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Executive Summary
Introduction 

In recent decades, there has been a steady reorientation of universities and higher 

education institutes towards deeper and more meaningful forms of community 

engagement for the purposes of research and real-world problem solving. Referred to as 

university–community partnerships, what makes these forms of collaboration unique is 

that they are mutually beneficial approaches to the creation and exchange of knowledge 

through a process of co-inquiry and co-learning.

The Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring 

was developed as part of a university–community partnership initiative developed to 

improve access pathways for education and lifelong learning to under-represented groups 

in the Cork area. Using a mixed-methods approach to data collection, the purpose of 

this evaluation was to document and evaluate the unique development process of this 

university–community cooperative initiative and to gain feedback from the first students. 

Research Objectives

Three main objectives informed this evaluation, as detailed below: 

Objective 1: Document the development process: The first objective was to 

document the unique development process of the newly established Certificate in 

Continuing Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring, which was the first 

programme of its kind in Ireland.

Objective 2: Evaluate the programme from the perspective of the students: The 

second objective was to provide an evaluation of the programme from the perspective of 

the first cohort of students who took part in the pilot mentoring certificate course, which 

took place over six months in spring and autumn 2021.

Objective 3: Capture models of best practice: Thirdly, given that this programme was 

the first course of its kind nationally, this research also captured models of best practice in 

order to provide best practice recommendations for the sector and for future teaching and 

learning in the area.

Data Collection 

This research used a mixed-method approach to collect data for the purposes of 

evaluating the programme. Fieldwork took place in two phases between November 

2021 and February 2022 with two cohorts participating in this research. The first cohort 

of participants consisted of the partners responsible for the design of the mentoring 

certificate programme. Fieldwork for the first cohort took place between November 2021 

and February 2022 and consisted of one-on-one, semi-structured interviews which took 

place online via MS Teams. The second cohort of participants consisted of the students 

who had completed the pilot mentoring certificate course. Fieldwork for the second 
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cohort, which took place in November 2021, consisted of an online survey and online 

and in-person focus groups (please see Appendices 4–6 for data instruments). Data was 

analysed using thematic coding. 

Key Findings

• A key aspect of what made the university-community partnership successful was the  

 co-equal and reciprocal approach adopted.

• For the partners, the mutual respect and the value placed on the complementary  

 approaches to the development of the Mentoring initiative was another key strength. 

• From the perspective of the first cohort of students in the pilot mentoring certificate  

 course, the collaborative design of the lectures and open approach to lecture content  

 was highly regarded.

• Students were inspired by the lecturer’s flexible and agile approach each week, which  

 they regarded as highly conducive to reciprocal learning. 

• Students and stakeholders reported that the mentoring certificate course gave students  

 the skills, tools and confidence they needed to become mentors in their communities,  

 as well as the critical consciousness required to encourage others to consider (further,  

 adult and higher) educational and lifelong learning opportunities.

• The course gave students a strong sense that they were part of a larger community  

 of mentors, which motivated them to maintain and build upon the networks  

 established during the course in order to better keep abreast of access pathways to  

 lifelong learning and higher education.

• Both cohorts emphasised the need for sustainability of the initiative going forward. 

Key Recommendations 

1. Overall, the university–community partnership approach is a successful partnership  

 paradigm and should be used as a model for future projects and initiatives.

2. Embedding mentors within the community develops and scaffolds access initiatives  

 for lifelong learning and higher-education access. Therefore community mentoring  

 programmes deserve sustained and continued university and community support to  

 increase access pathways into further learning. 

3. A co-equal spirit of collaboration between university and community partners should  

 be fostered to support mentorships, further enhance existing university–community  

 connections and help contribute to better outcomes.

4. Flexible approaches to lectures and lecture content works well for the development of  

 mentoring knowledge and skills and this should be maintained and embedded into  

 future programme delivery to enable lifelong and life-wide learning.

5. Building confidence is a bedrock of the student experience and this should be fostered  

 and sustained through the development of networking opportunities among student  

 and graduate cohorts. 
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6. Maintaining and further embedding reciprocity and trust in the university–community  

 partnership will support sustainability for future iterations of this programme. 

7. Equipping students with the core values of a civically engaged university community  

 and embedding these graduate attributes into future practice should become an  

 explicit part of the curriculum for future iterations of the mentoring certificate  

 programme. 

8. To maintain the high standards of best practice as evidenced in the programme during  

 this research, it is recommended that a stringent process of critical analysis and  

 reflection be implemented at regular intervals between future programme cycles.



CHAPTER 1

Introduction  
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1.0  Introduction
Highlighting the importance of education for democratic and civic engagement, the UN 

in 2016 published Education 2030, a framework for action to provide flexible education 

and learning opportunities throughout life (UN, 2016). By calling for an ‘inclusive and 

equitable quality education’ and the promotion of ‘lifelong learning opportunities for all’ 

(UN, 2017), the UN elevated the importance of education and lifelong learning to the  

level of a fundamental ‘human right and a force for sustainable development and peace’ 

(UN, 2015).

This wasn’t always the case. Prior to this, the thinking around education had been ‘guided 

by a human capital approach to education’ which did not ‘fully endorse education as 

a human right’ (Elfert, 2021: 540). In calling for the political will to ‘tackle educational 

challenges and build systems that are inclusive, equitable and relevant to all learners’ 

(UN, 2021), Education 2030 marked the ‘emergence of a rights-based approach to adult 

education as an international paradigm’ (Elfert, 2021: 538).

In Ireland, education and lifelong learning were prioritised in the National Strategy 

for Higher Education to 2030, which called on higher-education institutions (HEI’s) to 

widen participation and engage more deeply with wider society by ‘taking on civic 

responsibilities and cooperating with the needs of the community that sustains higher 

education – including businesses, the wider education system, and the community and 

voluntary sector’ (Department of Education and Skills, 2011: 74). For Zeldin, community 

networks are so valuable because they share ‘a sense of common cause’ and ‘offer a 

web of opportunity and scaffolding’ to ‘encourage new friendships among peers’ (Zeldin 

et al., 2013: 393). It was envisaged that strengthening and extending existing links to 

the community would help ‘progress quality, community development and further social 

innovation’ (Department of Education and Skills, 2011: 76–7). 

This evolves the idea of university engagement in the community, first envisaged by 

Ernest Boyer in his 1990 book Scholarship Reconsidered (see Moser, 2014), into a mutual 

relationship with the community in the co-creation of new forms of knowledge. The HEA, 

in calling for deeper engagement with the community, signalled its desire to move away 

from a one-way model of community engagement characterised by a one-way ‘delivery 

of knowledge’ into the community, towards a more ‘collaborative approach to knowledge 

exchange’ between ‘mutually beneficial partnerships’ (Sathorar and Geduld, 2021: 90). 

In this new paradigm, university–community engagement becomes more focused on 

mutual objectives brought about through a process of co-inquiry and co-learning, and 

the mutual discovery of new forms of knowledge stemming from innovative research 

engagement orientated towards real-world problems (see Sathorar and Geduld, 2021: 91). 
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1.1  Building Partnership for Lifelong 
Learning and Access
The SOAR Project was developed to answer the call for higher education to engage more 

deeply and more meaningfully with the community in the co-creation of new forms of 

knowledge, as formalised in the fifth goal of the National Access Plan ‘to develop regional 

and community partnership strategies for increasing access to higher education with 

particular focus on mentoring’ (HEA, 2015: 24). In the spirit of developing a mutual and 

collaborative approach to knowledge creation and exchange, the Access Services in both 

University College Cork (UCC) and Munster Technological University – Cork Campus 

(MTU Cork) set about exploring the feasibility of a community-based mentoring initiative 

to increase access among under-represented groups. Through the SOAR Project and 

with assistance from UCC-based partners including Adult Continuing Education (ACE) 

and the School of Applied Social Studies, the initial objectives were to (i) identify models 

of best practice in student mentoring; (ii) establish and extend community mentoring 

partnerships; (iii) co-design and co-deliver an accredited mentor training programme;  

and (iv) extend the mentoring programme model into colleges, schools and communities 

(see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Community-based mentoring objectives

Recognising that mentoring already exists within communities both formally and 

informally, the university partners extended the initiative to include valuable insights 

from key individuals who were already providing a positive and encouraging influence on 

others in their communities. The Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in 

Community Based Mentoring programme (mentoring certificate) was created to support 

natural mentors in their efforts to provide critical support to under-represented target 

groups seeking to access lifelong learning and higher education (see Appendix 1 for 

module description). Student mentors were selected through individual Cork Learning 

Neighbourhood steering groups and the Cork Migrant Centre and were invited to take 

part in this accredited mentoring certificate designed to equip them with the education, 

skills and training to become confident and effective community-based mentors. Course 

fees were jointly funded by UCC and MTU Cork Access Services. 

This initiative had two distinct phases: (i) the co-design of a mutually beneficial 

programme to extend access initiatives and opportunities to access education and lifelong 

learning into the community; and (ii) the development and delivery of the pilot mentoring 

certificate for members of the community who have been chosen for their strong 

relationships within the community. 
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After the first phase, when the partnership was established and the criteria for the 

mentoring initiative was agreed, the second phase focused on working with community 

partners to identify those who were already engaged in mentoring work in their 

communities. These community members, with their unique insights into the needs of 

their communities, became integral to the second phase as the first cohort of students 

in the pilot mentoring certificate. This person-centred approach was in a sense a formal 

recognition that community-based informal mentoring already exists among individuals 

who provide a stable and encouraging influence on others in their community. Inviting 

these community members to develop the knowledge, training and networking skills 

with their peers had two important effects: (i) a recognition and formalisation of their 

role within their communities, and (ii) an example to their communities of the benefits of 

higher education and/or lifelong learning. In this way, a key feature in the development of 

this mentoring programme was to develop the agency of these mentoring students and to 

empower them (Suoranta et al., 2021) to become facilitators for others in the community 

who may also benefit from access to lifelong learning or higher education and become, in 

their own right, positive examples to others who may be considering their own journey of 

personal development. 

Given the role mentors play in providing critical support to members of their communities 

as well as setting positive examples of the benefits of higher education, the mentoring 

certificate empowered these students with what Freire refers to as ‘conscientisation’ 

(1994), a critical consciousness which gives them an enhanced voice in their communities, 

facilitates change in their own lives, and ultimately brings about positive social change 

(Sathorer and Geduld, 2021: 93). In this sense, by focusing on those who are already 

doing this work in their communities, students in the pilot project became, in effect, de 

facto partners alongside university partners in the development of efforts to extend access 

and pathways to higher education and lifelong learning to those who may have been 

excluded from such access previously.

1.2  Conclusion
This introduction outlined the key phases of the development of the Certificate in 

Continuing Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring and introduced 

the key partners who were integral to the design and evaluation of the pilot mentoring 

certificate, which was designed to extend outreach efforts deep into the heart of the 

community to reach individuals who may be interested in education or lifelong learning. Key 

to this requirement was the person-centred approach and the principle of recursiveness 

– identifying the right candidates for the pilot certificate programme and training them 

to become mentors so that they could learn how to help identify and assist those in their 

own communities who might benefit from access to education and lifelong learning.

The purpose of this report was to document and evaluate the unique development 

process of the newly established Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in 

Community Based Mentoring and the pilot delivery. Using a mixed-methods approach, 

this research also captured models of best practice in order to inform best practice 

recommendations for the sector, as this was the first course of its kind nationally.
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CHAPTER 2

Literature Review
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2.0  Introduction
Although universities have a long history of engagement with their communities, 

particularly through Adult Continuing Education and Access programmes, the relationship 

has typically been characterised by the university positioning itself in a leadership position 

engaged in general education, research and the development of new knowledge and 

scientific advancement. In this sense, the university understood itself as the leader in 

community engagement, oriented towards attracting students, the retention of students 

and adult continuing education (GUNI, 2014). 

Inherent within the shift in emphasis towards education as a human right (UN, 2015) is 

the emphasis today on university–community co-equal partnership. No longer the object 

of university engagement, the community is today understood as an equal partner in the 

co-creation and exchange of new forms of knowledge and the sharing of ‘resources, skills 

and processes with the public good in mind’ (GUNI, 2014: xxxv).

