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Abstract This article presents research and narratives on the integration of course-based peer
learning assistants into seven courses. A new curricular peer mentoring program was piloted in
the 2005–2006 academic year in an interdisciplinary liberal arts college at a large Canadian
research university. Undergraduate students enrolled in a practicum course which supported
their learning while they collaborated with the “host instructor” of the course in which they
served as peer mentor. Assistants’ roles varied and included individual tutoring, help via email,
online discussion facilitation, small group facilitation, in-class presentation and discussion
facilitation, and extracurricular study groups. Their integration into scheduled class activities
resulted in participating students’ perception of enhanced learning. Data included peer mentors’
assignments, host instructor feedback, and student surveys.

Key words peer tutoring . mentoring . student engagement . collaborative learning .
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The integration of undergraduate peer assistants and tutors into higher education courses
which they have already taken has long been considered educationally beneficial according
to Topping and Ehly’s (1998) overview of peer-assisted learning. However, institutions of
higher education have been hesitant to devote resources to such integration until recently.
The motivation to implement course-based peer mentoring programs has risen in recent
years because our postsecondary institutions are facing increased student enrollment and
decreased external funding, which increases class size and instructor workloads and can
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therefore significantly reduce the quality of education (Miller et al. 2001). Miller, Groccia,
and Miller’s recent book offers numerous examples of peer assisted learning, most of which
were begun in the mid- to late 1990s. One such model is supplementary instruction (SI),
which originated in the early 1970s at the University of Missouri–Kansas City; and to date
it has been adopted by more than 745 courses in 50 institutions across the USA
(International Center for Supplemental Instruction 2003; University of Missouri at Kansas
City 2006). Today “student-centered learning models are widely accepted as catalysts for
improved learning and psychosocial outcomes” (Miller et al. 2001, p. xv).

In 2005 a peer mentoring program was piloted in the interdisciplinary liberal arts
college, “The Faculty of Communication and Culture”, at the University of Calgary, a
Canadian urban public research university with over 28,000 full-time equivalent students in
2005–2006. In the same academic year our interdisciplinary liberal arts college had 1,876
undergraduate students and 64 graduate students. To facilitate interdisciplinary research and
teaching, the non-departmentalized college’s 13 degree programs are organized into two
divisions, the Communication Division (Communications Studies, Film Studies and
Science, Technology and Society) and the Culture Division (the General Studies program
and nine themed programs including Development Studies, Canadian Studies, and
Women’s Studies). The College offers bachelor’s degrees as well as Master’s and Ph.D.
level programs in Communication and in Culture and Society.

Program Description

The peer mentoring program in our College is embedded within a fourth-year course called
Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring. This course includes a 40-hours practicum
experience in which students collaborate with a former instructor to serve as a peer mentor in
the specific course they have already taken with the instructor. The course in which the peer
mentoring practicum takes place is called the “host course”, and its instructor is called the “host
instructor” to distinguish them from the peer mentoring course and its instructor. Peer mentors
receive academic credit for their work in the preparatory course, but they are not paid for their
services. The main financial investment for the institution is the time and energy of one faculty
member (the author) who coordinated the program and taught the peer mentoring course.

Peer mentoring roles include a combination of in-class and extracurricular activities in the
host course, such as giving class presentations, facilitating discussion or small groups in class,
planning short interactive learning activities for a class, organizing study groups, facilitating
online discussion, coaching students on presentations, assisting with experiential learning,
troubleshooting group problems and concerns about the course, answering simple questions
about the course structure, or tutoring for writing assignments. Peer mentors often feel the
desire to voluntarily serve beyond 40 hours per term, but it is made clear that this is not required
by the host instructor. Peer mentors’ roles are distinguished from graduate teaching assistants in
that they cannot grade assignments, act as substitute teachers or lecturers, or proctor exams; and
their availability to meet with students is more limited than that of graduate teaching assistants.
Each peer mentor’s activities are supported and co-supervised by the instructor of the course in
which they are peer mentoring in consultation with the instructor/coordinator of the peer
mentoring program. There is no central location for extracurricular peer mentoring activities,
but peer mentors are taught how to schedule classrooms and study rooms for group sessions;
and there is no centralized coordination of mentoring appointments.

