METROPOLITAN U zzversities & orenacoess

Original Research

How Peer Mentoring Can Help Universities Promote
Student Success in a Post-COVID-19 Pandemic World

Peter Collier!?
1Emeritus Professor, Portland State University, 2Dr. Peter J. Collier Consulting

Cite as: Collier, P. (2022). How Peer Mentoring Can Help Universities Promote Student Success in a Post-COVID-19
Pandemic World. Metropolitan Universities, 33(1), 37-54. DOI: 10.18060/25222.

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License.

Editor: Valerie L. Holton, Ph.D.

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic and fallout from universities’ pandemic response efforts has made the
adjustment to college more complex for new students. This is particularly true for students who lack
familiarity with how college works. In addition to student adjustment issues, new pandemic-related
issues include a greater risk for information overload, problematic access to technology and the
Internet, complex decision-making, greater difficulty in recognizing relevant resources and effective
strategies for addressing specific issues, and difficulties in responding to issues that take different forms
in remote or hybrid learning contexts. Peer mentoring can help. Informed by interviews with university
faculty, program coordinators, and support staff, this article identifies the peer mentoring qualities that
make it a useful tool for helping universities respond to issues associated with the pandemic. Mentors
provide personal connections to the university, have proximate experience for a post-pandemic
university context, are seen as credible sources for messaging, and provide accurate standards of social
comparison with regards to strategies for success. The article also suggests tips for universities to set up
peer mentoring programs to assist students in post-pandemic contexts.
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Introduction

The 2020-21 COVID-19 pandemic forced universities to address multiple issues they never anticipated.
Even when quick responding schools came up with what appeared to be viable plans for dealing with an
initial set of problems, developments in federal and state-level pandemic responses made initial plans
obsolete overnight (Murakami, 2020; Quilantan, 2020). New issues kept arising that required universities
to come up with creative ways to support students.

Completing a college degree is a high stakes/high reward activity. There is a big payoff for graduates
with four-year degrees compared to non-graduates in terms of employment and career opportunities,
average earnings, and access to better health care (Caumont, 2014). Earning a bachelor’s degree involves
successfully addressing multiple adjustment issues and is challenging under the best of conditions. The
freshman year and the transition from first to second years are critical times with regards to student
persistence (Kamer & Ishitani, 2019). Peer mentoring has been used in the past to promote college
student success (Lane, 2020).

Peer mentoring

In higher education, peer mentoring describes a relationship where a more experienced student helps a
less experienced student improve academic performance and social connection to the university by
“...connecting protégés to key resources, providing information about opportunities, helping protégés
navigate their university, and acting as liaisons to faculty and other influential people” (Lunsford et al,
2017). Peer mentoring has been shown to be effective in promoting college success for different sub-
groups of students including returning veterans (Alexander, 2014), students with disabilities (Hillier, et al
2019), STEM majors (Zaniewski & Reinholz, 2016), and students of color: Latinx (Moschetti, Plunkett,
Efrat & Yomtov, 2017), African American (Brittain, Sy, & Stokes, 2009), Native American (Mosholder
& Goslin, 2013), and Asian American students (Palmer & Maramba, 2015).

Traditional college adjustment issues

Traditionally, students must address several important adjustment issues, besides meeting course-related
academic demands, to succeed in college.

First, students transitioning into higher education need to establish they are legitimate college students
and belong at the university. Both social belonging and academic performance are strong predictors of
retention (Davis, Hanzsek-Brill, Petzold & Robinson, 2019). Participating in peer mentoring programs
has been associated with improved grade point average (DeMarinis, Beaulieu, Culi, & Abd-El-Aziz,
2017), completing a higher average number of credits in the first year (Collier et al, 2008) and improved
sense of belonging (Yomtov, Plunkett, Efrat, & Marin, 2017).
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Second, new students are asked to develop a social support network without having spent much time in
the college context. Universities try to anticipate and address this issue by providing pre-term
orientation, on-campus and resident hall-based information kiosks, and new student outreach connected
to social activities during the first week of classes. Students who participate in peer mentoring programs
report that they strongly value the support they receive from their mentors (Ruthkosky, & Castano,
2007) and viewed them as allies with whom it felt safe to disclose personal issues and information
(Beebe, Beebe, Redmond & Geerinck, 2004).