This revitalised understanding of the community–university partnership model is at the 

heart of this community-based mentoring in that it views the community as a vital partner 

in increasing access to education and lifelong learning. The university, working in concert 

with the community, embarked upon this partnership initiative to build upon existing 

relationships within the community with those who may be outside the reach of existing 

engagement pathways. Key to this was building on the trust and strong ties established 

within these communities. In this sense, those approached to take part became partners 

not only as trusted members of the community, but as co-equal partners in the co-creation 

of new forms of knowledge about ways to increase engagement and access pathways 

into higher education and lifelong learning for all. 

In many ways, we might regard the university–community partnership approach as a 

radical new way to get to the heart of something in order to discover a fundamental 

essence (Westoby et al., 2019: 2) as mentoring students become part of the ‘conversation 

about what it would take to empower critical citizens and workers who would be prepared  

to challenge existing structures, values and power relations’ (Westoby et al., 2019: 2).

2.1  Mentoring Programmes
Given that the earliest mention of the concept of mentoring dates back to Homer’s 

Odyssey (Landsberg, 2003), it is easy to imagine why a literature search on mentoring 

today results in many different definitions and ‘typologies’ (Carragher and McGaughey, 

2016: 2) within ‘a wide variety of contexts and for different reasons’ (Tee Ng, 2012: 25).

In the traditional sense, mentoring has referred to any relationship or process whereby 

a more experienced/mature/senior person facilitates and assists in the development of 

someone less experienced or mature (Carragher and McGaughey, 2016: 2). For Carragher 

and McGaughey (2016) and Castanheira (2016), the concept of mentoring specifically 

describes a relationship in which an individual (the mentor) with more expertise or 
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experience provides knowledge, information or support to a less experienced individual 

(the mentee) through a shared learning experience which can develop over many years 

(Mullen, 2016: 132). 

Although similar to coaching, mentoring in this sense is typically characterised by mutually 

enriching relationships which are typically more focused on individual development as 

opposed to specific ‘performance’ or educational outcomes (Jones, 2015: 294). More 

‘empathetic’ in its approach, these mentoring relationships tend to provide emotional 

support, guidance, encouragement, time management and advice within a neutral and 

supportive environment (Jensen, 2017; Sola et al., 2021).

2.2 Formal Mentoring Programmes:   
 Institutions of Education
In their meta-analysis of mentoring types for education across all grade levels, Mullen 

and Klimaitis (2021: 19) argue that changing learning environments are ‘forging new 

mentoring possibilities’. For this reason, a new framework for mentoring in education is 

required in order to delineate mentoring in these contexts from other forms of mentoring 

which occur in other contexts. In their attempts to acknowledge the growing use of many 

relationship types in contemporary mentoring practices in education and to differentiate 

these from other developmental relationships, the authors catalogue mentoring into nine 

types (Mullen and Klimaitis, 2021: 19).3 

For those engaging in new forms of mentoring, there is much to learn from the literature 

about formal and traditional mentoring relationships. Formal and traditional types of 

mentoring are quite similar in that they refer to programmes which have been developed 

with a specific outcome in mind, usually for the mentee to acquire skills, mastery and 

maturity from a mentor within a specific context. Within institutions of higher learning, 

mentoring is typically aimed at students at all levels, from those transitioning into higher 

education (Carragher and McGaughey, 2016; Ginty and Harding, 2015; Denny, 2015), to 

undergraduate, postgraduate and post-doctoral students (Mullen, 2016: 132). 

In their research summary of first-year student experiences of peer-assisted learning 

programmes in two Irish technical institutes, Ginty and Harding found that from the 

students’ perspective, ‘the most important outcomes’ for improving transition to higher 

education and reducing attrition rates were ‘enhanced engagement, sense of belonging 

and overall satisfaction’ (2014: 3). This is in keeping with ongoing research which seeks to 

understand the factors giving rise to greater student persistence and retention (see Tinto, 

2017, 2006–7 and 1993). In one study, the data found that ‘mentoring as an intervention’ 

was proven to have a ‘dramatic effect’ on the retention rates of disadvantaged students 

(Salinitri, 2005: 867), with more recent research into student retention finding evidence 

that ‘mentorship has been shown to be a valuable asset toward increasing diversity, equity, 

and inclusion’ (Sola et al., 2021: 1742). 

3. Mullen classifies these nine mentoring types as consisting of formal, informal, diverse, electronic, co-mentoring/collaborative, group, peer, multilevel, 
and cultural mentoring (Mullen and Klimaitis, 2021: 22).
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2.3 Community-Based Mentoring and  
 Informal Mentoring Practices 
Arguing that traditional forms of mentoring practices are increasingly losing traction, 

Mullen and Klimaitis (2021: 19) identify new mentoring possibilities and contexts which 

build on human capacity and social transformation as ‘alternatives emerge for mentoring 

theories, relationships, processes, programmes, and organizations’. Among the mentoring 

types with the most potential, it has been identified that informal mentoring could be the 

key to building new mentoring frameworks, with natural mentors taking centre stage in 

these new mentoring paradigms. 

Informal mentoring relationships are those where the mentor and mentee meet naturally 

(Mullen, 2016: 133) outside a formal programme and by mutual consent (Zeldin et 

al., 2013: 391). Building on trust which already exists, these relationships can develop 

naturally between young people and those outside their family home and outside formal 

educational settings. These informal mentors, also described as natural mentors, can 

include, for instance, other parents, role models, coaches or community workers active 

in community group settings. Within the literature more widely, informal mentoring 

relationships led by natural mentors highlight the organic way in which these relationships 

develop (see Oster et al., 2021). 

In their work on mentoring in youth and community work settings, Brady and Dolan’s 

research ‘suggests that greater attention be focused on mentors as key agents and 

beneficiaries in supporting young people in need’ (Brady and Dolan, 2009: 365). Their 

argument that the ‘presence of adults capable of functioning as natural mentors is 

elemental to the creation of successful partnerships’ (Brady and Dolan, 2009: 365) is 

developed further by Timpe and Lunkenheimer (2015: 12–13) into three characteristics 

which are typical of successful natural mentor–mentee relationships:

• There is a common interest, such as a recreational interest;

• An emotional bond and frequent contact occur;

• The relationship spans over time, typically a year or longer. 

There is evidence that natural community-based mentorship relationships, particularly 

intergenerational relationships, are more effective than schools-based mentoring 

programmes both in terms of the quality of relationships and outcomes (Cumming-Potvin 

and MacCallum, 2010). It has been suggested that this could be because community-

based mentoring relationships may avoid some of the pitfalls associated with traditional 

forms of mentoring experienced by minority communities (see Oster et al., 2021), and the 

‘the power of socialisation’ which can impede mentoring success in school settings (see 

Cumming-Potvin and MacCallum, 2010). Citing Bourdeau, the authors argue that while 

complex issues of power may empower some student voices, it may restrict others to a set 

of prescribed outcomes (Ibid) or even hold them back from full participation (Mayo, 2006). 

Informal settings such as those that exist naturally in the community allow for greater 

opportunities to develop learning partnerships between mentor and mentee (Dominguez 
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and Hager, 2013; Parylo et al., 2012; Searby, 2014). Because mentoring relationships 

developed in those contexts are free from the institutional restrictions of formal mentoring 

programmes and prescribed outcomes, the relationship can become intersubjective ‘for 

the purposes of helping each other in the difficult process of realising oneself’ (Honneth 

cited in Curty, 2020: 1342). Although specific goals often do feature in these relationships, 

because guidance tends to be ‘relational and emotional’ (Zeldin et al., 2013: 390), this 

can counteract the social harm of exclusion by removing ‘obstacles to [mentees’]  social 

inclusion and to their identity development’ (Stojanov, 2010: 163). In this sense, informal 

mentoring can become integral to the pursuit of recognition (Honneth, 1995) through 

what Fleming and Finnegan refer to as the ‘ideal care situation’ (2014: 153). This is 

because a special relationship with a mentor can help mentees become more self-aware 

and conscious of their own uniqueness and special characteristics (Ibid). 

For Timpe and Lunkenheimer, natural mentors are ‘positive role models that emerge 

naturally’ from a mentee’s ‘daily interactions and activities’ (2015: 12). Because young 

people outside formal settings have choices, they will choose adults whom they trust 

because they have seen these adults behave in appropriate and admirable ways (Brady 

and Dolan, 2009: 365), such as ‘adults who are non-judgmental, passionate, and well 

organised’ (Goggins et. al., 2002, cited in Zeldin et al., 2013: 390–1). In the literature 

exploring the characteristics of effective natural mentors, one study identified the best 

mentors as adults ‘who are willing to work collaboratively’ (Zeldin et al., 2013, 390–1). 

Others defined the best mentors as ‘those who are positive communicators, active 

listeners, and act their age’ (Murdock et al., 2010, cited in Zeldin et al., 2013, 391). 

More broadly, a National League of Cities study found that ‘adult partners must be able 

to empower without abdicating, support without taking over, and encourage without 

preaching’ (Zeldin et al., 2013: 391), suggesting that understanding boundaries is an 

important element in the success of natural mentoring relationships. 

For Zeldin, natural mentoring relationships based on respect have the potential to 

‘promote positive youth development, increase civic engagement, and support community 

change’ (Zeldin et al., 2013: 385). Because they are situated outside formal settings which 

can be stressful for some, the independence and stability of natural mentors can help 

provide stability and ‘unconditional support’ (Zeldin et al., 2013: 391) to young people 

who may be experiencing risk in the home (Timpe and Lunkenheimer, 2015: 12–13) or 

‘other challenging environments’ (Zeldin et al., 2013: 391). In this sense, natural mentors 

become role models (Zeldin et al., 2013: 391) who can help at-risk young people cope 

with stress, regulate emotions (Halpern, 2005: 15–17) and focus on the future in the face 

of adversity (Hurd and Zimmerman, 2010).

For Mullen, informal mentoring can be more beneficial than formal mentoring ‘when it 

comes to retention, satisfaction and morale’ (Mullen, 2016: 133). This might be because 

mentoring is not the goal in informal mentoring relationships but rather the by-product 

of trusted relationships with natural mentors in the community who, even if they don’t 

see themselves as mentors, have demonstrated their commitment to the community with 

particular emphasis on the overall well-being of the individual. 
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Overall, for Mullen and Klimaitis (2021: 21), the literature reveals that ‘trust, values, 

respect, empathy and control are all essential to mentoring’ alongside feelings of 

‘belonging and connectedness’. For this reason, these informal mentoring relationships 

in the community may have ‘policy messages that go beyond practice’ (Brady and Dolan, 

2009: 365). 

2.4 Conclusion 
Mentors do matter. So too does context. Within the context of university–community 

engagement, it is clear that focusing on alternative forms of mentoring can lead to a 

renewed emphasis on the relationship as opposed to outcomes. Informal mentoring which 

occurs naturally in the community has the flexibility to meet the challenges of the new 

age with its focus on relationships. This shift in the nature of the mentoring relationship 

from something which seeks to produce measurable outcomes to that which is more 

relationship-oriented is key to building stronger, more resilient communities and people. 

Outcomes are broadened to include the development of the individual, they are uncoerced 

and they are not tied to specific educational outcomes. Making the possibility of lifelong 

learning the objective means that individuals can choose freely their mentors and decide 

for themselves their needs. It is clear from the literature that key to building on these 

mentoring relationships is trust, reciprocity and intersubjectivity.



CHAPTER 3

Methodology
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3.0  Introduction
This chapter details the research design employed in this evaluation, including a discussion 

of the research objectives, research methodology, research approach, sampling strategy, 

research methods, ethics, data collection and data analysis.

3.1  Objectives 
This research programme was designed to explore, from a multifaceted perspective and 

using various tools, a pilot programme developed to train mentors already working in 

the community who are engaged with informal mentoring. This research had three main 

objectives, detailed below: 

Objective 1: Document the development process: The first objective was to 

document the unique development process of the newly established Certificate in 

Continuing Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring, which was the first 

programme of its kind nationally.

Objective 2: Evaluate the programme from the perspective of the students: The 

second objective was to provide an evaluation of the programme from the perspective of 

those enrolled in the pilot certificate programme.

