“Be Wise and Participate”: Introducing Student-led Cross-Disciplinary Peer
Support for Masters Students

Nathalie Hyde-Clarke, Oslo Metropolitan University, nathalie@oslomet.no

Abstract

The most recent Norwegian Students’ Health and Satisfaction Surveys in 2021 and 2022 had
concerning statistics about student well-being, particularly at Oslo Metropolitan University
(OsloMet) where more than a third of students often felt lonely, excluded or isolated.
Studies show that a lack of contact with peers can affect motivation and therefore study
progression negatively. Peer support mechanisms have proven successful in altering this
pattern. To address these concerns at the postgraduate level, the Faculty of Social Sciences
piloted a cross-disciplinary conference for Master students, giving them an opportunity to
present their research, interact with peers from different disciplines, and receive feedback.
Responses after the event indicated that introducing a new opportunity for students to
meet and network with peers from different academic disciplines helped students feel
included, valued and able to connect to a larger network.

Introduction

The aftermath of the pandemic in many ways has been as challenging for postgraduate
students as the pandemic itself. While the lockdown in 2020 and 2021 impacted on levels of
loneliness due to isolation, a return to campus demonstrated that too much virtual learning
had led to fatigue and diminished competencies to interact and connect with peersina
physical environment. To complicate the issue, peer mentoring schemes introduced during
the lockdown (similar to those described by Bruce et al., 2023 and Gillani et al., 2022) were
discontinued in the (mis)belief that a return to campus would remedy concerns regarding
social well-being. At the end of 2022, it was clear that new interventions were needed, and
so a student-led cross-disciplinary peer support event for Master students was introduced
for the first time at Oslo Metropolitan University in 2023.

Loneliness, Exclusion and Isolation

Every four years, the Norwegian health services and student unions administer a national
survey to assess students’ mental, social and physical health. The Students’ Health and
Satisfaction Survey (SHoT) uses the Three-Item Loneliness Scale (T-ILS), a short version of
the UCLA Loneliness Scale, to assess social well-being (SHoT, 2021a, 2022a). Due to concerns
about the effects of the pandemic in 2020-2021, an additional survey was conducted one
year later. Around one-third of Norwegian students reported feeling lonely or excluded.
Oslo Metropolitan University (OsloMet) scored above the national average.
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In some ways, this was to be expected. OsloMet is an urban university in the capital city of
Norway, in the centre of town, and offers study places to approximately 23 000 students. As
one of three universities in Oslo, it attracts students from all over the country. A recent
study showed that in the Faculty of Social Sciences, for example, less than a third of Master
students had been raised and attended school in the capital city, and fewer came from the
surrounding region (Hundebo, 2023, p.149-73). The high percentage of loneliness during the
pandemic (54% - ShoT, 2021b, p.26) was therefore affected by students stuck in small
apartments in an unfamiliar city, unable to travel home to join their families or to see
friends. Yet, even with a return to the ‘new normal’, responses in 2022 remained at 30%
(ShoT, 2022b, p. 42). Possibly the ‘cohort rule’ (where people could only meet and mingle
with small, specified groups) at the end of the lockdown meant that the silo effect (referring
to the tendency of academic disciplines to stay within their own areas of specialty and not
cooperate with others) was more entrenched than ever.

While these statistics echo those gathered from around the world across the same time
period (2018-2022) (Crisp et al., 2020; Richard et al., 2022; Pointon-Haas et al., 2024), they
are worrying —and it is not difficult to determine that certain years or levels of study tend to
create more space for loneliness or isolation than others. In Norway, most Master studies
are offered over two years. Normally students will complete coursework in the first 12 to 18
months and then use the remaining time to concentrate on researching and writing their
thesis. Since Master students write the thesis either by themselves or as a pair, it is
understandable that they may feel increasingly isolated and distant from the greater
academic community at a time when more guidance and comradery may be desired. It is
therefore not surprising that there is a tendency to lose momentum and motivation during
the thesis phase, which may result in delays to completing their studies or eventual drop-
out. Given this, and the fact that many intervention programmes are usually aimed at first
year students (as supported by a review conducted by Pointon-Haas et al., 2024), a new
peer support initiative was introduced focusing exclusively on postgraduate students.

