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Abstract 
 

This article investigated whether a centralised PASS system, run in partnership between 

academic leads (ALs) and learning developers (LDs), might be supported by staff and 

students currently involved in PASS (N=11) within a Higher Education Institution (HEI). 

The study interviewed staff from the humanities, physical science, medical science, and 

the arts. Findings revealed that all participants were in favour of some form of 

centralisation. Centralised training of PASS mentors, advertising, and quality control 

received the strongest support. Based on these findings, the article argues that if LDs work 

closely with ALs centralisation is a viable solution to common challenges to PASS – such 

as low attendance, misconceptions about PASS, administrative costs, and scheme 

maintenance.  

 

 

Keywords: Peer Assisted Study Sessions; peer assisted learning; learning developers; 

supplemental instruction.  

 

 

Introduction 
 

Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS), commonly found in Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs), aim to support learning and integration within a specific programme of study by 

providing a space for active discussion and cooperative learning between students 

(Capstick, 2004). Traditionally, PASS often focus on discussion or activities around 

academic course work. However, sessions might also include pastoral discussions (Green, 

2011), or include one-to-one sessions (McIntosh, 2019). PASS sessions are most often 

offered to first- and second-year students and facilitated by pairs of second- or third-year 

students, referred to as ‘PASS mentors’ (Garcia-Melgar et al., 2021) or ‘leaders’ in some 



Connolly          Centralisation: placing Peer Assisted Study Sessions  
 (PASS) within the wider work of learning developers 

 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 21: September 2021  2 

literature (Rapley, 2011; McIntosh, 2019). PASS may also include support from students 

within the same year group (Hammond et al., 2010). While PASS is most often located 

and managed within specific subjects, this article will outline the benefits of centrally 

managed PASS schemes in higher education. The benefit of a PASS scheme that is co-

developed by learning developers and faculty academics is the inclusion of expert 

knowledge from learning developers in training PASS mentors to facilitate sessions. This 

article argues that the unique position of the learning developer within HEIs also presents 

an opportunity for greater exposure of the wider student body to the benefits of PASS. 

  

 

Benefits of PASS 

PASS Initiatives have been associated with higher pass rates and attainment (Dawson et 

al., 2014; Herrmann-Werner et al., 2017), increased subject knowledge (Hammond, et al., 

2010), and retention in historically challenging courses, especially within STEM (Congos 

and Schoeps,1998; Dawson et al., 2014; Herrmann-Werner et al., 2017; Fredrikkson et al., 

2020). According to Herrmann-Werner (2017), due to the scholarly evidence of the 

benefits of PASS, it has become an integral part of medical courses in Germany. 

Fostier and Carey (2007) indicate that offering PASS on a biomedical cohort produced a 

marked positive effect on both exam scores and student retention. Similarly, Green (2018) 

reported that within a nursing cohort, 90% of students who engaged with PASS displayed 

an increase in subject knowledge. PASS attendance as a predictor of higher academic 

attainment was substantiated by Spedding, Hawkes and Burgess (2017) who found a 

positive relationship between PASS attendance and academic performance among 340 

first-year psychology students. This positive correlation is perhaps a result of the active 

learning which we know PASS permits; according to Capstick (2004) and Garcia-Melgar et 

al. (2021) peer discussion of course material moves learning from a grade-focused, and 

perhaps a more surface learning position, to a position which focuses on deeper learning 

through the creation of meaning from the course content.  

