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Simran’s story

Simran, London

Mentee case study:

Impact Report | 2022

I always wonder whether I’d be thinking or feeling 
the same about university if there wasn’t a pandemic. 
I completely lost that in-person interaction and was 
struggling with the UCAS application because of it. 
But then, if there hadn’t been the pandemic, I wouldn’t 
have been able to try virtual work experience and use 
the Brightside platform. I found ways to compensate 
for my time out of school, and actually gained more 
insight into my career path because of it. 

I began a mentoring programme with Brightside when 
I was in the middle of Sixth Form studies. It was part of 
work experience with a firm called Ashurst LLP - I was 
leaning towards studying law, and was excited to speak 
to someone who was from a similar background to me 
with similar aspirations. I went to a state school and was 
the first in my family to go to university. 

My mentor was a reassuring voice. I loved that he 
had taken the steps that I wanted to take and I had 
the opportunity to hear his words of wisdom. He was 
particularly helpful when I was writing my personal 
statement; I’d send a draft and he’d send it back with 
amendments. He even showed a colleague at the law 
firm he worked in. We also staged a mock interview, 
which was really helpful. 

He’d always tell me he believed in me and that he knew 
I could do it, which gave me a lot of confidence. The 
experience made me doubt myself less because he 
helped me to appreciate my potential. Sometimes it just 
takes someone else to see what you can’t see yourself. 
It really helped me overcome my imposter syndrome. 

He’d always tell me he believed in me and 
that he knew I could do it, which gave me 
a lot of confidence. 

I felt like my mentor helped me get my foot in the 
door. He was one connection that led to another as he 
put me in contact with his colleague who worked at 
The University of Bristol, where I’d applied. I had a call 
with her on Zoom, together with an Ashurst supervisor, 
and got all her tips and advice on what to do and who 
to speak to. It was difficult to decide on a university 
and a city that I’d never visited. I’m now in my first year 
studying law at Bristol and still use her advice about 
the city all the time. 

My advice to anyone joining a Brightside mentoring 
programme would be to take any opportunity that’s 
thrown at you. There are things that you can’t get 
from lessons in school. It’s such a flexible process; 
there are no deadlines, it’s very open and accessible. 
Investing in your future is so valuable. Sometimes 
it takes a friendly outsider, who can just objectively 
focus on you, to help you reach your goal. I’m still 
in touch with my mentor even after the programme 
ended. We really connected, and I’m confident they’ll 
be a source of lifelong support for me.

- Simran, a mentee on the Access Ashurst  
programme, run in partnership with Ashurst



4 5Brighter futures for allImpact Report | 2022

Tahmina’s story
Mentee case study:

Making decisions is so hard. 
I was finding it really difficult to choose between 
studying medicine and accounting. I was afraid I’d get 
rejected from the medicine courses I’d applied for and 
be left without a place, but talking to my mentor made 
me feel less alone. I was under so much stress, but she’d 
been through the same thing so knew exactly how I felt. 

If I had to describe my mentor in one word, I’d say 
amazing. She gave me the motivation to continue 
applying for medicine and told me to use my fifth 
UCAS option for accounting, which I hadn’t thought 
of doing. I thought universities could see what courses 
I’d applied for so would question my commitment to 
medicine if I applied for accounting too, but she told 
me they couldn’t see where else I’d applied. 

She gave me a lot of tips on planning 
and time management. I couldn’t have 
started it without her!

She also helped a lot with interviews for medical school. 
She did the same A Levels as me so she also sent me 
her notes from Chemistry which were amazing; I’m still 
using them. It turned out that we were both working on 
research projects at the same time, and she gave me a 
lot of tips on planning and time management. I couldn’t 
have started it without her!

She was also really fun to talk to; we had so much in 
common that we could recommend restaurants and 
Korean dramas to one another. It made it much easier 
to speak to her about the more difficult things because 
we had that foundation. A good connection allows 
you to speak more openly. I have an older sister who’s 
similar to me, but my mentor was in the same position 
as me; she had the same uncertainty. I knew I could 
tell her anything and it would stay confidential. I could 
speak to her comfortably and I knew I could trust her. 

It’s important for young people to 
have a mentor because there are so 
many more perspectives out there 
than the ones in your school. 

It’s important for young people to have a mentor 
because there are so many more perspectives out 
there than the ones in your school. You can learn 
about apprenticeships and careers to help you make 
your decisions. I’ve saved some screenshots of the 
advice she gave me: she even reminded me to look 
after myself and not to work too hard!

