
DEVELOPING 
EFFECTIVE STUDENT 

PEER MENTORING 
PROGRAMS

A Practitioner’s Guide to Program Design, 
 Delivery, Evaluation, and Training

Peter J. Collier

Foreword by  
Nora Domínguez

STERLING, VIRGINIA

9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   iii9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   iii 9/18/2015   8:14:36 PM9/18/2015   8:14:36 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



COPYRIGHT © 2015 BY STYLUS 
PUBLISHING, LLC

Published by Stylus Publishing, LLC
22883 Quicksilver Drive
Sterling, Virginia 20166-2102

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or 
reproduced in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other 
means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying, 
recording, and information storage and retrieval, without 
permission in writing from the publisher. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Collier, Peter J. (Peter John), 1947-
Developing effective student peer mentoring programs: 
a practitioner’s guide to program design, delivery, evaluation and 
training / Peter J. Collier.
 pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-62036-075-0 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-1-62036-076-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-1-62036-077-4 (library networkable e-edition)
ISBN 978-1-62036-078-1 (consumer e-edition)  
1.  Mentoring in education–United States. 2.  College students–
Services for–United States.  I. Title. 
LB1731.4.C65 2015
371.102--dc23
 2014044190

 

13-digit ISBN: 978-1-62036-075-0 (cloth)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-62036-076-7 (paperback)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-62036-077-4 (library networkable e-edition)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-62036-078-1 (consumer e-edition)

Printed in the United States of America

All fi rst editions printed on acid-free paper 
that meets the American National Standards Institute
Z39-48 Standard.

Bulk Purchases

Quantity discounts are available for use in workshops and for 
staff development. 
Call 1-800-232-0223 

First Edition, 2015

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   iv9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   iv 9/18/2015   8:14:36 PM9/18/2015   8:14:36 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



7

Chapter 1

• defi nes mentoring and introduces the dual-function model of mentoring;
• explains the differences between hierarchical and peer mentoring;
• reviews what is already known about how peer mentoring positively 

affects college students;
• explores peer mentoring’s relative advantages in regard to facilitating 

college student success; and 
• introduces a rubric of peer mentoring programs based on inclusiveness, 

duration, and approach in addressing students’ needs.

A mentor empowers a person to see a possible future, and believe it can be 
obtained.

(Hitchcock, 2015)

Within higher education, mentoring is increasingly associated with efforts to 
promote student success, which includes helping students stay in school and 

1
W H AT  I S  P E E R  M E N T O R I N G , 

A N D  H O W  I S  I T  U S E D  I N 
H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N ?

College students benefi t from participating in a variety of different peer 
mentoring programs; programs can be categorized in terms of level of 
inclusiveness, duration, and approach in addressing students’ needs.
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8  WHAT IS PEER MENTORING?

complete their degrees in a timely manner. The large number of national-, 
state-, and local-level formalized programs, as well as a wide range of other 
student success promotion efforts that include a mentoring component, 
attest to this approach’s popularity among college presidents and adminis-
trators (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Girves, Zepeda, & Gwathmey, 2005; Quinn, 
Muldoon, & Hollingworth, 2002). Peer mentoring programs are particularly 
popular. Sixty-fi ve percent of the public four-year colleges and universities 
included in American College Testing’s (2010) “What Works in Student 
Retention” survey reported having peer mentoring programs with goals of 
promoting student success and retention.

What Is Mentoring? What Is Peer Mentoring?

Mentoring seems to mean one thing to businesspeople, another to develop-
mental psychologists, and something else to academics. Although in higher 
education there is no universal agreement on a single defi nition of mentoring, 
this book uses a defi nition from the National Academy of Sciences: “Mentor-
ing occurs when a senior person or mentor provides information, advice, and 
emotional support to a junior person or student over a period of time” (as 
cited in Lev, Kolassa, & Bakken, 2010, p. 169).

Kram’s (1983) work on mentoring relationships in a business context 
serves as the basis for most discussions of mentoring functions. She proposes 
that mentoring relationships serve two primary functions: career develop-
ment and psychosocial support. 

Through career functions, including sponsorship, coaching, protection, 
exposure-and-visibility, and challenging work assignments, a young man-
ager is assisted in learning the ropes of organizational life and in preparing 
for advancement opportunities. Through psychosocial functions including 
role modeling, acceptance-and-confi rmation, counseling, and friendship, a 
young manager is supported in developing a sense of competence, confi -
dence, and effectiveness in the managerial role. (pp. 617–618)

This dual-function model of mentoring is supported in the higher educa-
tion literature (Crisp & Cruz, 2009, p. 528; Terrion & Leonard 2007, pp. 
149–50). There is agreement that college students’ mentoring experiences 
include broad forms of support including professional/career development 
and  psychological support that includes role modeling (Brown, Davis, & 
McClendon, 1999; Campbell & Campbell, 1997; Davidson & Foster- Johnson, 
2001; Kram, 1985; Rendon, 1994). For college students, career development 
can be thought of as academic support and includes mentors promoting aca-
demic success and facilitating mentees’ efforts to complete their degrees.

