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Abstract 
Undergraduate student engagement can present a challenge to UK Higher Education 

Institutions and therefore it is pertinent to consider approaches that may improve attendance 

and sense of course belonging. This research explores the impact that a residential experience 

in the first term of a UK university course (BA Education) might have on students and their 

engagement with the course. This was a co- produced project between lecturers on the 

programme and two students from the course. Data were collected through interviews 

conducted by the students with twelve volunteer interviewees who had experienced the 

residential. The findings highlight the potential of residentials to have a positive impact on 

both student-to-student relationships and relationships between students and members of the 

teaching team. 

This improvement in relationships led to student openness to working with classmates outside 

of their immediate friendship group who they might not usually work with. Participants also 

reported a positive impact on their motivation to attend sessions and engage during activities 

and discussions. As a result, practitioners on university courses should consider the potential 

of residential opportunities as part of undergraduate courses as a way of supporting student 

engagement, a sense of community and belonging. 
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The contribution of a residential upon an undergraduate 
university experience. 
 

There is an increasing body of research exploring influences on student engagement within 

education and Higher Education (HE) in particular (Howard et al., 2021). As practitioners on 

a UK, BA (Hons) Education undergraduate degree, we have seen varied levels of engagement 

and, anecdotally, noticed how engagement impacts on achievement, retention and, ultimately, 

degree outcome. 

The ethos of the course is based on humanistic principles (Rogers, 1979) whereby the 

development of relationships and a sense of course belonging (Sills-Jones, 2012) is 

important, creating an environment in which students feel that they are known and treated as 

individuals by tutors and classmates alike. In an effort to strengthen relationships, after six 

weeks of study, and as part of an extended induction exercise, a two-day residential 

experience has been embedded into a Semester 1, Level 4 personal development module 

focused on introducing students to studying in HE environments. Within UK universities, 

undergraduate study is split into Levels 4, 5 and 6, which correspond to the first, second and 

third years of study. This residential for these BA Education students is held in an outdoor 

education centre. During induction week, students are placed into tutor groups (usually 

around 12 students) and then divided into subgroups (usually 4-6 students). Each subgroup is 

then tasked with researching the centre and its facilities online and planning an indoor and an 

outdoor team-building activity for the rest of the group to take place during the residential. 

The tutor groups are also tasked with planning a meal each. A schedule is then produced for 

the residential (see appendix 1 for example schedule). As a result, all activity on the 
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residential is student-led and involves them implementing their agreed activities (e.g., den 

building, parachute games, group mural and making gingerbread houses) for the whole 

cohort, alongside preparing and serving meals for each other. Accompanying staff are there to 

act as both participants and facilitators.  

This project investigates the impact of this residential experience, using a small amount of 

funding from a University Teaching Fellowship project to work with two students as co-

researchers. Using student-led interviews participant opinions were collected to ascertain 

whether it influenced relationships, feelings about the course and, ultimately, whether it had 

any bearing on engagement and learning.  

The research questions are: 

To what extent does a Level 4 residential: 

• influence relationships within the learning community? 

• influence course engagement? 

• influence social learning? 

 

Literature Review 
 

The Residential Experience 
Opportunities to engage in residential experiences within education are broad and varied and 

generally understood as the context in which learners live and learn together in the same 

location for a defined period (Bersch & Anderson-Fleming, 1997). These opportunities for 

social learning (Wenger, 2000) during residential fieldtrips are a key factor in promoting 

social cohesion (Gee, 2019), improving social capital (Beames & Atencio, 2008), developing 

groupwork skills (Cooley et al., 2015) and enhancing lifelong learning skills (Larsen et al., 

2017).  However, there is limited work within peer reviewed journals about the nature of a 
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residential experience in education and that which exists primarily focuses on the learning 

resulting from fieldtrips (Fuller, 2006; Gilbert et al., 2013), experiencing natural 

environments (Mirrahimi et al., 2011) and/or outward-bound encounters (Cooley et al., 2015) 

without specific consideration of the overnight element of a residential experience. Where 

this element is considered, the opportunity for an immersive experience is seen as significant 

(Gilbert et al., 2013), and it is frequently linked to experiential education (see Kolb, 2015), 

where the transformation of experience creates an opportunity for knowledge creation.  

Despite a recognition of a range of benefits of residential experiences, there is a sparsity of 

literature which considers HE residentials specifically and within the existing literature, there 

are methodological concerns that evaluation of residentials and field-trips is poorly supported 

and a more rigorous collection of data is needed to understand the outcomes of this context 

(Loynes et al., 2021). Research considering residential trips in an HE context tends to focus 

on the curriculum and resulting development of employability skills (Cooley et al., 2015). 

However, Larsen et al. (2017), whilst maintaining a focus on specific curriculum skills, do 

suggest that residentials can contribute to HE student-retention strategies, and point to 

positive outcomes for personal development. 

The more informal, holistic impacts of a residential are highlighted in Sharpe’s (2005) 

proposal that residentials afford ‘community-making’ and Smith et al. (2010) theorise that 

some of these opportunities result from a temporary sense of community created by 

residentials. Loynes et al. (2021) talk of how this community provides opportunity for social 

learning which Goldstein (1981 cited in Glasser 2007) talks of as being a higher form of 

learning occurring in social contexts that supports personal and social adaptation. Glasser 

(2007) stresses that it is inherently dialogic and interactive and identifies three forms, one of 

which being co-learning which is non-hierarchical, collaborative, trustful, participative and 

shared (p.52).  Loynes et al. (2021) go on to say how this has potential to improve student 
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wellbeing, self-awareness and relationships with educators, with Williams (2013) 

highlighting potential for improved confidence. Walsh et al. (2014) also point to the positive 

development of a distinct community of learning involving students and staff which 

engenders the development of empowered, active learners. However, Stern et al. (2008) 

suggest that the positive effects of residential experiences are often not maintained and that in 

order to retain the gains there needs to be longer stays and active engagement in activities of 

the usual educators, whilst the English Outdoor Council (2018) suggest that such experiences 

need to be regular.  