- Tahmina, a mentee on the Insight programme, 
run in partnership with Greater Manchester Higher

Tahmina, 
Manchester
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Caitlin’s story

Caitlin, East Anglia

Mentee case study:

I always knew I wanted to work with animals, but I  
only realised that I wanted to be a veterinary nurse  
in the last year. The pandemic didn’t change my mind 
about what I wanted to do, in fact, I was quite used  
to working remotely because I’d been doing my 
school work from hospital before it all started.  
I was fairly used to being isolated, which meant  
it was easier for me than for my peers. 

My mentor was lovely; we bonded over our pets 
and that made me feel more connected to her.  
She helped me feel calmer about applying via UCAS 
and the interviews process. It was easy to talk to her 
partly because she’s not much older than me. My 
mum last went to university five years ago, so it was 
good to talk to someone whose experience was very 
current. She could give me accurate advice on what 
uni is like today, during COVID, and what to do about 
accommodation. I felt like she was a friend or an  
older sister; like I’d known her for a long time rather 
than just through an online programme. 

I felt like she was a friend or an older sister.

The online aspect of the Brightside programme suited 
me because I’m quite an awkward person. When I’m 
talking to someone online, I’ll never have to see them 
again. I think you can forge really strong relationships 
online, so long as it’s safe. Brightside put lots of things 

in place to make it safe - for example, you can’t 
share your social media details or agree to meet in 
person, and all the mentors are DBS checked. It also 
meant that I could go back to our chat and reread the 
research tips my mentor sent. It’s much easier to forget 
important bits of information when you’re talking in 
person because there’s so much else going on. 

My experience with mentoring didn’t 
change my mind about what I wanted  
to do, but it helped me solidify my ideas 
and helped me be more confident in  
my decisions.

My experience with mentoring didn’t change my mind 
about what I wanted to do, but it helped me solidify 
my ideas and helped me be more confident in my 
decisions. I wish the programme could have gone on 
for longer. It’s so nice being able to speak to someone 
who isn’t too much older than you, who has been 
through it all recently, and during a pandemic. It’s been 
an invaluable opportunity to get real-time perspective. 

- Caitlin, a mentee on the HE Explore programme, 
run in partnership with the Network for East Anglian 
Collaborative Outreach (neaco)
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Steve
Volunteer case study:

Steve, 
Manchester

Before the pandemic, I mentored year 9 and 10 
students in a local high school and I wanted to keep 
mentoring through lockdown because I enjoyed it. I 
found Brightside through a STEM project I volunteered 
for - I love helping people, and I recently worked out 
that I’ve spent 703 hours of my time in volunteering 
activities throughout the pandemic. I think it’s 
important to show young people what else is possible 
beyond their immediate family and social frameworks. 
Mentoring allows them to break out of their circle in a 
safe and controlled way. 

I think it’s important to show young 
people what else is possible beyond their 
immediate family and social frameworks.

I was supposed to mentor with Brightside for 
three months, but it ended up being six because 
one of my mentees wanted to submit a project 
for a CREST award from the British Association 
of Science. Brightside kindly kept the portal open 
for us. I was keen to help because my mentee’s 
scientific interests overlappedwith my own, and  
the award would make a big feather in their cap. 
They submitted a fantastic piece of work and won  
a Gold award! They did a really super job and I got 
so much more out of it than I would have expected 
by helping them develop their thinking. 

I had a great experience on this project. I thought 
the Brightside platform provided an excellent online 
mentoring experience. I expected it to be a bit dry, but it 
wasn’t - you could access it on the phone or Mac and it 
was all seamless. Moderation was always really quick and 
you could pick the messages up anywhere. I liked how 
the mentee chose their own mentor as it gives them the 
agency to choose who they’d be the most comfortable 
with, who they think they can work with. 

Connections are so important. I didn’t chit-chat too 
much with my mentees, but we often put humour 
into our exchanges. I gave them ideas for summer 
placements at science labs and told them how to 
break down the barriers to getting into a lab. I saw it 
as my job to set the seed and make sure they weren’t 
being narrow with their ideas. The key with mentoring 
is that you don’t tell them what to do. 

I usually find that the more you give the 
mentee, the better the return you get.

I usually find that the more you give the mentee, the 
better the return you get. You can’t take a light-hearted 
view of mentoring, you have to fully commit to it, but 
it’s so rewarding. 

