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Community
An innovative approach to virtual 
widening participation summer 
schools
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Welcome & Introduction

• Gemma Hunt, Subject Specialist

• Dr Alex Martin-Carey, Subject Specialist

• Paige Policelli, Postgraduate Ambassador

• Betsy Porritt, Postgraduate Ambassador
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The Context 

• Kent has a history of running successful summer schools for 

students from our pre-entry widening participation cohorts.

• The Covid-19 pandemic challenged us to reimagine this 

provision for the virtual environment.

• The Breaking Barriers Summer Schools developed out of the 

four elements identified by Bandura as key to developing 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977).

• To improve the sector's understanding on the impact of 

summer schools, we've been funded by independent charity 

TASO (The Centre for Transforming Access and Student 

Outcomes in Higher Education) to gather causal evidence on 

the outcomes of this intervention through a randomised 

controlled trial (RCT). Reported findings are due in Spring 

2022.
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Why self-efficacy?

• Students’ self-efficacy has been linked to their 

academic performance, persistence and 

educational trajectories (Gore, 2006)

• It is a variable that can be altered through 

interventions, so by changing our pedagogical 

approach we can ensure that students are 

supported to reach their potential. 

• This is particularly the case for those who have 

experienced social or economic disadvantage 

(Mozely et al, 2020). 
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Day 1: Personal Barriers

Aim: To identify personal barriers that students 

may or may not be aware of and to build 

confidence in order to challenge them.

The Approach: Exploring Happiness

Introduction: Use of BSL to lead into discussions 

about what a “barrier” may be

Video: What does happiness mean to you?

Activity: Use categories to complete Wheel of Life

Debate: “People can choose to be happy”

The Wheel of Life

Guest Speaker: Art of Brilliance

Activity: Happiness Toolkit

physical wellbeing; relationships; knowing yourself; 

balancing commitments and acts of kindness.
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Outcomes

We provided three different outlooks on happiness:

1. Happiness Video (Five Senses);

2. Structured Debate;

3. Art of Brilliance Talk.

Using this, students were able to reflect about what 

happiness meant to them individually in order to identify 

areas to "improve" using the wheel of life activity.

Students then made happiness toolkits inspired by the 

activities. An aim to travel "full circle" with using their 

newly identified personal barriers as a motivation to grow 

their sunflower seeds in the final session.

“You might have barriers that you face everyday but 

now I know [how] to solve them” - participant
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Day 2: Academic Barriers

Aim: To encourage students to think deeply 

about their own academic strengths and 

preferences. To introduce students to HE 

learning as more interdisciplinary or cross-

disciplinary. To introduce students to research 

as a part of the HE environment.

1. Introduction – exploring how subjects link, 

overlap and might work together.

2. Academic taster – exploring the big questions.

3. Reverse Funding Panel

4. Submission of their own responses to a big 

question. 
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Day 2: Outcomes

1. Vicarious Experience (through academics and 

ambassadors)

2. Past Performance (through participating in 

activities and forming their own opinions)

3. Verbal Persuasion (through clear messaging 

about academic success)

In seeing the projects pitched to them, and meeting 

academics in the taster sessions, participants also 

developed confidence and strategies to help them 

with their projects in day 3 and 4.

“I liked the pitches and debates as I saw how 

everyone else wanted to express their ideas and 

opinions.” - Participant
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Day 3: Community Barriers

Aim: To use the ideas of self-knowledge and 

personal barriers to firstly identify and then to 

address specific needs of the student’s own 

communities. They were encouraged to use 

research/academic questioning to confront 

these issues and come up with solutions.

1. Introduction – What is the central question and 

how to break it down?

2. How to identify their own communities?

3. Independent/mentor-group work

4. Submission of their research, pitches and final 

creative ‘artefact’ to the digital time-capsule
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How has COVID-19

affected your community?

"How can we make 

our communities

better places in the 

wake of COVID-19?"

What do we mean by 

'communities'?What kind of space might 

address the issues raised 

by the pandemic?

What does the 

community need?
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• Space to socialise

• Space to learn

• Space to exercise

• Space to find help

Be AMBITIOUS! | Be LOCAL! | Be SPECIFIC!

What were the categories 

and why?
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Spaces to Socialise
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Spaces to Exercise

Spaces to Find Help
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Social Elements
Aim: To replicate some of the social elements of 

an in-person summer school – allowing 

participants to ‘be the student’, learn about Uni 

Life and get to know the ambassadors in a more 

informal way.

1. Society intro & tasters.

2. Escape room challenge and group dinner.

3. Task Master Challenge.

4. Final Celebration Event.
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Parents and Carers

Aim: To engage parents, carers and supporters 

in the summer school journey to support 

participants. For parents and carers to gain 

knowledge of HE.

1. Pre-event info evening.

2. Breaking Barriers ambassador talk.

3. Final celebration.

4. Follow-up feedback photos.

“Yes, I think it has given her more confidence speaking with the 

ambassadors and receiving positive feedback on her ideas and her work. 

This has given her the boost to seriously consider A levels and university 

away from home.” – Parent

“Her confidence was boosted in participating in group activities and 

discussions.” - Parent
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Reflections

• Students’ were asked to reflect on each of the 

summer school learning outcomes and consider 

how they achieved that outcome. 

• Their reflections demonstrated that our 

pedagogical approach had enabled students to 

develop their understanding of the ways to 

maximise their personal wellbeing as well as 

learning more about the HE environment. 

• Many of their comments centred around moving 

out of their comfort zone and increasing in 

confidence. 
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Next Steps

• Investigate the differences between Year 10 and 

Year 12 student scores

• Consider how we can now translate this online 

model to effective in-person summer schools

• To embed the 4th element of Bandura’s theory 

(physiological and emotional states) into other 

outreach activities
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Questions
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