Third, new students are asked to take in, understand, and act upon a significant amount of new
information. This is an on-going process. Information is constantly being introduced with expectations
that earlier material provides a foundation for all that follows (Beras, 2018). By sharing their own
university experiences, peer mentors help their mentees make higher quality decisions (Collier, 2015, p.
76-77)_that lead to college success.

Fourth, new students are asked to understand the college student role and the university’s expectations
of them. They are expected to know not only that there are important adjustment issues that need to be
addressed, but also which issues need to be prioritized, and at what time. It is assumed, though not
always articulated, that if students do not know how to address a specific issue, they will know what
information they are missing and where to go to get that information. Mentors help less experienced
students better understand the college student role (Palmer, Hunt, Neal & Wuetherick, 2015) and how to
use that knowledge to achieve valued goals such as completing their degrees (Collier, 2015, p. 37-38).
Students who participated in peer mentoring programs demonstrated increased confidence in their

abilities to successfully enact the college student role (Smith-Jentsch, Scielzo, Yarbrough, & Rosopa,
2008).

Fifth, new students are expected to be able to locate campus resources for addressing specific issues.
They are expected to do so even though they have little or no experience with those issues, limited
knowledge of neither available options, nor ideas about which resources might be most helpful for
addressing those issues. Beatrice & Shively (2007) found that students who participated in peer
mentoring programs increased their knowledge and use of available campus resources.

Finally, non-traditional students (e.g. first-generation, low-income, older/returning students) face
additional, unexpected challenges due to differences in available resources and/or familial lack of
familiarity with higher education (Collier & Morgan, 2008). Peer mentors can provide these students
with insights into how to make the most of opportunities at college, avoid potential pitfalls, utilize
available resources, and respond appropriately to professors’ expectations. This is information that
students whose parents are college graduates typically get at home (Collier 2015).

The changes that universities have made in response to the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic have
increased uncertainty and introduced additional college adjustment issues. Therefore, universities must
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strategize about how to encourage students to enroll, persist, and ultimately complete their degrees at
those schools. Peer mentoring can be a particularly effective approach for universities trying to support
students in the post-pandemic contexts.

Additional pandemic-associated issues that impact college student success and how peer mentoring
could help students address these issues

The COVID-19 pandemic and fallout from universities’ pandemic response efforts, e.g. the shift to all
online courses in Spring 2020, have made college adjustment more complicated for students. In this
section I will examine five additional pandemic associated issues and explore how properties of peer
mentoring: (e.g. the ability of mentors to provide personal connection (Beras, 2018), be viewed as
credible information sources (Collier, 2017), share relevant expertise (Collier & Morgan, 2008), and
serve as a models for social comparison (Smith-Jentsch, et al, 2008) make it a potentially valuable
approach for universities seeking to support students in the post-COVID-19 context.

1. Post-pandemic students need to establish social support networks within the new context where
traditional means of interacting with other students, faculty and staff are no longer present.

Post-pandemic students need to develop personal connections to the university

Traditionally, universities have tried to promote connections among new students by providing a range
of welcome-to-campus activities. Unfortunately, traditional student outreach activities have been rolled
back post pandemic due to concerns about large group gatherings and maintaining appropriate social
distancing (Camera, 2021).

How peer mentoring can help

Peer mentoring can help post-pandemic students develop social support networks. As one mentor
program coordinator noted, students want to be heard and recognized as individuals. One characteristic
of mentor-mentee relationships is that mentors provide mentees with personal connections to the
university. Peers share a perspective with mentees due to their proximate experiences, which makes
them relatable and increases the likelihood of mentor-mentees bonding. In the current context, one-to-
one, virtual mentor-mentee relationships may provide needed welcome-to-campus socialization while
maintaining student safety.

Mentors can establish face-to-face connections by contacting mentees by Zoom or other video chat
software before the semester begins. A program coordinator noted that one key is making
communication routine and repetitive. Regular mentor check-ins reassure mentees that someone on
campus knows them personally and provides many of the positive qualities of face-to-face interaction.
College students who participate in peer mentoring programs report stronger intentions to stay in college
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and complete their degrees (Sanchez, Bauer, & Paronto, 2006). As universities return to in-person
course delivery over time, these virtual relationships can serve as foundations for on-going, in-person
ones.