9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   89781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   8 9/18/2015   8:14:37 PM9/18/2015   8:14:37 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  9

Differences Between Informal and Formal College Student 
Mentoring Relationships

Formal student mentoring in higher education refers to structured and 
intentional relationships where mentors and student mentees are matched 
by a third party, such as mentoring program staff (Eby, Rhodes, & Allen, 
2007). Similarly, informal student mentoring refers to naturally occurring 
supportive relationships students have with older and more experienced indi-
viduals such as advisers, professors, or other students (Rhodes, Grossman, & 
Resch, 2000). Many times informal mentors actually provide the impetus 
and encouragement that lead college students to get involved in formal men-
toring programs. This book focuses on formalized peer mentoring relation-
ships.

Differences Between Hierarchical and Peer Mentoring for 
College Students

Hierarchical mentoring for college students involves individuals from two 
different social positions, such as faculty–student, adviser–student, or 
counselor– student. This is similar to a mentoring relationship in a business 
context where a senior manager mentors a junior staff member. Although 
Kram’s (1983) original work in mentoring research focused on hierarchical 
mentoring, her later research identifi ed how mentoring functions are slightly 
modifi ed in peer relationships (Kram & Isabella, 1985).

Peer mentoring describes a relationship where a more experienced 
student helps a less experienced student improve overall academic per-
formance and provides advice, support, and knowledge to the mentee 
(Colvin & Ashman, 2010). Unlike hierarchical mentoring, peer mentoring 
matches mentors and mentees who are roughly equal in age and power for 
task and psychosocial support (Angelique, Kyle, & Taylor, 2002; Terrion 
& Leonard, 2007). Although a peer mentor may or may not be older than 
the mentee, there is a considerable difference in each one’s level of college 
experience.

What Do We Know About the Impacts of Peer Mentoring on 
College Students?

Researchers have established that participating in college student peer men-
toring programs provides mentees and mentors with a range of positive out-
comes. Participating in peer mentoring programs leads to positive outcomes 
for mentees in regard to each of the aspects of Kram’s dual function mentor-
ing model (Terrion & Leonard, 2007, pp. 149–150). 
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10  WHAT IS PEER MENTORING?

Peer Mentoring and the Career Function in Higher Education: 
Academic Success and Staying in School

For college students, the career development function in Kram’s (1983) 
model takes the form of mentors providing help to students who are trying 
to complete their college degrees. In order to better understand how peer 
mentoring serves a career development function for college students, it helps 
to look at key indicators of college student career achievement such as aca-
demic success and staying in school. It may be worth clarifying terms that 
are sometimes used interchangeably, although they do not mean the same 
thing. Persistence is an individual-level variable that refers to whether a stu-
dent continues his or her education, regardless of institution, and retention is 
an institutional variable describing the rate at which students remain at the 
institution where they initially enrolled (Collier, Fellows, & Holland, 2008). 

Although it may seem obvious, researchers have established a relation-
ship between academic performance and college persistence, particularly 
fi rst-year persistence. It also turns out that the number of credits successfully 
completed during the freshman year is a particularly important variable in 
predicting degree completion. Research shows that the lower the number of 
credits completed during a college student’s freshman year, the less likely that 
student is to complete any type of certifi cate or degree program (Chen & 
Carroll, 2005; Miller & Spence, 2007).

Peer mentoring increases mentees’ intentions to stay in school and graduate. 
College students who participate in peer mentoring programs report stronger 
intentions to stay in college and complete their degrees (Sanchez, Bauer, & 
Paronto, 2006; Thile & Matt, 1995). The theory of reasoned action from psy-
chology argues that individuals’ stated intentions are the best predictors of their 
subsequent actions (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1970). Therefore peer mentoring pro-
grams, by positively affecting mentees’ intentions to stay in school and gradu-
ate, actually contribute to increasing these students’ chances of graduating.

Peer mentoring promotes mentees’ academic success at college. Participating 
in peer mentoring programs is associated with improved student retention 
rates in numerous studies (Beatrice & Shively, 2007; Black & Voelker, 2008; 
Colvin & Ashman, 2010; Hall, 2006; Harper & Allegretti, 2009; Terrion, 
Philion, & Leonard, 2007; Thomas, 2000; Torres Campos et al., 2009). Peer 
mentoring also has an impact on the likelihood of students’ academic suc-
cess by improving grade point average (GPA; Collier et al., 2008; Pagan & 
Edwards-Wilson, 2002; Roberts, Clifton, & Etcheverry, 2001; Rodger & 
Tremblay, 2003; Thile & Matt, 1995; Thomas, 2000) and the number of 
credits successfully completed (Campbell & Campbell, 1997; Collier et al., 
2008; Rodger & Tremblay, 2003). For example, in their study of students 
on academic probation, Pagan and Edwards-Wilson found that students’ 
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HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  11

retention rates and GPAs improved during the time they participated in a 
peer mentoring program (p. 214). Other studies found that mentees reported 
feeling that they acquired social capital, in the form of connections to other 
students and faculty, from their interactions with peer mentors and that these 
increased connections had a positive impact on GPA and retention rates 
(Roberts et al., 2001; Smith-Jentsch, Scielzo, Yarbrough, & Rosopa, 2008).1 