 

By being peer led, PASS sessions allow students to learn in an informal and 

supplementary environment; this encourages deeper knowledge and a greater sense of 

belonging and ownership among student cohorts (Hoffman et al., 2002; Tibingana-

Ahimbisibwe et al., 2020; Garcia-Melgar et al., 2021) as well as increased communication 

and cohesion between students in the higher year(s) (Green, 2001; Dawson, et al., 2014).  
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PASS is particularly beneficial to students from economically or socially disadvantaged 

communities as well as undergraduate and postgraduate international students, aiding 

both learning and integration (Rapley, 2011; Zaccagnini and Verenikina, 2013; Duah, Croft 

and Inglis, 2014; Chilvers, 2016). PASS schemes create a highly social and interactive 

learning environment that encourages the establishment of relationships with domestic 

and other international students feeling increased confidence, a greater sense of 

community, and ownership and learner cohesion (Zaccagnini and Verenikina, 2013; 

Higgins et al., 2019; Tibingana-Ahimbisibwe et al., 2020). 

 

The benefits of participation in PASS also extend to mentors, who are able to develop 

transferable skills and in turn increase their employability (Smith, May and Burke, 2007). 

The benefits to the mentors also include developed academic knowledge as they are able 

to review and strengthen their understanding of course material through facilitation (Ody 

and Carey, 2009; Herrmann-Werner et al., 2017). In addition, among a cohort of medical 

students, Tamachi et al. (2018) found mentors reporting greater camaraderie, shared 

purpose, and social cohesion through their involvement as mentors. This finding points to 

the social benefits of PASS, as well as highlighting the implications for developing feelings 

of institutional belonging. Furthermore, academics benefit from PASS as they can adjust 

their courses in direct response to consistent feedback from mentors (Green, 2001; 

Rapley, 2011).  

 

 

Challenges of PASS  

Despite its many benefits, PASS schemes often experience low attendance (Allen, et al., 

2019). With the exception of the sciences where engagement rates are higher (Draper, 

2011), scholars have reported low attendance as a major challenge to the success and 

stability of PASS (Capstick, 2004; Green, 2011; Hammond, et al., 2010). Low attendance 

may be due to several practical issues such as timetable clashes and demanding course 

loads (Meertens, 2016). Additionally, Allen et al. (2019) found that low attendance was 

also due to incorrect perceptions that PASS was only for students who were failing. Stable 

attendance is vital for the success of PASS due to the central aspect of supplemental 

instruction which involves co-learning and discussion with peers (Fredrikkson et al., 2020). 

For a scheme to be effective, it is recommended to run weekly sessions that are routine 

and well planned with time for activities as well as questions and discussion (Herrmann-

Werner et al., 2017; PASS National Centre, 2018). 
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Academic leads are also often responsible for the recruitment and training of PASS 

mentors (Glynn et al., 2006; Tibingana-Ahimbisibwe et al., 2020). Hermann-Werner et al. 

(2017) find that while supplemental instruction may reduce time demands on faculty, the 

task of recruiting and training mentors to ensure high quality schemes often led to more, 

rather than less, demand on AL time. This not only adds to the demands of PASS but 

might also lead to instances where mentors are not adequately trained in the skills 

necessary for the facilitation and running of a PASS (Herrmann-Werner et al., 2017; 

Garcia-Melgar et al., 2021). Mentors who are not adequately trained also run the risk of 

not knowing when to assert boundaries between facilitation and teaching. In some cases, 

this has led to programmes which are perceived as exam support or proof-reading 

services (Garcia-Melgar et al., 2021). Difficulty in securing funding to support the 

development of PASS has also been reported as a challenge to developing and 

maintaining PASS (Green, 2011). Institutional funding is aligned with strategic drives which 

are, in turn, often informed by quantitative measures such as academic attainment; PASS 

may be overlooked in favour of other academic initiatives (Ashwin, 2002). Despite 

evidence for a correlation between PASS and improved academic attainment (i.e.: 

Spedding, Hawkes and Burgess, 2017), it is difficult to ascertain why funding for PASS is a 

challenge. Perhaps more institution-specific results are needed to justify funding. As a 

result of a lack of funding, many PASS initiatives are unable to receive financial support 

which might ensure their success.  