- Steve, a mentor on the Insight programme, 
run in partnership with Greater Manchester Higher
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Eleanor
Volunteer case study:

I’ve never replied ‘yes’ to an email request so quickly in my 
life than the one I got from the National Deaf Children’s 
Society about mentoring with Brightside. I’ve been on it 
just shy of a year now and have helped seven mentees.  
I wanted to do it because I didn’t have a mentor or a Deaf 
role model - it was something I wish I’d had, someone a 
couple of years ahead of me who I could ask questions. 

Growing up, I was told by a lot of people that my 
Deafness was going to be a barrier. I was told I wasn’t 
going to be able to study foreign languages, but I recently 
graduated with a first-class degree in Spanish with 
Politics and International Relations. I was told I’d never 
be a corporate lawyer - but I received three job offers for 
training contracts with some of the biggest law firms in 
the world and am now a future trainee. I just wanted to  
be a voice to counteract the negativity that I know a lot  
of Deaf people face. I struggled a lot with my Deaf identity 
when I was younger because I didn’t know anyone else 
who was Deaf - and I think that’s the same for others  
who grow up without access to a Deaf community.  
I wanted to be there to give the support I wish I’d had. 

I really enjoy mentoring with Brightside, and it’s exciting 
to see how the project has grown. My mentees have said 
really positive things, even though they all have different 
expectations and all want something different. Some of 
my mentees were 14 and some 18 - and I liked giving a 
range of different advice rather than the same thing over 
and over again. 

Most of my mentees didn’t know anyone Deaf, so it 
was like speaking to myself ten years ago. We talked 
about the pandemic a lot; how Deaf people were 

hugely impacted by people wearing face masks so it’s 
impossible to lip read, how easy it is to miss content in 
school and the impact on socialisation. I shared a lot of 
these stresses with my mentees, so we bonded over how 
we were approaching these challenges and that helped 
our relationships to grow. 

It was really rewarding for me to see my mentees grow in 
confidence over the course of the ten weeks. I had one 
who kept her Deafness hidden from her friends and who 
was really struggling to hear in school, so we talked about 
how she could do it - and one evening she messaged 
to say she’d told her friends and it had made a huge 
difference. It was heart-warming to hear her say she felt 
involved for the first time and that she could now interact 
with her peers. I had another who wanted to do a foreign 
languages degree but wasn’t sure it was possible, so I 
helped her realise that her Deafness isn’t a barrier. I helped 
another with her first CV - and it was so gratifying to hear 
she’d got the job. With all of them, I think I helped them to 
develop their Deaf identities and what it meant for them. 
The idea of university can be really intimidating and they 
liked having someone to talk to that could relate. 

Anyone thinking of mentoring should absolutely go for it; 
I was worried I wouldn’t have a lot to offer but you always 
have more to give than you think. It isn’t about knowing 
all the answers, it’s about being a sounding board and 
coming up with a solution together. The impact you can 
have on someone’s life is huge.  

- Eleanor, a mentor on the Positive Futures Mentoring 
programme, run in partnership with the National Deaf 
Children’s Society

Eleanor, London
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University of Cambridge
Partnership case study:

In early 2020, we were due to run a residential 
programme for prospective applicants from widening 
participation backgrounds. However, as lockdowns 
came into force, it soon became clear we’d have to 
move it online. We knew we wanted the new-look 
programme to include mentoring - so we contacted 
Brightside because we’d worked with them before 
and we were really happy with their approach to 
safeguarding and logistics. It was important to us that 
we shared values in terms of expanding opportunities 
to all, and supporting students facing barriers into 
higher education.

A real benefit of Brightside is the scale, longevity and 
reach; we could now go from 50 students attending 
an in-person residential to matching 500 with mentors 
online. It didn’t just have to take place over one weekend 
anymore and we could reach students nationally.

It’s not just the 1:1 messaging that we found 
so effective on the platform, it was the whole 
range of functionality Brightside offered. 

It’s not just the 1:1 messaging that we found so effective 
on the platform, it was the whole range of functionality 
Brightside offered, including forums and group chats. 
Their service package can be scaled up or down, which 
we found really helpful as we only had four weeks to 
get started. We needed help and they provided it with 
set-up, moderation and mentor guides. They made 
everything so easy for us. 

We also liked the engagement reports - they 
highlighted what the participants had talked about, 
a helpful asset for such a large project. Tracking the 
data was quite reassuring because we’ve always 
been worried about 1:1 mentoring in person - you 
don’t always have sight of the conversations that are 
happening. Evaluating the content of the messaging has 
helped us to better understand the young people we’re 
working with. For example, we realised that they were 
most stressed about their applications in December, 
when we’d always assumed it’d be October.  