Post-pandemic students need to be able to identify credible message sources

As noted earlier, content is only one element that impacts whether a student pays attention to a
message. The message source’s credibility is equally important (Pornpitakan, 2004). One benefit
of traditional in-person education is that students have opportunities to informally interact with
other students and learn their perspectives on which message sources are credible. With remote
course delivery, students lose these informal opportunities to share information

How peer mentoring can help

The social-psychological concept of credibility is a helpful frame for understanding why peer mentoring
is a valuable tool for helping universities respond to pandemic-associated issues. The person sending a
message is called the message source. A message source’s credibility is a critical element in the
persuasion process. There are two components to credibility: expertise and trustworthiness. Expertise
refers to the source’s degree of knowledge of issue-related factual information, whereas trustworthiness
refers to the degree to which the source is perceived as likely to accurately share this related factual
information (Hovland & Weiss, 1951).

Peer mentors are seen as experts on “how to be successful university students in the post-pandemic
context” because of their recent experiences successfully addressing the adjustment issues their mentees
are currently facing. Peer mentors are also likely to be similar to new students in age and background.
Similarity has been associated with increased likelihood of being perceived as trustworthy (Traberg, &
van der Linden, 2022). Thus, it follows that mentors are likely to be seen as credible message sources.
Mentors’ greater perceived credibility increases the likelihood of mentees following their advice.

2. Changes to more technologically based course delivery modes (e.g. entirely online in the current
context) leads to a greater reliance on online communication. Note: this is also a valid issue when
universities opt to respond to the post-pandemic concerns by increasing the percentage of hybrid
courses being offered.

Post-pandemic students need to deal with potential information overload
Greater reliance on online communication means that students receive constant streams of information

from their universities without another person being available to clarify resulting questions. Students can
get overwhelmed when asked to make sense of large amounts of messages that all seem equally
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important. Information overload can lead to avoidance, as mentees either do not open emails or do not
respond after opening and reading their emails (Misra & Stokols, 2012).

How peer mentoring can help

The first step is to get mentees to recognize and acknowledge that they have received messages from
their mentors. The personal connections that mentors build with their mentees increases the likelihood
that mentees will pay attention to the mentor’s e-mail in their overloaded inboxes (Macrae,
Visokomogilski, Golubickis,& Sahraie, 2018). The second step involves encouraging the mentee to
follow the mentor’s advice. Once the mentor has shared her expertise, in the form of already-tested
college success strategies, and the mentee tries out a strategy and it works, the mentee is more likely to
follow subsequent courses of action advocated by the mentor (Collier, 2015, p. 77).

Post-pandemic students need to be able to differentiate among incoming messages

New students are inundated with multiple messages from different university sources urging them to
address specific issues immediately. Without a basis for differentiating which messages are most
important to pay attention to, students can be frozen into inaction.

How peer mentoring can help

Mentors can simultaneously help mentees differentiate among incoming messages and reduce potential
information overload by assisting them in creating simple guidelines for message recognition,
categorization, and prioritization (Wainer, Dabbish, & Kraut, 2011). Recognition has to do with
determining which messages are most important (e.g. “always open emails from the office of financial
aid, any of your professors, and your mentor”). Categorization refers to separating messages into
important and junk (e.g. “create separate folders to save messages from different classes.”) After
separating messages into categories, prioritization refers to which messages in the important category
need to be read and acted upon before others (Hanrahan, Pérez-Quinones & Martin, 2016). There is a
tendency for students to underestimate the sheer volume of messages they will receive as the result of a
shift to all online course delivery. By revisiting these issues from time to time, mentors can make sure
mentees are not getting overwhelmed.

