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Volunteering with Peer Connections

Frequently Asked Questions

1. What is Peer Connections?

It is an overall name given to a scheme run by Student Services, which includes welcoming, buddying/befriending and mentoring by students for students.

2. What are the aims of Peer Connections?

Peer Connections aims to enable students to get the information they need to find their way around and settle in, help them meet, mix with, learn from, to share information and experience with other students.

3. What are Peer Connections volunteers expected to do?
There are many different roles which volunteers can get involved in. The principle role is one of befriending/ buddying and informally mentoring other students; offering a listening ear, helping fellow students to consider their options and answering questions about life in and around the University. The main aim is to help students settle into life at University of Dundee, to help them with the transition, and to offer support to other students who want it. 
Peer Connectors work individually or together in small teams to offer support to others. Support is offered to individual students and within a buddy groups which are facilitated by Peer Connectors. You will not be expected to meet people on your own. Occasionally Peer Connectors also offer support to students who are further on in their studies who may also be experiencing some sort of difficulty.

Peer Connectors attend, host or help to organise events throughout the academic year to welcome or support new students, to encourage other students to volunteer for Peer Connections and to assist with promotion/publicity. 
There are also roles for anyone wanting to be involved in Student Services’ campaigns (especially those relating to wellbeing), the university’s suicide awareness programme as a presenter, responding to student emails (e- buddying), assisting with event organisation and marketing.
Most volunteers do a combination of work within Peer Connections. Please refer to the Peer Connector Volunteer role description for more detail. There are usually around 40- 50 Peer Connections volunteers (Peer Connectors) in the Peer Connections team each year. This includes new recruits and continuing volunteer
Working in small teams, Peer Connectors take on a variety of tasks:
· Welcoming new students to University of Dundee – answering questions, showing people where to go, assisting at induction events and helping them settle in. Being approachable, helpful and friendly. 
· Meeting regularly with students who need further support or information.  
· Buddying and mentoring students including international students

· Assisting in the recruitment and induction of new Peer Connectors. 

· Organising, hosting or assisting at social / orientation events for students 
e.g. Meet Mix and Socialise, welcome events, Conversation Café.
· Keeping in contact with students by email or using Teams (e-buddying) and answering questions about life at University of Dundee.

· Drop in sessions

· Offering individual peer support / informal peer mentoring meetings for students 

· Running buddy/mentor groups for peer support especially for exchange students
· Running buddy/mentor groups for peer support in academic schools (subject specific)
· Distributing publicity materials for Student Services in relation to services or campaigns e.g. health, volunteering. 
Please note that due to the Covid-10 pandemic modifications to ways of working and running of events may be in place and volunteers will be informed about these by the co-ordinator.
And with further training:

· Peer mediation 
· Suicide TALK presentation
· Peer Led Education health/ life skills etc.
4. Do I need previous experience or special skills to be a Peer Connections Volunteer?

You do not need any previous experience. The main requirement is that you would like to help others make the transition to life and study at University of Dundee. We are looking for students who are friendly, approachable. You must be able to manage your other various commitments as well as a volunteer role. Good communication and interpersonal skills are helpful, but you will be given further training. We need all sorts of people to join us. Your own experience and awareness of the potential ‘pitfalls’ that students new to University of Dundee may encounter, are especially valuable. If you want to take on specialised roles (peer mediation, suicide awareness presentation etc) training can be provided.
5. What training is given to Peer Connections volunteers?

Training includes listening and interpersonal skills, personal safety, boundaries, diversity, mental health awareness, and the role of the mentor/helper. Further training more specialised training is also organised for those wishing to participate in peer mediation, suicide awareness, and peer led education for health or life skills. All the training offered is valuable in the job market and will add to and enhance your personal development and CV. Attendance certificates are given for each event. 
6. Do volunteers have to attend training?

Yes. If you want to volunteer as a Peer Connector you must attend the all the sessions of peer helper training (in person) or complete all of the training given online. 
We also recommend that volunteers attend a suicide alertness session – SafeTALK when this is available.  Attendance at other training is not mandatory but is recommended. 
Volunteers who have not yet attended training will work only under the direct supervision of the Student Support Advisor (Peer Connections Co-ordinator) or other Student Support Staff. They can still be involved in promotional or outreach activities but will not directly supporting individual students.
7. How will I fit the training in with my studies?