We heard from students that they liked the forum 
discussions, specifically they liked being able to see 
answers to other people’s questions, questions they 
hadn’t thought about before but that were important 
to them. They liked the community-focused functions 
because they could really relate to other students in 
similar positions. 

We were really pleased with the outcome of the 
pilot. The point of it was to support students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to get into Cambridge.  
27% of our programme participants went on to 
Cambridge, compared to the University of Cambridge’s 
19% acceptance rate for UK students, which was a big 
win for us. 

Over 200 students from the programme are now at 
Cambridge. 95% were satisfied with the mentoring, 
commenting on the difference it made, how it 
increased their confidence, how it helped them to feel 
less alone and more welcomed by the university. They 
felt supported through a stressful time and a lot of 
them mentioned how they could talk to their mentor 
about what was going on at school, like they had a 
friend who made them feel more resilient and able to 
get through difficult times. Mentors talked about the 
project very positively too. They said it was a rewarding 
and mutually beneficial relationship because they felt 
like their mentees were supporting them in return. 

The Brightside team is amazing. Any time  
we had questions or concerns, they were  
so supportive. 

The Brightside team is amazing. Any time we had 
questions or concerns, they were so supportive.  
They were really invested in the success of our 
programme and treated it like a true partnership  
rather than a service. They really understand how 
universities work and that made everything easier. 

This programme is so powerful for students that 
otherwise might be in a minority, the ones who are the 
first ones to go to university in their families. Role models 
are crucial to show them that anything is possible, to 
support them and to make sure that they don’t feel alone.

Michelle Tang

Michelle works as the Deputy Head of Widening Participation at the 
University of Cambridge, overseeing programmes which support 
16 to 18 year-olds from widening participation backgrounds 
across the UK. The programmes aim to increase the number of 
people from underrepresented and disadvantaged backgrounds 
progressing into higher education, offer support with academic 
attainment and enable young people to meet their potential.
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National Deaf 
Children’s Society

Partnership case study:

We hadn’t considered online mentoring before - so 
when we started working with Brightside, it was new 
and exciting. We were completely thrown into the 
world of online mentoring! It’s quite clear from an 
online search that Brightside is the market leader for 
encouraging young people, and we felt we should 
be working together. For us, COVID-19 completely 
changed the game in thinking about how we could 
increase our engagement. It was really important that 
we could offer something UK-wide, to reach all deaf 
young people regardless of which region they lived in, 
to give them the same opportunities.

Damian Ball

Damian manages the Young Futures team who has a 
key aspiration to deliver independence and transition 
work for young people by way of face to face and 
digital events. In addition to this the team focuses on 
developing partnerships with a range of employers, 
leading to work experience and volunteering 
opportunities.

We now think online mentoring is amazing! We’ve 
seen how it can have such a big impact on young 
people, particularly for the community we work with, 
who might never have met another deaf person 
before. They’ve described how powerful it’s been 
to make a connection with someone who has had 
similar experiences to them and understands what 
they’re going through. Mentoring is a simple idea but 
is beneficial in so many different ways; that kind of 
encouragement when you’re young, the confidence 
to make decisions, it’s invaluable. If our project 
helped 20 people, and they help another 20, imagine 
the effect. Sometimes it really is about quality and  
not quantity. 

The project wasn’t without its issues; the steepest 
learning curve was ensuring it was accessible.  
We hadn’t realised at the start how inaccessible 
written messages were going to be for some deaf 
young people, particularly those who use British 
Sign Language (BSL) as their first language. It was 
important to give those mentees the opportunity to 
communicate using videos instead, since BSL is a 
visual language. We worked with Brightside to come 
up with a solution that would mean we could offer 
this. The Brightside team is super friendly and super 
helpful. They were very responsive and always replied 
thoroughly to each question we asked and supported 
us to make developments to the project to make it 
more accessible. We had such a positive experience!

Although we set the project up to benefit the 
mentees, it’s also been really nice to see the mentors 
enjoy the opportunity to connect, develop their skills 
and give back to someone who may be facing the 
same issues as they have in the past. Many mentors 
said they wished they’d had a deaf mentor when they 
were younger, and they’ve loved being that person 
for someone else, being able to offer encouragement 
and confidence. 