There is a wealth of literature and research on the value of including student peer support
mechanisms in tertiary education that cite benefits including improved engagement and
completion rates, a sense of inclusion that enhances satisfaction levels and persistence to
perform, and the development of important communication skills (Kuh et al., 2021; Pardo et
al., 2021; Richard et al., 2022; Kyte, 2024; Pointon-Haas et al., 2024; Sitzmann & Radcliff,
2024). In addition, student-led conferences offer students the possibility to take
responsibility for planning and implementing an event with minimal to moderate
mentorship from faculty members. This helps students develop organizational
competencies and leadership skills through interprofessional learning and connection with
others (Leadbeatter & Gao, 2019; Pardo et al., 2021). It provides both ownership and
responsibility. As part of this, it has been argued that to harness the best experience,
interactions should be well planned and effectively implemented (Leadbeatter & Gao, 2019;
Kuh et al., 2021). Aspects of the student-led conference model suggested by Leadbeatter
and Gao (2019) were adopted in the design of the event, especially those regarding the
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importance of empowering students throughout the process (trust, collaboration, initiative
and student autonomy). Based on these insights, a student-led cross-disciplinary
postgraduate conference was piloted at OsloMet in 2023.

The Project Overview

In 2022/23, Den gode studentopplevelser (DGS — The good student experience), a
programme established to improve the learning experience of students returning to
campus, awarded a grant to enable the Faculty of Social Sciences to pilot a student-led
cross-disciplinary event at the master’s level (DGS 2024). The aim of the project was to
encourage students to network and participate in groups across degrees as this would be a
good environment to discover how best to communicate ideas to people outside one’s
immediate academic discipline - an important skill in the contemporary workplace where
teams are often comprised of members from different units or competencies.

Named the Kigkt (meaning: ‘wise’) Master Conference by the first team of student
facilitators, two one-day events took place on 10 March 2023 and 20 October 2023. They
included a total of thirty-seven second year Master students representing more than eight
education programmes across four faculties. In addition to the Master students who would
participate as delegates, this project recruited seven student facilitators who were
responsible for: planning and organising of the conference; information on the website; calls
for participation; conference arrangements; as well as acting as facilitators in the parallel
sessions. Since the conference was not embedded in respective programmes, but was
designed to be cross-disciplinary, it was designated as a faculty activity relying on voluntary
participation, and the Vice Dean of Education was appointed as the faculty mentor for the
student facilitators. During the planning of the event, it was decided that participants would
be placed in intentionally diverse, interdisciplinary groups. Each session was assigned a
student facilitator who would oversee the programme and guide the participants — although
at the students’ request, due to fears of uncertainty or potential unruliness (that fortunately
never manifested) an academic staff member joined each group as an observer and co-
discussant. The academic staff members and student facilitators were recruited from
different Master programmes to allow for academic diversity.

On the day, each event started with a keynote speaker from one of the university’s research
institutions who presented data relevant to Master students entering the job market after
graduation. Students were then taken by the facilitators to their respective sessions for the
presentations to start. Each student had an opportunity to present their research idea and
ask the group for suggestions on how it could be improved. The group participants were
provided with a guide (compiled by the student facilitators) on how to give constructive
feedback and were asked to model their responses accordingly. This helped to create a
positive learning culture where everyone had a role in each session and throughout the day.
Refreshments were provided, and the conference culminated in a certificate ceremony as
the student facilitators felt that this would make participation more attractive.
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Challenges: Recruitment

There were some challenges at the start. It was surprisingly difficult to appoint student
facilitators, even though these were paid positions. It was too new and an ‘unknown’. It was
only after the direct intervention by programme coordinators that students applied.
Academic staff were also initially slow to support it as they were unsure of the benefits of
having students from a variety of educations in the same room. Some were concerned that
it would undermine the supervision process. It was therefore important to assure staff that
the conference did not in any way supplement or compete with the supervisory process.