Training usually runs on 2 consecutive days just before the beginning of the first semester prior to the arrival of new students for Welcome Week. Otherwise, online training is provided which will take between 6-8 hours to complete. It is preferable that volunteers can attend any in person training.

The training consists of 2 days - lunch and refreshments are provided. This includes an induction session. Other training is offered variably as some is externally run.
9. What if I cannot attend the initial Peer Connections training days/online training or I want to volunteer before I can attend training?

You can still volunteer for Peer Connections, but you will work under the direct supervision of members of staff e.g. Student Support Advisors or other Student Support Staff. You may be asked to take part in welcoming events for new students, to help with publicity for Peer Connections.. You will not, however, be directly connected to individual students and buddying/mentoring them until you have completed initial training.

10. What support is given to volunteers?

There are ongoing support meetings with the Student Support Advisor (Peer Connections Co-ordinator) and regular team meetings. Each small team of Peer Connectors is encouraged to actively support one another. Any concerns or issues that arise can also be brought to the Peer Connections Co-ordinator. The training sessions also cover information about Student Services and other services or support available. A volunteer handbook is circulated electronically and is available in the Teams area provided for Peer Connectors. We also have a closed Facebook group for Peer Connections volunteers to which you will be invited if you volunteer. Those volunteers participating in specialisms e.g. suicide awareness, will be offered further meetings/ support with regards to this area of volunteer work.
11. Will I be expected to work on my own as a volunteer?

You may meet someone you are mentoring them individually, but mostly you will work in a small teams during events. 
If working during events (e.g. welcoming or volunteer recruitment/publicity) other Peer Connectors, the Student Support Advisor, Peer Connections Co-ordinator or other members of Student Service staff will be in attendance. If visiting university residence flats, you will accompany a Student Support Assistant or member of Student Support Staff.
Presenters or peer educators work in pairs or small teams when hosting events or attending events.

12. Will I get to know other volunteers?

Regular meetings are held for all the Peer Connections team – these are useful for making contact. You will also meet each other at training events. As a Peer Connector you will be working together in a small team and you will be encouraged to get to know each other. Peer Connectors are generally very good at connecting with each other and Peer Connectors are also encouraged to make use of the Peer Connections Facebook Closed Group, messages may be sent and documents exchanged here or via the Teams group for training that you will receive and invitation for.
13. How much time will I be expected to commit to Peer Connections?

The amount of time will vary from person to person. There are no set volunteering hours that volunteers must commit to. On average most Peer Connectors find that they are volunteering with Peer Connections for 2 hours per week during semester time. Outside of semester e.g. during Freshers’ Welcome Week a much larger number of hours are usually given by volunteers – this will vary from person to person depending on their other commitments. 
Some people may feel able to offer slightly more time and others less. Your other academic/work commitments are discussed with you when you apply. This is regularly reviewed with you, and your volunteer commitment adapted to suit your changing needs.  No-one volunteering will be permitted to do so to the detriment of their academic studies. 

The initial training is held over 2 days in the week prior to Welcome Week, for 2022 the training dates and times are as follows:
Wednesday 14 and Thursday 15 September 2022 

Both days 9.30am – 4.30pm
Volunteer Training:
Training would usually take place prior to Freshers’ Welcome Week and new student arrivals. Online training will be offered from 1 September 2022
Further details will be circulated nearer the time to new volunteers.

Training will include:

· Peer Connections Induction and role

· Introduction to Mentoring

· The Helping Continuum

· Student Services Information

· Boundaries and Confidentiality

· Volunteer safety

· Listening and Interpersonal Skills

· Importance of Self-Care

· Gender based violence awareness

· Mental Health Awareness 

· Diversity Awareness

· Referrals 

· Common Student Issues/ Scenarios

More details about the training will be sent out to you nearer the time.