The structure of our undergraduate curricular peer mentoring program grew out of our
College’s valuing of experiential and collaborative learning and the desire to develop a
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program through which students could serve the internal academic community. Our primary
motivations for creating the curricular peer mentoring program were (1) to support the
quality of undergraduate learning in large or difficult courses where more learning support
may be needed and (2) to meet students’ requests for more interactive learning, personal
mentoring, and experiential learning in their programs of study, as revealed in student
surveys and a recent town hall forum.

Although our program is uniquely adapted to our College and students’ needs, it shares
features of other peer assistance programs. It is what Falchikov (2001) classified as “cross-
level peer tutoring involving one institution” (p. 36) because peer mentors serve in a course
which they have recently taken. Some of our peer mentors have roles similar to those
defined in Supplemental Instruction, such as peer led study groups (International Center for
Supplemental Instruction 2007). However, in our program, peer mentors function as
facilitators and mentors within regularly scheduled class time as well as by leading
supplemental, voluntary study-groups outside of class time. I call our program type
“curricular peer mentoring” to distinguish it from other programs in which peer mentors do
not serve within credit courses, but rather as mentors in a student support center or as
mentors who are matched with students in need.

At the time this article was written in summer 2007, 26 peer mentors, eight of whom
continued voluntarily for a second term, had served classes at every level of undergraduate
study in the liberal arts college. Subjects of the courses in which they have served range
from Canadian Studies to Women’s Studies. Based on enrollment in each course hosting a
peer mentor, there were 473 students served by peer mentors in 2005/06 and 846 students
in 2006/07, although a single student could have taken more than one such course.

Implementing the Program

From the very beginning, the peer mentoring program belonged to our whole College even
though it was structured as a course taught by one faculty member. After the concept had
been approved at College meetings, the Associate Dean of Undergraduate Programs
authorized the new Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring course in Spring 2005 and
placed it in the upcoming year’s course offerings as General Studies 501.35 (General
Studies 501.xx is an existing designation for college-wide multidisciplinary special topics
courses or independent studies). During summer 2005 we advertised the course via posters
and email to all students and faculty members, and senior undergraduate students applied to
become mentors. Qualifications for peer mentors included a good grade in the course in
which they would serve, prior workplace or volunteer experience related to mentoring, the
ability to articulate an appropriately strong motivation to become a peer mentor, a letter of
recommendation from an instructor, and the host instructor’s agreement to host the peer
mentor. The Associate Dean approved the peer mentors’ placements. He preferred courses
that had larger enrollments and/or intensive reading and writing requirements and
experienced instructors who were open to collaborative learning.

Eight students with good grades, strong interest, and relevant prior experience applied
and were enrolled in the peer mentoring course in fall 2005. Two instructors agreed to host
two peer mentors each, three other instructors hosted one peer mentor each, and the
Director of the Writing Center accepted one student as a peer tutor who was, however,
excluded from this study because he was not placed in a course. The host courses during
our first term included two Women’s Studies courses, a Development Studies course, and
two General Studies courses on Western Heritage.
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Host Instructors

Some host instructors recruited their own peer mentors, while others agreed to supervise the
placement of a peer mentor who had applied independently. Before the term began, I met
with each peer mentor and host instructor to plan their roles. These planning consultations
ensured that I gave my personal assistance and attention to each team of peer mentor(s) and
host instructor. In addition, the fact that the majority of host instructors was personally
acquainted with me as their colleague helped establish their trust in my role as coordinator.
The consultations permitted collaborative customization of mentoring roles to suit the
course goals and learning methods, the instructors’ preferences, and the peer mentors’
abilities. The peer mentor followed up by sending us both their minutes of this meeting via
email, and we worked out any further details as necessary before the term began.
Consultations with the host instructor occurred as needed during the term, and host
instructors’ evaluation of the peer mentor at the end of term contributes to part of the peer
mentor’s course grade. A supportive academic community among all our host instructors
and their peer mentors developed through a few informal potlucks and events.

To date, a total of 13 host instructors, 7 of our 40 full time faculty members and 6
adjunct faculty members, have hosted peer mentors, 7 of 13 returning to host again in a
second or third term. It has not always been possible for host instructors to recruit peer
mentors qualified to serve in their courses.