3. Post-pandemic students must deal with unanticipated changes in important adjustment issues

As noted earlier, to succeed at college, even before the pandemic, new students are called upon to
appropriately address a range of adjustment issues even though they initially may not be sure how to do
s0. An additional, post-pandemic complication is that even when students are aware of how earlier
students dealt with the same issues, particularly prioritization, that information is likely no longer
applicable. Current students may not realize that even recent graduates’ ideas about the relative
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importance or appropriate time to prioritize specific issues may have changed due to the demands of the
post-pandemic university context. For example, when classes were all delivered in-person and on
campus, issues like setting up an IT account — e.g. internet access, email account, logins for accessing
online tutoring resources, or learning how to remotely access library resources -- may have seemed to just
be part of general housekeeping in preparation for the beginning the semester and no more important than
quite a few other issues. However, the same issues will take on much more importance when all classes
are only delivered remotely and access to campus resources is only available online.

Typically, students learn through the process of social comparison to recognize important adjustment
issues, strategies for addressing those issues, and when to prioritize specific issues at different issues
(Festinger, 1954). Social comparison involves sharing and comparing their understandings of what it
takes to succeed at college with those of other, usually more experienced, students in face-to-face
interactions. New students lose these learning opportunities when campuses shift to remote delivery of
courses or decrease opportunities for students to informally interact with each other.

Students need social comparison information to make informed decisions. Decision-making follows a
particular pattern: problem recognition, awareness of alternative strategies, assessment of the
alternatives’ relative likelihood of success, selection of an alternative, and putting that alternative into
action (Simon, 1955).

There are important differences between new and more experienced students’ decision-making
processes with regards to the same issue. Experienced students are more likely to consider alternative
strategies that have higher likelihoods of success.

Post-pandemic students need to be able to identify effective success strategies to make informed
decisions.

In the post-pandemic context, students do not have access to input from their peers about different
alternative problem-solving strategies’ relative likelihood of success or opportunities to observe the
consequences of other students implementing different alternatives. New students may be ignorant of
potentially effective strategies for addressing specific adjustment issues (Collier, 2015 p.74). They do
not know that there are important things they don’t know. New students are forced to make decisions
about how to proceed addressing specific college adjustment issues using a less-efficient trial and error
approach based solely on their own experiences.

Post-pandemic students need to be able to accurately calculate alternative strategies’ costs and
benefits

A related issue is whether new students can accurately calculate the potential costs and benefits of
different approaches for addressing specific adjustment issues (Hastie, 2001, p.658). Students who are
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unfamiliar with the consequences of choosing one alternative over another often make choices that
maximize short-term benefits while ignoring alternatives that ultimately produce greater benefits in the
long run (Iloh, & Tierney, 2014).

How peer mentoring can help

Peer mentors provide mentees with templates for how to be successful students by sharing their
experiences in the post-pandemic university context. New students struggle with identifying effective
success strategies. Mentees’ universe of possible effective strategies may be different than those of more
experienced students because they are less familiar with higher education in general, and the post-
pandemic university context. One advisor mentioned that even when the issues new students are dealing
with are the same as in the past, the explicit steps they will need to take to address those issues is
different because the context has changed so radically. New students may be unaware of potentially
effective strategies that mentors are already familiar with due to their own experiences.

Another decision-making-related issue is that new students have difficulty accurately calculating
specific alternatives’ costs/benefits. They struggle with subjective assessments of whether trade-offs
associated with commitment to a specific strategy are worth it. Mentees may be unaware of potential
benefits and/or costs that might affect their choices of strategies. Peer mentors’ advanced college status
and post-pandemic context experiences provide greater understandings of which strategies have the
greatest likelihood of success.

When mentors share their understandings of strategies that work, their mentees are more likely to make
higher quality decisions. For the mentee, accepting the mentor’s advice amounts to replacing a high-
effort, low-likelihood of success approach (i.e. figuring out how to proceed using trial and error based
on personal experience) with a simple judgment task (e.g. “Should I accept this strategy as the best one
to use because the mentor recommends it?”).

It is the peer mentor’s credibility that encourages the mentee to follow the advice that is offered. The
mentee spends less time setting up the problem and working out a viable solution and more time

working on the actual task. Spending more time on task leads to better academic outcomes (Collier,
2015, p.76).

4. Post-pandemic students need to be able to distinguish relevant resources and how to use them
appropriately in the new context

Once a problem has been identified and alternatives initially assessed, but before a choice is made, it is
important to consider the availability of relevant resources. New students’ evaluation of a strategy’s
relative likelihood of success depends upon how easy it is to imagine that alternative addressing the
issue. One factor that impacts this evaluation is the availability of effective problem-solving resources.
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Because of their unfamiliarity with the post-pandemic context, new students may not be aware of
available resources or how to use them appropriately.