Residentials and the development of communities 
Steigemann (2019) states there are different interpretations of community as each is unique 

and can range from being linked, for example, to a geographic area to interest, characteristics, 

or purpose (Kerridge & Sayers, 2007) and can also be formed and utilised in work and 

learning contexts. In a work context these might be called Communities of Practice (Wenger, 

2008) and in education, Watkins (2005) identified Learning Communities can develop 

collective knowledge and also support the growth of individual knowledge. 

The use of communities in these contexts suggests a certain view of the education and 

learning process as, rather than being transmissive, something collaborative whereby learners 

are actively involved in constructing their own knowledge and understanding through a social 

and reciprocal process (Mahoney and Schamber, 2011). Wenger (as cited in Neufeld et al., 

2012) argues that within a learning community learning is an inseparable behaviour 

intertwined with social participation. This involves ideas, knowledge and beliefs being 

challenged by others during discussions and debates which can facilitate the restructuring and 

development of mental models (Neufeld et al., 2012, p.620), which Watkins (2005) clarified 

as viewing learners as active or ‘generative’ rather than ‘passive’. 
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Establishing such practices is in line with the UK Framework for HE qualifications (QAA, 

2014) which states that an HE student should, amongst other things, have the ability to 

manage their own learning, extend their knowledge and understanding, solve problems and 

communicate with others. The creation of a community assists this learning process as the 

sense of belonging created (Crow & Allan, 1994) can help form the relationships needed to 

enable learners to feel secure, relaxed and able to take risks with others (Neufeld et al., 2012). 

According to Mahoney and Schamber (2011), the first year of study presents an ideal 

opportunity to develop learning communities which improve connections between students, 

between students and their tutors and, additionally, with the subject itself. Learning 

communities not only enhance academic performance but also create a more positive 

perception of the learning environment (Zhao & Kuh, 2004), with Pike et al. (2011) adding 

that they can increase student engagement in faculty-student interaction, collaboration with 

peers and time spent on academic and higher-order thinking. These perspectives are based 

upon a social constructivist conception of learning, where study habits are constructed from 

early in the timeline of a course and are also conceived through a focus on deep learning 

within the curriculum. 

Student Engagement 
Engagement has long been recognised as being an important precursor for academic success 

(Fuller et al., 2017; White, 2012; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). A shared understanding of 

engagement is therefore important in the exploration of ideas linking learning communities 

and residential experiences. Popular definitions of engagement within literature are based on 

seminal ideas from Bandura (1971) and the realisation that the underlying contributory 

factors for student engagement include cognition, affect and behaviour (Frensley et al., 2020). 

The relationship between emotions and learning is gaining increasing recognition (Pekrun, 

2014); with Scrutton (2020) suggesting that within HE settings, cognitive and affective gains 
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have been established as a result of engaging in residential experiences. However, Frensley et 

al. (2020) emphasise the need to acknowledge that learner engagement is changeable; 

therefore, caution is required in planning methodological approaches in any exploration of 

this phenomenon. The work of Wolf-Wendel et al. (2009) adds credence to this caution with 

their definition of engagement within HE as the amount of time and effort expended on 

studying and other activities which impact on success. They also argue that what the HE 

setting does in order to facilitate and support student learning is an important factor when 

considering engagement, suggesting that HE settings need to implement activities which both 

directly and indirectly have a positive influence on learning in order to optimise learner 

engagement. Residential experiences are a potential conduit that settings can use to 

purposefully influence student engagement (Fuller et al., 2017).  

Teachers perceive that residential and outdoor learning experiences impact positively on 

holistic development and learner engagement (Hurtado et al., 2019; Waite et al., 2016). 

However, Scrutton (2020) suggests there is insufficient empirical evidence to establish a 

linear relationship between a residential experience (and the ensuing positive emotions) and 

engagement and attainment. Research from Fuller et al. (2017) suggests a spiral explanation 

of the links between residentials, emotions and engagement. They establish that outdoor 

residential experiences had a positive influence on the self-efficacy of learners but, perhaps 

more importantly in the context of engagement, student reflection on these experiences then 

links back to the facilitating educational setting with positive influences on engagement and 

attainment. Frensley et al. (2020) suggest a cyclical relationship between affective 

engagement and relationships between learners, educators and the learning context which 

then links back to motivation to work and thus engagement. 

Additional exploration is therefore warranted as to whether residentials have an impact on 

learner engagement and longer-term educational outcomes (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). The 
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importance of relationships and an ensuing sense of belonging is emphasised within the work 

of Fuller et al. (2017) and is developed further through their suggestion that an additional 

contributory factor may be linked to the changing power relationship between educators and 

students that occurs on residential experiences as a consequence of learning together. 

Similarly, White’s (2012) exploration of the impact of a residential with the explicit aim of 

increasing group cohesion through the establishment of trusting relationships, found that both 

educational staff and student participants noticed an increase in learner engagement. Fuller et 

al. (2017) also noticed that as a result of improvements in the self-efficacy of students 

involved in residential experiences, there was a subsequent translation into an increased 

confidence in trying new things. This increase in confidence was attributed to the risks taken 

outside of the classroom enabling students to take risks with their learning, in turn facilitating 

engagement with additional support from the relationships created. 

