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OVERVIEW OF UNIVERSITY 499

PEER LEADER PROGRAM

The Peer Leader Program at the University at Albany is made up of junior and senior students who have completed the UNI 100 class in good standing and who show an interest in assisting first year students make the transition into higher education.  As role models and mentors, peer leaders are an integral part of the UNI 100 course.  They work together with faculty to enhance the academic, cultural and social experiences for first-year students.  Peer leaders work with faculty in curriculum development in an effort to bring student perspective and voice to the course, creating a community of teaching and learning.  First year students are able to relate to and benefit from the experiences of the peer leaders as they grow academically and integrate into the campus community.

The UNI 499 class discussions focus on topics such as teaching techniques, classroom management strategies, student development theory, lesson plan development, mentoring and communication skills.  Peer leaders are given the opportunity to evaluate how they have grown since their first year of college.    In doing so, the course provides a forum for the evaluation, reflection, and processing of their experiences as a peer leader in UNI 100 and as an undergraduate student within the University at Albany community.   Peer leaders use the information they learn as a springboard for creating assignments for the UNI 100 class.  In sharing their knowledge and experiences, peer leaders are able to create a learning environment that fosters engagement, creativity and collaboration.

How to Help Peer Leaders 

Engage First Year Students 

~

Discussion Questions

· What attracts students to the peer leader position?
· What are the peer leader expectations once they begin?

· What are the instructors’ expectations once peer leaders begin?

· How can instructors support peer leaders in fulfilling expectations?

What attracts students to apply for the peer leader position?

Personal development versus incentives and rewards 
· Develop oral communication skills

· Mentoring experience/Genuine interest in making a difference in the life of a college student

· Share their own trials and tribulations

· Leadership opportunity

· College level teaching experience

· Three academic credits

· Letters of recommendation for graduate study, internships, employment, etc.

· Tuition reimbursement or payment

· School recognition

What are the peer leader expectations once they begin?

Quotes from former peer leaders

~I would like to be able to talk comfortably in front of a group and share the experiences I have had as a first year student at UAlbany.

~Hopefully I can deter some students from making the same mistakes I made as a freshman.

~I want to become a teacher, so I am hoping to get some experience teaching.

~If I can not help a student, I would like to point them in the right direction.

~To answer any questions and address any concerns that students may have.

~My expectation is to become comfortable in front of a class and manage to talk and hold discussion without too much hesitation.

What are the instructors’ expectations once peer leaders begin?

· Share their undergraduate experiences with first year students to help them with their transition into higher education

· To help create a dialogue about the experiences of first year students and the transition to higher education

· Provide information about campus events, clubs and organizations

· Assist in facilitating class discussion

· Serve as a liaison for student feedback about the course content

· Help with classroom management tasks, i.e. attendance and grading

How can instructor’s support peer leaders in fulfilling their expectations?

· Be supportive and encourage the peer leaders to interact with students as they work to fulfill their expectations

· Give weekly feedback on the peer leaders goals and expectations

· Keep peer leaders current of any changes in the course syllabus

· Be clear about the following roles and responsibilities:
Roles and Responsibilities

· Help students with the transition into higher education, both academically and personally

· Serve as a mentor for academic and co-curricular involvement 

· Attend all classes

· Begin every class with an “ice breaker” based on the topic for the day (this is especially important during the first week or two of classes)

· Each week, choose two students to contact either after class or via email/telephone

· Assist in facilitating discussion

· Teach two full classes

Sample of the peer leader syllabus

WED 1/19
Read mentoring booklet



Read - Case Study handout

How to plan activities for class such as ice breakers, lesson plans, case studies and informal surveys.  

Journal due (1) – What presented you with the most difficulties your first college year?  In other words, if you had to name one significant even or obstacle that prevented you from achieving success your first year, what would it be?  Write a paragraph on what may have contributed to the problem

Journal due (2) – Do you think peer mentoring will be important in 



this class?  In what ways?  Would it have helped if you had an upper class 

student to talk with?  What types of reasons would you have talked with 

someone?  Do you have or feel as if you need a mentor now?  Who is it or who would it be?

***FOR  UNI 100

1. Be prepared to introduce yourself (name, campus interests, major) on WED 1/19. Also, introduce the course as you know it.  Why did you like it?  What do you look forward to discussing again?
2. Be prepared to facilitate the motivated student exercise for class on MON 1/24.  

3. Fill out goal sheets and be prepared to teach students how to fill this out in class on WED 1/26.

4. Fill out Time Management Log and Term Planner.  You may have the opportunity to show these to students on FRI 1/28.

5. Create an icebreaker on procrastination for FRI 1/28.

WED 1/26
Read “College 101” and quotes handout



Rubric for beginning and mid term goal sheets



Journal due (3) - Consider the following:

Reactions to your UNNI 100 course syllabus and student body?