Objective 3: Capture models of best practice: Thirdly, given that this programme was 

the first course of its kind nationally, this research also captured models of best practice in 

order to provide best practice recommendations for the sector and for future teaching and 

learning in the area.

3.2  Research Methodology 
The methodological approach to this community-based participatory research was mixed-

methods research – a combination of qualitative and quantitative research approaches – to 

give voice to and gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of those who designed 

the certificate programme (Phase 1) as well as those who participated in the first iteration 

of the certificate programme (Phase 2). The ‘methodological openness’ of university–

community participatory research reflects a commitment to open and non-coercive 

research processes which endeavour to treat participants as partners in the acquisition of 

knowledge (see Kindon et al., 2007: 2). Designing the research to gauge the experiences 

of these two cohorts gave the research deeper insights into the meanings each of these 

cohorts brings to their experiences, perceptions, behaviours and processes (Creswell, 

2018; Korstjens and Moser, 2017).

3.3  Research Approach 
The approach underlying this mixed-methods research was a community-based 

participatory research paradigm, ‘a collaborative process of research, education and 

action’ (Hall, 1981, cited in Kindon, 2007: 10) which ‘involves researchers and participants 

working together to examine a problematic situation or action to change it for the better’ 
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(Kindon et al., 2007: 1). For Cohen et al., participatory action research is ‘a type of critical 

reflective enquiry which participants undertake on and for themselves, focusing on 

problems and practices which they identify themselves and which affect them, with the 

intention of understanding and improving the educational and social practices in which they 

are involved’ (2018: 445). Founded upon an ontology which rejects positivism and views 

human beings as dynamic agents capable of ‘reflexivity and change’ (Kindon, 2007: 13), 

and an epistemological position that views knowledge as being rooted in social relations, 

researchers undertaking participatory research must, for Kindon et al. (2007: 13), ‘... adopt 

a participatory perspective or worldview, which asks us to be both situated and reflexive, 

to be explicit about the perspective from which knowledge is created, to see inquiry as a 

process of coming to know, serving the democratic, practical ethos of action research’.

Through the prism of community-based participatory research, this research views the 

university–community partnership as a new possibility in the efforts to achieve lasting 

social change (Cohen et al., 2018: 442; Korstjens and Moser, 2017: 277) through 

pathways towards education and lifelong learning as a human right. Guiding this research 

in Phase 1 was an evaluation of the certificate programme from the perspectives of both 

the university and community stakeholders. Because each university and community 

partner represented different stakeholders and institutional perspectives, ascertaining the 

characteristics and mutuality of the partnership was key to this evaluation. In Phase 2, 

given the unique role of the first students who were approached to take part in the 

programme, critical social theory was used to more fully explore how their consciousness 

and empowerment was key to their becoming agents of change within their communities. 

In many ways, the success of the programme going forward depended upon the extent 

to which this cohort of students regarded themselves as agents of social change. As vital 

partners in this university–community project, it was envisaged that their empowerment 

would strengthen the programme in future and inform best practices as to how this 

programme might be implemented elsewhere. 

For all participants, whether working in the community or in the university, all were 

committed to prioritising opportunities for greater access to education and lifelong 

learning, particularly among target communities. This perspective was ideal for this 

research because it honoured the perspectives of both the university and the community 

and underscored the synergistic relationship between both in developing this mentoring 

certificate programme. In this way, this research relied on the experiences of those 

engaged in the pilot programme, taking into consideration the importance of their 

empowerment to the success of the programme as well as their human right to access 

knowledge for their own lifelong learning. 

3.4  Sampling Strategy
There were two cohorts of participants in this research. The first cohort consisted of the 

partners responsible for the design of the programme and the second cohort consisted of 

the students who have completed the pilot. 

All partners were invited to participate on a voluntary basis. Specifically, each cohort 

consisted of:
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• Cohort 1: The professionals who were instrumental in designing the course (Phase 1): the  

 SOAR Project; UCC’s Adult Continuing Education (ACE); UCC’s School of Applied Social  

 Studies; Cork City Learning Neighbourhoods; and the Cork Migrant Centre.

• Cohort 2: Those individuals who were already involved in informal mentoring through  

 Cork City Learning Neighbourhoods and the Cork Migrant Centre who completed the  

 mentoring certificate (Phase 2). 

3.5  Research Methods 
The data collection methods employed in this research were semi-structured interviews,4 

focus groups and a survey. Three university partners and two community partners (Cohort 

1) were interviewed individually online via MS Teams during working hours. For student 

participants (Cohort 2), the data collection strategy was twofold – a survey which they 

filled out anonymously online at their convenience, and a focus group meeting held 

during the final lecture. Of the 16 students who took part in the mentoring course, 

online survey data was collected from 11 students, and 12 students in total for the focus 

group. For both cohorts, questions were thematised in advance to agree the purpose of 

the study with the subject matter. The intent of this research was mainly exploratory as 

an assessment of the pilot programme, but there was some expectation as well that the 

evaluative conclusions drawn from the data would be used to improve future iterations of 

the programme and may even be used as a ‘best practice’ template for other programmes 

employed elsewhere. The application of these research methods and the specific data 

collection processes are discussed in Section 3.7. For further details about interview/focus 

group schedules, one-on-one interview questions, focus groups questions and online 

survey questions, please see Appendices 4–6.

3.6  Ethics 
Advocating a ‘respect for persons’ in community-based participatory research stipulates 

that (Kindon, 2007: 35):

• Research participants have the capacity to understand the risks and benefits of  

 participation;

• They have the right to be informed what these are;

• They have the right to participate only on a voluntary basis.

With these guidelines in mind, informed consent was obtained from all participants at 

all stages of this research. Participants were made aware that the research project had 

received ethical approval from UCC’s Social Research Ethics Committee and the research 

itself was governed by the highest ethical principles including confidentiality, privacy, 

adherence to GDPR, informed consent, and freedom to withdraw from the study (see 

Appendices 2 and 3).

4. A semi-structured interview strives to understand the themes of the living experience from the participant’s perspective (Kvale, 2009: 10–11).
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3.6.1  Covid-19 restrictions

Additional ethical considerations were taken with regard to participant safety given that 

data collection was carried out during the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic. In accordance 

with strict government guidelines, every care was taken to meet the responsibilities of 

providing for the safety of all participants. In keeping with a low-risk approach, one-on-

one interviews were conducted online via MS Teams. For the student participants, data 

collection was more complicated given that a focus group was used to collect data. Social 

distancing requirements in place at the time limited the number of students who could 

be present at one time in the lecture room. For this reason, on the evening of the focus 

groups, students were divided into two groups in strict accordance with government 

guidelines, with some students physically present in the UCC lecture room at the normal 

lecture time and the rest online at the same time in a nearby lecture room for the online 

focus group. All students were asked the same questions in both focus group settings, 

with one researcher facilitating the in-person students in the lecture room and another 

researcher facilitating the online students nearby.

3.7  Data Collection 
The fieldwork for the two cohorts involved in this research took place between November 

2021 and February 2022. Given Covid-19 restrictions, the survey, one focus group, and 

all the one-on-one interviews were conducted online and recorded via MS Teams. A 

second focus group meeting which took place in person was socially distanced in strict 

accordance with Covid-19 guidelines and recorded using a digital audio recording device. 

All data collected (audio and video) were sent via HEAnet to a professional transcriber and 

transcripts returned back anonymised.

Partners were invited to take part in a one-on-one, online interview which consisted of 10 

semi-structured questions (Appendix 5). Using qualitative, one-on-one interviews allowed 

university and community partners to speak freely and explore their own experiences, 

attitudes and opinions without influence from the other partners or the researcher. The 

final question was an open question, so every attempt was made to allow the partners to 

speak freely about their experience as a co-creator/designer of the certificate programme. 

The second phase consisted of the first students invited to complete the mentoring 

certificate. Using a quantitative questionnaire and a qualitative focus group, students 

were free to explore their own attitudes and opinions without influence from the partners 

or the researchers. In both the survey and the focus group, the final question asked was 

an open question (Appendix 6), so every attempt was made to allow the participants to 

speak freely about their experience as a student of the pilot certificate programme. Data 

collection was split between those who were present in the lecture hall and those who 

were streaming online. The in-person focus group was recorded on a handheld digital 

recorder. The online focus group was recorded via MS Teams. 

Overall, five partners (Cohort 1) took part in the one-on-one interviews conducted online 

via MS Teams. For the students (Cohort 2) – of the 16 students enrolled on the pilot 

mentoring certificate course, 12 students took part in the focus groups meetings (four 
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in-person and eight online via MS Teams) and 11 students participated in the online survey 

(see Figure 2), representing a 75% and 69% response rate overall for the focus groups 

and surveys respectively. 

Figure 2. Participants and methods of data collection

3.8  Data Analysis 
Data obtained from the quantitative survey was statistically tabulated using MS Forms. 

For the qualitative data from both cohorts, transcriptions were coded using open coding 

to find patterns and highlight recurrent themes, views, attitudes, and issues. For the 

first phase, Cohort 1, the partnership was the key organising theme, particularly the 

co-creation and co-design of the programme from the perspective of each partner. 

For the second phase, Cohort 2, focus on the empowerment of the students and their 

engagement with their communities was highlighted. For the third objective, themes from 

the first two objectives were used to critically analyse the programme from the perspective 

of best practices.

3.9  Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the methodological framework guiding the evaluation of the 

Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring 

programme, which was developed to support natural mentors in the community who 

were already engaged in providing critical support to under-represented target groups 

seeking to access lifelong learning and higher education. Using a mixed-methods 

approach, quantitative data was collected through an online survey and qualitative data 

was collected via two focus group meetings and five interviews. The first cohort consisting 

of university and community partners took part in one-on-one interviews which were 

conducted online via MS Teams. For the second cohort, the students taking part in the 

mentoring certificate, data was collected using an online survey and via focus group 

meetings. All interviews and both focus group meetings were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. 
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4.0 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of the research. The analysis of this research took the 

form of participatory analysis of the university–community relationship as well as the critical 

social theory of the students engaged in the pilot programme. The development, design 

and analysis of the mentoring programme was also critically assessed for best practices. 

4.1 Objective 1: Document the     
 development process
In order to more effectively engage with the needs of the community, the university and 

the community must each reflect on their own perspectives about social responsibility in 

order to assume ‘a shared responsibility with stakeholders through a democratic process’ 

(Cortez Ruiz, 2014: 44). This is because the most successful university–community 

collaborations are working partnerships based on ‘mutual understanding, a common 

good, reciprocity, collaboration in decision making and transparency regarding outcomes’ 

(Cortez Ruiz, 2014: 44). In order for social transformation to take place, successful forms 

of university–community engagement require the ‘mutually beneficial exchange of 

knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity’ (Cortez Ruiz, 2014: 

45). For Sasson, this requires a comprehensive evaluation of the university–community 

partnerships in order to ‘understand the contributions of the partnership itself to the 

attainment of the outcome objectives’ (2019: 2330). 

This research found that characteristics of the networks each partner represented 

mattered just as much as the approach, shared commitment and sustainability of the 

mentoring programme. Given this, there were several key themes which came to the fore 

in interviews with key partners from both the university and the community: 

1. Partnership representation is key in the development of a university–community  

 partnership;

2. Complementary approaches to the development of the mentoring programme make a  

 difference; 

3. Co-equal partnership and reciprocity supports successful outcomes; 

4. Support for under-represented groups is important; and

5. Critical reflection and evaluation are important aspects of the partnership process.

4.1.1  Key Theme 1: Partnership representation is key in the development  
 of a university–community partnership

Although the university–community partnership consisted of five representatives, 

three representatives from the university and two representatives from the community, 

representation went much deeper on both sides given that both sides had their own 

unique networked relationships with other engaged partners. As the community partner 

represented a wide range of ‘broad partnerships’ of different ‘initiatives and groupings’ 
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across all sectors of Cork City and beyond, the university partner represented other 

institutions of higher education, initiatives and stakeholders throughout the South 

Cluster. In many ways, this partnership was an internetwork of two networks partnering 

together to achieve a mutual goal. This meant that this university–community partnership 

programme represented the interests of more stakeholders than might otherwise be 

obvious.