Generating and sustaining relationships in HE settings has the potential then, to improve 

motivation (Leenkchet et al., 2020), engagement and a sense of belonging in an academic 

space (Bovill, 2019; Snijders et al., 2020). The literature has pointed to the importance of 

community, relationships and belonging, alongside participations in course activities, as key 

indicators of engagement within education. This is premised by the values of socially 

constructed learning approaches within the course pedagogy. In the transition to university, 

the opportunity to build successful relationships and integrate into university culture has 

subsequent impacts on student attainment and adjustment to university life overall (Maunder, 

2017), particularly when learning communities are established during somewhat informal and 

student-led activities (Evans et al., 2012). Additionally, considering the increasing number of 

students facing mental health problems (Ladejo, 2021), the fostering of supportive 

relationships appears to be more pertinent than ever. 
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The Importance of Relationships 
It is important to distinguish between peer to peer (PTP) relationships and student to staff 

(STS) relationships when considering the potential outcomes of students’ experiences 

(Maunder, 2016). PTP relationships can be two-dimensional: relationships are fostered both 

within the academic confines of university, as well as casual, social scenarios beyond the 

classroom (Brooks, 2007). Conversely, STS relationships might be similar to a partnership, 

whereby each party has an opportunity to contribute to and shape an emerging pedagogy 

(Bovill, 2019; Matthews et al., 2018). The nature of a ‘partnership’ could be defined as a 

process of engagement (Healey et al., 2014) where students are an active component of the 

approach taken to achieve goals, as opposed to passive partners with members of academic 

staff (Sotiriou, 2018). The characteristics of this particular dynamic can be attributed to 

features such as ‘open dialogue, negotiated rules of engagement and planning’ and is also an 

opportunity to contribute to the development of their experiences of teaching and learning 

(Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Sotiriou, 2018, p.57). Whilst there is plentiful literature discussing 

the importance and nature of STS relationships, there appears to be a lack of research 

describing how these relationships might best be built or facilitated. Systematic reviews 

focusing on impacts of residentials on young, secondary age pupils indicate the potential 

long-lasting effects on learners’ communication, confidence and interpersonal skills (Prince, 

2020). This supports the notion of relationship building (Hullman et al., 2010), however it is 

interesting to see if this is also the case for students at HE. The impact of residentials on the 

fostering of these relationships could provide useful insight to the value of experiential 

learning opportunities and community making (Smith et al., 2010). PTP relationships and 

subsequent positive experiences at university are closely linked (Brooks, 2007; Maunder, 

2016). Research by Goguen-Swenson et al. (2010) highlights the correlation between stable 

peer relationships, especially in the first year of HE studies and subsequent persistence into 
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the second year. Brooks’ (2007) idea that students can hold multiple profiles of friendships 

and relationships whilst in HE settings, is perhaps illustrative of the difficulties of defining a 

parameter for PTP relationships. Yet, in other research, students have defined quality 

relationships as those in which they share common values and feel as if they can trust the 

other party, as well as those with an absence of conflict (Goguen-Swenson et al., 2010). 

Brooks (2007) illuminates the potential of a competitive academic environment to contribute 

to the complexity of building and sustaining PTP relationships at HE level, while other 

research emphasises the effectiveness of a more cohesive ‘learning community’ within 

academic settings contributing to PTP relationships (Sollitto et al., 2013; Chrysikos & 

Catterall, 2020). However, the nature of university as a setting to foster effective and 

sustainable relationships is perhaps hindered by the additional responsibilities adult learners 

might have beyond the classroom, such as childcare responsibilities, commuting obligations 

or other characteristics, such as being a mature student (Lundberg, 2003; Chrysikos & 

Catterall, 2020). Perhaps, in the face of these barriers to integration with peers in a student 

cohort and to a sense of institutional belonging (Maunder, 2017), it could be argued that a 

residential experience will provide a space for students to integrate in a neutral setting 

(Larsen et al., 2017) and develop their social capital (Putman 2000) by forming relationships 

through such integration. This opportunity could therefore provide the foundations for 

optimising engagement amongst the range of profiles of learners now accessing HE. 

 

Methodology 
The research begins from the epistemological position of seeking to gain contextual 

understanding of the experiences of a community of learners. This interpretivist approach 

collected qualitative data in the form of opinions and personal stories by engaging with 
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student voices to understand their subjective experience (Mertens, 2015) of, and perspectives 

on (Silverman, 2020), the specific course initiative of holding a residential. 

The research team comprised of three experienced researchers, who were also lecturers 

within the university, personal tutors and the organisers of the residential, and two novice 

undergraduate researchers. The undergraduate researchers were recruited by open letter of 

invitation to all students on the course inviting expressions of interest. Researchers were 

chosen on the basis of attendance on the residential and quality of application with one from 

Level 4 and the other Level 6. The purpose behind the team make-up included to provide the 

opportunity to upskill and nurture a new generation of researchers (Jenkins & Healey, 2009), 

supported through the University’s Teaching Fellowship initiative, and to gain the students’ 

unique perspectives on the construction of the research project (Davis & Sakr, 2021) and 

results obtained. In addition, it provided the opportunity for open sharing of experiences by 

empowered students (Seale, 2010), reducing the potential power imbalance of lecturers 

interviewing students. This staff-student partnership was constructed in recognition of 

potential challenges (Maunder et al., 2013) through a formal application process in order that 

appropriate interest and skills were established, and meetings to develop positive 

relationships and trust and provide opportunities for the implementation of training and 

support. 