As part of the project, we wanted to find out how 
mentees felt about the range of jobs available to them 
- we asked them about this at the start of the project 
and again at the end. We know that many deaf young 
people believe the myth that they can’t do certain jobs 
or that they have limited career prospects due to their 
deafness, and amazingly we saw a lot of improved 
confidence in that area on their final surveys. We 
also noticed that the mentees on the project gained 
other skills, not specifically related to their mentoring 
conversations. They developed in terms of time 
keeping, being committed, being confident exploring 
different topics and asking questions, and for those 
that were recording video messages, they learned 
best practice about their background for filming their 
videos, body language, signing clearly and presenting 
themselves confidently. 

We noticed many mentees quickly felt 
comfortable sharing their experiences  
and trusted their mentors. 

We noticed many mentees quickly felt comfortable 
sharing their experiences and trusted their mentors. 
There were a few instances where mentees acted 
on advice they’d been given by their mentors, 
demonstrating how connecting with this person 
empowered them to feel more confident and 
embrace their deafness. Empowering young people  
is really important, particularly deaf young people 
who may not have other deaf role models around 
them, so we think this experience has been invaluable.

Megan Lindsay

As Young Futures Officer at NDCS, Megan plans 
and delivers projects and events that equip deaf 
young people ages 14-25 across the UK with 
the knowledge and skills to gain independence, 
supporting them to improve their educational, 
training, volunteering and employment outcomes.

Brighter futures for allImpact Report | 2022
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Bright Carers
Project case study

The online nature of our mentoring means 
our programmes can support young people 
facing challenges, regardless of where they 
live or the support they may have available 
at school. In their 2015 report, ‘Supporting 
Higher Education Students with Caring 
Responsibilities’, the Carers Trust reported 
that less than half of young adult carers 
surveyed thought they had received good 
career advice - and only 27% knew that 
they could get financial support through a 
scholarship. According to the 2020 Carers 
Trust UK survey, since COVID-19, 67% of 
young people with caring responsibilities 
are more worried about the future, 66% are 
feeling more stressed and 58% have seen an 
increase in the amount of time they spent 
caring. While young carers can benefit from 
outreach and guidance, they can be hard 
to reach, difficult to bring together in high 
numbers, and may find it harder to access 
career support than their peers.

17

In 2021, we expanded our collaborative programmes to address this need. Bringing together seven universities 
(and Uni Connect consortia), and with specialist input from The Children’s Society, we delivered a 16-week online 
mentoring programme for 53 young carers in years 10-13.

How it worked

• Universities and Uni Connect 
partnerships recruited young 
carers to take part. They 
approached their school and 
college networks, young carers 
they had worked with before, 
and young carers centres within 
their regions.

• Mentors were recruited 
from Brightside’s network of 
volunteers with HE experience.

• The Children’s Society supported 
programme design and provided 
specialist training and a resource 
toolkit for mentors, which ensured 
that mentors could provide 
support and advice around the 
specific challenges and barriers 
that young carers face.

• Mentees chose their own mentor 
through the matching tool on 
the Brightside platform.

What happened

• 100% of surveyed mentees 
said they got on well with 
their mentor, received useful 
feedback, enjoyed the 
programme, felt their mentor 
understood their needs, and 
agreed that conversations with 
their mentor helped them to  
feel optimistic about the future.

• 82% attributed their decision 
about what to do after school/
college, in part, to their 
involvement with the  
mentoring programme.

• Understanding of where to  
look for trustworthy information 
increased for 57%.

• Coping strategies increased  
for 54% of surveyed mentees.

• Understanding of HE application 
processes increased for 54%.

• Understanding of student  
finance increased for 54%.

Brighter futures for allImpact Report | 2022

100% 
surveyed mentees 

said they got on well 
with their mentor.

82% 
stated that Brightside 

mentoring had influenced 
their decision about what to 
do next after school/college.

My Brightside mentor always 
motivated me to pursue my 
dream and assisted me in the 
application process, helping 
me realise that I am capable 
of going down this path. 
Career advisors at school are 
sometimes pessimistic about 
chances of getting into medical 
school, so that did sway my 
decision initially. However, 
through this mentoring scheme 
and the support that I have 
received, I am confident about 
my decision to pursue higher 
education, go to university 
to study Medicine/ Medical 
Sciences/ Neuroscience.

 

- Mentee on the Bright Carers 
programme, run in partnership 
with Greater Manchester 
Higher, North East Uni Connect 
Programme, University of Bristol, 
University of Reading, University 
of Warwick, University of 
Winchester, and University  
of Surrey
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