Peer Mentoring and the Psychosocial Support Function in Higher 
Education

Researchers agree that college student mentees highly value the support 
provided by peer mentoring relationships (Awayaa et al., 2003; Harper & 
Allegretti, 2009; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2004; McDougall & Beattie, 
1997; McLean, 2004; Mee-Lee & Bush, 2003; Ruthkosky & Castano, 2007; 
Sands, Parson, & Duane, 1991; Terrion & Leonard, 2007). For example, 
Ehrich, Hansford, and Tennent examined 159 research-based higher educa-
tion articles and found that in 42.1% of studies, mentees reported that the 
support they received from the mentor was the most positive outcome from 
the relationship (as cited in Terrion & Leonard, 2007). Interestingly, per-
ceived support from peer mentors can result in a range of different positive 
outcomes for mentees.

Peer mentoring helps transitioning students adjust to the university. New 
students who participated in peer mentoring programs credited mentors with 
facilitating their university transitions (Beatrice & Shively, 2007; Hall, 2006; 
Ruthkosky & Castano, 2007). For example, Hoffman and Wallach (2005, 
p. 72) found that four-year college mentors were able to dispel many myths 
about the university held by community college mentees and eased these 
students’ fears of transitioning. Mentees also reported an increased sense of 
campus connection and increased satisfaction with their universities (Colvin 
& Ashman, 2010, p. 128; Sanchez, Bauer, & Paronto, 2006). 

Peer mentoring affi rms mentees’ beliefs they can succeed as college students. 
Students making the transition from high school, community college, or 
another educational system to a university must learn a new role or a new 
version of the role of college student.2 Several studies found that students 
who participated in peer mentoring programs demonstrated increased levels 
of confi dence in this new role (Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008, p. 194; Allen & 
Poteet, 1999). Peer mentors model the college student role, observe their 
mentees’ efforts, and then provide mentees with feedback that gives them 
legitimacy as “real” college students. 

Mentees increase their knowledge and use of available campus resources 
such as the library, computer labs, and health services by working with peer 
mentors (Beatrice & Shively, 2007; Hall, 2006; Ruthkosky & Castano, 
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12  WHAT IS PEER MENTORING?

2007). This is important for student persistence because a main part of suc-
cessfully acting the college student role is knowing how to appropriately use 
campus resources.

In addition, participating in a peer mentoring program improves men-
tees’ levels of motivation and perceived self-effi cacy (Hoffman & Wallach, 
2005; Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008, Thile & Matt, 1995). Smith-Jentsch and 
colleagues note that when a mentor shares “his/her personal history includ-
ing successes, failures, and lessons learned, these vicarious experiences should 
have a positive impact on mentees’ self-effi cacy as well” (p. 197).

Peer mentoring provides mentees with safe allies for sharing personal and col-
lege concerns. New students making the transition to college face an unfamil-
iar and complex environment. They must deal with a range of new issues and 
struggle to fi nd other people in whom they can confi de. Several studies found 
that mentees viewed peer mentors as allies with whom it was safe to disclose 
personal issues and information (Beebe, Beebe, Redmond, & Geerinck, 2004, 
p. 305; Garvey & Alfred, 2000). Mentees also reported that they viewed peer 
mentors as approachable sources of expert knowledge about college because of 
their academic achievements (McLean, 2004; Mee-Lee & Bush, 2003; Ragins 
&  Cotton, 1999; Schmidt, Marks, & Derrico, 2004). Mentors had already suc-
ceeded in the very same college context that mentees aspired to succeed in them-
selves. Because of their acknowledged college expertise, mentors were able to 
initiate discussions with mentees on academic coping skills and other concerns 
including time management and getting help with class work (Steinberg, 2004). 

Peer mentoring is particularly effective at promoting college success for stu-
dents of color and other underrepresented student groups. Many colleges and 
universities use peer mentoring to facilitate unrepresented student groups’ 
college transitions (Collier et al., 2008; Good, Haplin, & Haplin, 2002; Jack-
son, Smith, & Hill, 2003; Santovec, 1992). Peer mentors serve as role models 
and provide encouragement and support for these students who must deal 
with the range of college adjustment issues all new students face while strug-
gling to adjust to a context where their home culture is no longer dominant 
(Shotton, Oosahwe, & Cintrón, 2007; Thile & Matt, 1995). For example, 
Jackson and colleagues (2003, p. 97) described how peer mentors provided 
new-to-college Native American students with models for addressing some 
of the confl icts that arise as students struggle to develop bicultural identities.