How peer mentoring can help

Peer mentors are likely to be aware of the range of available campus resources due to their advanced
college status and post-pandemic context experiences. However, mentors need to do more than just
provide mentees with relevant information about campus resources. They also need to make sure
mentees understand which resources are appropriate for addressing specific student issues (Collier,
2015, p.71). A mentor training coordinator noted that linking campus resources to specific student issues
was a point of emphasis in their on-going trainings. In training, mentors were presented with a scenario
and then asked: “which resources would you recommend to help a student deal with this issue in the
post-pandemic university context?” It is helpful when mentors can provide mentees with explicit, step-
by-step directions on how to use key resources to address specific adjustment issues.

5. Changes in course delivery modes disproportionately impact low-income students and those who
are not familiar with how the university works.

As noted earlier, universities’ responses to the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic have increased
uncertainty and created additional college adjustment issues for all students. For example, one concern
that all students share has to do with uncertainty regarding how the university will deliver courses
(Morris, Myers, Hawkins, Moulton & Moulton, 2021). It is harder for students to plan when the final
decisions about whether in-person instruction will be permitted is ultimately in the hands of state
officials.

When universities shifted to remote course delivery, school became more difficult for students who pre-
pandemic relied on campus resources for access to Wi-Fi, computers, and printers. Having a quiet area
with access to technology is problematic for many students working from home. Bandwidth issues
impact download and uploads of assignments and are exacerbated in many households by K-12
students’ increased need for internet access due to their schools’ shift to remote course delivery. Other
post-pandemic course delivery issues disproportionately impact low-income and first-generation
students.

Post-pandemic low-income, first-generation students need help in addressing technological and
Internet access issues when universities shift to more technologically based course delivery modes

Within higher education, the digital divide refers to an identified condition where low income, first-
generation, and minority students report experiencing distinct disadvantages in terms of access to
technology and the Internet (Buzzetto-Hollywood, Wang, Elobeid, & Elobaid, 2018). Two separate
2020 studies of college students’ post-pandemic technological barriers (Jaggers et al, 2021; Means &
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Neisler, 2020) found that approximately 16% of students reported technology barriers (e.g. inadequate
computer hardware or Internet connection) that inhibited their participation in online learning. Both
studies found higher rates of connectivity issues for low-income students compared to high-income
students, and for Black and Latinx compared to White students. An examination of differences in
students’ type of home Internet connection found these relative disadvantages persisted with White and
more affluent individuals more likely to have home broadband access (Zickuhr, 2013).

There are also hardware issues that contribute to the digital divide. Low-income and minority students
are more likely to use their cell phones for Internet access, and while smartphones are sufficient for
basic online tasks, they are not adequate for more complex tasks like completing class assignments
(Fernandez, Reisdorf, & Dutton, 2019). In addition, differences in screen size can lead to shorter
attention spans due to visual strain (Maniar, Bennett, Hand, & Allan, 2008). As one advisor noted,
success in the post-pandemic university context depends on tech capacity, not just “does a student have
Internet access?”

How peer mentoring can help

The differential impact of the digital divide becomes even more important to address post-
pandemic as universities shift to more technologically based course delivery modes. Already
established mentoring programs need to place greater emphasis in their trainings on the ubiquity
of digital divide-related issues among current college students along with information for
mentors on how to connect mentees to relevant post-pandemic resources. As one coordinator
pointed out, the nature of your training and your program must change in relation to the degree to
which your school’s course delivery format changes.

New students may not be aware of which resources the university provides that would make it easier for
them to effectively complete academic tasks. For example, when Portland State went to entirely remote
learning in spring 2020, librarians worked to keep some spaces at the library open for students with
limited connectivity at home to come to school to access high-speed Internet. The issue then became
how to get that information to the students who need it the most. Even when the university explicitly
shares this information in a message to all students, it may get lost in the tidal wave of messages new
students receive daily. Because peer mentors are perceived as credible message sources, their messages
may get through to new students even in the sea of other e-mails. Because they have already established
personal connections, it is safer for mentors to directly ask if mentees are having issues in these areas.
Mentors can also help mentees realize they are not alone in having to address these issues by sharing
stories from their pasts about instances when they ended up doing unnecessary additional work or
achieved less-than-optimal results on assignments because they did realize that appropriate problem-
solving resources existed.
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The final section of this article offers tips for universities concerning how to set up programs and
prepare peer mentors for supporting students in post-pandemic contexts.

