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Abstract: Students beginning their studies at a higher education institution (HEI) face multiple simultaneous transitions — new institution, new city, new living situation, new social environment, and ways of studying that differ from secondary education. How students are engaged during the first terms is a key predictor of whether they complete their studies , and guidance counsellors play a central role in that process. They also occupy a vantage point on students’ broader well-being, often being the first professional to become aware of academic, social, personal, or mental-health challenges. This interactive workshop creates a structured peer-learning space for HEI guidance counsellors internationally. A short framing introduction is followed by participant-led identification of the most acute challenges in current practice, a fishbowl discussion on the prioritised themes, and a synthesis of practical takeaways.

Introduction
Young people starting their studies at a higher education institution (HEI) face a new situation on several fronts simultaneously. They enter a new institutional environment — a university or a university of applied sciences — often in another town. Many move into student accommodation for the first time, have to find their way in a new city, and need to build a new social network. The studies they are about to begin may differ substantially from what they were used to in their secondary education. A key question in predicting whether students will complete their studies is how they are engaged during the first terms. This requires systematic institutional measures, and the guidance counsellor plays a central role in helping students settle in, orient themselves, and feel at home in their new learning environment. Guidance counsellors also occupy a vantage point on student well-being more broadly: they are often the first professional to become aware of academic, social, personal, or mental-health challenges that students are navigating. This workshop takes a practitioner’s view on those challenges and creates a structured peer space for guidance counsellors from HEIs internationally to work on them together.
Objectives
1. To provide an international peer-discussion platform for guidance counselling practitioners working in universities and universities of applied sciences.
1. To surface and share the most acute challenges that guidance counsellors currently face in their day-to-day work with HEI students.
1. To enable participants to exchange practical strategies and approaches for supporting students’ engagement and well-being at the start of, and throughout, their higher education studies.
1. To contribute to an emerging international community of practice among HEI guidance counsellors that can continue after the conference.
Theoretical basis
The workshop draws on three connected bodies of work. First, models of student integration and retention argue that students’ academic and social integration during the first year is a key determinant of persistence and completion, and that institutional guidance and support are pivotal in that process. Second, contemporary student engagement frameworks conceptualise engagement as a dynamic relationship between the student and the institutional environment, mediated by structural factors (including support services) and psychosocial factors (including belonging and well-being). Third, the workshop is grounded in communities of practice theory, which treats professional learning as situated, social, and dialogical — particularly valuable for guidance counsellors, whose expertise is built partly through exchange with peers working in comparable roles across different contexts. The fishbowl method operationalises this orientation, producing a structured but flexible dialogue in which knowledge is co-constructed by the participants themselves.
Methodology
The workshop is interactive and runs for 60 minutes in the following sequence.
1. Introduction (10 minutes). A short framing presentation by the facilitator introducing the first-year HEI transition and the role of guidance counsellors in student engagement and well-being, drawing on the literature above and on practitioner experience from the Finnish HEI context.
1. Issue identification (15 minutes). Participants work in pairs and small groups to identify the most acute challenges they wish the workshop to address. Contributions are collected on a shared visible surface (flipchart / digital board) and clustered by the facilitator, who selects the order in which themes are taken up.
1. Fishbowl discussion (25 minutes). A fishbowl format is used to address the prioritised challenges. A small inner circle of participants discusses a theme while the outer circle listens; seats in the inner circle rotate so that everyone who wishes can contribute. The facilitator keeps the discussion focused and moves between themes as time allows.
1. Synthesis (10 minutes). The facilitator synthesises the main insights, practical strategies, and open questions that have emerged, and invites participants to co-draft a short set of takeaways and a potential follow-up mechanism for staying in contact after the conference.
The workshop is designed to work with groups from around ten to approximately forty participants. Materials required are minimal: flipcharts and markers or an equivalent shared digital surface, and a room layout that allows an inner and outer circle to be formed.
Outcomes
The workshop aims to provide a discussion platform for guidance counselling practitioners, those who work hands-on with students at universities or universities of applied sciences.
The participants will have an opportunity to discuss their day-to-day work with colleagues from all over the world, and - hopefully - find out that challenges shared, are challenges solved. The workshop contributes to the conference theme of well-being (Matariki) by centring the practice of those who support students’ holistic well-being, and it aligns with IAEVG’s longstanding commitment to strengthening the capacity and connectedness of the guidance profession worldwide.

