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The Experience

Students in health sciences are at higher risk of burnout and depression
when compared with population controls.” Dedicated to change this
situation, the student community and faculty members of our
institution are united to improve the global health of all trainees.
Working under the Office of Student Affairs, our peer support groups at
Laval University Faculty of Medicine provide personal and group
support to more than three thousand students in health sciences.

We know from the literature that relying on peer support and engaging
in wellness activities are useful coping mechanisms.>5 But before
helping other students, you must have the habits and tools necessary
to be healthy and resilient in your own life. With that in mind, the Office
of Student Affairs organised a three-day wellness retreat for students
of peer support groups. The twenty participants were undergraduate
students in medicine and physical rehabilitation, and graduate
students in health sciences research. We slept in a contemporary centre
of holistic health within the historic Monastére des Augustines (Québec,
Canada). The program’s goals were to experience a wide range of
wellness activities, reflect on global health habits, engage in
interdisciplinary networking and cultivate peer support skills.

Figure 1. Yoga Exercises during a Wellness Retreat for Students of Peer-Support
Groups within the Historic Monastére Des Augustines (Québec City, Canada).

Our suggestions for wellness retreat activities

The retreat was an opportunity to experience various ways to be more
relaxed, more centered and to attain better physical and mental health.
Divided into one-hour sessions, the group participated in mindfulness
meditation, breathing exercises, singing bowls and hand pan concerts,
yoga, and self-massage with therapeutic balls and tai chi (Figure 7 and
Figure 2). We asked professional trainers for advice, in particular on
how to introduce these activities to our peers. Group discussions and
reflexive activities focused on caregivers’ roles and how to implement
lasting changes in students’ life habits (Figure 3).

Figure 2. Students Discovered New Relaxation Exercises that They Would Not
Have Thought of, Like this Activity with Therapeutic Balls.

Location, location, location

The location of the retreat greatly contributed to its success. The
Monastére is the restored former cloister of the Augustinian Sisters.
While the activities encouraged spirituality, no form of worship was
offered. Interestingly, the building is adjacent to [’Hétel-Dieu de Québec
where the sisters provided care, and it has become a major teaching
hospital in which we have clinical rotations.
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Having the opportunity to sleep onsite helped us to focus on our
objectives. We had limited access to electronic devices. The
environment was calm and serene. The meals were prepared with local
and organic food, and we were invited to participate in mindful eating
(Figure 4). Everything about this place was healthy, which led us to
reflect on how our own daily habits can contribute to our wellbeing.

Figure 3. Group Discussions on Caregivers’ Roles and Challenges Took Place
in a Respectful and Supportive Climate.

Figure 4. Students Were Invited to Participate in Mindful Eating, Revisiting
Healthy Habits Like Sitting with Friends to Eat Meals Made with Organic
Fruits and Vegetables.

Findings

We collected qualitative data through a group interview and written
comments at the end of the retreat. The group was made up mainly of
women, since 75 % of the students enrolled in health sciences
programs at our institution are females. Our colleagues commented on
the importance of having this dedicated time for wellness activities and
reflection. They appreciated that faculty leaders cared about their
wellbeing and organised this retreat with enlightening new activities
that they would not have thought of. While students are highly
dedicated to helping others, they often forget to take care of their own
wellbeing. They discovered simple relaxation techniques that they
hope to share with students experiencing difficulty. The schedule
facilitated rest and health habits that they wish to pursue. Through
reflexive activities, sharing common goals and values as caregivers, the
participants strengthened their group spirit. They were able to better
articulate why they want to pursue their training in health sciences and
guide their peers to do the same. Interdisciplinarity was highlighted as
a key aspect of the retreat. It reminded the participants that most
students of health sciences face similar challenges that could be
tackled effectively with a collaborative approach.

What was unique about this retreat?

We believe that some aspects of this retreat can be inspiring to other
students around the world. We believe that students of peer-support
groups represent a major asset for student affairs offices.’ ¢ Given the
large cohorts of students in health sciences, selecting the students of
peer support groups for a retreat is a resource-effective way to
disseminate those interventions within the student community. Finding
a location that offered a calm and healthy environment and a large
choice of activities certainly enriched the experience. Inviting support
groups from many programs lead to rich, interdisciplinary discussions.

Why should you be involved in a peer-support group?

To be involved in a peer-support group requires active listening,
empathy, generosity, altruism, optimism, resourcefulness and
recognition of our limits. Knowing our own difficulties allows us to
connect more easily with our colleagues. We are breaking the
misconception that caregivers are immune to physical and mental
health problems. We think we can change the way students view their
difficulties, help them to manage their stress, and eventually overcome
their problems. Helping our colleagues has become part of our training,
motivating us even more to help our future patients.
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