This explorative case study (Thomas 2017) of one course from one university’s experience of 

a residential, collected data through semi-structured individual interviews conducted by the 

two undergraduate members of the research team.   

The interview schedule was constructed to align with the research questions, whilst the 

predetermined themes of engagement and relationships, informed by the literature review, 

were introduced. The schedule was piloted by the undergraduate researchers.  
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Participants were recruited amongst the target group of Level 4 students who had recently 

experienced the residential and final-year, Level 6, students who had attended the course 

residential in their first year. All students were invited with seven Level 4 and five Level 6 

students, 12 in total, volunteering to take part. The Level 5 cohort had not experienced a 

residential due to Covid-19 restrictions at the time of the residential opportunity. 

The interviews were carried out in semester 2 i.e., roughly 6 months after experience for 

Level 4s and 2 years and 6 months for Level 6s. This point was chosen because it felt 

sufficiently far away from the experience for any initial excitement to have receded, but for 

the memory to still be fairly fresh. They were conducted online via Teams in the context of 

ongoing anxieties related to Covid-19, to optimise researcher availability, allow for the 

transcription of interviews, and as a way of minimising inconvenience for participants (see 

appendix 2 for the interview schedule). 

The ethical approach followed the BERA guidelines (2018) and formal ethical approval was 

provided by the University Research Ethics Panel (approval code: REC.22.15.1b). 

Participants gave informed consent following sharing of a research information sheet. Due to 

concerns about comments being attributable to a small group of students, it was decided that 

information about individual participants’ levels of study would not be gathered, however 

some individual responses referring to Level 6 residentials enabled consideration of this 

perspective. Particular consideration was given to the power dynamics of the context and the 

mitigating role played by the undergraduate researchers. Participants were signposted to 

University and external support services in case of any distress brought about by the topics 

raised. 
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Data Analysis 
Interviews were recorded using Microsoft Teams and the automatic transcriptions were edited 

for accuracy. A thematic analysis approach, which adapted the Braun and Clarke (2006) 6-

step approach, was used (see Table 1). 

[Insert Table 1 here] 

Step 1 Familiarisation with data 

Step 2 Generating initial codes 

Step 3 Review of codes through inter-coder agreement 

Step 4 Coding of data 

Step 5 Identification of inductive themes 

Step 6 Review of themes and sub-themes 

Step 7 Write-up 

Table 1 The thematic analysis approach adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006) 

A  combination of inductive themes and predetermined themes (See Table 2), which were 

included in the schedule design stage (Braun and Clarke, 2022), were identified.  

[Insert Table 2 here] 

Predetermined Themes   Interview Questions  Links to Literature  
Impact on peer relations  Q2, Q3, Q4, Q7  (Gee, 2019; Larsen et al., 2017; 

Loynes et al., 2021; White, 
2012)  

Engagement with the course  Q5, Q6, Q7  (Hurtado et al., 2019; Larsen et 
al., 2017; Pike et al., 2011; 
Waite et al., 2016; Walsh et al., 
2014)  

Table 2: Predetermined themes used in data analysis 

The weighting of references to the themes was considered in terms of both the number of 

references across all the interviews as well as the number of participants who referred to 

them. The initial coding activity was carried out by individual members of the team analysing 

a share of the interviews using NVivo. The reliability of analysis through intercoder 
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agreement (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020) was developed through the review of codes and themes 

by the whole research team. The final themes were checked again through discussions with 

the student researchers who themselves had experienced the residentials. Due to the low 

number of participants, as part of an approach to maintain confidentiality, responses from the 

different year groups were combined and analysed as a whole. 

 

Data Presentation and Discussion 
The data were analysed according to the research questions, exploring the residential’s: 

contribution to sense of belonging to course community, development of course engagement 

and encouragement of social learning. Sub-themes emerged for each (see Figure 1) and will 

be discussed in turn. 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Figure 1: Themes and sub-themes 

 

Sense of belonging 
to course 

community

• Relationships with educators
• Cliques
• Relationships with peers
• Enjoyment

Development of 
course engagement

• Attendance
• Motivation
• Contributions in class
• Studying together
• Seeking help

Encouragement of 
social learning

• Life Skills
• Self-Awareness
• Improved confidence
• Improved wellbeing
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Contribution to Sense of Belonging to Course Community 
Enjoyment was highlighted as an important factor, with ten participants referring to this as an 

element of the residential experience. In particular, the word “fun” was used by six of the 

participants: 

“It was just really fun and we kind of like associated that with university 

life and things like that.” 

“It's just a lot of fun…. we can compare like uni to have fun experience 

rather than just ohh, I'm going here to get a degree” 

This positive effect in relation to residentials evidences a key aspect concerned with feeling a 

part of something and accepted (Pekrun, 2014; Scrutton, 2020). Given that the interviews 

took place at least six months after the residential experience, the strength of this could be 

seen to challenge Stern et al.’s (2008) suggestion of the short-lived impact of the residential 

experience. 

Student to student relationships were identified as a significant factor interplaying with the 

residential experience. As students were relatively new to the University and arrived not 

knowing each other, although various team-building exercises had been undertaken during 

induction week, there was a clear need for relationship building. This had led to pockets of 

friendship and the formation of subgroups, some of which prior to the residential were 

already quite strong and perceived as cliquey. There were 15 references to this from eight 

participants: 

“..people have already made their sort of cliques…..and I feel like this 

residential just allowed all of us to just bundle together.” 