For all partners, the partnership approach presented an opportunity to create a mutually 

beneficial framework to increase the scope of and, as one participant stated, ‘enhance the 

overall learning opportunities for all the citizens’. As the university welcomed new ways to 

access difficult-to-reach students for education and lifelong learning, for one community 

partner, engaging more deeply in the community presented a unique opportunity to move 

beyond traditional forms of mentoring.

After the principal university–community stakeholders agreed to take part in this 

mentoring certificate initiative, other partners were invited into the partnership. 

Representing the university were representatives from the SOAR Project, Applied Social 

Studies, ACE and Access Service MTU Cork. On the community side, strong links to 

UNESCO Cork City Learning Neighbourhoods and the Cork Migrant Centre were, as one 

community partner stated, all ‘very obvious’ partners to ‘approach because the Learning 

Neighborhoods are all about encouraging learning, all kinds of learning, celebrating 

learning’ at ‘all levels’. 

For one university partner, it mattered that ‘the Learning Neighbourhoods have an 

international dimension’ via its links to ‘the UNESCO process’ because:

‘The people at a local level in Cork can see that what they are doing is having 

an impact outside of Cork in other parts of the world, and maybe helping other 

communities to strengthen their lifelong learning missions as well.’

Another university partner agreed that it was important that ‘the Learning Neighbour-

hoods and the wider community’ knew that the university was committed to ‘engaging 

with them’ and ‘supporting them’ and that the university recognised the ‘added value’ 

the communities ‘bring to what the University does as well’. For another partner, this 

partnership was ‘kind of a dream team’ which endeavoured to ‘break down barriers 

between the university and the community’. This was because:

‘Universities very often engage in a kind of top-down way, and I think this is wrong 

– it is a mistake – and it is really important that communities – the communities we 

serve – are given the esteem they deserve.’ 

After two initial consultation sessions, 24 stakeholders reached a consensus on how to 

proceed with the partnership:

‘So straight away we knew it was going to be very relevant and I suppose that was a 

big thing for us.’

For one partner, this partnership was promising because:
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‘We can create and do more things together than we can on our own and that 

there are always new possibilities in terms of partnership building, so that is really 

important.’

4.1.2  Key Theme 2: Complementary approaches to the development of the  
 mentoring programme make a difference

That the university and the community were each working towards models of access into 

higher education and lifelong learning was also highlighted. For the community partners, 

the certificate programme complemented work that had already been underway to 

provide ‘mentoring training’ to ‘learning ambassadors at local level’:

‘... because these are young people that really have been mentoring other people 

[…], they’ve been there, done that. They’ve gone to college or they’re working and 

they’re trying to kind of help other people. The will was there but the training wasn’t 

there, so it was one of the things we were looking at.’

For one university partner, the programme complemented and supported the university’s 

existing efforts to attract people into education. This was because it provided another 

resource to connect with those in the community who may be beyond the reach of 

the various outreach programmes, such as those with disabilities or those who may be 

wavering in their commitment to pursue higher education or lifelong learning. Working 

together with the community towards the mutual goal of providing access to education 

and lifelong learning meant that:

‘... there is somebody there locally in their local Library or their Community Centre or 

Family Resource Centre that they know, “Oh that person, he knows a little bit about 

this, maybe I’ll go and talk to him”, and that person can be that local support and 

that local encouragement.’

For this university partner, it was an opportunity to extend the reach of the university’s 

Access programmes directly into neighbourhoods and communities. ‘Having a group of 

mentors in the neighbourhoods and communities’ to ‘support prospective students’ was 

a ‘huge resource’ for this partner given efforts in their Access office to identify ‘gaps in 

information and understanding or messaging’ among those who may wish to ‘access all 

education and hopefully higher education as well’.

The hope for all was that the university–community partnership would be able to attract 

‘natural leaders and mentors within their communities’ who could ‘be that mentor, be a 

conduit of information, be that support’ to bridge the gap ‘between residents there and 

the Higher Education Institutions’. 

Having ‘people in the mentorship role’ who were ‘available in their communities to 

listen to people’ was important for one university partner because it agreed with ‘UCC 

ambitions’ as not only a ‘national university, but also a regional university’, and ongoing 

efforts to: 

‘... engage with the community within their catchment area and I suppose increase 

levels of participation by non-traditional cohorts’.
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4.1.3  Key Theme 3: Co-equal partnership and reciprocity supports  
 successful outcomes

Once Access Services in both University College Cork (UCC) and Munster Technological 

University – Cork Campus (MTU Cork) agreed to collaborate on the development of a 

community based approach to increasing access amongst under-represented groups, all 

partners agreed that the ‘hands on’ partnership model was the right approach to take and 

one of the greatest strengths because, as one partner stated, it was ‘very much grounded’ 

in development from ‘an experiential point of view’. This approach was preferential to 

starting from a ‘theoretical framework’ given the ‘knowledge’ and ‘experiential expertise’ 

already present in the community. Other partners agreed that the consultation approach 

taken to engage ‘with stakeholders to find out what they wanted’ made for a ‘better 

program’, particularly when it was decided to extend the emphasis on education to 

include lifelong learning:

‘From the very outset, we had this idea that it wasn’t about third level. We were 

always saying that it was about any return to any kind of education or participation. 

So if someone wanted to go and learn to crochet or if they wanted to go and learn 

something about fly-fishing, or whatever it was, it didn’t matter, and the mentor 

would be there to listen to that person and offer them whatever support they could.’

For another partner, the approach taken to ‘co-create and co-design’ the programme 

alongside individuals who were nominated for mentoring training by ‘the local community 

level leadership group’ created a ‘strong degree of commonality’ among those selected 

given that they were all already ‘well-known in their own local community’ and were ‘seen 

as leaders in their own way’:

‘The reason for that was very straightforward really. The long-term ambition for the 

graduates […] was there from the very start. This wasn’t to be another course where 

somebody studied […] and got the qualification and then went about their own lives. 

This was a different concept from the start.’

Despite the co-equal partnership, there were some partners with access to more resources, 

but for one partner, ‘UCC’s role in minding’ the partnership was welcome, with special 

merit given to the ‘strong’, ‘seamless’ and ‘inter-organisational cooperation within UCC’. 

4.1.4  Key Theme 4: Support for under-represented groups is important

For one community partner, the ‘first cohort’, with their ‘qualification achieved’, had ‘a 

significant role to play as leaders that can also help individuals who are part of under-

represented groups’ to ’change the dynamic’ at local level because:

‘The Learning Neighbourhoods local leadership groups can identify, encourage and 

support other individuals to take up this opportunity.’

It was thought that the first cohort of students would also help support greater access to 

education for under-represented groups through existing partner structures because:
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‘… the people in the Learning Neighbourhoods are part of the group that are under-

represented in the university and a very big hope I suppose of this type of programme 

is that it can be part of something that will bring more people in from there.’

This sentiment was echoed by one university partner, who stated the importance of 

‘having that group of people armed with information’ and:

‘... that team of mentors with the knowledge of the system and supports and 

pathways’.

Another community partner agreed that it was ‘very important’ that the support provided 

to under-represented groups maintain ‘that note of human dignity and value’ for those 

students who experienced financial difficulty and, crucially, that this does not come across 

as ‘charity’. 

For another university partner, although ‘it is part of a bigger process’, they regarded 

having ‘informed people who can give that level of support’ important for those at 

‘local level’ in order to provide ‘more opportunities for people’. The key thing was for 

communities to realise ‘that they are entitled to third level education as much as any other 

community around’ and to get to a place:

‘... where people in disadvantaged communities don’t see the university as something 

alien or something not for them. I want people to get to a place where […] the 

university supports their ambitions as much as it supports the ambitions of the more 

privileged people in society …’  

For one partner, apart from opening up the programme to ‘more people’, they would like 

to see more support from the university partners for those who ‘lived in a direct provision 

centre’ for many years and a mentoring programme within the college because:

‘… once they are in college, they are like a duck out of water, they are completely lost’.

4.1.5  Key Theme 5: Critical reflection and evaluation are important aspects  
 of the partnership process

In order to build sustainability into the university–community partnership model, reflection 

is important to determine if the partnership can help ‘identify relevant programme models, 

approaches, or evidence to inform, enhance, or deepen its work’ (Hoy and Johnson, 2013: 

280). 

Given that there was, as one partner stated, ‘no perfect model’, the partnership model 

was in itself ‘a huge lesson learned’ because they had to develop their own ‘models of 

practice’. Another lesson learned was the time it took to establish partners in the community 

who were ‘already mentoring’. Giving people ‘a bit more skills’ and the ‘opportunity to 

share’ their ‘learning with others’ was an important lesson learned for this partner.

Strengths

For all university partners, the university–community partnership approach to planning 

and delivery of the programme was one of the main strengths of the programme. 
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Other strengths besides  planning and delivery were the flexible, ‘bespoke’ consultation 

approach to course design and the ‘quality mark’ of accreditation, which, for one partner, 

enhanced the confidence of the volunteers accepting the call to take the course. 

For one community partner, the main strength was that it gave people ‘who wouldn’t 

speak anyway because they are so different’ a ‘platform to speak’. For them, ‘being 

together’ and ‘communicating’ with one another was a welcome development because it 

was intergenerational: 

‘... the youth used to just stay in their corner and do their youth things and there are 

the women who then are either in the Mother-and-Baby group who do their own 

motherly things and, inasmuch as we have those two in the same space, we never 

have a platform where they’re talking to each other or learning from each other or 

gaining from each other.’

Other strengths discussed were the person-centred ‘experiential participative approach’, 

as well as the link between the community and the Access staff at university. As one 

university partner stated, ‘we are incredibly lucky with our programme coordinator’ 

because ‘it was not an easy ask’ to get involved at all levels of the planning including 

consultation, facilitating discussions, researching existing programmes, and ‘pre-

development work on the module’. For this partner, the programme coordinator was ‘a 

huge factor in the success’ of the programme:

‘... I think we were incredibly lucky that we had somebody who came with a real 

genuine interest and wasn’t here to [just] deliver a programme or develop a module 

but was genuinely interested in what we were trying to do long term and in the short 

term in terms of our approach ...’

Challenges

For both the university and the community, aside from the significant challenges that came 

with the Covid-19 pandemic, other challenges included ‘trying to identify the correct 

people in the community to do the course’; managing expectations for a long-term, 

sustainable ‘community betterment programme’; proper funding for the programme, 

making sure the mentors are properly supported; and: 

‘... staying true to our approach in terms of it being very much in consultation with 

the communities and responding to their needs […] what I would like us to do is to 

be led as much as possible in terms of the local needs.’

For one partner, although they are ‘looking forward to’ seeing how the programme 

develops in future, given that ‘this is just the beginning of a bigger project, a bigger 

journey for all of us’, the challenge is for the university sector:

‘… to appreciate that it doesn’t know everything and doesn’t have the solution 

to all problems – that it needs to listen to communities, and it needs to support 

communities’.
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University–community partnership: Success in future

For all university partners, understanding the programme as a process was as important 

as reviewing the programme to determine the ‘next steps’ without being, as one partner 

stated, ‘too prescriptive’. Another partner said:

‘We need to review this in a sincere and open way. We will see lots of good things, 

we will see things that we can do better and that is just the process.’

Several partners mentioned the importance of understanding that the mentoring 

certificate is evolving as opposed to ‘a done and dusted model’, which should also include 

an evaluation of the module content because:

‘... it will change depending upon the environment and the context of where it can 

be delivered’.

For one partner, the importance of being flexible with the coursework itself, the delivery of 

the coursework and the financial assistance university partners make available to students 

encountering difficulty was key to ‘enable them to attend in a way that they would not 

have been able to attend before’. For this partner, key lessons learned from the person-

centred development of the course framework included a reflective analysis of themselves, 

their personal experience of mentoring, the different types of mentoring, and connection 

to the community.

Looking towards the future, one community partner suggested the programme could be a 

‘template’ for other ‘themes and topics that might provide other access points for some of 

the under-represented groups’ with a ‘willingness to re-engage in lifelong learning’. This 

partner also expressed their hope that ‘this would be the first of many that is seen as a 

template’ which was not ‘funding dependent’.

For another partner, ‘supporting greater access to education’ where ‘there is a low level 

of participation beyond the compulsory requirements of education’ was also important. 

