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Part 1 
Academic Support 



Retention Initiative 

Remit for Retention Officer: Implement Peer Assisted Learning 
for first year Maths and Computing Science 
 
Problems with implementing despite demand 

•  Large classes 
•  3 subjects ⇒ timetabling problems 
•  Room bookings 
•  Expense, etc. 

 

Very difficult to get students in the same place at the same 
time 



Virtual PAL 

Decided to experiment with Virtual PAL  
Facebook/Moodle? 
Looking at the Digital Natives survey 2011  (2065 respondents) 
• 97.6% have a Facebook account that they access at least once a month 
• 96.8 % at least once a week 
• 89.2% at least once a day 

 
Facebook 

•  Closed groups 
•  Initiated and moderated by support staff 
•  Senior students invited to join 

 



Benefits 

 
Academic and social interaction 
Sharing resources 
Always available (including holidays) 

• No  need  to  wait  for  next  week’s  session/tutorial 
• Can come back to old threads later 

Everyone has equal voice 
Clear articulation forced 
 



The Empire Expands 

 
Due to success: 

• Groups renamed and rolled over to level 2 
• New groups created for level 1 Maths and Computing 
• Introduced groups for level 1 Physics/Astronomy and Engineering 

 
 

Eventually: 
• Groups introduced for all subjects in College of Science & Engineering 



Examples of conversations 



Examples of conversations 



Early Feedback 

Keep going with these Facebook groups and try as hard as possible to get EVERYONE in 
the group as early as possible in first year. In my experience as a student who travels in, it 
helps feel a part of the University. Without the Facebook groups I would feel a lot more 
isolated and probably at lot less engaged  

Personally it gives me confidence because if someone posts a question that you 
were stuck on also...it makes you feel less stupid because you know that other 
people are also struggling with some concepts in the course, its not just you 
It builds a sense of community and you learn peoples faces and their names 
Its like being in a tutorial sometimes.  
If you're stuck / need to know some piece of information it takes literally seconds to 
hop on Facebook and make a post. Also, because the uptake of the groups, in terms 
of membership, is so high, you're likely to get an accurate response very quickly 
FB groups have been invaluable 

 



Part 2 
Transition 



Diversity of Students  

Entry from: 
• H-maths in 5th year 
• AH-maths in 6th year 
• A-level Maths and/or Further Maths 
• Mature students/Access courses 
• Widening Participation 
• HNC(D) at College, 1st(2nd) year entry 
• 2nd year direct entry after Glasgow International College 
• International students 



Transition Issues 

• More rigorous form of study 
• Speed at which material is covered 
• Unfamiliarity with formal terminology 
• Gaps in knowledge 
• Moving away from learning to pass exams 
• Independent living & study 
• Commuting (~40%) 
• 3 subject issue, lack sense of belonging 

 
 



Pre-entry Support 

New pre-entry Facebook group for College of Science and 
Engineering (CoSE) 
• Conversations with each other and senior students 
• Become acquainted with Effective Learning Adviser for CoSE 

and Maths Adviser 
• Ask questions (related to course or UoG generally) 
• Access to resources prior to starting level 1 
• Links to subject-specific groups 

 
 



Conversations with each 
other 



Conversations with staff 



Conversations with senior 
students 



Facebook Events 

 
Maths Film Afternoons 
Maths Games Group 
 
Create events and post on FB groups 



Examples of Events 
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Examples of Events 



Survey 

Current level 4 Maths and CS students 
First ever  cohort  where  Facebook  groups  ‘formally’  introduced 
 
CS group – 196 members, 62/330 responses 
 
Maths group – 139 members, 38/201 responses 
 
 

 



Results 

Most students joined in 1st year 
 
Main  reason  for  not  joining  group:  “didn’t  know  about  them” 
 
Groups found to be very useful academically 



“Reading how people approach different problems” 
“During  term  time  things  being  identified  in  notes/exercises  
such  as  typos  or  mistakes  were  helpful” 
 
“Getting  other  perspectives  on  topics.  Collaborative  exam  
solutions” 
“A  good  way  to  create  a  community  from  a  large  cohort  of  
students.  Really  good  that  it  didn’t  become  cluttered  with  trivia  
and non-group  related  matters” 
 
 
 



Thank you 

Thank you for listening 
Any questions? 
 
Contact:  
      Shazia.Ahmed@glasgow.ac.uk 
     @ShaziaAhmed 