In August, when the announcement for student facilitators for the second event was
posted, a new challenge was identified. Since the event catered exclusively to Master
students in the thesis phase, all the previous student assistants had graduated. This meant
that there were no ‘experienced’ assistants to continue and guide the next group, and that
the new organising committee would need to start from scratch to build up awareness of
the event for the next cohort.

For both events, distributing invitations through the official OsloMet channels had minimal
effect. As soon as the organising committee of student facilitators started to use non-formal
channels of communication via social media to encourage participation, registration
doubled in a period of twenty-four hours. This was supported by responses in the
registration process: 59% indicated they had heard about the event from friends and
colleagues; 29% received the news from the university website.

However, despite these obstacles, students who attended the events were overwhelmingly
positive about the experience and agreed that it had served its purpose of building new
networks and making them feel more motivated to continue with their research. The
second event also demonstrated the dexterity of this structure, as it was apparent that it
could be applied either at the start or towards the end of the research process. The aim of
the conference was of course slightly different in terms of what research could be presented
at the two different stages but remained the same in terms of improving social interaction
around research, networking and inclusion.

Evaluation: It is Wise to Participate

Participants were invited to respond to a survey of two questions at the end of both events:
(1) what did you enjoy the most about the conference?; and (2) what could have been
improved? Responses were submitted anonymously, and thirty of the thirty-seven students
(81%) provided comments. Special mention was made about: the professionalism of the
event; that the mix of study programmes had kept it interesting for everyone; the quality of
constructive feedback from others; renewed motivation to complete their studies; and the
appreciation of recognition at the end of the event (certificate ceremony).
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While perhaps disappointing that the conference did not attract more students, the lower
participation did have one very clear positive outcome: the groups were smaller (7-8
participants) which meant that each student had more time to present and discuss their
feedback. This turned out to be greatly appreciated and many agreed that it would have
been difficult to achieve the same level of interest and engagement had the groups been
bigger and the programme faster:

- Il enjoyed the small groups for discussion, it was very well organized.
- Having it in small groups was great to feel more comfortable.

To ensure that a safe and trusting environment was created at the start, each session
started with the student facilitator presenting their own work for feedback. This was a good
way to both demonstrate the mechanisms of the conference, as well as include the student
facilitator’s research in the programme. At the end, many delegates stated that this had
helped them relax as the first presenters were confident and calm:

- | was a bit unsure at the start. Not really sure what to present. But after hearing the
first, | got inspired.

Many students — and all academic staff - expressed surprise that such educationally-diverse
groups were so effective in eliciting constructive and helpful feedback for the respective
studies:

- Feedback from people with different education, this helps to see another perspective
and also to learn new parts. Good place to connect and gain new knowledge.

- The very idea of sharing our ideas with a diverse public is great for practicing our
communication skills.

- It was helpful for us to reflect on our own projects when we needed to present it to
students from other disciplines. (translated)

The most important feedback was that, at least for that day, students felt included and
motivated to share their research with others:

- Itwasclearly a day for me
- Everyone had a part.

Notably, all participants stayed the entire day. No one left at lunch or slipped out of any of
the sessions. This is evidence that everyone felt that they were an important part of the
group and could participate meaningfully. This was supported by the fact that all would
recommend the event to others, and a few even suggested it should become a compulsory
part of their master’s programme:

- The project should recruit more students because this format is well suited for most
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master students
- Perhaps this could be mandatory or recognized as part of our coursework

Most importantly, it was clear that the main objective of making people feel included, while
renewing enthusiasm for their research process, had been achieved.

Reflections: The Importance of Participation and Peer Support

The Klgkt Master Conference reaffirmed findings of previous studies that peer support in
key moments can have a positive effect on mental health and increase self-confidence and a
feeling of being able to cope (Richard et al., 2022). If even for a short time, students were
able to meet people who shared a similar experience and could share knowledge for mutual
gain. However, it is important to acknowledge that the long-term benefits of these type of
interventions are less clear, as previous research around peer-led support groups have had
mixed findings. Much has to do with the objective of the exercise and the dynamics
between, and characteristics of, those involved.

