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Background 
Campus Friends (CF) is a partnership between Community Living Guelph Wellington (CLGW) 
and Student Experience at the University of Guelph. Following a mentorship-style format, CF 
connects University of Guelph student volunteers (mentors) with adults who have a 
developmental disability (students) to promote successful individualized student-based campus 
experiences. Students attend CF one day per week between September and April for up to three 
years and are involved in a variety of activities including academic and learning opportunities, 
volunteering, athletics, recreation and special events.  

In the Fall of 2019, CLGW partnered with the Research Shop, part of the Community Engaged 
Scholarship Institute at the University of Guelph, to understand the impact of CF on both 
students and mentors based on their individual experiences. To do so, this project used a 
combination of tools which included:  

1. Feelings Chart with Students: A weekly reflection exercise where students chose an 
emotion to indicate how they felt each morning and afternoon  

2. Graffiti Wall with Students: A weekly reflection exercise where students answered a 
prompt each afternoon   

http://www.cesinstitute.ca/
http://www.cesinstitute.ca/
https://atrium.lib.uoguelph.ca/xmlui/handle/10214/8902
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3. Interviews with Students: An interview conducted with each student ranging from thirty 
minutes to one hour  

4. Focus Groups with Mentors: Four focus groups were conducted with eleven mentors total 
to understand their experiences with CF 

Findings  
Students  
Personal Goals and Expectations  

• Students with specific goals in mind prior to and during the program found it easier to 
speak about the skills they developed that helped them reach these goals   

• Students who were not able to recall specific goals were still able to indicate activities 
that made them feel happy or good in general, which shows that  CF supports the 
personal growth and well-being of students  

Facilitating Personal Growth  
• Students felt more or equally comfortable with their participation in CF toward the end of 

the program year compared to how they felt on their first day. This may be the result of 
the relationships and friendships formed through CF 

• All students have someone they could trust at CF, including the Engagement 
Coordinator, mentors and other students  

• Students also build connections with people beyond those directly involved with CF such 
at their volunteer placements and hopsitality staff in the UC 

• The Feelings Chart data showed that the majority of responses from students reflected a 
positive emotion  

Fostering Life-long Learning  
• Mentors most commonly noticed that students had an increase in their confidence and 

comfort, mentioning students who:  
o Talked more during group discussions; 
o Used the facilities independently (Washroom, athletic centre)  
o Went to the University Centre (UC) to buy lunch by themselves; 
o Talked to people at the booths at the UC; 
o And led mentors around campus.  

• Mentors attributed the ability for students to feel comfortable and confident in these tasks 
to the independence that CF encourages through its activtiies  

• However, data also indicated that when it came to problem solving, students did still rely 
on both the Volunteer Engagement Coordinator and the mentors for assistance  

In summary, CF had a positive impact on all students despite the fact that some students were 
not able to indicate how CF met their specific goals. The positive impact is demonstrated by the 
high level of positive emotions in the Feelings Chart responses, interview responses that 
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indicated a sense of comfort on campus, and instances of friendships formed between students. 
CF also contributed to the life-long learning of students by providing them with an opportunity to 
engage in activities that increased their independence and confidence, both of which provide 
students with knowledge and skills that will be beneficial to their future goals and aspirations.  

Mentors  
Reasons for Volunteering  

• Many mentors initially wanted to volunteer with CF because it was interesting and unique, 
most of them continued volunteering because it was a rewarding experience.  

• A few had specific expectations or goals they sought to achieve through Campus 
Friends. Often, mentors recognized the impact that CF had on their skill development 
only after they began volunteering.  

Impacts and Benefits of Volunteering  
• Volunteering with CF allows mentors to gain a deeper understanding of people with 

developmental disabilities and their experiences and increases communication skills.  
• Other positive impacts from their experience include: being adaptive, patience, empathy, 

problem solving and interpsonal skills.  

Relationships with Students  
• Creating personal connections and building relationships with the students was an impact 

that most mentors did not expect. Many mentors said that sharing common interests with 
the students created opportunities for stronger connections 

• The nature of the mentor-student relationship also meant that the mentor was placed in a 
position of authority, which could impact the dynamic of the friendship 

• Regardless, all mentors spoke to the positive relationship and personal connections they 
built wth students thanks to CF 

Perspectives on People with Developmental Disabilities 
• Most mentors came into CF with limited experience working with people with 

developmental disabilities and therefore had many biases  
o For example, multiple mentors mentioned that they expected to take on a care-

giver role 
o One mentor explained how their outlook of people with developmental disabilities 

shifted when they realized “how smart and adaptable” the students were 
• Mentors expressed learning how to “take a step back” and let students work 

independently, which informed them of the capabilities of people with developmental 
disabilities  

In summary, the mentors found volunteering to be a rewarding experience. The volunteer 
experience supported future goals of the mentors, helped them to develop various skills and 
allowed them to gain a better understanding of developmental disabilities. Although they 
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mentioned several minor challenges in their role as mentors, the relationships and personal 
connections they developed with the students resulted in an overall positive experience with CF.  

Key Considerations  
 CF Student Benefits 

• Opportunity to try new things and gain new skills in the process 
• Increase confidence and independence  
• Opportunity to form relationships and build connections with others  
• Become involved with activities that support well-being (both physical and mental) 
• Learn skills which may be transferable to employment and volunteer opportunities 

Volunteer Mentor Benefits 
• Flexible and rewarding volunteer experience that can fit into any schedule 
• Opportunity to build connections with students and as a result, gain a deeper 

understanding of people with developmental disabilities and their experiences  
• Opportunity develop a variety of different skills, especially communication which can be 

easily transferable into future employment and volunteer opportunities  
• Relevant and meaningful for all University of Guelph students, regardless of their prior 

experience, degree program, or future goals 

The Future of Campus Friends  
SMART Goals and Weekly Reflection 

• It may be helpful for students to develop SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 
Realistic, Timely) goals at the beginning of each semester 

• A weekly reflection on these goals would help to determine how students are reaching 
them to make sure that CF is benefitting them in the ways they had hoped 

Planning Activities  
• It may also be beneficial for students to be involved with planning activities at the 

beginning of the semester as well. This will help connect the previously mentioned goals 
to tangible activities.  

• Being involved in the planning process for activities can also make sure thatmentors and 
students are able to do more activities together that revolve around shared interests 
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Problem Solving  
• Most students reported that they would seek help from either the Volunteer Engagement 

Coordinator or mentor as a first step for problem solving 
• To further students’ independence, it might be valuable to explore their motivations when 

asking for help and offer suggestions for trusting their own problem-solving skills 
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