating the course and curriculum with the broader university experience to enhance a sense of belonging among students. The research indicates that students feel a stronger connection to their course community (55%) compared to the university level (39%). The suggestion is to develop the overall learning experience from the course outward by integrating support, skills, and career aspects.
“[Belonging is] having people around me who I connect with, who I can support and who I know will support me. It is about connecting with others. When these connections are made you get a sense of security and acceptance.” - Student (from Building Belonging in Higher Education)
Support available to students
Speak to your Programme Manager about incorporating support information sessions in the module. A number of professional services support the student experience, such as Student Services, Digital Services, Library and Learning Resources, etc. 
Engage with what the University offers students, and spend a few minutes in different sessions reminding students of the support on offer.
Students have access to a variety of bursaries. [Bursaries]
Students have access to a range of wellbeing support services and resources. [Wellbeing support]
Basic study skills support is available to all students. [Study skills support]
All students have access to a wealth of resources in the MyCareer hub. [Career support]
The Library and Learning Resources has a number of stand-alone InfoSkills units to support students. [Academic and InfoSkills]
Every student can make an appointment for a personal consultation with a Librarian or a Digital Skills Advisor. [Librarians and Advisors]
Social connections vs Academic Connections
For many students, particularly those who commute to campus, there are few opportunities to socially interact with their peers outside of scheduled classes.  
Providing students with the opportunity to socially connect, not only with their immediate peers but also with students from other modules and degrees, or other levels, can build their sense of belonging and provide them with essential peer support.  
Some ideas are:
· Speak to the other lecturers that teach on the same slot as you do to arrange for a simultaneous long break across all the classes.  
· Remind students of events that happen at the University or are organised by the Students’ Union. 
· Provide students with online social spaces on Teams or Moodle.
Confidence and academic skills
Many students feel isolated because they think that they are falling behind their peers or are not confident of their ‘place’ in higher education. This is true not only of Level 3 and 4 students, but also of students in higher levels, including Level 7. 
Short academic skill refreshers, appropriate to level and cohort, can support students in their journey and build their confidence. The same is true of putting students in the position of teaching/supporting their peers with specific elements of academic skills. 
What is important to remember is that it is essential to avoid a deficit-based discourse on academic skills. In other words, avoid falling into the trap of focusing on academic skills when students are already struggling as a remedial solution. Instead, integrate refreshers and introductions to specific elements of academic skills through the module, both in relation to specific assessments and as more general support for research and academic integrity. 
Focus on assessment support at the right times during the module. It is worth having an assessment workshop, where students can focus on particular elements of the assessment, learn from, and exchange ideas with, their peers, and can ask you questions with impunity.
Here are some ideas of short activities to support academic skills.
Activities to support academic skills
Supporting our students' academic skills is crucial for their success. Here are a few suggestions for short activities you can incorporate in your teaching! 
· Library scavenger hunt: You can have students explore the University library to locate resources. This activity will teach them how to use catalogues, databases, reference materials and other physical and online resources.
· Peer review sessions: You can arrange sessions where students exchange and provide constructive feedback on each other's writing assignments. This activity will help them identify potential areas for improvement, as well as foster respect and collaboration. 
· Writing workshops: You can organise workshops on specific writing skills, such as thesis development, paragraph structure, and citation styles. 
· Practising the Cornell note-taking system: You can guide students in using this simple but effective note-taking method. The Cornell system can help students organise, summarise and recall information they hear or read about.
· Digital mind mapping: You can encourage students to use digital mind mapping tools to organise thoughts and concepts and facilitate connections between ideas in a visually engaging format.
· Effective reading strategies: You can run workshops on active reading strategies, such as annotation and summarisation. These techniques will help students critically engage with the content.
· Feedback reflection: You can organise a workshop where you encourage students to reflect on feedback from previous assignments. This activity will help them understand how to use feedback to improve their future work.
By incorporating these activities into our teaching, you can empower our students to become more effective learners. Together, let's create a supportive learning environment where every student can thrive!


Quiz: Removing barriers to belonging
· This quiz consists of three multiple-choice questions.
· You must answer all three questions correctly to proceed to the next section.
· You have unlimited attempts to achieve the passing score.

1. According to recent research on student belonging, what percentage of students feel a stronger connection to their course community compared to the university level?
a. 39%
b. 45%
c. 55%
d. 60%
2. How can instructors facilitate social connections among students who commute to campus?
a. Encourage individual study habits
b. Arrange simultaneous long breaks across multiple classes
c. Discourage online social spaces
d. Limit interactions to immediate peers
3. What is emphasised as an essential approach to academic skills support?
a. Deficit-based discourse
b. Remedial solutions
c. Integration throughout the module
d. Focusing on struggling students
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