In this respect, the student facilitators were, and are, key. The student-led process placed
them firmly at the heart of the entire process. Fortunately, all seven student facilitators
were extraordinary in meeting challenges, thinking proactively, and being willing to try new
things. They were dedicated to keeping the student at the centre, and would often reflect
on the next step or the best way forward by asking themselves: Why would | want to do
this? What would get me excited about this? What would | expect from participating? It was
rewarding to see how they supported each other and the participants, and by extension
developed leadership and communication practices that will put them in good stead in the
future.

While the event was effective in meeting the needs of its target audience and greatly
enjoyed by those in attendance, the challenge remains that most participants (and student
facilitators) will always be in their last year of study. This means that each event will cater to
a new cohort with no prior knowledge or experience. One way to address this in Norway
would be to include a first-year Master student in the team on the understanding that they
would join the organizing committee the next time to ensure continuity and knowledge
sharing. In countries with one-year programmes, it may be important to invite a past
assistant back to do a hand-over.

It will also continue to be a marketing challenge until the event is established in the
university annual activity calendar. The incorporation of the event in programmes’ curricula
would, of course, address the questions of marketing and recruitment. However, it may not
solve the logistical challenge of trying to coordinate an event across different education
programmes and faculties as related courses may not necessarily overlap.

Similarly to Crisp et al.’s (2020) study of peer facilitators, due to the small sample and short

time span of the intervention, one must acknowledge that it is difficult to generalise the
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findings and experience of this event to a larger context. It takes time for such an event to
become established, and so ongoing reflection and documentation is needed to better
understand the long-term impact. That said, this model is very easy to implement and up-
scale, provided some structure is in place.

Conclusion: Planning for Future Events

For the purposes of this pilot, the limited number of clear objectives were met. The Kigkt
Master Conference did indeed allow students to demonstrate and build on their research
competencies with the support of peers whom they otherwise would probably have never
met, and while doing that were able to feel included, valued and part of a larger network.

For the planning of similar student-led cross-disciplinary conferences, the following four
aspects should be taken into consideration:

1. Involve student organisers actively from the start

a. Encourage students to participate in meaningful planning tasks such as
marketing of the event, logistics, and facilitation. Allow students to shape the
event based on their own needs and experiences.

2. Use informal communication channels in addition to university channels
a. Encouraged student organisers to promote the event via social media
platforms students already use (e.g., Instagram, WhatsApp etc.).

3. Prioritize small, diverse, and inclusive groups
a. Keep conference groups small (around 7-8 participants) and intentionally mix

students from different programmes. Have the student organisers present first
to model behaviour and reduce anxiety about participation.

4. Plan for continuity between cohorts

a. Ifitis not possible to include this event as part of the various educations’ year-
plan: for two-year degrees, include first-year Master’s students in the planning
team with the understanding that they will help lead the next event; for one-
year degrees, include a hand-over between past and current student
facilitators. This builds continuity and strengthens long-term sustainability.

Author Bio

Nathalie Hyde-Clarke (PhD) is a Professor in Media and Communication Studies. She served
as the Vice Dean of Education in the Faculty of Social Sciences, Oslo Metropolitan University
(Norway) from 2021-2025.

Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 38
Volume 7, issue 2, November 2025



References

Arenas, M. G., Castillo, P. A., de Vega, F. F., & Merelo, J. J. (2012). Using student conferences
to increase participation in the classroom: A case study. /EEE Transactions on Education,
55(4), 580-581.

Bruce, M., Dodd-Reynolds, C., Gangoli, G., Mates, L., & Millican, A. (2023). Peer-mentoring
in a pandemic: an evaluation of a series of new departmental peer-mentor schemes created
to support student belonging and transition during COVID-19. Student Engagement in
Higher Education Journal, 5(1), 61-82. https://sehej.raise-
network.com/raise/article/view/1159

Crisp, D. A., Rickwood, D., Martin, B., & Byrom, N. (2020). Implementing a peer support
program for improving university student wellbeing: The experience of program facilitators.
Australian Journal of Education, 64(2), 113-126.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944120910498

DGS, Den gode studentopplevelsen. (2024). Master Conference 2023. OsloMet.
https://uni.oslomet.no/dengodestudentopplevelsen/2024/01/08/ma-conference-2023/.