Participating in peer mentoring programs has been shown to be associ-
ated with improved retention and academic performance for several groups 
of students of color including Latino/Latina (Thile & Matt, 1995), African 
American (Good, Haplin, & Haplin, 2000; Thile & Matt, 1995), Native 
American (Gloria & Robinson-Kurpius, 2001; Jackson, Smith, & Hill, 2003; 
Shotton, Oosahwe, & Cintron, 2007), and Asian American students (Kim, 
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HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  13

Goto, Bai, Kim, & Wong, 2001). For example, Kim and colleagues found that 
Asian American students participated in a peer mentoring program because 
they believed doing so would facilitate their transitions to higher education. 
Although Asian American students are not typically thought of as a group 
that needs additional academic support in moving to the university, these 
students valued their mentors’ help with maintaining their ethnic identities 
and dealing with the model minority stereotype that places additional pres-
sure on students to succeed academically (pp. 2419–2420). Peer- mentored 
fi rst-generation students, those for whom neither parent completed a four-
year U.S. college degree, also have been shown to demonstrate higher average 
GPAs, credits earned, and retention rates than nonmentored students (Col-
lier et al., 2008, p. 8; Pagan & Edwards-Wilson, 2002, p. 214). 

Peer mentors benefi t from supporting mentees. Although the major 
stated goal of all college student peer mentoring programs is to benefi t 
 mentees, peer mentors also benefi ted from their participation in these pro-
grams.  Mentors reported improved academic performance (e.g., Good, 
 Haplin, & Haplin, 2002, p. 377), personal growth (e.g., Falchikov & 
 Blythman, 2001), improved communication skills (e.g., Terrion, Philion, 
&  Leonard, 2007), and increased understandings of themselves as students 
(e.g.,  Bunting, Dye, Pinnegar, & Robinson, 2007). For example, Good 
and colleagues (2002), describing mentors’ experiences in a minority peer 
 mentoring engineering program, noted that 

mentors realized that they were acting as role models for the freshman stu-
dents . . . (and were motivated) to incorporate learning strategies learned 
and emphasized through the program into their own work and study ses-
sions . . . because they wanted to ensure that they were role modeling the 
most effective techniques for their mentees in and out of the workshop and 
lab settings. (p. 380)

Mentors also acknowledged that in the process of helping mentees learn 
about available campus services and resources, their own levels of social capi-
tal increased through the formation of relationships with faculty and uni-
versity professionals who provided student support services (Terrion et al., 
2007, p. 51).

What Are the Advantages of Peer Mentoring?

One underexplored issue in discussions of the impact of mentoring on under-
graduate college student success concerns the relative effectiveness of hierar-
chical and peer mentoring approaches. Both approaches have been shown 
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14  WHAT IS PEER MENTORING?

to facilitate new students’ adjustment to campus (hierarchical:  Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005; peer: Ruthkosky & Castano, 2007); increase students’ 
 satisfaction with their university (hierarchical: Cosgrove, 1986, p. 119; 
Tenenbaum, Crosby, & Gliner, 2001, p. 326; peer: Ferrari, 2004, p. 303); 
and have a positive impact on average GPA, credits earned, and retention 
(hierarchical: Campbell & Campbell, 2007, pp. 137, 143; peer: Rodger & 
Tremblay, 2003; Colvin & Ashman, 2010, p. 128). However, in regard to 
issues associated with setting up mentoring programs, there are times when 
using a peer mentoring approach seems to provide advantages. 

Cost

Peer mentoring programs that support college students are viewed as relatively 
less expensive than hierarchical mentoring programs that use faculty or staff 
mentors for the same purpose (Campbell & Campbell, 2007; Cerna, Platania, 
& Fong, 2012; Minor, 2007). Minor says that “in times of stagnant or diminish-
ing fi nancial resources and increased benefi t costs for full-time employees, peer 
mentors represent a cost-effective way to meet educational goals and address 
retention issues” (p. 65). A report from MDRC on the effectiveness of a peer 
mentoring program at two Achieving the Dream colleges in the Boston area 
noted that administrators at both colleges viewed the peer mentoring program 
as “a more cost-effective alternative to hiring full-time faculty to provide similar 
services” (Cerna, Platania, & Kong, 2012, p. ES4).3 Colleges and universities 
fi nd additional cost savings by compensating mentors with resources at no great 
cost to the schools but that peer mentors highly value, such as stipends (e.g., 
$500 per semester at the East Carolina University College of Business, www
.ecu.edu/cs-bus/success/peermentor.cfm), academic credit (e.g., University of 
Washington First-year Interest Group, http://fyp.washington.edu/become-a-
student-leader/fi g-leaders; St. Mary’s College of Maryland’s peer mentor pro-
gram, www.smcm.edu/corecurriculum/FYS/PeerMentor.html), and textbook 
scholarships (e.g., University of Memphis’s First Scholars program, www.smcm
.edu/corecurriculum/FYS/PeerMentor.html). Since mentor compensation is 
a major cost for peer mentoring programs, Minor suggests ways to develop 
cost-effective peer mentoring compensation strategies that include consulting 
with potential mentors about what they value as well as working with academic 
affairs to creatively use existing resources like course credits (p. 65).