 

 

Context of research  

The research for this paper was conducted in a HEI where the model of PASS described 

above was dominant. PASS was concentrated in disparate ‘pockets’ of the university – a 

large Russell group institution in Scotland – and was coordinated in these various 

departments by academic leads (ALs). The premise for research was the lack of 

communication between LDs and ALs championing PASS. Moreover, ALs were not aware 

of, or in contact with other academics working on PASS. This meant that within a single 

institution, there was considerable inconsistency in the delivery of PASS and a lack of 

resources and support for ALs. According to Ody and Carey (2013), flexibility is a positive 

feature of PASS. However, in the institution under discussion here, inconsistency made 

the development and promotion of a culture of peer-to-peer academic support challenging. 
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It is the growth of this culture which, according to Black and MacKenzie (2008), is vital to 

the success of a PASS. 

 

With these practitioner observations as a starting point, I conducted a deeper appraisal of 

PASS within the institution and proposed that schools move from developing PASS in a 

subject vacuum, to working in partnership with learning developers (LDs) to co-create and 

share responsibility for the implementation and maintenance of PASS. This concept, which 

will be referred to as the centralisation of PASS, appears in other institutions such as the 

University of Exeter’s centralised Study Zone (2021), the University of Plymouth (2021), 

and the University of Bournemouth (2021). Centralisation is hardly novel and has achieved 

institutional success (Capstick, 2004) and yet is not routinely organised within HEIs which 

may be due to varying organisations of LDs within institutions.  

 

 

Centralisation 

This research proposes that schemes which are co-created and shared between LDs and 

ALs could be beneficial in mitigating challenges to creating and maintaining PASS through 

a process of shared ownership. By sharing ownership of PASS, LDs would have an active 

involvement in setting up and maintaining the schemes, thus addressing the issue of the 

demands of time and resources in setting up a PASS. Another issue affecting the success 

of PASS is staff turnover. In some instances, one staff member is highly involved in PASS, 

and in the event of them leaving, the scheme crumbles. Continued co-partnership between 

ALs and teams of LDs would lead to sustained academic involvement in the running and 

maintenance of classes which, according to Green (2011), is vital for the longevity of 

PASS. Additional funding would also alleviate some of the start-up costs associated with 

PASS. Therefore, LDs would be encouraged to engage in scholarship on PASS to support 

funding bids. 

 

Due to their specialist knowledge of learning and development, as well as their frequent 

contact with a variety of students, LD practitioners often have a ‘birds eye view’ of an 

institution. By becoming co-owners of PASS, through centralisation, LDs would be able to 

advise on how best to run and maintain PASS. They would also provide an area for staff 

and mentors to receive support for training, establishing, and maintaining PASS. Training 

is particularly vital for developing positive perceptions of PASS among staff and students. 

The LDs would work closely with faculty colleagues to train the mentors in facilitation, as 
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well as to ensure quality control and that the scheme was successfully addressing the 

needs of the subjects. As LDs are accustomed to teaching across an institution, rather 

than within a specific subject area, they are likely to hold the skills necessary for engaging 

groups of students in a non-subject-specific scenario. Thus, LDs are well placed for 

passing their unique skills onto mentors. Therefore, by placing PASS within the wider work 

of LDs, an institution might see a co-ownership of PASS and greater benefits to both staff 

and students. 

 

  

Methodology 
 

As outlined above, the broader context of this study is a longer-term research project 

which appraised the varieties of PASS within the researcher’s Scottish HEI. The present 

research involved an investigation of the institutional website, conversations with 

academics who had published on PASS or been cited as being involved in PASS, and a 

literature search to determine the number of active PASS schemes within the institution. 

This process was followed by semi-structured interviews and a focus group.  

 

 

Participants and procedure 

The study included 11 participants. Six were academic staff involved in a PASS within the 

humanities (1), medical (2) and physical sciences (3), and arts (4). Five, who formed the 

focus group, were student PASS mentors. One student, from humanities (1), who could 

not attend the focus group sent the researcher a personal statement regarding their 

experiences of PASS. All identifiable information has been removed and, where named, 

participants have been given pseudonyms and referred to as Academic Lead (AL) for 

those who were interviewed and PASS Mentor for student mentors who participated in the 

focus group. 