In addition, students expressed that they felt the residential developed shared experiences 

which they were subsequently able to reflect on and reminisce about: 
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“So obviously we all got to know each other quite well and things like 

that and also probably a lot of the inside jokes we have from the 

residential as well. Like we can just come back and make a little joke 

about the residential and lots of us would still understand it.” 

It also provided an opportunity for students to get to know each other better, building trust in 

the process (Brooks, 2007). These aspects both helped to form and strengthen bonds: 

“a lot of my classmates' sort of got to know that the weird side of me in 

terms of like, 'cause I sort of had a bit of a up and down experience.

 So, in a way it was like a little bit reassuring that I was like, OK, 

they're not gonna make fun of me” 

There was a strong sense that the residential helped to break down some of the social and 

emotional barriers between individuals and sub-groups and create a greater sense of wider 

group cohesion and of belonging, with 37 comments on both deepening relationships and 

getting to know others: 

“I think people did get closer on the residential and I know that when 

we came back after the residential, I feel like there was a much greater 

sense of like group and community.”  

“And it just made me love the course even more. Just being surrounded 

by people who love it just as much as you do.” 

This builds on Sharpe’s (2005) impression that residentials provide opportunity for 

‘community-making’ through the creation of a temporary community (Smith et al., 2010). 

However, participants felt that this opportunity for a temporary community strengthened 

relationships beyond the residential itself: 

“I felt like our connection as a class actually made the class all function 

a lot stronger.” 
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And improved communication between them thus making groupings more flexible,  

“It just overall improved our communication, improved our willingness 

to work as a team and work in different groups and it just improved our 

relationship with the class altogether.” 

This indicates the presence of the relationships led to a reduction in anxiety and a creation of 

a secure emotional state enabling risk-taking and collaborative learning (Neufeld et al., 

2012). This sense of community extended beyond student-to-student connections to 

relationships with tutors whereby students felt they were recognised by the teaching staff as 

individuals, rather than just another member of the class. This was mentioned by half of the 

interviewees: 

“…we sort of became more human.” 

“It was also nice to sort of create a relationship with the lecturers, which 

we might not have been able to do had we not gone on the residential.” 

This resonates with findings by Loynes et al. (2021) who also found that residentials 

provided opportunities to develop and strengthen student-tutor relationships. 

The data relating to the theme of belonging to a course community indicate that the 

residential had a positive impact on the relationships within the learning community 

developing social capital (Putman 2000), both in terms of student to student and student to 

lecturer relations. This finding concurs with the literature in suggesting that the residential 

experience affords positive relational opportunities as the foundation of community building 

(Neufeld et al., 2012), which leads towards a positive perception of the learning environment 

(Zhao & Kuh, 2004). The strength of response related to the ‘fun’ elements of the residential 

suggest that greater consideration of affect within the development of learning communities 

may need to be considered. 
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Development of Course Engagement 
According to Wolf-Wendel, Ward and Kinzie (2009) engagement in undergraduate learning is 

two-fold and therefore not just about students investing in their studies through time and 

effort, but also about HE institutions providing activities and opportunities for students to 

become more involved in their studies. The residential experience could constitute such an 

experience and therefore help to move from a transmission model of learning, where the 

focus is on student investing time and effort in learning, to a more collaborative community-

based ethos where both members of the course team and the students experience more of a 

shared responsibility to support student engagement. 

The interview responses suggested that the residential helped to move towards this shared 

ethos in discussions around the development of relationships and a feeling of community and 

belonging which had a strong impact on course engagement: 

“because of the residential and other factors as well, I've gotten to know 

everybody and I feel a bit more of a connection to them. So that makes 

me less willing to like, let them down” 

“…yeah, it kind of like it kind of inspires me to push a little harder 

because I know the people that I'm working with.” 

In addition, there were five mentions of the fact that the stronger and broader range of 

relationships and greater class cohesion had led to an increase in and improved contributions 

in class: 

“Yeah, probably be like more inclined to like, give answers out in 

groups instead of just maybe sitting there and not saying anything.” 

This resonates with findings from the literature (see, for example, Scrutton, 2020 and White, 

2012) which indicate that interpersonal relationships within a class strengthen emotional 

engagement and motivation (Leenkchet et al., 2020). 
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A linked strong theme emerging from participant interviews was that of building 

collaboration between peers with three participants specifically identifying that the residential 

led them to be more confident to ask peers for academic support: 

“Yeah. On the group chat, we often hold like, if there's one person in the 

class who is more confident with a certain module, they'll hold, like, 

study sessions and things like that on it, especially before an exam or 

assessment.” 

“We all just like, study together. We never would have done that before 

the residential, we would have just been like fend for yourself because 

we didn't really have the kind of confidence to ask for help.” 

However, this was not the case for all students with some suggesting that while they could 

turn to peers for academic support, it was not the residential that catalysed or fostered this 

willingness: 

“I feel like the group chat that we have as a group, as a like cohort of 

students, a lot of us often used for academic support...” 

Interviewer: “Do you feel that the residential made any difference to 

your response to the last question, and if so, how?” 

“Umm. No, I don't think so.” 

Additionally, it could be argued that peers were also more willing to share ideas with one 

another around assignments if they had particular interests or affinity for a subject: 

“I didn't quite find it my strong suit talking about politics, and things 

like that. But XXXX in our class was very good with the course and he 

held a study session in the refectory. And lots of us did actually turn up. 

We just went over a bunch of his notes and things like that. And the way 

he perceived things. And we compared it to our own notes.” 
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There were also reports of students starting to study together:   

“Me and XXXX normally go to the library on Saturdays with each other 

because we, we've, just both like the library and we both like quiet and 

we got to know each other more on the residential.” 