It was felt that those who have risen above difficult circumstances ‘would have a 

great rapport’ with ‘young people out there’ and those ‘who maybe are walking on 

the wild side a bit’. For this partner, getting more ‘positive male role models’ involved 

would encourage ‘greater participation’ in the programme among a broader cohort of 

participants. As another partner stated, because the module was ’very heavily gender 

skewed’, the programme could be improved by striving to achieve greater gender balance 

in future:

‘It would be great, I think, if we had more gender balance on the programme [...] 

Certainly it would be great to have more men for a whole number of reasons in terms 

of accessing particular target groups that may be male-to-male; mentoring may be 

more effective, and I think maybe there might be different approaches or styles ...’

For one partner, given the cultural currency of sport, particularly Gaelic games in Ireland 

(Hogan et al., 2021: 3) and the positive influences sport has on those who participate in 

it, including coaches in future iterations of the mentoring certificate would be a positive 

development. As this partner stated:
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‘I think this would work really, really well with people involved in sporting 

organisations be it soccer clubs or GAA clubs or boxing, basketball – whatever it is 

– that there are people there where young people or sporting participants hang on 

their every word. They are a huge influence and a really, really positive influence and 

a role model in people’s lives.’

Maintaining a connection to the community and seeing the students as ‘an important 

source of information not just at individual level but also as a group’ is important for one 

partner because ‘the lived experience’ is so ‘valuable’. For another partner, the importance 

of strengthening the networking aspect of the module was important as well to maintain 

social connections to visiting speakers from the community. 

4.2 Objective 2: Evaluate the programme  
 from the perspective of the students
For Cortez Ruiz, an important feature in successful university–community partnerships is 

to understand that the community is seen ‘not as a target but as a stakeholders, taking 

a central role in the design, planning, execution and evaluation of the activities’ (Cortez 

Ruiz, 2014: 48).

In this sense, it was important for the university–community partnership to regard the 

students as important partners in the co-creation and development of this community 

engagement programme. For Hoy and Johnson (2013: 274), it is important that this 

engagement ‘involves collaborative and responsive teaching and learning, as well as a 

philosophy that promotes continuous learning by all those involved’. For Freire (1994), 

if university–community partnerships are to become ‘change agents’, ‘[T]hey should be 

willing to share their authority with the community in community engagement projects, 

and they must encourage community participation through dialoguing and problem 

posing’ (cited in Sathorar, 2021: 99).

In total, the students represented in the survey include 11 participants. Six respondents 

had been involved in mentoring work for 5+ years, one for 4 years, three for 2 years and 

one for 1 year (Figure 3).

In total, 12 students took part in the focus groups, 4 in-person and 8 via MS Teams.5 The 

key themes which emerged from an analysis of both the focus groups and the survey were 

as follows: 

5. Given that there were 16 students enrolled on the course, and due to the anonymity of the survey, it is impossible to determine the degree to which 
the students who engaged with the focus groups (12 in total) also took part in the online survey (11 in total).

Figure 3. Number of years 

students have been involved 

in mentoring

1 Year:  1

2 Years:  3

3 Years:  0

4 Years:  1

5 Years:  6
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i. The lecturer as facilitator;

ii. The acquisition of new skills; 

iii. Confidence gained;

iv. The need for connection through networking; 

v. Programme sustainability;

vi. Reaching out to the community.

4.2.1  Key Theme: The lecturer as facilitator

For Freire (1998: 91), because education ‘is a form of intervention in the world’, a teacher 

must offer theoretical perspectives as well as a nurturing environment for self-reflection 

and engagement. (Aronowitz cited in Freire, 1998: 18). For Freire, the key to converting 

the curriculum into authentic educational experience is: 

‘The climate of respect that is born of just, serious, humble, and generous 

relationships, in which both the authority of the teacher and the freedom of the 

students are ethically grounded’ (Freire (1998: 86).

It is impossible to overstate just how pleased the students were with the course overall 

and the lecturer, who was, as one student stated:

‘... the ideal person to actually deliver this particular course because he was really 

relaxed, he was very inclusive and he just handled it very well.’

As another student stated:

 ‘I personally appreciated [the lecturer’s] take on the way he worked with us – 

nothing was a problem really.’

For many students, the pedagogical approach of the lecturer – whom they regarded as a 

‘facilitator’ as ‘opposed to a lecturer’ – was, as one student stated:

‘… great with us as well because he wouldn’t just put up the theory, he knew the 

theory and he would just talk through relevant experiences and let us pitch in ours 

as well. I thought that was really beneficial for me so yeah I thought praise […] for 

[their] way of doing things.’

For another student, the lecturer inspired students with their dedication and knowledge, 

and was praised for creating a supportive and ‘relaxed environment’ which was ‘more 

conducive to learning’ because it:

‘... allowed everyone to open up more. No one was forced to talk about their 

experience or anything but, because it was so relaxed, everyone just felt comfortable’.

For one student, the lecturer set a positive example which would inspire them in their own 

work:

‘... as the weeks rolled out, then we understood what was going to be ahead of us 

and the amount of work that was put into it by the university, by [the lecturer]. He 
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was after giving us [their] all and then to pass that on to us, so we were going to be 

giving it our all when we went out into the community.’

In response to a 5-point Likert scale (from ‘very poor’ to ‘excellent’), the mentoring 

certificate course scored highly among students in terms of overall impression, with 6 

students considering the course to be ‘very good’ (N=6) and 5 students considering the 

course to be ‘excellent’ (N=5) (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Overall impression of the mentoring certificate course

Similarly, the survey also revealed that the mentoring certificate course content was 

regarded highly as well. In response to a 5-point Likert scale (from ‘extremely helpful’ to 

‘not at all helpful’), the course content overall was considered either ‘extremely helpful’ 

(N=6) or ‘very helpful’ (N=5) (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Overall impression of the mentoring certificate course content

In the focus group, all students stated that they enjoyed the course (‘I think just well done 

on the whole thing really to be honest with you’), with many regarding the course as ‘rich 

and varied’ with ‘relevant’ information they would use in future. Others agreed that the 

course gave them access to rich information every week:

‘it started off with a little snowball and next here we go with a big, huge thing at the 

end of it. It just gathered, gathered, gathered as it went along every week, so I just 

think it was fabulous, like.’

The lecturer’s open structure to the course from week to week and ‘how the class was 

structured’ was what most students enjoyed, with most agreeing that the open and loose 

structure:

‘... made it feel more like a discussion rather than being […] something hard’.

Very poor

Poor

Average

Good

Very good

Excellent

Extremely helpful

Very helpful

Somewhat helpful
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Reading lists and a ‘load of information’ each week guided the discussions towards theory, 

stories, boundaries, and ‘testing and provoking’ questionnaires. For some, this allowed the 

module to flow from one week to the next:

‘... whatever came up in class came out then for next week with an extra little bit on 

it and so on and so on. There was a constant flow of new stuff. Everybody’s input 

was a part of all our learning.’ 

For one student, the learning was layered with personal, professional and community 

development theory, which for another student represented a ‘good mixture’ of 

subjects both ‘light and heavy’, including ‘self-care’, ‘role play’ and with ‘scenarios’ and 

‘reflections’ played out. Others agreed that the course was ‘an enriching and fantastic 

experience’ and overall a ‘learning experience’ which was ‘really worthwhile’.

Most participants in the focus group stated that they were approached to take the course 

because they were recommended by someone in their organisation or because it was a 

natural progression from their existing role within their organisation. Asked in the survey if 

they felt they had enough support, in the main students felt supported, with 10 students 

saying yes, they had enough support and one who felt they were somewhat supported 

(Figure 6).

Figure 6. Degree to which participants had support to successfully complete the course

When asked in the survey how they would describe their knowledge of mentoring, on 

a range from 0 to 10 (0 being ‘no knowledge’ and 10 being ‘excellent knowledge’), 

participants rated their knowledge of mentoring before taking the course at –7.3 and 

after at +6.4 (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7. Mentoring knowledge before and after taking the mentoring certificate course

Furthermore, all 11 survey respondents agreed that the course reflected their day-to-

day practice to varying degrees including ‘yes’ (N=8), ‘it significantly reflects day-to-day 

mentoring’ (N=2) and ‘it reflects day-to-day mentoring a little’ (N=1) (See Figure 8). 

Yes: 10

No: 0

I felt somewhat supported: 1

I did not feel supported: 0

Prefer not to say: 0

Yes

I felt somewhat supported

Pre-course (-7.3)

Knowledge before and after taking the course

Post-course (+6.4)
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Figure 8. Degree to which the mentoring course reflects day-to-day practice

These survey results were corroborated in the focus groups, where all respondents 

agreed that ‘the formal framework’ and the clearly defined concepts and pathways were 

welcome:

‘I am a big theory person anyway, so I love sucking that stuff up! There you go.’ 

‘you couldn’t say anything was superfluous’. 

‘I even had a particular situation where I came in and I read something and I thought 

oh my God if I had known that last week, I would have had a bit more empathy 

[…]. Definitely the theory coming from different angles, you know, psychology and 

sociology and social studies – that melting pot of information for me.’

‘I must admit when that was going on, you know, at the very start I was saying 

“good God can we just get down to action here?” I wanted the active learning; I was 

resisting all these philosophical discussions and everything else but sure then I did 

realise ... I learnt so much actually. Stopping and reflecting and reading on all of the 

theories – it has just been so beneficial.’

4.2.2  Key Theme: The acquisition of new skills

Asked in the survey if they had gained new skills, all respondents indicated they had 

gained skills to varying degrees, including ‘yes’ (N=7), ‘I gained some skills’ (N=2) and ‘I 

gained a lot of skills’ (N=2)  (Figure 9). 

Yes: 8

No: 0

It reflects day-to-day mentoring: 1

It could be improved: 0

It significantly reflects day-to-day mentoring: 2

I don’t know: 0 

Yes

It significantly reflects day-to-day mentoring

It reflects day-to-day mentoring

Yes :7

No: 0

I gained some skills: 2

I gained lots of skills: 2

I did not gain enough skills 0

Other 0 

I don’t know 0

Yes

I gained some skills

I gained lots of skills

Figure 9. Degree to which participants gained skills to assist in mentoring work
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Survey data was also corroborated in the focus groups, with all students agreeing that 

they had gained new skills. For one student, the course:

‘... gave me a chance to reflect on some of the skills that I did have but I knew I could 

improve on’.

Among the aspects of the course students most enjoyed, lessons on ‘boundaries’ and 

‘ethics’ and the importance of ‘self-care’ and ‘minding yourself’ came in for special 

mention:

‘We have people in the community who need, but who helps the helpers? Who cares 

for the carers?’ 

‘… appreciating boundaries, appreciated your own space, taking care of yourself, 

they are huge …’

Other new skills mentioned included the process of mentoring (‘you are a mentor, but it is 

a process’), and the fact that:

‘… the good mentor means constantly evolving, adapting and learning’.

Other important skills learned included communication skills, relationship building, 

learning how to be non-judgmental, honesty, adaptability and emotional intelligence, with 

one student talking about the reward that came from breaking through to:

‘… kids that have suffered either a bereavement or a separation’.

For several students, it came as a surprise to learn that the relationships they had built 

with members of the community were mentoring relationships because:

‘a lot of us are already doing mentoring’. 

‘I didn’t know I was mentoring until they told me I was mentoring.’

For another student, the course helped them realise that mentoring was about relationship 

building:

‘… when parents or children came in, I always felt I had to serve them […] in my 

mentoring role; whereas the idea here was lovely that the mentee has a role in this 

relationship as a mentor has and being aware of that – both people being aware  

of that.’

Other key things learned was the reciprocity of mentoring relationship and the importance 

of their mentee ‘solving their own problems’, with one student stating: 

‘You are not supposed to be the sage, the one with the solutions, you are just there 

to guide them to find the solutions themselves. I love that idea. I am sorry I didn’t 

know that years ago. Actually, I was always trying to fix them in school, whereas 

actually much more important and more relevant […] is when they do solve it for 

themselves with your support as opposed to giving them the solution.’