 

The interview and focus group questions explored the structure and content of each 

PASS, the department’s approach to recruitment, training, and remuneration, overall 

attendance at sessions, challenges faced by ALs, the role of ALs, and finally a response to 

the idea of centralisation or the moving of PASS to co-ownership between ALs and LDs.  

Questions were guided by the scholarly literature which outlines the challenges to PASS, 

as well as the researcher’s aim of appraising PASS and responses to centralisation within 
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their institution. The focus of these questions informed the broad topics, which were later 

used to inform thematic clusters. For clarity in questioning, all participants were asked 

‘what are your thoughts on the movement towards a centralised PASS which would be 

developed and maintained alongside the team1’. When asked to elaborate on 

centralisation, I made it clear that centralisation was not merely an instance where LDs 

took control of all administrative tasks but were actively involved in the development of 

schemes as partners who are knowledgeable in student learning and enhancement. 

Interviews and focus group were later transcribed and analysed using NVivo V.11. Using 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis as a guide, the interview and focus group 

questions formed the broad themes upon which data was clustered. Themes were 

populated to ensure that the varieties of PASS within the institution were represented. 

 

 

Results 
 

A summary of the full research findings relating to thematic clusters is presented in table. 

1. The research found that all four PASS schemes were academic with pastoral 

discussions reported as a by-product of the scheme. Attendance was variable in the 

humanities (1) and physical sciences (3) who held their PASS on an informal and drop-in 

basis. The medical sciences (2) and arts (4) had timetabled sessions and reported better 

attendance and student involvement overall. All schemes recruited mentors internally via 

informal announcements or circulated posts. All mentors were trained by staff except in (3) 

who received no training. Mentors from (2) and (3) were unpaid, while those from (1) and 

(4) were paid. Most schemes indicated little staff involvement and appeared to be student-

led. However, the clinical-based PASS within the medical sciences (2) reported high staff 

involvement.  

 

All staff indicated a preference for a centralised PASS scheme, but with varied degrees of 

involvement from LDs. The main concern over centralisation was that the subjects would 

lose ownership over the content of PASS sessions. The medical sciences (2) expressed 

the least interest in a centralised PASS, due to the clinical nature of the scheme and the 

course being offered away from the main campus. However, staff expressed an interest in 

acquiring formal validation for mentors via a centralised PASS initiative such as the 

 

1 Pseudonym 
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academic development services. Other participants were in favour of a centralised PASS 

initiative in order to gain support in recruitment and training of mentors, and quality 

assurance. The results indicate that, despite concerns from all ALs and the focus group 

over schools maintaining ownership, centralisation appeared to be well-supported. A 

discussion of the findings in their entirety is outside of the scope of this piece. Instead, this 

article will focus on the themes which most closely speak to developing a case for the co-

ownership of PASS schemes by LDs and academic departments. These themes are 

attendance, academic involvement, mentor recruitment, training and remuneration, and 

centralisation.  

 

Table 1 shows the features of each subject’s PASS. The findings indicate the variance 

between the structure of the PASS, with1, 2, and 4 being highly structured and 3 drop-in. 

In relation to content, 1-4 were set up to be academic in content, but did boast pastoral 

aspects. Attendance varied overall, with the most consistent attendance shown in 2 and 4, 

both of which were timetabled. All schemes recruited internally: 2 and 4 paid their mentors, 

while 1 and 3 did not. All except 2 had minimal academic involvement in the sessions. 1, 3, 

and 4 were in favour of a centralised system, with 2 being cautious due to the clinical 

aspect of the PASS.  