Availability of Potential Mentors

Another relative advantage of employing a peer mentoring approach for 
 supporting college students has to do with the availability of potential men-
tors. On any college or university campus, many more experienced students 
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HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  15

are available to serve as peer mentors than faculty and staff. Although faculty 
and staff are highly committed to helping students succeed at college, their 
multiple job demands can limit their availability to participate in formal peer 
mentoring programs. However just because large numbers of experienced 
students/potential mentors are present on college campuses does not guar-
antee these students will choose to participate in peer mentoring programs. 
Motivation is an important consideration. Many peer mentors report they 
initially got involved in peer mentoring programs out of a desire to give back 
to other students and return the support they received when they were trying 
to make the adjustment to college.4 Issues of motivation underlie another 
potential advantage of employing a peer mentoring approach to supporting 
college students. 

Why Might Peer Mentoring Be Particularly Effective for 
Promoting Undergraduate Student Success?

Although no research directly compares hierarchical and peer mentoring 
with the same populations of students, the question still remains: Which 
approach is more effective? A possible explanation might lie in exploring one 
positive effect of peer mentoring that is not shared with hierarchical mentor-
ing: Students who are mentored by peers report increased confi dence in per-
forming the college student role (Allen & Poteet, 1999; Smith-Jentsch et al., 
2008, p. 194). In the course of supporting mentees, peer mentors model 
the successful college student role. However when faculty and staff support 
student mentees, they are not modeling the successful college student role 
because they are not students. This difference, whether role modeling does or 
does not occur, may have an impact on mentees’ interpretation of mentors’ 
actions. How mentees interpret mentors’ motivation for their action has an 
effect on perceived mentor credibility. Although both forms of mentoring 
result in positive outcomes for students, peer mentoring may be relatively 
more effective in promoting undergraduate college student success because 
of issues associated with credibility. 

The social-psychological concept of credibility is a useful frame for 
understanding why peer mentoring is relatively more effective for support-
ing college students. The person who sends a message is called the message 
source. Mentors are message sources. A message source’s credibility is a criti-
cal element in the process of persuasion (Pornpitakan, 2004). Credibility is 
made up of two components, expertise and trustworthiness. Expertise refers 
to the source’s degree of knowledge of factual information associated with the 
issue in question; trustworthiness refers to the degree to which the source is 
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16  WHAT IS PEER MENTORING?

perceived as being likely to accurately share this related factual information 
(Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953). The source’s perceived self-interest infl u-
ences the relative importance of trustworthiness and expertise (McGinnies 
& Ward, 1980). 

Imagine you are receiving information from someone who is trying to 
convince you of the superiority of one type of computer versus another. On 
one hand, when the source is a computer salesperson who has a great deal to 
gain if you are persuaded, then even though the salesperson has expertise, it 
is much more important for you to fi nd someone you consider trustworthy. 
If, on the other hand, the source is a friend who has nothing to gain from 
your compliance, then your friend’s relative level of computer expertise takes 
on a greater importance. Your friend might be trustworthy, but if your friend 
doesn’t know much about computers you are unlikely to be persuaded by his 
or her recommendation.

Credibility and Hierarchical Mentoring

Those in higher education agree that in a hierarchical mentoring relation-
ship the faculty member or adviser mentor has greater college expertise than 
the student mentee (Campbell & Campbell, 2007; Lev, Kolassa, & Bakken, 
2010; Packard, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In regard to credibility, 
a less examined question is: To what degree do student mentees perceive 
their faculty or staff mentors as trustworthy? One factor that affects perceived 
trustworthiness is past history. Have the mentor and mentee successfully 
interacted before? The mentee’s perceptions of the mentor’s motivation in 
offering help are another major component of perceived mentor trustworthi-
ness. Some mentees might discount a mentor’s expertise-based advice if they 
see the mentor as self-serving and someone who is just doing a job.

Credibility and Peer Mentoring

It is interesting that while the peer mentoring literature identifi es mentor 
expertise and trustworthiness as necessary conditions for promoting student 
mentee success, the two concepts are rarely combined in discussing credibility. 
In regard to the importance of expertise, several researchers have noted that in 
order to be effective, a peer mentor must be academically successful and have 
the expertise in the fi eld (Johnson, 2002; McLean, 2004; Mee-Lee & Bush, 
2003; Ragins & Cotton, 1999; Schmidt et al., 2004; Terrion &  Leonard, 
2007). For example, McLean (2004) noted that student mentees sought 
advice from seniors who were mentors because seniors were perceived as able 
to offer more useful advice in regard to working through specifi c issues and 
fi nding campus resources. It is also agreed in the literature that trustworthiness 
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HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  17

is crucial for establishing successful peer mentoring relationships ( Bouquillon, 
Sosik, & Lee, 2005; Garvey & Alfred, 2000; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2004; 
Pitney & Ehlers, 2004). Beebe (2004) pointed out that stable peer mentor-
ing relationships are based on the degree to which mentees and mentors feel 
comfortable in sharing personal experiences and information.

Credibility, Role Understanding, and Mentoring Undergraduate 
Students

One way roles are learned is through role modeling, watching other more 
experienced students enact the college student role. The other way roles are 
learned is through interactions with others in complementary roles; for stu-
dents this means interacting with faculty members or advisers. In these inter-
actions, the student gets information from faculty members or advisers about 
how they think the student role should be played and then tries to live up to 
those expectations.