14. I have a disability – can I still volunteer for Peer Connections?

We aim to find a suitable role for those wishing to volunteer with Peer Connections. If this is limited by physical constraints, we aim to ensure that you can participate in as many of the activities as possible. Please discuss your requirements with the Peer Connections Co-ordinator.
15. How does the volunteer team contribute to Student Services?

Peer Connectors are not a substitute for professional staff. They offer a service which is distinct in that it is peer to peer and therefore greatly valued by fellow students. The depth and breadth of knowledge about university life which is brought to the support of other students by the Peer Connectors is especially useful. The ability for students to be helped and mentored by those with greater experience is invaluable to them. Regular feedback is taken from the Peer Connectors in order to improve the working practices of Peer Connections, Welcome and Student Support.
You may meet up with your team of Peer Connectors and those you are supporting possibly once or twice a week, for a short time, or you may decide to plan your time together in other ways. Peer Connections aims to work flexibly with everyone involved.

If you are connected you should expect to attend short informal support meetings with the Peer Connections Co-ordinator or have contact via email, this may be in your small team or individually – depending on what suits people. These support meetings are obligatory if you are connected. There is a lot of contact by university email so you should commit to reading your email regularly each day.
There are also regular team meetings for all Peer Connections Volunteers that should take about 1 hour. These meetings will not be mandatory, but we suggest that volunteers try to attend at least 1 per Semester. Additionally, Peer Connections volunteers may attend other training as it suits them providing there are places available.

Most Peer Connectors volunteer for about 2 hours per week although this may vary from person to person and many more hours are done during Welcome Week (assuming we are holding in person events) this will be Saturday 17 September – Sunday 25 September 2022.
15. What will I get out of volunteering with Peer Connections?

Apart from the good feelings that come from helping other people, you will gain useful work experience and develop skills that are particularly valuable in the job market and will add to and enhance your CV. The Peer Connections training offers useful and insightful practical skills that will enhance your relationships and ability to communicate. 
The University also participates in the Saltire Awards scheme; a national scheme run by the Scottish Executive and Voluntary Action Scotland for young volunteers aged between 12 and 25 years. This means that you can gain a recognised award for your volunteer hours. https://saltireawards.org.uk/ 

University of Dundee has a Dundee Plus Award to recognise students’ different extra curricular activities/ personal development skills and employability throughout their time at University of Dundee – for further details see:  Dundee Plus | University of Dundee
All Peer Connectors who play an active role in Peer Connections during the academic year will be given a signed certificate.
16. What if I want to stop volunteering?
This would not be a problem, subject to reasonable notice and caseload hand over. We do expect some level of commitment from volunteers, but as we work flexibly, it is possible for people to reduce or take ‘timeout’ from Peer Connections for a period of time, as required, for academic or personal reasons. This should be discussed with the Peer Connections Co-ordinator.

17. Does Peer Connections just support new or younger students?

No, any student, regardless of age or level of study who feels that they would benefit from Peer Connections is welcome to get involved. Volunteers include mature students and postgraduates.

18. Does Peer Connections just support international students?

No, Peer Connections is there for all students at University of Dundee regardless of nationality, although we do offer specific support to international students e.g. Conversation Café or for incoming international exchange students – buddy groups.
19. How is support offered by Peer Connections?

Students seeking connections are introduced to a small team of Peer Connectors or an individual mentor Peer Connections who will offer to meet with them regularly and keep in contact by email. How often meetings occur, is decided mutually but usually occurs weekly. Support is offered to individual students and within a buddy groups for new students that are facilitated by Peer Connectors. You will not be expected to meet people on your own. Although our main focus is newer students (regardless of academic year of entry – under or postgraduate); occasionally Peer Connectors also offer support to students who are further on in their studies who may also be experiencing some sort of difficulty. Peer Connectors provide listening ears, friendly faces and sources of information and ideas about life at University of Dundee for students. Peer Connectors are highly visible during Welcome Week and at events with their yellow Peer Connections t- shirts, or out and about on campus wearing their Peer Connections badged hoodies. Students can have a chat or ask a question about university life.