 

Table 1. Overview of the research findings related to each of the 4 major themes.           
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The results presented below are focussed on the question of centralisation in order to 

shed further light on the benefits of involving learning developers in the development and 

maintenance of PASS schemes in co-ownership with subject academics. This section will 

also highlight some of the variances in vital aspects of PASS such as the training and 

remuneration of mentors, student attendance, and the structure of PASS. The results 

illustrate how academics and mentors in the sample expressed concern that centralisation 

would lead to a loss of ownership over schemes. However, these concerns were found to 

be mitigated by the strengths of co-ownership between academic leads and learning 

developers, which included the increase in support and the generation of awareness about 

PASS through existing LD networks. 

 

 

Advertising and attendance 

Timetabled schemes (medical sciences (2) and arts (4)) appeared to have more stable 

attendance in the findings. Conversely, those which are not timetabled (humanities (1) and 

physical science (3)) report less stable attendance overall. Those which are not timetabled 

appeared to rely on advertising to students through Virtual Learning Environments (VLE), 

social media, or student emails. Yet attendance remained unstable:  

 

Advertising and getting it out there were the most difficult, it wasn’t enough for me to 

just go on induction day and say something about PASS and please sign up. I 

would have to sort of guilt my first year into going. That is not ideal, we don’t want to 

have to do that.2 

 

According to Meertens (2016) and Allen et al. (2019) unpredictable and low student 

attendance may also be due to students having the impression that PASS is solely 

for students who are academically weak. This notion was confirmed by a PASS mentor in 

the focus group who stated:  

 

I feel like there is a bit of a reputation problem as well because it seems like PAL is 

only for those who are really struggling, have a D and need the help. I think it would 

do better if it was marketed as if you have a B, come and try get an A.3 

 

2 Academic Lead for (1). 
3 Jim, Pass mentor in (3). 
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Despite attempts at advertising and timetabling, attendance continues to be a challenge 

among the PASS initiative within the humanities (1), physical sciences (3), and the arts (4). 

As the excerpt above indicates, lower attendance in these areas might be based on a lack 

of student awareness that a scheme is in place, as well as misconceptions around the 

purpose of a PASS. Centralised schemes would benefit from wider advertising as LDs are 

often in contact with a broader range of students. 

 

 

Mentor training  

The study found that humanities (1) provide an internally-led training day for mentors. On 

this day, mentors are given practical exercises to develop their facilitation skills. By the end 

of the training day, the mentors leave with knowledge of the requirements of the role, 

services for referral, and a rough plan for the first few sessions. Training in the arts (4) and 

medical sciences (2) was done by staff and previous PASS mentors. The physical 

sciences (3) did not have formal training for mentors. The focus group indicated 

that PASS was growing within the school and that additional attention to the mentors 

through communication and training was desirable. This point was confirmed by the 

Academic PASS lead in (3) who stated that greater involvement from LDs in PASS would 

aid training of mentors. These findings illustrate the diversity in training provided by each 

subject. While subject-specific training is necessary, greater involvement from LDs would 

build on successful subject-specific training by providing additional material, such as 

training on facilitation. 

 

 

Mentor remuneration   

When establishing PASS, the humanities (1) did not pay their mentors but acknowledged 

their contribution through formal recognition from the principle at a peer support awards 

ceremony. However, with the awards ceremony no longer occurring, the scheme decided 

to pay their mentors, as the AL explains: ‘There were conversations which we had, and the 

school then determined that they receive remuneration. Which I think is right in this 

instance because the degree is highly time consuming’.4  

 

 

4 Academic Lead for (1) 
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Alternatively, one academic cautions against monetary remuneration based on unstable 

funding: ‘If you build it on a temporary bit of money and the money goes then the support 

will go. If you embed it into the culture, then it will be more mainstream and likely to last a 

bit longer’.5                                                                                                                                   

 

The excerpt above highlights how funding and monetary remuneration is a challenge to 

the sustainability of PASS.  