What do you consider the most important topics for UUNI 100?

Bring in points from your own experiences, the readings, and the student 

perspective you have heard so far.

Journal due (4) – In journal one you were asked to state a significant event 

or obstacle that prevented you from succeeding.  For this journal entry go 

back and revise your journal.  Organize your thoughts by elaborating on 

the main activity that contributed to the problem, including the people 

(characters) that may have been involved.  Tell your story in the most 

natural way – according to when things happened, unless there’s good 

reason not to. Keep it simple.  Start with a character (or two), one main 

problem, one basic setting, a limited span of time (it can be a matter of 

minutes), and see what you can make of it.

***FOR UNI 100 

1. Fill out goal sheets and be prepared to teach students how to fill this out in class on WED 1/26.

2. Fill out Time Management Log and Term Planner.  You may have the opportunity to show these to students on FRI 1/28.

3. Create an icebreaker on procrastination for FRI 1/28.

4. Create an icebreaker on note taking or textbook reading on WED 2/2

5. Be prepared to teach exam strategies on FRI 2/4.  Come to UNI 499 with an outline/lesson plan on 2/2.  Be prepared to present this in UNI 499.

6. You will be proctoring the exam on 2/7.

7. Be prepared to talk about what it takes to be a successful public speaker on WED 2/9.    

Recruitment, selection process, and pairing

At the University at Albany there are only 10 sections of UNI 100 – Freshman Year Experience - offered in the fall semester and 2 to 3 sections offered in the spring semester.  

Recruitment letters for peer leaders are sent to junior students who have taken UNI 100 and who currently have at least a 2.8 GPA.  Letters are sent at the end of the fall semester, around November.

Selected students meet their instructors at the end of the spring semester.  They discuss course content in relation to the following:

· Philosophies about the class

This proves to be a lively discussion in which important aspects of the course are discussed.  The goal is to have the perspective of the instructor and former first year student (peer leader) emerge and meld.

· Ideas and format (pedagogy)

Peer leaders want to be involved with the planning of the course, including being able to teach at least two topics.  It’s important to allow peer leaders ample opportunity to “warm up” before they take over an entire lecture.  To allow for this, peer leaders should be given plenty of opportunity to run short exercises or ice breakers during several lectures.  Planning in the beginning of the semester is necessary so peers can plan to teach topics they are comfortable with.  Aside from leading the class in discussion (ice breakers) and teaching two classes, additional role and responsibilities should be addressed before the semester begins.

Two weeks before the semester begins:

Peer leader should be sent a copy of the syllabus one to two weeks before the semester begins.  Included in this are their two lessons they will be facilitating toward the end of the semester.  

At this point, instructor and peer leader need to coordinate a weekly meeting time to discuss the upcoming classes.

Sample of peer leader lesson plans from the UNI 100 classroom 

When peer leaders are supported their expectations can be meet

Benefits for students in the UNI 100 class

· Encourages students to explore issues critical to their first year of college

· Involves active learning

· Involves each student in the learning process

· Highlights many perspectives/points of view

· Allows students to evaluate/analyze common situations for all students during their first college year

· Allows students to see different ways to adjust

Benefits for the peer leader

· Able to bring their own experiences to enhance class discussion

· Able to lead discussion 

· Able to reflect on their decision making during their first year and think about how they may have handled it differently

· Able to fulfill some of the personal expectations of why they wanted to be a peer leader

Lesson title:   Giving Voice to your Goals

Preparation:  Chapter on goal setting

Goals:  

· To be able to define short term/semester length goals and to put it in writing

· To have each student complete a plan as to how they are going to accomplish these goals

· To put their plan to the test and be able to complete the puzzle

Outline of lesson:

1. Have each student  (and peer leader) create a list of short term/semester length goals they wish to accomplish.

2. Each student is asked to write a few sentences on how they plan to achieve the goals they listed.

3. Get started.  Give each student a piece of construction paper and have them create a puzzle with each piece representing a goal they have.  Each student must have at least five goals.  Recollect the puzzle with the intention of giving the student each puzzle piece once they achieve their goal.

4. Every other Monday, have students bring in their goal list and plan.  Students should revise their plans as they are making progress or need to make adjustments.  If a student has achieved their goal then they are awarded their puzzle piece.  

5. At the end of the semester, have each student bring in their puzzle for the class to share. 

OR



   3. At the midterm point have each student evaluate their




progress.