And to seek help from each other when needed: 

“I think having a good relationship with my classmates helps me on the 

course because if I'm like struggling with work, I can ask people for 

help.” 

This is perhaps, as Fuller et al. (2017) suggest, a consequence of improved confidence 

gleaned from the relationships which creates a greater willingness to try new things. 

However, interviews indicate that the link between strong relationships and course attendance 

is not straightforward, with some students identifying that they would still be less likely to 

attend if peers were not present, and others stating the opposite; putting it down to a 

personality tendency: 

“Ohh I feel like you would if you're in a group that you know well, 

you're more likely to participate in the group.” 

“Honestly. Yeah, it's good. I mean, I don't miss lectures because of 

anybody in the lectures at all. So, you know, if I'm not there, there's a 

good reason. But it's got nothing to do with them.” 

The relative dissonance between these two findings suggests that residentials are not a 

panacea approach for course engagement, but rather part of the reciprocal arrangement 

suggested by Wolf-Wendel, Ward and Kinzie (2009) where both students and institutions 

have responsibilities for facilitating engagement. Moving forwards the suggestion would be 

for course teams to consider a suite of activities as part of their role in optimising engagement 

and that residentials would be a useful contribution. 
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Encouragement of Social Learning 
Interviews highlight students’ willingness to draw on their residential experiences as a way of 

‘breaking the ice’ with members of the cohort they might not frequently interact with and 

thereby facilitate the development of new relationships: 

“.. it's had a positive impact on the relationship with my classmates. 

Maybe because I think you know being in that, like one place put 

together, sort of helped like form like friendships and stuff, I would 

say.” 

The act of working with each other on the team-building exercise and living together for the 

two days seemed to help them feel more relaxed and confident with each other and created a 

sense of togetherness or community (Mahoney 2011): 

“It was fun getting to know everybody and I felt like our connection as a 

class actually made [the whole] class function a lot stronger, especially 

since after the residential we had to be put into groups that were like 

mixed up and randomised. And we all felt a lot more comfortable being 

in random groups with other people we wouldn't normally speak with.” 

The sense of security that this engenders in the students has hopefully led to them feeling 

comfortable sharing ideas and expressing vulnerability in not knowing.  That, and the 

subsequent willingness to take risks is, as Neufeld et al. (2012) suggest, a key requisite for 

the collaborative learning process. Likewise, the positive perception of these interactions 

between peers could foster repeated instances and an emerging culture of sustained peer-to-

peer engagement opportunities (Pike, 2010): 

“I think it's really good. Yeah. Like with group work: obviously some of 

it's the teacher assigns the group. So you kind of feel comfortable with 
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whoever they put you with in the class and presentations and stuff. It’s 

still scary, but at least you kind of know the people that you're 

presenting in front of.” 

This sense of feeling more comfortable within the group had positive ramifications on student 

well-being and the sense that others were there for them, would support them and were not 

going to make fun: 

“But also, if I'm just stressed out, I just feel like I can talk to anyone. 

Just be like, look, I'm really stressed about this. Can I just talked about it 

and then everyone is just there like open to sort of listen and just give 

their, you know, their opinion on things and stuff. And I think that's 

really nice as well”. 

“I feel I feel like it's sort of has because when you're sort of getting to 

know each other a little bit more in the residential, you do find those 

people who actually take an interest and actually want to listen up. And 

I feel like that sort of made me understand, OK, maybe I'm able to talk. 

I can talk to anyone, but maybe there are those people who, if I am 

having a very stressed day and I just want to sort of round about what's 

going on there, are those certain people who I know from the residential 

will actually really good listeners. I feel I could have those 

conversations. I feel like I could talk to you about anything. Uh, so 

yeah, that's that's how I feel. The residential helped” 

As suggested by others (e.g., Bovill 2019, Snijders et al. 2020 and Maunder 2017) the 

creation of such trusting relationships is crucial, especially during the first months of 

university, and helps students transition into university life and culture and can improve 
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wellbeing. There was also the sense that the experience had helped develop a sense of self-

awareness: 

“It was just a learning experience for all of us, even though we weren't 

necessarily doing it for learning purposes” 

“I know the end goal and where I'm going, so I'm working my hardest 

and I will be there, but there are many times that I didn't wanna come in 

because I just yeah, getting old.” 

and life-skills: 

“So, we had to sort of you know do everything ourselves and that was 

quite beneficial because you sort of started to learn independence and to 

make our own beds and sort of that sort of stuff.” 

 

Feelings Prior to the Residential and Limited Impact 
Participants shared their anxieties about attending the residential. Several students identified 

not really knowing their peers: 

“I don't think I knew anyone. ….I didn't really know anyone like what 

they were, what their personalities were ……” 

And the worries about being away with strangers: 

“I was a little bit sceptical at first on whether to attend or not. I was 

very nervous that we would be going to this accommodation, this 

residential and sort of just be stuck together.” 

This was further compounded by worries about not making links: 

“before I started there, I was a bit worried I wouldn't make any friends.” 

As discussed above, after the residential students generally reported improved relationships 

despite these initial concerns. However, some students identified that they felt that the 
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residential had made limited impact regarding the intended outcomes; some of the factors 

which influenced this included concerns about the activities their peers had designed: 

"Things were misjudged….. what people were actually going to enjoy 

and what we wanted to share with each other” 

And also, in relation to the impact of consuming alcohol in the evening: 

“when alcohol [was] involved.... I could see that…. the cliques going 

back again together, you know, sort of hanging out by themselves” 

Finally, the participants also attributed internal factors as to why the residential may have had 

limited impact on their developing relationships such as: 

“...that's just like a personal thing. I don't, I just don't do that.” 

and: 

“[because of my existing anxiety] I still was anxious. I don't think that 

the residential had any impact.” 