 

 

Academic involvement  

Participants stated that support from the wider academic staff team, as well as 

communication between mentors and staff, were vital for a scheme’s success. Equally, all 

participants stated that this area could be improved. The physical sciences (3) report that 

staff are aware of, but do not actively promote, PASS. Furthermore, the AL explains that 

despite attempts to set up regular meetings between mentors and the relevant academics, 

there was little uptake. Communication continued to be an area for improvement, as one 

mentor reports: ‘I think even just if we had more meetings it would be really beneficial. 

Some informal supervision and feedback’.6    

        

The medical sciences (2) exhibit substantial staff support; this is due to the high level of 

involvement from staff in developing the scheme, as well as in training the mentors. 

Mentors in the humanities (1) meet with academics bi-weekly to plan upcoming activities, 

exchange knowledge, discussing the sessions, and any challenges. Similarly, the arts (4) 

report strong communication between mentors, who met with the AL once a week for one 

hour to discuss the scheme and any concerns. Unfortunately, the school also reported that 

buy-in from other academics within the school was incredibly low. The academic PASS 

lead reported that without a dedicated member of staff to oversee PASS, the support 

within the school became ‘fractured’. Should staff other than the AL within the subjects not 

take up involvement with PASS, the additional support from LDs in a co-owned scheme 

would prove beneficial. 

 

 

 

5 Academic (1) 
6 Sam, PASS mentor in (3). 
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Centralisation    

 

There is always the fear that if it is centralised you will lose some of its flavour and 

become bureaucratic. We still want to feel as though we run it, we know what our 

students need. We wouldn’t want it taken over or away from us but working in 

partnership with you.7   

 

The excerpt above exemplifies most participants’ response to centralisation. When asked 

if the schools would support a centralised PASS, co-ordinated by learning developers, 

each school expressed varying degrees of support. The biggest concern was that ALs 

would lose ownership of the material. This is a reasonable concern when considering the 

efforts of ALs to develop and maintain PASS. Participants were especially positive 

regarding the opportunity to have LDs involved in developing mentor training: ‘I would say 

there absolutely is a need for some centralised training, which focuses on the general 

skills needed for facilitation’.8 

 

Centralised training would be encouraged to focus on preparing the generic skills needed 

for facilitation, followed by subject-specific training. It would also inform mentors of the 

referral services such as learning development, mental health, careers, and disabilities 

services. Furthermore, this training would enable mentors to create networks of 

communication and support.  

 

 

Discussion 
 

In this appraisal of the varieties of PASS within a single HEI the objective was to 

investigate: the structure and content of PASS; attendance and ways of advertising; 

approaches to mentor recruitment, training, and remuneration; academic involvement. 

These areas were investigated alongside the overarching question of whether a more 

centralised PASS, developed in co-ownership with learning developers, would mitigate 

some of the challenges facing the successful development of PASS. As the results above 

indicate, the question of centralisation was welcomed by academics. Specifically, as it 

 

7 Academic PASS lead for (3). 
8 Academic PASS lead for (1). 
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related to support for increasing student awareness of PASS as well as training. The 

discussion below situates the idea of centralisation within the wider literature and indicates 

areas in which centralisation may improve challenges associated with PASS such as low 

attendance, misconceptions of PASS, mentor training, and means of recognition. 

 

 

Advertising with support of learning development services 

Unstable attendance is a challenge to the success of PASS (Hammond et al., 2010; 

Meertens, 2016) largely because sessions rely on collaboration and discussion of course 

work between attendees (Fredriksson et al., 2020). Participants reported that timetable 

clashes and student misconceptions about PASS were common reasons for low 

attendance. A means of addressing unstable attendance might be through timetabling 

sessions as schools which had timetabled sessions reported more stable attendance 

above. Moreover, greater advertising to address misconceptions that PASS is only for 

students who are struggling academically could also combat low attendance. These 

assumptions are in line with the suggestions of Cameron et al. (2015), Meertens (2016), 

and Allen, et al (2019). Despite the benefits of wider advertising, the findings indicated that 

timetabling placed an administrative burden on organisers – a resource which was not 

available to all schools. 