4. Use the collective responses from the goal sheets as a 

     teaching moment. Record common (or not so common) goals,


plans, obstacles.  

Name____________________________

Date_____________________________

Course                              
Grade 

wanted
Grade

 expected
Plan/

Action
Resources

























Short term/Long term goals


Commitment/

Plan/

Action










Is there a difference between the grade you want and what you expect?  Why or why not?

What will be your two easiest courses?  Why?

What will be your two most difficult courses?  Why?

Name____________________________

Date_____________________________

Midterm goal setting – This is an opportunity for the student to reflect on where they stand academically at the midterm point.  They are asked to assess their behaviors and if needed, make changes. 

          Course
Beginning Semester Goal
Midterm Semester Goal





















What have been the two easiest courses?  Why?

What have been the two hardest courses?  Why?

For each course, has your goal changed or stayed the same? Why?

List your three major academic obstacles and how you overcame those obstacles.

Teaching opportunity:  The peer leader used this assignment as a springboard to a discussion on study skills and ways to overcome obstacles.  The feedback led to a good discussion of what works and what doesn’t work for the students in the class.  It offered a chance to discuss topics such as motivation, attitude, and learning style. 

What have been the two easiest classes?  Why?

I like how the professor teaches

The information discussed in the class is relevant

There is more interaction between the teacher and student

There is no test, there are only journals and they can be hand written

The course doesn’t require a lot of work outside class

 I already had a course like this/learned information like this

The information is new to me and is interesting

Work is not too hard to complete, readings are understandable and the lectures are 

comprehendible

There is an attendance policy and it gets me to class

What have been the two most difficult courses?  Why?

Confusing material

It’s all definitions and formulas and it involves too much practice

There are pop quizzes

The course requires papers

Tests cover too much material

There is too much reading

Boring lectures make it hard to pay attention

Too much work for me

Hard to learn the concepts

Effective goal related activities

Periodic review (9)

Editing notes

Studying in groups (15)

Using an effective note taking strategy

Creating sample questions

Going to the library (10)

Having a study routine (7)

Highlighting my reading and then making summaries (4)

Internal and External 

Distractions such as friends, phone calls, computer

Getting enough sleep

Laziness

Peer pressure/partying

Study habits

Difficulty understanding some of the work/concepts

Work/my job

Case Studies in the University 100 classroom

Why use the case study method?

Benefits for students in the UNI 100 class

· Encourages students to explore issues critical to their first year of college

· Involves active learning

· Involves each student in the learning process

· Involves complex situations with many perspectives/points of view

· Allows students to evaluate/analyze common situations for all students during their first college year

· Allows students to see different ways to cope with problems.

· Teaches students to approach problems systematically, brainstorm ways to solve it and determine what the best resolution may be  

· Allows for anonymity

Benefits for the peer leader

· Able to bring their own experiences to enhance class discussion

· Able to lead discussion and evaluate the decisions made based on the quality of the students argument

· Able to reflect on their decision making during their first year and think about how they may have handled it differently

Creating Case Studies

Each student has a story to tell about their transition to college.  It’s a natural and easy way for them to talk about their experiences.  It’s how they make sense out of their journey, how they confirm that they are a part of a university and how they got to were they are today.  Although each student is unique, their experiences during the first year are common among students who are transitioning into a new community.  College students face many challenges concerning academic, social and personal issues.  Case studies provide an excellent means for students to evaluate situations similar to those all students face. 

Journal 1 - THE EVENT/CONFLICT

What were some of the difficulties you faced as a first year college student?  If 

you had to name one significant event or obstacle that prevented you from achieving 

success your first year, what would it be?  

Journal 2 – DEVELOPING THE CASE STUDY

In journal 1 you were asked to state a significant event or obstacle that prevented you from succeeding.  For this journal entry, write a paragraph detailing what may have contributed to the problem or conflict.  Organize your thoughts by elaborating on the main activity that contributed to the problem, including the people (characters) that may have been involved.  Tell your story in the most natural way – according to when things happened, unless there’s good reason not to. Keep it simple.  Start with a character (or two), one main problem, one basic setting, a limited span of time (it can be a matter of minutes), and see what you can make of it.

Journal 3 – DIALOGUE

In the first two journals, you were asked to write about an obstacle that you had to overcome.  Now it’s time to go back to your entries and refine your thoughts, and perhaps let the people (characters) “tell” your story.  To make the case study come alive, add dialogue.  Use words which you would actually use.  Dialogue creates purpose such as to reveal more about a person (character), to set up surprises or to intensify the action.  Dialogue should be about the speaker’s beliefs and problems. 