For another student, the course allowed them to realise the importance of being a mentor 

and respect for all that goes into it:
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‘It is not being a mentor for fun or “I am just doing it because I love to help people” 

– it is more than that – so the course allowed me to know that it is more than just 

thinking that I want to help people because I love ... I want to be of service. It is 

more than that. People are trusting you with their story, with their life and they 

want to move on with the next step. They might be afraid to go to a counsellor – 

there is a label around counselling – but they feel more comfortable talking to you 

[as a mentor]. So, I think the structure of the course – in allowing us to know how 

important our roles are – was really key for me. That is why I recommend the course.’

4.2.3  Key Theme: Confidence gained

For Freire, ‘conscientisation involves a type of knowing that includes understanding and 

also the ability to act on this knowing in such a way as to bring about change’ (cited 

in Sathorar, 2021: 93). In the survey overall, the level of confidence students felt after 

taking the course was in the positive range. In response to a 5-point Likert scale (from 

‘much more confident’ to ‘much less confident’), respondents indicated that they either 

felt ‘much more confident’ (N=7) after taking the mentoring certificate course or ‘more 

confident’ (N=4) (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Level of confidence after taking the course

For many in the focus group, their confidence came from the open structure of the course 

and the formalisation of their engagement in the community, something which many felt 

enabled them to ‘place a structure around’ or ‘professionalise’ the natural mentoring roles 

they had in their communities:

‘I mean, we only had volunteers in the community back in the 70s and 80s in youth 

work, […] so we need – if we want people mentoring out in the community – 

programmes like this to formalise it.’

This formalisation of mentoring was, for one student, a reason they would recommend 

the course because ‘the work that is being done isn’t recognised’:

‘Acknowledging it and putting a cert around it is a fabulous step going forward. The 

amount of people that are out there who are already doing this job and mentoring, 

so many youth workers and teachers – so many different people – that giving them 

that recognition I think is massively important and that there is credit given for the 

work that is being done in a formal kind of a setting. I think that is hugely important.’

‘I think definitely it is going to give us more confidence that the structure is there 

because it is needed in the communities.’
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For many students, the academic framework helped them with ‘putting theory into 

practice’. For another, their confidence came from thinking differently about how to 

approach situations, with many students stating that taking the course with other mentors 

was a way to build confidence in their decision making.

4.2.4  Key Theme: The need for connection through networking 

In the survey, when participants were asked how beneficial the experience of participating 

in the course overall was, all respondents indicated that the experience was beneficial. 

On a 5-point Likert scale (from ‘very poor’ to ‘excellent’), participants considered the 

experience either ‘very good’ (N=4) or ‘excellent’ (N=7) (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11. Degree to which participation was considered beneficial

We know from social change theory that social movements are ‘catalysed’ by ‘members 

who build the movement by mobilizing efforts and organizing resources to bring about 

collective action’ (Jenkins, 1983, cited in Tremblay et al., 2017: 335). This desire to connect 

with and learn from one another appeared as a significant theme during the focus group 

interviews in both the desire to learn from one another and the desire to form greater 

networks with the larger community in order to be more effective in their outreach efforts. 

One student expressed a desire for more opportunity ‘from the outset’ to learn ‘more 

about everybody else’s daily practice’:

‘... maybe a session like that could have been given for each of us to say “well I am 

here and I do this and you can come down here if this happens”. Just something 

more structured about each single one of us because, at the end of the day, this is 

a practical subject, and we are going to go away from here and we are going to 

need each other. I am still a little vague about that. I am still kind of hoping it comes 

together at the end.’

For others, ‘because the sessions are long’ a coffee break would have been appreciated 

as an opportunity to socialise, mingle, make a connection, and get to know one another 

better. At the same time, there was an understanding that with Covid-19 restrictions 

which were in place at the time, it was not possible to accommodate ‘the social side of it’ 

with ‘chats over coffee’.

Networking with the larger community

Networking with the larger community was also a strong desire, as indicated by language 

such as ‘connections’, ‘networking’, ‘confidence’ and ‘reassurance’. One student stated 
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that they enjoyed knowing that they had the backup of others coming ‘from a place that 

was unique’ but who nevertheless ‘will know what I know’. Another student expressed a 

desire to:

‘… make sure we keep the momentum of the group going and meet up for definite’.

For many students, building networking relationships with other mentors in the 

community is important not only to build and maintain connections with other mentors 

(‘the connections are actually vital’), but also to better help those in the community:

‘you don’t have all the answers, but you have a network’.

Networking and meeting others who are passionate about mentoring was cited as a 

reason for being confident should the need arise to refer a mentee. Others agreed:

‘You can safely say I have met them myself instead of sending them to a stranger, 

that would seem very unwise to me because you don’t know what that stranger is 

going to be like or how they would interact with them – that was important as well.’

For another, it was building an awareness of the work others are doing and where to go 

for help:

‘it really just helped me to see who I can come to for help’.

Another spoke about the benefit of learning that ‘there were services that we didn’t know 

about’:

‘Even to get somebody to go to a flower arranging class could […] get them out into 

the community.’

For another student, networking with others helped them feel confident to ‘redirect’ 

mentees ‘when the goal is met’ to ‘the appropriate kind of service, the appropriate 

direction whether it is further education’ or ‘just being aware of that relationship changing 

and you changing along with it’. 

Another said that some mentees need ‘something social’ which ‘doesn’t have to be 

formal’ because it was the connection that mattered. Other students spoke about how the 

course allowed them to reflect on their role in the community, particularly how they were 

trained. For others, the course allowed them to reflect on the ways people have helped 

them in their own lives. Another student talked about meeting resistance from people in 

their lives to try something new and how this course helped participants understand the 

power of building that person’s confidence:

 ‘That is the thing – the effect that you have on somebody that you don’t actually 

realise.’ 

There was much feedback about the importance of having someone who can support 

them in their work and help them with ‘self-care’, with most students agreeing how 

‘comforting’ it was to have ‘supervision’ and ‘sharing experiences’, ‘debriefing’, ‘sharing 

your worries’ with a ‘support network’ to help process experiences ‘without breaching 

confidentiality’:
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‘There has been a brilliant amount of sharing actually.’ 

‘it is kind of humbling.’ 

‘Someone will know what to do.’ 

‘If you don’t know, someone is going to help you or you can talk to somebody about 

it – that was huge really.’

Another student mentioned the importance of time and a space ‘to sit down and open up 

conversations’ and the importance of giving mentees the ‘space to work out issues’ and 

the time to help them acquire ‘skills for their life’. For one student, although they weren’t 

entirely sure ‘what the benefit is for myself as a mentor’:

‘I know that I can see that there is a huge need for mentors in the community. For 

every one of us, there are 100 or 500 mentors needed.’

For others, it was ‘an enriching and fantastic experience’, a ‘learning experience’ which 

was ‘really worthwhile’ because it ‘awoke something’:

‘... there is a very positive feeling in myself about the whole prospect of going out 

there now to the community as a result of doing this and meeting the group ... I am 

really grateful for the experience – it was just amazing to be honest with you and it 

definitely has helped me to think forward as to where we are going to go next and 

to go back and share it with the community. […] it is brilliant like, there is a real buzz 

about it actually in the community as well, so it is really positive.’

4.2.5  Key Theme: Programme sustainability

In order to sustain the programme for the future, several students agreed that the course 

might benefit from the inclusion of other ‘modules, that would come together to form 

your level eight’ or, for another student:

‘a choice of modules and something that you are particularly interested in relating to 

community work obviously’. 

Other students agreed that electives might be a good idea, such as, for instance:

• A focus on the arts in the community (‘that you then could go out to your community  

 and allow all those talents that are hidden under stones to come out and enjoy the  

 arts’); 

• Intergenerational work (‘working with different generations’); 

• Mental health in the community and support for those whose English isn’t that strong.

When asked how they might improve the course, many students said that they would 

like to see the graduates put together a handbook to serve as a practical guide for the 

purposes of ‘showing the community what is out there because a lot of people aren’t 

actually aware of it’. Creating a handbook of community resources, would, for one student:
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‘… be number one for me to have that resource available because it is all about 

putting people in front of the right people’.

Similarly, another student suggested ‘a template for our neighbourhoods’ to show the 

‘different services that are in the neighbourhood’. Another student suggested that this 

information sharing might become part of the structure of the course:

‘Have your lecture for maybe the first […] 1 hour 45 minutes and then have a guest 

come in for your last 45 minutes […] if that was done every week over all the weeks 

that we were here, we would have met quite a number of people coming from 

different places.’

One student suggested that instead of the essay requirement for their accreditation, they 

might have instead a ‘portfolio on mentoring and a 10-minute presentation to the group 

about an agency that we are involved with’ because ‘sharing information’ in this way 

means that ‘everyone gets the benefit of acknowledging’ each other’s work. 

For several students, having an expert ‘from different areas’ come in for every class ‘would 

be lovely’ if it was ‘feasible’, and helpful as well to those who might be directed to services 

much closer to where they live. 

Others welcomed the chance to learn about other opportunities for learning in the 

community. More awareness of cultural information came up as a desire as well, with 

interest in tours at Elizabeth Fort and Spike Island mentioned in particular. Other creative 

outlets and hobbies too were mentioned, including knitting, crocheting, and how to put 

together music videos from someone in Cork who had done one himself: 

‘There are huge riches – amongst ourselves even – just to be aware.’

Similar to the partners, all students agreed that having more men involved in the course 

would be an improvement. Within this context, another student mentioned in the focus 

group, with all others agreeing, that they would like to ‘try and get more guys involved’ 

in the course. Another student agreed that ‘good role models’ are badly needed. 

Getting more men involved in the mentoring programme would better assist men in the 

community to start, for instance, a Men’s Shed in their neighbourhood. As one student 

stated, in their community:

‘... we don’t actually have a Men’s Shed. I know I would love someone from a 

community amongst ourselves who could stand up and tell me a little bit about it, 

how they got it to happen, what did they do and I know men in [one community] 

who would love it.’

Several students agreed when one stated that the course was ‘a little bit’ on the ‘academic 

side of things’, which another described as being ‘a small struggle’. Being exposed to 

academic terms was especially difficult for several students, as it had been some time since 

students had been in the classroom:

‘I haven’t been in any form of academia in nearly 20 years, and I found that actually a 

little bit daunting; […] I was nearly having to look up what certain words meant.’
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For another student, however, it was ‘like riding a bike’ in that ‘it kind of eventually comes 

back to you’. 

When asked in the survey how likely they were to recommend the course to others on a 

range from 0 to 10 (from ‘not at all likely’ to ‘extremely likely’), the mean was 8.2 (Figure 

12). This finding was supported in both focus groups, where participants affirmed that 

they would recommend the course to others. When asked why, one student stated it was 

because the course changes your ‘perceptions, your concepts and everything’ and ‘opens 

your mind to all other concepts’. 

Figure 12. Measures of mentoring course impactfulness

Others spoke about how much they learned ‘about other people and about yourself 

really’. Others praised the environment, its ‘informality’, appreciation for ‘cultural 

diversity’, openness, and an atmosphere based on reciprocity and trust. 

4.2.6  Key Theme: Paying it forward: Reaching out to the community

In the survey, when asked (i) how impactful they thought the mentoring certificate course 

would be for the development of their community overall, and (ii) how impactful they 

thought the course would be on community engagement overall, on a scale from 0 to 10 

(from ‘not impactful at all’ to ‘extremely impactful’), the mean was 8.2 for both questions 

(see Figure 12). 

Students expressed a desire for more community outreach to reach members of their 

community who might be more difficult to reach (e.g. young parents, people in direct 

provision, members of the Traveller community, the LGBTQ+ community, those who 

are multi-lingual), so that they know there is a welcoming and safe place to go where 

‘somebody is on their side’:

‘You feel like it doesn’t need to be said but there are certain people that need to see 

that to make them feel welcome and make them feel safe.’ 

Formal referral processes were also mentioned as a way to reach those who may be 

‘lonely’, ‘bored’ or just ‘looking for places to go’. Also mentioned was the importance  

of being:
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‘... aware of the networks because some people will come one time and when they 

see what they are looking for is not in this place, it would be nice to direct them 

somewhere where they feel more comfortable’. 

In this sense, students agreed that it was important to keep members of the community 

connected to ‘people we trust in the Learning Neighbourhoods’. Also important 

to students was maintaining accessibility for everyone who wanted to connect and 

getting ‘more of a mix together’ with other activities such as, for instance, dances and 

‘community litter picking’. 