 

The support of LDs, especially relating to advertising, would be a useful resource to help 

establish successful schemes. This in turn would act to combat unstable attendance as 

well as to address misconceptions over PASS. The research found participants supporting 

involvement from LDs in advertising schemes. Due to their networking across the 

institution and their frequent contact with students, LDs are particularly well placed to 

present the benefits of PASS along with increasing students’ awareness of ongoing 

sessions. In addition, LDs can support the advertisement of PASS due to their experience 

of having to communicate that the services they deliver are useful to all students, not just 

those who are at risk of failure. Dawson, et al. (2017) and Fostier and Carey (2007) stress 

the importance of advertising strategies to inform that PASS will be helpful to students of 

diverse ages, academic abilities, and social economic status. When schemes are co-

owned and developed in partnership between ALs and LDs it means that more time and 

resources can be dedicated to advertising, thereby working towards greater uptake of 

PASS to ensure that many students receive the numerous benefits associated with peer-

to-peer learning.  
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Finally, the wider literature indicates that involvement from senior subject academics in 

promoting PASS has led to students viewing schemes as having legitimacy, making them 

more likely to attend (Kodabux and Hoolash, 2015). Academics may be able to 

communicate the overall benefits of PASS but this rests on the assumption that they are 

aware of these benefits. A centralised service is able to communicate the benefits of PASS 

to academics through dissemination of information at steering groups and teaching 

committees, or through practitioner research within the institution. This discussion 

indicates support for shared ownership of PASS not only within the current sample, but 

within the wider literature.  

 

 

Centralised training  

Learning developers’ proposal for centralised training of mentors received unanimous 

support from participants largely due to the high demands of running mentor training. The 

idea of centralised learning development services being involved in training mentors 

provides a strong case in the argument for centralisation. Garcia-Melgar et al. (2021) state 

that the consequences of inadequate training of PASS mentors may lead to mentors who 

are not able to recognise the need to facilitate, rather than to teach material. This is 

supported by Ody and Carey (2009) and Capstick, Fleming and Hurne (2004) who also 

reported that a major challenge of PASS mentorship was that mentors tended to move to 

teaching rather than facilitating sessions due to inadequate training. Moreover, inadequate 

training, which often results from academics not having enough time and resources to 

adequately train mentors, can also lead to mentors being unable to assert appropriate 

boundaries, and a lack of awareness of the necessary channels of referral – such as 

counselling, academic, or financial services (Garcia-Melgar et al., 2021). Conversely, 

training which provides mentors with knowledge over the function of their role, as well as 

increasing their knowledge of services, had the additional benefit of developing schemes 

which ‘scaffolded and supported pathways to effective help-seeing’ (Garcia-Melgar et al., 

2021, p.11). It is therefore clear that adequate training of PASS mentors is vital to the 

overall success and quality control of schemes (Hermann-Werner, 2017). Centralised 

training might also be supported due to a recognition of the expertise offered by LDs in 

areas of learning and teaching. LDs may draw on insights from scholarship to provide 

mentors with best practice resources for facilitating PASS sessions. 

 



Connolly          Centralisation: placing Peer Assisted Study Sessions  
 (PASS) within the wider work of learning developers 

 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 21: September 2021  15 

Centralised training, developed by learning developers and subject academics may 

provide a stronger foundation for schemes than subject-only training. Should training be 

undertaken through a centralised service, it would be specific to excellence in PASS 

mentorship in addition to subject-specific training. It would also lead to the development of 

material which addressed the subject needs and academic literacies. In their study, 

Garcia-Melgar et al., (2021) found that sessions lacked support for students’ academic 

literacy needs. It is evident that due to the expertise which learning developers hold, their 

involvement in training and setting up of PASS schemes would make a vital contribution to 

the content of sessions. Following the example of the University of Bournemouth’s 

centralised PAL project (Capstick and Fleming, 2001) the involvement of LDs in training 

might also extend to refresher sessions, resources on VLEs, and PASS development 

workshops for academic staff.  