Hierarchical Mentoring of Undergraduate Students

Hierarchical mentoring of undergraduate students does not involve role 
modeling. A faculty mentor is not modeling the college student role when 
sharing ideas with an undergraduate student mentee on how the student 
should study for an exam to earn a good grade. Instead, what is happening 
is that the mentor is sharing knowledge of faculty members’ expectations of 
undergraduate students. The faculty mentor is not a student, yet the mentor 
is sharing an understanding of the standard that faculty use to judge the qual-
ity of their interactions with undergraduate students. Clearly this is very use-
ful information and serves as evidence of the mentor’s relatively higher level 
of expertise. Mentees who can turn this information about expectations con-
cerning their behavior into effective interactions with other faculty members 
have a better chance of college success (Collier & Morgan, 2008). However, 
an issue associated with credibility may arise in hierarchical mentoring rela-
tionships. When a mentee is not sure of the mentor’s motivation for sharing 
this information, that student might discount some of the potential benefi ts 
of the mentor’s shared expertise.

In a hierarchical mentoring relationship, the undergraduate student 
mentee is being asked to accept the mentor’s advice because of the men-
tor’s acknowledged higher level of expertise. The mentor is viewed as know-
ing what’s best for the student, like a manager knows what’s best for a new 
employee, or a parent knows what’s best for a child. However, since the men-
tor is obviously not a student it may be unclear to the mentee whether the 
mentor’s expertise-based advice is based on the mentor’s past experiences as a 
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student or based on how the world appears to work from the perspective of 
the mentor’s current role as a faculty member or student affairs professional. 
The mentor clearly has expertise, but when credibility is considered, the key 
question becomes, Is the mentor trustworthy? For a new-to-campus college 
student, it may not be clear why the mentor is taking the time to help; maybe 
helping is just part of the faculty or staff person’s job. The student may not 
be completely clear on what to expect from someone in a faculty member 
or staff mentor role, much less how a person who is accurately enacting the 
faculty or staff mentor role should act because of a lack of familiarity with 
that role.

Peer Mentoring Undergraduate Students

With peer mentoring, the situation is different. Although both hierarchical 
and peer mentoring seek to promote student mentee success at the university, 
there is a difference in role relationships. Compared to the complementary 
faculty member and undergraduate student roles of a hierarchical mentoring 
relationship, with peer mentoring only one role is involved. The mentor and 
mentee both share the undergraduate student role. 

In regard to trustworthiness and credibility, the mentee’s struggle to 
understand the mentor’s motivation is no longer an issue. The peer mentor is 
seen as trustworthy because the peer mentor is a college student, the same as 
the mentee. The mentor’s motivation for helping is assumed to be the same 
as the mentee imagines it would be when he or she helped another student; 
one student helps another because they are all in the same boat. Even if 
the mentee knows the mentor is being compensated for participating in the 
mentoring relationship, the near peer nature of the mentor-mentee relation-
ship causes the mentor to be seen as more similar to the mentee than faculty 
members or staff.5 In a peer mentoring relationship, the goal is not moving 
from one role into another or understanding faculty expectations for under-
graduates. Instead, the goal of peer mentoring is facilitating the development 
of college student role mastery by assisting the mentee in becoming more 
expert in a role the mentor already occupies. 

The peer mentor models the role of a successful college student to pro-
mote the mentee’s development of role mastery. The peer mentor shares not 
only his or her knowledge of faculty members’ expectations for students 
but also time-tested personal strategies the mentor has used in successfully 
meeting those expectations. The peer mentor has a high level of expertise, 
based on previous success in enacting the mentee’s current role, because he or 
she is already an upper-division college student (Terrion & Leonard, 2007, 
pp. 153–154). The mentor’s expertise and relatively greater level of trustwor-
thiness provide an unambiguous message to the mentee that following the 

9781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   189781620360767_Collier_Developing Effective Student Peer Mentoring.indb   18 9/18/2015   8:14:38 PM9/18/2015   8:14:38 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



HOW IS PEER MENTORING USED IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  19

strategies suggested by the mentor will most likely lead to mentee success 
because these strategies clearly worked for this mentor as an undergraduate 
student. 

Therefore, because role modeling is present in peer mentoring relation-
ships but not in hierarchical ones, and because of the importance of similar-
ity on trustworthiness and credibility, peer mentoring may be relatively more 
effective in mentoring undergraduate students because of student mentees’ 
perceptions of peer mentors as being more credible. However, because there 
is no research that directly compares perceptions of credibility for hierarchical 
and peer mentors with the same populations of students, the argument that 
peer mentors may be viewed as more credible by mentees remains a hypothesis.

In review, employing a peer mentoring approach to supporting college 
students’ transition and adjustment to the university has two clear advan-
tages: cost and availability of potential mentors. In addition it has been 
suggested that peer mentoring may be particularly effective for mentoring 
undergraduate students because of issues associated with credibility.

How Can Peer Mentoring Programs Be Categorized?