It was agreed in the focus groups that there was a need to advertise via, more specifically, 

a community newsletter, a website, or with posters on display in the community centre, 

local chemist, supermarket, and the local library ‘so that people are aware that there is 

such a service there’:

‘I think the idea of putting together posters that we are hoping to put together 

would be a great one for broadening it out to the community.’

‘I actually think the poster could actually be key to us sharing with the community 

that there is something there for them if they wanted to just pop in and ask about 

anything […] and maybe we could help them or give them a bit of direction.’

‘I think making it part of something like the Lifelong Learning Festival which is kind of 

a flag for who we are and where you can find us.’ 

Given the importance of viewing social movements as ‘phenomena that develop and 

evolve’ over time (Tremblay et al., 2017: 336), asked how likely it was that the programme 

would lead to greater social inclusion in their community, on a scale from 0 to 10 (from 

‘not at all likely’ to ‘extremely likely’), the mean was 6.4 (see Figure 12).

4.3 Objective 3: Capture models of best  
 practice
In their critical analysis of university–community partnerships, Sathorar and Geduld (2021: 

88) ‘propose a critical engagement process to enhance collaboration in engagement 

projects’. Drawing on their experiences in post-apartheid South Africa, the authors’ 

research found that when mutuality and reciprocity were prioritised from the earliest 

planning stages, ‘… authentic engagements emerge that support the development of 

collaborative communities that work together to create new knowledge’ (Sathorar and 

Geduld, 2021: 101). 

Because their findings suggest that the biggest challenges to the success of university–

community partnerships were ‘power relations, inequality, and claims to knowledge 

ownership’, the authors (2021: 101) suggested that a ‘process of reflection and analysis’ 

occur at four stages of the programme. Where the first three stages focus on the 

development and process, for the authors (2021: 101): 
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‘The final critical interaction proposes a process of reflection and analysis that will 

allow the university and community to critically look at what has happened in 

the project and to identify where they need to change what they are doing. This 

interaction, like all the others, is dependent on true dialogue between the university 

and the community, and this will only be possible if a trust relationship has been 

developed.’ 

Both university and the community and mentoring certificate participants – Cohorts 1 

and 2 respectively – included in their responses a degree of critical reflection and analysis 

of the programme developed. Given the obstacles that power imbalances can present 

to such partnerships (Sathorar and Geduld, 2021: 101), the data suggests that this 

was not a concern in this partnership due to the iterative approach to decision-making 

and the strong sense of co-equal partnership and trust established early on. This clearly 

continued throughout the duration of the development of the mentoring certificate. 

For one community partner, that a strong sense of co-equal partnership was maintained 

despite ‘UCC’s role in minding that sense of partnership’ augers well for future partnership 

programmes:

‘... emerging from their success in holding that middle ground is a lesson I think for 

future programmes that you can have a host organisation that can deal with the 

accreditation, deal with the academic standards, deal with the teaching but it is on 

behalf of a broader range of partners. I think that is quite an exciting way of thinking 

also because it opens up the possibility that a different theme – a different topic – 

could be taken on in a similar way.’

Given the success of the co-equal partnership established, both university and community 

partners expressed the hope that the experience learned from the partnership could 

be refined into a ‘template’ which could then be ‘adapted’ to meet the needs of local 

communities elsewhere:

‘I think the programme can run again, it should run again, and it might form kind of 

a template for other programmes as well as mentoring. There could be other themes 

and topics that might provide other access points for some of the under-represented 

groups.’ 

Key to achieving this was, for many partners, the critical consciousness of the students 

invited to take part in the pilot programme who, for one community partner, can ’change 

the dynamic’ at local level:

‘The first cohort that have progressed through the programme [who] have come 

through and have the qualification achieved, have a significant role to play as leaders 

that can also help individuals who are part of under-represented groups.’ 

In order to ensure sustainability, it was important for one partner that the course was 

not ‘funding dependent’, for it to maintain a strong connection to the community, and 

continue to see the students as ‘an important source of information not just at individual 

level but also as a group’ because ‘the lived experience’ was so ‘valuable’. 



5.0  Introduction 
This chapter will present the results of this evaluation in relation to Waterford IT’s ATTAINS 

model of student-focused AT training. This data reflects the initial three months delivery 

of the first programme of the ATTAINs model. Delivery and data collection was impacted 

significantly by school closures related to COVID 19. Results presented here include survey 

data and data collected from qualitative interviews with professionals and with one 

student. Results are organised thematically as follows: collaboration and partnerships; 

adequacy and usage; impact; challenges and opportunities. Therefore, these findings are 

positioned as a “snapshot” of the beginnings of the ATTAINS programme.

5.1  Collaboration and partnerships
Central to the approach that ATTAINS agreed upon was a student-focused or student-

centred targeted programme. However, ATTAINS also run the programme with some 

special education needs coordinators, teaching staff and also with some parents. In 

the development of the programme, ATTAINS have established links with the Dyslexia 

Association of Ireland; the Waterford Schools Completion Team; WIT Access team; a 

partner school; a SENCO; and a special education needs teacher. Roles and responsibilities 

were identified through meetings, a target student group was identified – students with 

diverse abilities (including dyslexia, anxiety, depression or other diagnoses) – and also 

a time and date for delivery of the programme. In that sense, the ATTAINS programme 

began with a strong network of collaborators and supporters: 

‘Developing that partnership approach with Waterford Schools Completion Scheme 

really helped accelerate this programme and we feel that, without their support, 

we probably wouldn’t have got into the schools quite so rapidly last year because, 

with their support, it meant that there was an additional person in attendance at all 

sessions which was important for child protection purposes. 

Look, we feel that it was a very smooth engagement working with the schools. They 

were just so supportive from the outset. They really felt that this was a programme 

that the student needed. In fact, they have come back to us and identified this as a 

gap currently existing within the schools – that Assistive Technology [unclear] needs 

to be delivered – but they don’t have the capacity, the time or even the people within 

their teams to deliver this training on either a group or one-on-one basis with their 

students though this is something that they are very much in support of and they feel 

works very well. Feedback from other schools – they were coming to us and saying 

this is a role that they now have to identify within their school – they don’t have a 

person to [unclear] for it.’ 

Interview 1, Professionals

CHAPTER 5

Conclusion and 
Recommendations



48   Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community based Mentoring  |  an evaluation of the Pilot Initiative

5.0  Discussion 
Target 4.7 of UNESCO’s Sustainable Development Goals of the Education 2030 Agenda 

and Framework for Action calls on countries to provide learners of all ages with the 

knowledge and skills to promote sustainable development through education as a human 

right. In the spirit of developing a mutual and collaborative approach to knowledge 

creation and exchange, the Access Services in both University College Cork (UCC) 

and Munster Technological University – Cork Campus (MTU Cork) set about exploring 

the feasibility of a community based mentoring initiative to increase access amongst 

under-represented groups. The goal was for the university and the community to co-

design a mutually beneficial programme to empower natural mentors in the Cork area 

to promote access to education and lifelong learning in their neighbourhoods and 

communities. Identifying members in the community with established relationships 

within the community was a way for this research programme to build on existing trusted 

relationships within the community to extend already existing outreach programmes deep 

into the community. 

University–community based participatory research is the preferred theoretical perspective 

given the complexities that arise when stakeholders with varying degrees of resources 

work together towards a common goal. This research revealed the potential for success 

when both the university and the community – and their networks of institutions, 

community organisations, affiliations and individuals – engaged in mutual efforts to 

promote education and lifelong learning. For the university, it complemented existing 

access initiatives and programmes and extended these efforts into neighbourhood 

community centres to promote education and lifelong learning. For the community, 

the programme allowed them to tap into their existing talent and resources to more 

fully empower the first cohort of mentoring certificate students to engage with the 

relationships they have built over time. This research shows that their partnership had all 

the characteristics of a successful partnership, chiefly mutuality and reciprocity.

Overall, engaging with natural mentors within the community contributed to the success 

of this programme for three reasons: 

1. It gave them the tools they needed to become mentors in their communities; 

2. It gave them the critical consciousness required to encourage others to consider  

 education and lifelong learning; and 

3. It gave them a stronger sense that they were part of a larger community of natural  

 mentors. That the course was iterative meant that they had a significant part to play  

 in the development of the programme. For these students, research suggests that  

 they gained a sense of pride and ownership in the certificate programme and a sense  

 of mission to engage others in lifelong learning opportunities. 

Designing the programme in this way, with the university and the community, and 

their respective institutions and people, opened up the possibility that this could be a 

sustainable template for the future. The results show that for this programme to be 
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considered successful, the egalitarian nature of the partnership must be maintained, and 

the community must be viewed as a valued partner in the process. If that were to prove 

sustainable, it is easy to see how this may open up the opportunity for this programme to 

become not only successful in attracting more members of the community into education 

and lifelong learning, it may also be a template for future iterations of this mentoring 

programme (or indeed future university–community participatory research). Towards that 

end, this evaluation will help elucidate some of the issues that can contribute to success 

and help reveal best practices. 

In conclusion, this university–community based participatory research allowed this project to:

1. Create strong university–community partnership based on mutuality and respect; 

2. Approach access to education and lifelong learning from the perspective of a human  

 right; 

3. Develop a mentoring certificate which would build on established community  

 relationships; 

4. Agree an iterative mentoring programme with students to encourage co-learning and  

 critical consciousness raising to affect social change at community level; 

5. Disseminate findings and knowledge gained to all partners; and 

6. Critically evaluate the programme to determine best practices for future programmes  

 (see Mitchell, 2018: 382). 

5.1  Key Findings
The key findings of this research focus on the benefits of the planning process, the 

execution of the mentoring certificate course, and a vision for the future. All partners 

agreed that what made the university–community partnership so successful was the 

co-equal and reciprocal approach to the development of the Certificate in Continuing 

Professional Development in Community Based Mentoring initiative. Placing an emphasis 

on a cooperative effort at developing a course that would meet the needs of both the 

university and the community was deemed successful during the development stages 

of this initiative. For both university and community partners, this research determined 

that the mutual respect and the value placed on their complementary approaches to the 

development of the mentoring certificate initiative was a key strength. 

For the first cohort of students in the pilot mentoring certificate course, research findings 

show that the collaborative design of the lectures and open approach to lecture content 

was highly valued. Students were inspired by the method and practice of the teaching 

and the lecturer’s reciprocal teaching approach and creative methods of linking theory 

to practice, qualities students regarded as highly conducive to learning. Overall, not only 

did the course give students the skills, tools and the confidence they need to become 

mentors in their communities, it also gave them a critical consciousness to encourage 

others to consider education and lifelong learning. Students left the course with a strong 

sense that they were part of a larger community of mentors. The strong relationships built 
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during the mentoring certificate course inspired and motivated students to build upon 

these networks so that they can support one another and stay abreast of opportunities 

to lifelong learning and higher education. All participants in this study, university and 

community partners and students alike, emphasised the desire to sustain the reciprocity 

of the partnership process for future practice, a commitment which will require that a 

stringent programme of critical analysis and reflection be implemented at regular intervals 

between future programme cycles. 

5.2  Key Recommendations
Based upon the key findings of this research detailed above, eight recommendations are 

as follows:

1. Overall, the university–community based partnership approach is a successful  

 partnership paradigm and should be used as a model for future projects and initiatives.

2. Embedding mentors within the community develops and scaffolds access initiatives  

 for lifelong learning and higher education access, therefore community mentoring  

 programmes deserve sustained and continued university and community support to  

 increase access pathways into further learning. 

3. A co-equal spirit of collaboration between university and community partners should  

 be fostered to support mentorships and help contribute to better outcomes.

4. Flexible approaches to lectures and lecture content works well for the development of  

 mentoring knowledge and skills, and this should be maintained and embedded into  

 future programme delivery to enable both lifelong and life-wide learning.

5. Building confidence is a vital aspect of the student experience and should be fostered  

 and sustained during the course and afterwards through the development of  

 networking opportunities. 

6. Maintaining and further embedding reciprocity and trust in the university–community  

 partnership will support sustainability for future iterations of this programme. 

7. Equipping students with the core values of a civically engaged university community  

 and embedding these graduate attributes into future practice should become an  

 explicit part of the curriculum for future iterations of the mentoring certificate  

 programme. 