 

 

Mentor remuneration 

Wadoodi and Crosby (2002) state that some form of mentor remuneration is required: this 

may take the form of ‘intrinsic or extrinsic reward’ (p.242). My research found that each 

school recognised and promoted both the intrinsic and career benefits associated with 

PASS mentorship. However, the schools expressed confusion over which was the most 

sustainable option. Learning developers, who have an understanding of matters relating to 

learning and teaching and peer assisted schemes, would be able to provide guidance for 

schools which are creating a PASS.  

 

Academics also expressed a desire to recognise the work of their mentors alongside an 

inability to arrange areas for mentors to receive recognition such as formally tracking their 

teaching experience through higher education academic records. One academic explained 

how the PAL awards ceremony was previously well received by mentors as a form of 

recognition, but that the school was unable to organise this. A centralised service might 

contribute to the recognition of the service of mentors by arranging PASS awards 

ceremonies. The organisation of such an event might not be appealing to academics who 

are involved in PASS within a single subject. However, the position of the learning 

developer within higher education translates to wider networks and a greater awareness of 

learning support being offered across an institution.  An event such as this would act to 

promote the benefits of PASS to the wider student body. 
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Examples of Centralisation 

As we have noted, centralised schemes, managed by LDs or PAL co-ordinators in 

partnership with subjects, is not a new approach, and has received support both in UKHEI 

and scholarly literature (Makala, 2017). McCabe and Daudi (2018) presented discussions 

of centralised services which developed each scheme in co-ownership with academic 

leads and learning developers. The service oversaw recruitment and training of mentors, 

continued development, and quality enhancement by supporting any problems 

experienced by the schools. Similarly, Capstick and Fleming (2001) report that at 

Bournemouth University, peer assisted schemes are successfully managed through a 

centralised ‘pal project’ wherein LDs oversee training of PASS mentors, staff development, 

advertising to students, and research into the improvement of peer learning schemes 

within the university (Bournemouth University, 2021). However, despite the objective value 

of centralisation, the current research indicated that some ALs have reservations centred 

around fears about a loss of ownership. Thus, it is vital that more literature is offered to 

present the benefits of centralisation to academics interested in peer-to-peer student 

learning. The current article presents an important consideration of centralisation: its 

emphasis is on collaboration and ownership between learning developers and academics, 

rather than one body holding sole ownership.  

 

The findings here, of course, pertain to a single UK institutional case study and are not 

considered to be representative. However, the findings also uphold what other researchers 

have observed regarding the training of mentors (Hermann-Werner et al., 2017), low 

attendance (Hammond et al., 2010), misconceptions of PASS (Kodabux and Hoolash, 

2015; Allen et al., 2019) and the need for greater institutional support (Makala, 2017). In 

focusing on PASS across an institution, rather than within a single subject, this study 

cannot claim to offer any significant trends in subject/disciplinary PASS. Yet by focusing on 

a range of subject schemes, it has foregrounded centralisation as a solution to common 

challenges.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This article outlined the academic and cultural benefits that PASS brings to an institution. It 

has also presented how a centralised service responsible for supporting the creation and 
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maintenance of PASS, with a specific role in the training of PASS mentors within an 

institution, would be beneficial. Specially, through advertising and greater exposure, it 

would work to combat low attendance and incorrect assumptions of PASS. Vitally, a PASS 

co-owned with academics and learning developers can provide additional training and 

certifications for mentors. Finally, the current article stressed that any centralisation of 

PASS should be done in a spirit of partnership, maintaining flexibility, and allowing each 

PASS to be designed according to the needs of each school. 
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