These final reflections from participants about the limited impact of the residential on 

emotional support gained from their relationships highlights the pertinence of findings from 

Ladejo (2021) about the prevalence of mental health difficulties within HE students and thus 

emphasises the importance of caution around perceiving residentials as a silver bullet but 

more as an opportunity as part of a more holistic approach to supporting student well-being. 

 

Ideas for the Future 
While data illustrate participants’ views of residentials as a useful tool for strengthening 

relationships, several comments indicate that the immediate benefits of the residentials 

perhaps waned over time, particularly in light of the impact of COVID-19: 

“Yeah, it’s worn off. The impact worn off on it.” 

and: 
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“I think if there was definitely another one, I think it probably would 

have brought people together a lot more, but obviously I think COVID 

really interfered.” 

From this there appears a need for longer or subsequent residentials as part of the course: 

“but maybe doing like longer ones is maybe a little bit more beneficial 

because you probably be able to like…by a second night, you sort of 

relax and you're like, yeah, OK, I can just sort of join in a bit more” 

“Yeah… I think that there should be more [residentials] throughout the 

year.” 

Likewise, additional structured opportunities throughout the year are needed for students to 

get to know one another and their lecturers as a way of optimising the longevity of 

residentials’ positive effects: 

“They should have a residential every year. But I also think maybe a 

meet up like every month or every two months or something to do with 

the class and maybe like a study group where everybody kind of like 

there's a room that you get like once a week, and anyone who's anyone 

or online. I think it just needs to be a bit more. Like knowing that 

someone else is there really, I think.” 

“…So, sort of at the beginning and then say in the middle and then see 

how the group works” 

These comments support the notion that opportunities for learning and support as part of the 

student experience (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009) need to be embedded into the curriculum, with 

the residential being part of a broader suite of provision and activities. For example, having 

ongoing residential opportunities (English Outdoor Council, 2018) and by engaging students 

in social activities and generating a proactive student society with foundational academic 
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links (Ashwin & McVitty, 2015). This was echoed by some Level 6 participants, who 

experienced an additional optional residential as part of their Level 6 study and noticed its 

benefits in rekindling relationships, particularly in light of COVID-19 disruption:  

“That's that, but residential, I think is a very important thing to have in. 

Maybe have it twice.” 

“I do think that the Level 6 residential had a very positive impact on the 

relationships that I have with members of the group, but it felt like a bit 

too late at that point. So maybe a longer residential bit further into your 

like first year would have helped that.” 

However, it is important to be mindful of the financial pressures on students and the 

additional costs that would be involved with another residential at Level 5. The course team 

and researchers believe that the Level 4 residential is an important part of induction, so is 

funded by the University and all students are expected to attend.  However, the Level 6 

residential is student-funded so is offered as part of an optional module as not all students can 

afford it.  This, by default, is undesirably exclusionary. A preferable scenario would be for all 

residential opportunities to be funded and offered free to students so all could attend.  

 

Concluding remarks 
 

How does a Level 4 residential influence relationships within the learning 
community? 
Students reported a sense of enjoyment which enabled them to feel more relaxed in their 

interactions with peers. This appeared to help to reduce the impact of any perceived barriers 

stemming from the groupings (cliques) created by the initial need for connection resulting 

from arriving in a completely new setting, thereby making the cliques more porous and 
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flexible. These improved relationships were sustained both within and outside of the formal 

learning environment developing social capital and a sense of community with shared goals.  

 

How does a Level 4 residential influence course engagement? 
This stronger and broader range of relationships alongside an improved sense of community 

seems to provide students with a willingness to attend classes even if their close friends are 

unable to. Opportunities for collaboration within the group are thereby enhanced as students 

feel more comfortable in working with a wider range of peers. This appears to make them 

more inclined and able to speak out in class, to ask questions and to contribute. Students also 

reported improved motivation and that they felt less inhibited in asking for help and support 

from both peers and lecturers when needed. 

 

How does a Level 4 residential influence social learning? 
The fact that students generally felt more at ease with their classmates and tutors appeared to 

engender improved self-confidence and the resulting willingness to trust, confide in and 

communicate with each other led to an increased sense of wellbeing. Students also reported 

that their awareness of self had developed and that the experience had provided opportunities 

to develop life skills.  

Overall, there appears to be a broad range of benefits of holding a residential for students 

within the first semester of their first year at university. The improvement in relationships 

between the students themselves in addition to relationships between students and the 

teaching team, seems to improve their motivation, attendance and their willingness to 

contribute and, thus, can be said to improve engagement. 
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Implications 
There would seem to be a number of benefits to be gained from providing a residential 

experience to Level 4 students as part of their induction activities and that it would be helpful 

to have a repeat experience in subsequent years.  This would have implications for other 

courses at our institution that do not currently offer a residential and other HE institutions that 

would also like to boost student enjoyment, sense of belonging and social learning. However, 

it is acknowledged that a) our cohorts tend to be less than thirty in number.  The logistics of 

taking a large group away would be substantially more difficult and may necessitate a 

subdividing into smaller groups eg tutor groups and, b) that the issue of funding would need 

to be addressed so that the cost to students does not prevent participation.  