Preparing Peer Mentors

Designing training for peer mentors is essential to a successful peer mentoring program.
Bruffee (1984) cautioned that “organizing collaborative learning effectively requires doing
more than throwing students together with their peers with little or no guidance or
preparation” (p. 652). To prepare to be a peer mentor in our program at the University of
Calgary, experienced undergraduates enroll in the semester-long, three-credit course called
Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring. Eligible peer mentors must be in or beyond
their third year of study. This is an interdisciplinary course at the fourth-year undergraduate
level, which the students can use as a credit option within any program in our College. The
course provides students with a theoretical and practical understanding of mentorship, peer
assistance, and collaborative learning in the context of higher education.

The Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring course was structured on the model of
a community service-learning course in which students concurrently learn academic
material and serve a community partner in a course-related task. Service-learning pedagogy
promotes the concurrent integration of theory and practice through reflective discussion and
writing and places service within students’ regular academic workload under the close
guidance of an instructor, community co-supervisor (in our case, the host instructors), and
with the support of a cohort of classmates. Peer mentors attend one mentoring class per
week that lasts approximately 2.5 hours, during which they discuss the assigned readings and
their mentoring challenges and successes; and a few classes are cancelled to make time for
peer observations, field trips, or mentoring community events. Each peer mentor signs an
ethics guidelines document discussed on the first day of class; and it covers topics such as
confidentiality, privacy, personal safety, and discouraging student plagiarism and cheating.
The course assignments included pre-term collaborative planning, a proposal of their peer
mentoring role and personal learning, regular reflective writing and service logs, several
short written reflections on assigned readings, reports of observing fellow peer mentors in
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action, a few field trips to relevant campus workshops, an organized portfolio of peer
mentoring documentation, and a final report that involved a required draft and participation
in peer review of the draft. Readings included selections from the Boyer Commission’s report
Reinventing Undergraduate Education (1998), Bruffee’s (1984) essay on collaborative
learning, and Romer and Whipple’s (1991) essay on collaboration among students and
instructors—approximately one reading per week.

Framework

Past researchers and theorists of peer learning assistance tend to affirm its benefit, but add
important cautions and advice. A feature of the most effective programs for peer assistance is
integration with academic courses. After reviewing decades of published research on numerous
forms of peer-assisted learning in higher education, Topping (1998) concluded that “three
methods of peer tutoring in further and higher education have already been widely used, have
been demonstrated to be effective, and merit wider use in practice—these are cross-year small-
group tutoring, PSI [personalized system of instruction] and SI [supplemental instruction]”,
(p. 68).1 After describing the various types of peer tutoring, Topping understandably
concluded that greater positive effects occur when training is provided and peers’ tasks are
well organized and integrated with the academic content of student learning. Keimig’s (1983)
AAHE report, which integrated decades of research findings on “learning improvement
programs,” argued that programs are the most effective in enhancing student learning and in
utilizing institutional resources when they integrate “auxiliary” learning support systems
within regular academic courses (not just through isolated remedial courses or tutoring/
counseling centers). The main concept is that “colleges can be educationally effective only if
they reach students where they are, only if learning is made relevant to students’ central
concerns, and only if the three personal competencies (intellectual competence, physical–
manual skills, and interpersonal competence) are developed as part of a whole” (Keimig 1983,
p. 25). Although this recommendation may seem like a tall order, such programs can take
pressure off faculty and learning specialists by deploying a multi-level staff including “peer
helpers and other paraprofessionals” and can promote learning by engaging instructors and
learning specialists in collaboratively designing in-class and extracurricular course compo-
nents to support student learning (Keimig 1983, p. 64, 74).

Review of this literature led me to hypothesize that higher levels of integration of peer
mentoring assistance into courses would be correlated with higher rates of students’ active
engagement with peer mentors and, consequently, higher rates of student perceptions that
peer mentoring enhanced their learning experience in the course. I also hypothesized that
the faculty members and peer mentors who participated in a program of peer assistance
would perceive strong benefits to their own professional development, even in placements
where problems arose, if sufficient support were given to busy faculty members to integrate
the peer mentors and sufficient training and support were given to the peer mentors entering
an unfamiliar role.