8. Finally, in order to maintain the high standards of best practice as evidenced in this  

 programme during this research, it is recommended that a stringent process of critical  

 analysis and reflection be implemented at regular intervals between future programme  

 cycles.
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1. TITLE OF PROGRAMME

Certificate in Continuing Professional 
Development in Community Based Mentoring

2. AWARD TYPE & NFQ LEVEL

Level 8 Special Purpose Award

3. COURSE OUTLINE

This Certificate in Continuing Professional 
Development in Community Based Mentoring 
is designed to meet the educational and 
professional skills needs of those engaged in 
mentoring within their local community with 
a particular emphasis on access to further and 
higher education for target groups currently 
under-represented.

The mentoring certificate introduces the student 
to the concepts and processes of mentoring, 
access to education and practical ready-to-
use tools and resources to support students in 
enhancing their mentoring skill set. Reflecting 
current best practice, students are supported 
to develop effective skills, to enhance their 
competency and to effectively engage with and 
mentor access target groups in the community.

4. PROGRAMME OBJECTIVES

To enhance and develop the capacity of 
participants to act as community mentors in their 
own communities and Learning Neighbourhoods 
by:

1. Developing their theoretical knowledge and 
understanding of mentoring practice.

2. Supporting the development of appropriate 
practical mentoring skills.

3. Provide them with practical knowledge and 
information, relevant to their day-to-day practice 
as community mentors.

5. COURSE CONTENT

The participants are introduced to the concepts 
and processes of mentoring, access to education, 
and practical ready-to-use tools and resources 
aimed at enhancing and developing their 
mentoring skill set.

Reflecting current best practice, students are 
supported to develop effective skills, to enhance 
their competency and to effectively engage 
with and mentor access target groups in the 
community.

6. PROGRAMME LEARNING OUTCOMES

On successful completion of this programme 
students should be able to:

1. Recognise and understand community 
mentoring as a concept (theory and practice).

2. Appreciate the importance of awareness of self 
and others in the mentoring context.

3. Employ key mentoring skills in their community 
mentoring practice.

4. Apply their knowledge and understanding 
of the Irish education system to their role as 
community mentors (including access routes, 
grant system, supports, etc.).

5. Adopt a professional approach to community 
mentoring, including appreciating the importance 
of working within an ethical framework.

6. Demonstrate a practical knowledge of the day-
to-day role/practice of community mentors in this 
context.

Appendix 1

Module Description: Certificate in Continuing Professional Development  
in Community Based Mentoring
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Appendix 2

Information Sheet for Partners and Participants of the Certificate  
in Continuing Professional Development in Community Based  
Mentoring Initiative

Purpose of the study

The SOAR Project is an inter-institutional collaboration 
on Access. It brings together the South Cluster – Cork 
Institute of Technology, Institute of Technology Carlow, 
Institute of Technology Tralee, University College 
Cork, and Waterford Institute of Technology together 
with community partners to collaborate on devising 
and delivering strategies to increase access to higher 
education for under-represented groups. The purpose 
of this research is to document the development 
process of the Certificate in Continuing Professional 
Development in Community Based Mentoring and 
provide an evaluation of the course through student 
experience.

What will the study involve? 

The study will involve your participation in group 
interview with a researcher and other participants 
to discuss your opinions, experiences, ideas, and 
the challenges that under-represented groups may 
encounter in transitioning, engaging, performing, and 
progressing in higher education. 

Why have you been asked to take part? 

You have been asked to take part in this study because 
you are connected with the development process of 
the Certificate in Continuing Professional Development 
in Community Based Mentoring or are a student who 
undertook this course. 

Do you have to take part? 

No. Participation is voluntary. You will be asked to 
sign a consent form. You also have the option of 
withdrawing before the study commences (even if you 
have agreed to participate) or discontinuing two weeks 
after the discussion.

Use of a transcriber 

This research will use the services of a transcriber in 
order to produce a written version of your interview/
focus group and the recording of your interview/focus 
group will be utilised for this purpose.

Will your participation in the study be kept 
confidential? 

Yes. This research will undertake to anonymise 
participants as far as possible; however, there may 

be the possibility that some participants might be 
identifiable. We will ensure that your identity will not 
appear in the final report or subsequent publications. 
Any extracts from the interview that are quoted, 
in any subsequent report and publications, will be 
entirely anonymous. We ask participants to respect 
the confidentiality of other participants and to not 
share information disclosed in the group. However, we 
cannot guarantee this. 

Confidentiality agreement 

A confidentiality clause will also be included in the 
consent form (Appendix 3) to further reinforce the 
significance of confidentiality within the focus group.

What will happen to the information that you 
give? 

The data gathered will be kept confidential for the 
duration of the study. It will be securely stored on 
password-protected computers and only be available 
to the research team on the SOAR Project. On 
completion of the project, data will be retained for a 
minimum of a further ten years and then destroyed, 
according to policy at UCC. 

What will happen to the results? 

It is expected that results of this study will be published 
in a project report and in academic articles, as well as 
on the project website. 

What are the possible disadvantages of taking 
part? 

We do not envisage any negative consequences for 
you in taking part. 

Who has reviewed this study? 

Approval has been given by the Social Research Ethics 
Committee of UCC. 

Any further queries? 

If you have any queries or concerns about this 
research, you can contact Dr Máire Leane, the Principal 
Investigator (PI) at m.Leane@ucc.ie or you can contact 
the Head of the School of Applied Social Studies Prof. 
Cathal O’Connell at c.oconnell@ucc.ie.

mailto:m.Leane@ucc.ie
mailto:c.oconnell@ucc.ie
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Appendix 3

Consent Form

•  I ……………………………………… agree to participate in a focus group/interview/questionnaire for  

 the SOAR Project. 

•  The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing and I have had an  

 opportunity to ask questions and seek clarification. 

•  I understand that participation is voluntary. 

•	 I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to answer  

 any question without any consequences of any kind. 

•	 I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks after  

 the interview, in which case the material will be deleted. This is in line with General Data Protection  

 Regulations (GDPR) introduced in 2018.

•	 I give permission for my interview with the SOAR research team to be audio-recorded. 

•	 I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially and that  

 this research will undertake to anonymise participants as far as possible; however, there may be the  

 possibility that some participants might be identifiable. 

•	 I agree to maintain and uphold the complete confidentiality of all participants within the focus group. 

•	 I will keep all information shared by participants during the focus group private and will not repeat  

 or discuss outside of the focus group. 

•	 I understand that anonymity will be ensured as far as possible in the write-up by disguising my  

 identity; however, there may be the possibility that some participants might be identifiable. 

•	 I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in progress reports, academic  

 journals and/or the project website. 

•	 I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has been removed  

 will be retained for a minimum of ten years, in line with UCC policy.

•	 I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further  

 clarification and information. 

•	 I am over the age of 18. 

Signed: ……………………………………………. Date: ……………….................................

PRINT NAME:  ……………………………………. 
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Appendix 4

Interview Schedule

Cohort 1: University–Community Partners 

One-on-one online interview schedule:

•	 15 December 2021: University Partner

•	 17 December 2021: University Partner

•	 27 January 2022: Community Partner

•	 7 February 2022: University Partner

•	 17 February 2022: Community Partner

Cohort 2: First students of the mentoring certificate course

•	 Survey: MS Forms Survey form made available between 11 November and 24 November 2021

•	 Focus Group: Both online focus group and in-person focus group were held from 6 p.m. on  

 Wednesday, 24 November 2021.
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Appendix 5

Cohort 1 Mentoring Certificate Programme Partner Questions

One-on-one Interview Questions 

1. What is your involvement in this initiative and how did that initiative come about?

2. What was the approach taken in developing the mentoring certificate course? 

3. How effective was the approach taken? 

4. How does the mentoring certificate course complement the work in your organisation? 

5. What do you think were the strengths of the mentoring certificate programme? 

6. What do you think were the challenges of the mentoring certificate programme? 

7. What lessons have been learned from the mentoring certificate programme? 

8. How can the programme support greater access to education for under-represented groups?

9. What ways would you recommend to improve the mentoring certificate programme in future? 

10. Are there any other comments you would like to add? 
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Appendix 6

Cohort 2 Mentoring Certificate Programme Students’ Questions

Focus Group Questions

1. Why did you decide to take the Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community  
 Based Mentoring course? 

2. Do you think that you gained new skills to assist you in your mentoring work from doing this  
 course that you did not have before? 

3. If you feel that you have gained skills to assist you in your mentoring work, can you please describe  
 these newly acquired skills? 

4. How did the course benefit you as a mentor who works in the community? 

5. What did you like about the course? 

6. Was there anything you did not like about the course? 

7. Would you recommend this course to others? 

8. If yes, why? 

9. If no, why? 

10. How could this course be improved? 

11. Will the theory related to mentoring covered in the course help you in your day-to-day practice? 

12. If yes, how? 

13. If no, why? 

14. What other information would you have liked to have been included in this course? 

15. What other ways would you recommend to reach out to members in the community? 

16. Any further comments? 

Online Survey Questions

 1. What gender do you identify as? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Female/Male/Gender neutral/Non-binary/Transgender/Other/Would  
 rather not say) 

2. Where did you first hear about the Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in  
 Community Based Mentoring course? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (The SOAR Project/Cork City Learning Neighborhoods/Cork Migrant  
 Centre/Community Organisation/Other) 

3. Which community organisation do you currently mentor for? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Cork City Learning Neighborhoods/Cork Migrant Centre/Other) 

4. Which Cork Learning Neighborhood are you currently involved with? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (South Parish/Togher/Knocknaheeny/Ballyphehane/The Glen/Mayfield) 

5. How long have you been involved in mentoring work? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (1 year/2 years/3 years/4 years/5+ years) 

6. How beneficial is your experience of participating in this course overall? 

	 	Question Type: Likert Scale (Very poor/Poor/Average/Good/Very good/Excellent) 



62   Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community based Mentoring  |  an evaluation of the Pilot Initiative

7. Before taking part in this course, how would you have described your knowledge of mentoring? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: no knowledge to excellent knowledge) 

8. After participating in this course, how would you describe your knowledge of mentoring today? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: no knowledge to excellent knowledge) 

9. What are your overall impressions of the course? 

	 	Question Type: Likert Scale (Very poor/Poor/Average/Good/Very good/Excellent) 

10. Did you think that the programme content is: 

	 	Question Type: Likert Scale (Extremely helpful/Very helpful/Somewhat helpful/Not so helpful/Not  
 at all helpful) 

11. How confident in mentoring do you feel after taking the Certificate in Continuing Professional  
 Development in Community Based Mentoring course? 

	 	Question Type: Likert Scale (Much more confident/More confident/Somewhat confident/Less  
 confident/Much less confident) 

12. Do you think that you have gained skills to assist you in your mentoring work that you did not  
 have before taking this course? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Yes/No/I gained some skills/I gained a lot of skills/I did not gain enough  
 skills/Other/I don’t know) 

13. Do you think that the Certificate in Continuing Professional Development in Community Based  
 Mentoring course reflects the day-to-day practice of mentoring in the community? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Yes/No/It reflects day-to-day mentoring a little/It could be improved/It  
 significantly reflects day-to-day mentoring/I don’t know/Other) 

14. Will the theory related to mentoring covered in the course help you in your day-to-day practice? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Yes/No) 

15. Did you feel that you had enough support to successfully complete the course? 

	 	Question Type: Choice (Yes/No/I felt somewhat supported/I did not feel supported/Prefer not  
 to say) 

16. How likely are you to recommend this course to others? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: Not at all likely/Extremely likely) 

17. How impactful do you think this mentoring certificate course will be for the development of your  
 community overall? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: Not impactful at all/Extremely impactful) 

18. How impactful do you think this mentoring certificate programme will have on community  
 engagement overall? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: Not impactful at all/Extremely impactful) 

19. How likely is it that this mentoring programme will lead to greater social inclusion in your  
 community? 

	 	Question Type: Net Promoter Score (0–10: Not at all likely/Extremely likely) 

20. If you have any further comments, constructive feedback or suggestions that will help us improve  
 how this programme is run, please comment here. 

	 	Question type: Open Text 