 

Conclusion 
This research took a novel approach of co-creation of the process with students, offering a 

level of ethical credibility to the findings. The research set out to explore the impact of a 

Level 4 residential on student engagement. Although it is recognised that the sample was 

small and based on only one case, the analysis of the data arising from a set of 12 interviews 

revealed a range of benefits. These benefits were grouped around relationships, with students 

forming new ones and strengthening existing ones both with other students and with tutors. 

These improved relationships led to a greater willingness and motivation to attend, contribute 

in class and collaborate with others. It also appeared to have a positive influence on their 

confidence, wellbeing, self-awareness and life skills. It would appear therefore, that there is 

good reason to retain the Level 4 residential experience and even, perhaps, to add another at 

Level 5 (Year 2). There was evidence from the Level 6 interviewees that some of the positive 

relational impacts had started to fade, particularly as subsequent contact was limited due to 

Covid-19 restrictions. The aim of a residential at Level 5 would be to further explore the 
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findings from Stern et al. (2008) about the potential for limited long-term impact of the 

benefits from residential experiences through additional monitoring to see if an annual 

experience could help to maintain relationships and further enhance student engagement. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – example schedule for Level 4 residential  
Schedule for residential  

Activities suggested and times given are approximate and subject to change and appropriate weather 

conditions! 

Day Time What Leading 
Monday 8.30-9.00 Arrive at campus  
 9.00 – 10.00 Travel to centre Bxxxx’s coaches 
 10.00 – 11.00 Settle in + tea/coffee centre staff 
 11.00 – 12.00 Find your match Maisie, Megan, Joe, Emma 
 12.00-1.00 Scavenger Hunt Tori, Georgia, Beth, Maisie, Tyler 
 1.00-2.30 Packed Lunch + free time 

to explore 
 

 2.30 – 3.30 Den building Kacey, Kerensa, Elsi, Annabel, Rose, Ellie 
 3.30 – 4.30 Snack  

Tea, coffee, squash, 
biscuits, crumpets 
+ free time 

Rick’s group 

 4.30 - 5.30 Sports Day Chloe, Sophie, Sydney, Kayla, Rhiannon, 
Dillon 

 5.30-6.30 Dragon’s Den Kacey, Kerensa, Elsi, Annabel, Rose, Ellie 
 6.30-7.30 Free time  

Dinner prep 
 
Sian’s group 

 7.30-8.30 Dinner 
Jacket potatoes, cheese, 
beans, tuna, salad + 
Brownies and ice cream 

 

 8.30-9.30 Quiz Tori, Georgia, Beth, Maisie, Tyler 
 9.30-10.30 Campfire Milly, Liam, Harry, jenna, Emily 
    
Tuesday 7.30-8.30  Breakfast prep Tristan’s group 

https://doi.org/10.1023/B:RIHE.0000015692.88534.de%C2%A0
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cereals, toast, tea, coffee 
Lunch prep 

Rick’s group 

 8.30-9.30 Breakfast  
 9.30-10.30 Indoor circuit challenge Amy, Tom, Sol, Chris, Tanner 
 10.30-11.30 Murder Mystery Milly, Liam, Harry, Jenna, Emily 
 11.30 – 12.00 Tea, coffee, snack Rick’s group 
 12.00-1.00 Capture the flag Maisie, Megan, Joe, Emma 
 1.00-2.00 Lunch 

sandwiches – cheese, 
ham, salad, fruit, 
chocolate bars, crisps, 
squash, hot chocolate, 
swiss roll 

Rick’s group 

 2.00-3.00 Outdoor circuit challenge Amy, Tom, Sol, Chris, Tanner 
 3.00-4.00 Pub quiz Chloe, Sophie, Sydney, Kayla, Rhiannon, 

Dillon 
 4.00-5.00 Clear up, pack, free time  
 5.00  depart Bxxxxx’s coaches 
 6.15 (approx.) Arrive at campus  

 

Appendix 2 – interview schedule  
Preamble: 

We are doing a small research project with the overarching question: ‘What contribution does a level 

4 residential have upon a student’s university experience?’ 

We would appreciate your thoughts in response to a few questions.   

There are 9 questions and the interview will last about 20 minutes and, if you agree, would be 

recorded but used only for the purposes of this research 

All responses would be anonymised, but would be used as data to help us explore this topic.  Can I 

check a) that you have read the Participant Information Sheet and are happy to continue on that 

basis?  b) that you are happy for your responses to be recorded? c) Please can you sign the Consent 

Sheet 

Thank you 

Q1 can you tell me a little about how the residential experience was for you – what’s your over riding 

impression? 

Q2 you went on the residential about 6 weeks after the start of the academic year. How well did you 

feel you knew your classmates at that point?  

 Did that make it easier or more difficult to go? 
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Q3 how do you think relationships evolved, or changed during the residential? 

 Can you explain your answer? 

Q4 you have now been back at university for some time since the residential.  What impact, (if any) do 

you feel it has had on your relationships with your classmates? 

 Can you explain why you think this? 

Q5 What impact (if any) does your relationship with your classmates have on your feelings about your course?   

 Can you explain in what way and why you think this is? 

Q6 do you feel that your relationship with your classmates makes any difference to the way you 

behave/act during the course, for example in terms of attendance, participation in sessions or group 

work? 

 Can you explain your answer? 

 Do you feel the residential made any difference to this? 

Q7 do you feel you  turn to your classmates for support in any way eg social, emotional or academic? 

 Can you explain your answer and give an example 

Q8 do you feel that the residential made any difference to your response to Q7 and if so, how? 

Q9 is there anything else you’d like to add about the role of residentials as part of a university 

course? 

Thank you very much, I’ll stop the recording now. 
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