Gilani, D., Parke, R. ., & Wilson, N. (2022). Peer-to-Peer Phone Calls as a Method of Providing
Proactive and Personalised Support to Enhance Student Engagement. Student Engagement
in Higher Education Journal, 4(2), 82-104. https://sehej.raise-
network.com/raise/article/view/1068

Hundebo, P. O. (2023). Rekrutteringsmgnstre til bachelor-og masterprogramme ved Fakultet
for samfunnsvitenskap, OsloMet—storbyuniversitetet [Recruitment patterns to the Bachelor
and Master programs in the Faculty of Social Sciences, OsloMet — the capital city university].
Skriftserien.

Kuh, G. D,, Citty, J., Hudson Jr, W. E., Iruoje, T. W., Mladic, J., & Qureshi, S. (2021). Right
before our eyes: Making peer interaction matter more for all students. Change: The
Magazine of Higher Learning, 53(4), 15-21.

Kyte, A. (2024). Diversifying peer mentors: working collaboratively with students to enhance
engagement of under-represented groups. Student Engagement in Higher Education
Journal, 5(3), 25-34. https://sehej.raise-network.com/raise/article/view/1180

Leadbeatter, D., & Gao, J. (2018). Twelve tips for a successful student-led conference in
health professional education. Medical Teacher, 41(7), 750-755.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1481500

Mishra, S. (2020). Social networks, social capital, social support and academic success in
higher education: A systematic review with a special focus on ‘underrepresented’students.
Educational Research Review, 29, 100307.

Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 39
Volume 7, issue 2, November 2025



OsloMet. (2023). Kigkt Master Conference. https://uni.oslomet.no/klokt/

Pardo, M. D. J., Fuster, P., Gallart, A., Rodriguez, E., Wennberg, L., & Martin-Ferreres, M. L.
(2021). Fostering leadership competence and satisfaction in nursing undergraduates
through a student-led conference: A quasi-experimental pre-post study. Nurse education
today, 98, 104748. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2021.104748

Pointon-Haas, J., Wagar, L., Upsher, R., Foster, J., Byrom, N., & Oates, J. (2023). A systematic
review of peer support interventions for student mental health and well-being in higher
education. BJPsych Open, 10(1). https://doi.org/10.1192/bjo.2023.603

Richard, J., Rebinsky, R., Suresh, R., Kubic, S., Carter, J. A., Cunningham, J. E. A,, Ker, A,
Williams, K., & Sorin, M. (2022). Scoping review to evaluate the effects of peer support on
the mental health of young adults. BMJ Open, 12(8), e061336—e061336.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2022-061336

SHoT, Studentenes helse- og trivelsundersgkelse. (2021a). Hovedrapport [Main report].
Folkehelseinstitutt. https://studenthelse.no/

SHoT, Studentenes helse- og trivelsundersgkelse. (2021b). Tilleggsundersgkelse [Additional
survey]: OsloMet. Folkehelseinstitutt.
https://ansatt.oslomet.no/en/analyseresultaterfstatisk _avsnitt rdbuwbfu

SHoT, Studentenes helse- og trivelsundersgkelse. (2022a). Hovedrapport [Main report].
Folkehelseinstitutt. https://studenthelse.no/

SHoT, Studentenes helse- og trivelsundersgkelse. (2022b). Hovedrapport [Main report]:
OsloMet. Folkehelseinstitutt.
https://ansatt.oslomet.no/en/analyseresultater#statisk avsnitt rdbuwbfu

Sitzmann, T., & Ratcliff, J. (2024). Reducing Student Attrition: Peer Coaching as a Holistic
Approach to Student Support. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 56(3), 23-28.

Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 40
Volume 7, issue 2, November 2025