Research studies and program descriptions of peer assistance aim to demonstrate the
benefits and challenges of such programs and the ability to adapt them to courses of various
sizes, purposes, and disciplines. As noted by the staff who lead the University of Arizona

1 PSI incorporates the role of “proctors” who respond to students’ required homework assignments.
However, proctors are only one component of this systematic approach to learning and are not necessarily
peers (students).
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Teaching Teams Program, even when program infrastructure exists to support peer
assistants within courses, faculty members may be concerned about the workload and risk
involved in integrating an undergraduate peer assistant. Also, they may lack background
knowledge of collaborative learning theory so as to be able to design peer assistants’ roles
(University of Arizona Teaching Teams Program 2004). Variations among courses,
institutional contexts, assistants’ skills, learning goals, and level of instructors’ pedagogical
knowledge make the successful integration of a curricular peer mentor a matter of careful
adaptation. The research results presented in this article allow one to infer general principles
about integrating a peer mentor into a variety of courses on different topics, with varying
class sizes and peer mentoring activities.

The Pilot Study

The study I conducted after our pilot academic year in 2005–2006 was an investigation of
which factors in our curricular peer mentoring program were correlated with higher levels of
perceived learning benefits for its participants, and it provided an opportunity to test and refine
our research methods. I and several host instructors submitted a joint application for our
separate research projects related to the effectiveness of peer mentoring, and we had received
prior approval from our institutional research ethics review board. Although student surveys
produced the bulk of the data, I also collected data from peer mentors’ assignments, peer mentor
interviews, and four host instructor surveys. Peer mentors were given a student survey template
which they could partially customize, and they obtained my approval for revisions before it was
administered to students enrolled in the host courses. In five out of the seven courses for which
we have data, the surveys were completed on paper during class time in the last few weeks of
classes; and surveys were collected and submitted confidentially by a student volunteer who
hand-delivered the sealed, signed envelope of surveys to the college office where staff placed
them in mymailbox. In the two other cases, administering a survey during class time or sending
them to all students was deemed unnecessarily disruptive in a course with a large majority of
students who had little or no contact with the peer mentor. Two peer mentors “Chris” and
“Harry” had a very low rate of voluntary participation, and the peer mentor “Max” had only
intended to provide assistance to a small number of non-native English speakers in the course;
hence, their surveys were sent via email from the peer mentor to the students who had
participated, and students were instructed to reply directly to me.

Every survey asked the student if they had interacted with the peer assistant or not (see
Table I). This distinction enabled us to isolate the results of those students who claimed
they had interacted with the peer tutors. Most surveys also asked a question about the
degree to which “having a peer tutor as part of this course enhanced the learning experience
in this course,” providing three possible answers, “true”, “false, and “not sure.” However,
different language was used in two of the surveys.2 All surveys included further open-ended

2 The inconsistency caused some problems in analysis, but the variation helped to test different approaches.
In subsequent years the template integrated the best from each survey and did not allow as much
customization. For the purpose of this study, I made equivocations to create a single chart. Gus’s surveys
asked “To what extent did you find the peer tutor’s role positively affected your learning of the course
material? (A) Not at all. (B) Marginally. (C) Quite a lot. (D) Other (please explain).” In the chart below, I
classified the responses for “marginally enhanced” and some of the appropriate “other” responses as roughly
equivalent to “not sure”. Max’s surveys stated “The weekly tutorial sessions were helpful in understanding
course material. (A) Strongly agree. (B) Agree. (C) Neither agree nor disagree. (D) Disagree. (E) Strongly
disagree.” I classified both A and B as “enhanced,” option C as “not sure” and D and E as “false.”
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questions about what specific mentoring activities students participated in, mentors’
professionalism, strengths and weaknesses of the overall mentoring arrangement, and a
request for recommendations for changes in the program. I transcribed the data and
produced a question-by-question summary for the instructors and peer mentors to aid them
in their final reports and reflections. When the course was over, I recruited the peer mentors
to participate in interviews and donate their assignments as research data. I also obtained
permission to quote host instructors’ reflections on their experience of hosting peer
mentors. In this report I use pseudonyms for student names, and course names and
instructors are anonymous although participants were cautioned that their identities could
be discerned by those who were more intimately acquainted with our program.