Now that the strengths of peer mentoring and the positive college student out-
comes associated with this approach are clarifi ed, the Peer Mentoring Program 
Rubric (Table 1.1) is a good starting point for thinking about developing your 
own college student peer mentoring program. Although subsequent chapters 
of this book categorize peer mentoring programs in different ways (e.g., how 
peer mentoring is delivered, what is evaluated, how evaluation is conducted, 
and the nature and extensiveness of mentor training), it is helpful at this initial 
stage to situate your program-to-be in terms of three meta-level dimensions: 
inclusiveness, duration, and approach to addressing students’ needs. 

TABLE 1.1 

Peer Mentoring Program Rubric

Inclusiveness Duration Approach to Addressing 
Students’ Needs

Universal:
Open to all students

Short term:
One semester or less

Targeted:
Addresses student needs at 

one point in time

Tailored:
Designed for a specifi c 

audience

Long Term:
More than one semester

Developmental:
Responds to student needs 
as they evolve over time
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Inclusiveness: Which students are being served? Inclusiveness refers to the 
distinction between universal and tailored programs. A universal program is 
provided to all students, regardless of their year in school, GPA, family status, 
race or ethnicity, age, gender, or sexual orientation. First-year experience pro-
grams that include a peer mentoring element are universal programs. For exam-
ple, Portland State University (PSU) requires all freshmen, except those on a 
separate honors track, to complete a year-long sequence of general education 
courses in the University Studies’ Freshman Inquiry program (see www.pdx
.edu/unst/freshman-inquiry). PSU senior undergraduate student mentors 
assist faculty members in course delivery and also run separate weekly discus-
sion sessions in which freshmen mentees explore course readings and assign-
ments in small-group settings. Mentors encourage freshman mentees to use 
these sessions to discuss some of the college adjustment issues they are expe-
riencing and collaboratively work out possible approaches to resolve these 
issues. 

A tailored program is offered to only a subgroup of students; it is tai-
lored to fi t the needs of those students. Examples of tailored interventions 
include returning women students’ programs (for women who have taken 
a break from school and are now returning, www.pdx.edu/wrc/empower-
ment-project), Student Support Services-TRIO programs (for underrep-
resented students with academic issues, www.pdx.edu/dmss/TRIO-SSS), 
veterans’ programs (for current and postservice military personnel, www
.veterans.msstate.edu/programs), and conditional admission programs (for 
students who may have academic preparation issues, www.gcsu.edu/success/
bsoverview.htm). For a tailored intervention to be successful, the interven-
tion must focus on addressing crucial college student adjustment issues 
 particular to the group you are trying to serve.

A theoretical-conceptual foundation for the intervention is necessary to 
suggest which of several possible issues should be emphasized to best produce 
success for the group of students your program intends to serve. For example, 
if historical trend data suggest students from a particular group tend to be 
underprepared academically, an intervention that solely focuses on building 
social networks will not necessarily result in higher academic success and 
persistence.

Duration: How long will your program provide mentoring services for stu-
dents? A short-term peer mentoring program is defi ned here as one that lasts one 
semester or less, while a long-term program lasts more than a single semester. 
Short-term peer mentoring programs are only intended to provide mentee 
support for a relatively short period of time, such as the University of South 
Carolina’s 101 programs for freshmen (www.sc.edu/univ101). Long-term peer 
mentoring programs cover a greater period of time, ranging from year-long 
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programs (e.g., California State University, Fullerton’s Louis Stokes Alliance 
for Minority Participation program, http://lsamp.fullerton.edu) to compre-
hensive programs that provide continuous support from initial enrollment 
though graduation (e.g., PSU’s Diversity Scholarship program, www.pdx
.edu/dmss/diversity-scholars).6 

Again, a theoretical foundation to support your choice regarding the 
duration of your intervention is necessary. One perspective on college stu-
dent support interventions suggests that the key to promoting student success 
is providing continuous support from initial enrollment through gradua-
tion (e.g., the Federal Student Success Services Program, www2.ed.gov/
programs/triostudsupp/index.html; Ford Family Foundation Scholarship 
program, www.tfff.org/?tabid=65). Another perspective is that interventions 
can be successful by focusing on key transitions or narrower periods of time 
during students’ academic careers (e.g., fi rst-year experience programs such 
as University of South Carolina’s Freshmen 101 and the federal Ronald E. 
McNair Post Baccalaureate Achievement Program, www2.ed.gov/programs/
triomcnair/index.html). The issue is not that one perspective is right and the 
other wrong. The important point is that in order to develop an  effective 
college student peer mentoring program, you must be clear about why your 
program is designed to run as long as it does and how your choice of dura-
tion interacts with your choices of level of inclusiveness and approach to 
meeting student needs.

Approach to addressing students’ needs: What are the differences between a 
targeted and a developmental approach to dealing with students’ college adjust-
ment issues? A targeted, or single point in time, college student peer men-
toring program that emphasizes helping students at a particular stage of 
development, deals with one or more specifi c issues that are of immediate 
concern. For example, a targeted program might serve students who are on 
academic probation with a program goal of helping mentees get off proba-
tion and return to regular student status.