Peer Connections works in a close relationship with the  ResLife Support Assistants and the Res Life Manager to support students living within the University Residences.
Due to practicalities at the Fife campus, students there who are seeking connections will be offered email buddies (e- buddying) or buddying using Teams in the first instance, with face to face meetings with Peer Connectors by arrangement if required.

20. Is Peer Connections a counselling service?

No, Peer Connections is not a counselling service, although our volunteers will listen, they are not counsellors.  Student Services provides a free professional Counselling Service at the Support Hub in the Old Technical Institute–further available details at www.dundee.ac.uk/counselling/  or tel. 01382 384164
21. Is Peer Connections a type of dating agency?

No - Peer Connections offers pastoral peer support from a group of fellow students. It is not a dating agency.
22. Will my personal details be passed onto other people if I join Peer Connections?

Only the information that is required for the purposes of monitoring the scheme is retained by Student Services. Individuals are not identified. The only details passed to other people within Peer Connections are your name and university email address.

Connected students will be given your name and university email address by way of contact.

23. Will anyone be given my telephone number?

No-one is given anyone else’s telephone number. We suggest that you do not divulge personal mobile telephone numbers, however this is at your own discretion and often Peer Connectors do exchange their personal mobile numbers but there is no obligation to do so.
24. How will I meet students I am supporting?

The first time you meet each other will usually be arranged somewhere within the University, usually The Global Room or The Enquiry Centre or another location, at a mutually convenient time and date. This is usually arranged by the Peer Connections Co-ordinator. After that it will be up to you and the other Peer Connectors in the team to organise regular contact. Any face to face contact will happen in public places, this does not necessarily mean on campus. You can also arrange to meet with your connected student using Teams video call or chat.
25. Are Peer Connections volunteers vetted in any way?

Peer Connections volunteers must give 2 references when they apply to join – a personal and an academic reference. This is to ensure that they are not putting their studies at risk and are able to take on the required role. You will also be invited to have a short informal interview with either the Peer Connections Co-ordinator or the SWITCH co-ordinator about the role. The training process also allows us (and you) to explore whether this voluntary role is suited to you.

26. Can students get help with academic work through Peer Connections?

Peer Connectors are happy to discuss any aspect of University life and will guide students to the most suitable services if required. 

27. What if I don’t like the contacts I have been given or have a problem with my team?

If there are any issues or problems these should be referred to the Peer Connections Co-ordinator who will endeavour to resolve them.

28. How long do students stay connected?

This is their own decision – some people just want connected for a short time until they get to know more people and feel more settled; others want more ongoing support. We usually recommend at least a minimum of 3 meetings.
29. Will anyone else know that they are connected?

The only people who will know about your connection will be the Peer Connections Co-ordinator and any others in your Peer Connections team. Information is shared with other members of the Student Support team only if necessary. We provide a confidential and discreet service for connected students.

30. Do Peer Connectors go to people’s accommodation?

No, all meetings are held in public places or public areas within student residences (i.e. flat kitchen).  Other contact is by email or using Teams.
31. Do Peer Connectors give advice?

No, they do not give advice, but they will help students to explore options and give information that may be helpful.

33. What about confidentiality?

Peer Connectors are committed to following good working practices and confidentiality is an important aspect of this. Peer Connections aims to train all its volunteers in order that they can distinguish between information given to them by those they are supporting that should remain confidential, and information that they are given which must be disclosed. 

Only under the following circumstances may confidentiality be broken: if someone has or is talking about attempting suicide, there is evidence of serious mental health problems, there is evidence of serious self harm or others are at risk. Peer Connectors will always encourage the individuals concerned to seek the relevant support themselves. Information may be shared between Peer Connector and the Co-ordinator to enable them to best support you, but it will not be divulged, without permission, to anyone else.

Any personal issues raised by student volunteers are treated in confidence with encouragement given to volunteers to seek suitable support for themselves as required or referrals made as needed.

34. How do I volunteer for Peer Connections?

Contact by email peerconnections@dundee.ac.uk 
Fill in our online form here 

You can also ask at the Enquiry Centre.
You will be asked to come for an informal interview to find out more about you and register your interest in Peer Connections. This may be in person or using Teams video call.