Tips for Universities

Preparing mentors typically takes place during pre-semester mentor training. During training, program
coordinators need to identify post-pandemic adjustment issues they anticipate students will face and
explicitly spell out what mentors should emphasize in their interactions with their mentees.

1. Make sure that mentors’ messages emphasize information that is consistent with and complimentary
to other important university messages that are going out to students.

This increases the likelihood of successful communication in several ways. First, for students who try to
pay attention to other mail from the university, message repetition is associated with information
retention and greater perceived source credibility (Ernst, Kiihne, & Wirth, 2017). Not only are mentees
more likely to retain the information in the repeated message, mentors’ improved perceived credibility
increases the likelihood of mentees following their mentors’ advice. Second, if students respond to
potential information overload by withdrawing from reading most of the e-mail messages from the
university, mentors’ messages are more likely to be read and responded to because of their already
established relationships. This mediates the university’s use of online communication as default mode of
communication and still exposes new students to the university’s important messages even if they have to
be diverted through the mentors.

2. Use explicit language in peer mentors’ messages.

Encourage mentors to clearly spell out what issue the message is about in both the e-mail subject line and
the first sentence of the text (Wainer, Dabbish, & Kraut, 2011). Make sure each message explains why
this issue is important, how students should proceed, and how to get any questions answered. One advisor
emphasized that mentors need to be explicit, “this is exactly what I am here for and here is how I can
help.”

3. Clarify that mentors are facilitators, not necessarily experts on addressing every adjustment issue.
Clearly communicate that mentors are facilitators who can connect students with other experts who can

address specific issues. This should be emphasized during mentor training, and mentors need to make
sure mentees understand this at the beginning of their relationships.
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4. Emphasize why mentors are expert students.

To be considered experts, mentors need to be able to demonstrate they know how to successfully
problem-solve in the post-pandemic university context, e.g. how to make the most of remote office hours.
Since mentors are already likely to be perceived as trustworthy because of their similarity to mentees, the
combination of expertise and trustworthiness increases the likelihood of mentors being seen as credible
message sources with all the benefits that brings. One coordinator suggested that programs could build up
the mentor’s perceived expertise by certifying that they have completed training that covered how to best
address specific issues and locate important resources.

5. Encourage mentors to model how to be successful university students.

Besides acting in appropriate ways, mentors need to explain to mentees why they made the choices they
did when addressing a specific adjustment issue to facilitate social comparison. It can be very helpful
when mentors tell stories of own and other students’ experiences addressing specific adjustment issues
particularly in the post-pandemic university context.

6. Promote appropriate resource use through how to videos.

One program coordinator mentioned that in post-pandemic contexts that rely on remote delivery, it is
helpful to have mentors make short screen-chats demonstrating how to appropriately use specific campus
resources. These informal and personal messages in the mentor’s voice can be shared with multiple
students who have the same issue. This also makes the mentor appear to be more of a real person than
just a talking head in a Zoom call.

7. Expedite the development of mentor training programs.

Consider building upon or adding to existing mentor training programs on your campus. One relatively
quick turn-around intervention would be to have university student support staff work with existing
mentoring program coordinators and mentors to develop a list of important issues that students are
struggling to address in the post pandemic context. Ask the same group to provide “advice for mentors”
to share with students on how to best address each issue and which campus resources would be most
useful for doing so. After making a consolidated list, share that material with the coordinators of existing
programs so that they can incorporate it into ongoing mentor training or even mid semester outreach to
current students. Whether you are developing new programs or building upon existing ones, among the
skills to emphasize in mentor training are: giving directions, knowing potential adjustment issues and
which strategies mentors should recommend, as well as being able to link campus resources to
addressing specific adjustment issues.
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Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic and unintended consequences of schools’ pandemic responses have introduced
new college adjustment issues and made universities’ student support efforts more complicated. Peer
mentoring can help.
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