A developmental mentoring program is based on the premise that stu-
dents’ needs change over time, even when dealing with the same issue. The 
concerns students have in their early efforts at addressing a particular college 
adjustment issue might not be the same when dealing with that same issue 
later in the same academic year. In a developmental mentoring program, the 
goal of the program is to improve students’ abilities to deal with a particular 
issue over time. Peer mentors begin mentoring relationships by working with 
student mentees where they are in terms of a specifi c college adjustment 
issue. Mentors subsequently provide more sophisticated approaches and 
strategies for mentees to use as they develop more nuanced understandings 
of that same adjustment issue.
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Although student progress through higher education is based on a model 
of developmental learning, whether or not your peer mentoring program 
needs to incorporate a developmental perspective depends on your program 
goals. If you are designing a targeted peer mentoring program that is focused 
on time-bounded issues such as helping international students acclimate 
to a U.S. university environment or assisting aspiring graduate students to 
prepare to take the Graduate Records Examination, then a developmental 
approach may not be important for your program. 

However, this is not the case for many college student peer mentor-
ing programs. Material that students may not completely understand or 
fi nd valuable during the early stages of their educational careers may take 
on increased importance at later stages when it becomes clearer why this 
material is relevant. This issue of matching your program goals with what 
peer mentoring can realistically accomplish is discussed in greater depth in 
Chapter 4.

This peer mentoring program rubric is used in several different ways 
throughout the rest of this book. First, it is used to situate the differ-
ent case studies presented in Part Two. Second, this rubric is reexamined 
in greater depth in Chapter 5 in regard to developing your own college 
student peer mentoring program. By determining where your proposed 
program fi ts within this rubric, you will facilitate your subsequent deci-
sions about design, delivery, content, evaluation, training, and evaluation 
of training. 

Subsequent chapters of this book explore the issue of identifying and 
understanding college student adjustment issues in greater depth. Chap-
ters 2 and 3 detail several models of student persistence and development. 
Chapter 3 also explores some important college adjustment issues all stu-
dents face, as well as issues specifi c to three groups of students targeted in 
this book: fi rst-generation, international, and veterans. Chapter 4 reexam-
ines the rubric in greater detail and provides some useful tools for identi-
fying the important college adjustment issues your targeted students are 
likely to be dealing with.

Chapter 1 provides the fi rst layer of the foundation you’ll need to develop 
your own peer mentoring program by presenting the dual-function model of 
mentoring, reviewing what is already known about how peer mentoring pos-
itively affects college students, and introducing the peer mentoring program 
rubric. The next chapter is a discussion of why the issue of promoting college stu-
dent persistence is so important for students, colleges, and larger communities. 
It reviews models of college student persistence and explores how peer mentoring 
might promote student persistence in each model.
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Notes

1.  “Social capital . . . exists in the relations among people” (Coleman, 1988, p. S100). Cole-
man argues that individuals can access one another’s human capital (i.e., the embodiment 
of skill sets and knowledge bases) and other valuable resources (e.g., prestige, status, and 
money) through participation in social networks. “Social capital is defi ned by its function. 
It is not a single entity, but a variety of different entities having two characteristics in com-
mon: they all consist of some aspect of social structure, and they facilitate certain actions of 
individuals who are within the structure” (p. S98).

2.  Roles are understood as positions in the structure of society and the sets of expected behav-
iors associated with those positions (Becker, 1963; Mead, 1934). Roles are not as much 
tangible objects as much as they are shared generalized ideas that individuals use to direct 
goal-related actions such as succeeding in a particular college class (Callero, 1994). 

3.  MDRC, a nonprofi t, nonpartisan education and social policy research organization created 
in 1974 by the Ford Foundation and a group of federal agencies, is dedicated to learning 
what works to improve programs and policies that affect the poor. MDRC is best known for 
mounting large-scale demonstrations and evaluations of real-world policies and programs 
targeted to low-income people. For more information, see www.mdrc.org/about/about-
mdrc-overview-0.

4.  See John Jay College, “In Peer Mentors’ Own Words,” http://jjay.bfmdev9.com/sasp-
peer-mentors; George Washington University School of Engineering & Applied  Sciences, 
“Meet the Mentors,” www.seas.gwu.edu/meet-mentors; University of Louisiana at 
 Lafayette, “Peer Mentors,” http://fi rstyear.louisiana.edu/content/get-involved/peer-mentor

5.  In a college context, a near peer refers to a student who differs from the mentee in terms of 
characteristics such as educational level or specifi c academic experiences but is very similar 
in terms of others such as age, major, knowledge of popular culture, or recreational interests 
(Edgcomb et al., 2010, p. 18). 

6.  The goal of the Louis Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation program is to increase 
the number of targeted students who graduate with degrees in the sciences, technology, 
engineering, or math (STEM). The targeted students have faced or face social, educational, 
or economic barriers to careers in STEM. PSU’s Diversity Scholarship Program supports 
outstanding students from diverse backgrounds, including racial and ethnic backgrounds 
that are traditionally underrepresented in higher education. The Diversity Enrichment 
Scholarship gives preferences to those who are Oregon residents, demonstrate fi nancial 
need (federally defi ned), are fi rst-generation college students, or are students completing 
their fi rst bachelor’s degree. The scholarship is  renewable.
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