Results

By the end of the first year of the program in 2005–2006, student surveys had been
administered in the seven courses where peer mentors were placed, with a combined
enrollment of more than 473 students. Six of the host courses were fall 2005 courses, and
the seventh course was in winter 2006 when a peer mentor (pseudonym “Maria”) served as
a volunteer with a different host instructor.3 As Table I shows, the results from each
placement varied widely, reflecting differences in how peer mentoring was structured in the
course. The survey response rate ranged from 3 to 88% of each course’s enrollment, and
active student participation levels ranged from 4 to 31 students per mentor. Higher numbers
of participants generally correlated with higher levels of peer mentor integration into the
course. As shown in Table II, of the 124 students who said they participated with peer
mentors, 87 (70%) perceived their learning had been enhanced by that assistance, 26 (21%)
were not sure, 7 (6%) did not perceive a benefit, and 4 (3%) did not respond to the question
(see Table II). In each practicum placement, between 40% and 100% of respondents who
participated in mentoring reported a perceived enhancement in their learning experience.
Among respondents, students’ inability to fit extracurricular peer mentoring sessions into
their schedules was the most commonly stated reason given for non-participation and for
various levels of dissatisfaction or uncertainty about the value of peer mentoring.

One very interesting result does not appear on the tables. The fact that a peer mentor was
assigned to the course made many non-participating students feel that the learning
environment of the course was enhanced. Forty-nine out of 92 students (53%) of those who
said they did not actively consult the peer mentor still appreciated the peer mentors’
presence and availability enough to answer “true” to the question about the peer mentor’s
enhancement of learning in the course. They felt encouraged that the instructor and peer
mentor cared enough for their learning to set up such a “safety-net.” For instance, when
students were asked whether having a peer mentor assigned to a course was a good idea,
non-participating students often said things like “I believe it’s very valuable even though I
wasn’t able to take advantage of it much in the course” and “It’s nice to have someone
who’s a student with similar interests to help out.” Because the survey questions
overgeneralized the perceived benefits, the surveys were redesigned after the pilot study
with more specific questions about the social/psychological and academic benefits of
curricular peer mentoring.

3 When four peer mentors continued as volunteers in Winter 2006, an advanced course for continuing
mentors did not yet exist, so their service continued outside the framework of a credit course for peer mentors
and without my coordination or supervision. Conducting the student survey was encouraged but optional.
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Two cautions are important when interpreting the data in the tables. First of all, there
was an unexpected result and a variation in how students interpreted the survey questions in
light of their experience and their prior understanding of what a “peer tutor” could or
should do (the awkward choice of the title “peer tutor” and the change to “peer mentor” is
discussed below). For example, when students were asked “Did you participate in a tutoring
activity this term? Yes/no,” their answers depended on their interpretation of what a
“tutoring activity” was. In some cases all students in a course participated in an in-class
activity led or facilitated by a “peer tutor,” as they were then called; but some students’
comments revealed that they believed “tutoring” was something that happened only outside
of the regularly scheduled classes. As a result, the participation rates may not include all
participants who took part in the in-class peer mentoring activities. Survey comments
demonstrated the need for the peer assistants’ title to be changed and for their roles to be
clarified to students in subsequent years of the program. We redesigned the surveys for fall
2006 to ask more specifically about various types of in-class and extracurricular
participation with peer mentors. A second caution is that the totals and averages of both
tables conceal the wide variations among peer mentoring placements and activities. The
seven courses that yielded survey data were different and the mentors had different roles,
which are described and analyzed in the brief narratives below.

Table II Perceptions of Benefits among Student Participants who Interacted with Peer Mentors

Assistant Course Participants True Not sure False No response

Chris Development Studies 4 4 (100%) 0 0 0
Harry Development Studies 5 2 (40%) 1 2 0
Sylvia Women’s Studies 31 13 (42%) 13 2 3
Tara Women’s Studies 11 9 (82%) 2 0 0
Gusa General Studies 30 25 (83%) 4 0 1
Maxa General Studies 5 5 (100%) 0 0 0
Maria General Studies 10 7 (70%) 1 2 0
Maria (2nd term) Development Studies 28 22 (79%) 5 1 0
Total 124 87 (70%) 26 (21%) 7 (6%) 4 (3%)

Students answered the question “Having a peer tutor as part of this course enhanced the learning experience
in this course.”
a Gus’s and Max’s survey questions were different; see footnote 3 for further explanation.

Table I Interaction with Peer Mentors (PM)

Assistant Course Enrollment Respondents Interacted
with PM

% Respondents
interacted with PM

Chris Development Studies 53 5 (9%) 4 80%
Harry Development Studies 53 10 (19%) 5 50%
Sylvia Women’s Studies 57 34 (60%) 31 91%
Tara Women’s Studies 59 37 (63%) 11 30%
Gus General Studies 55 42 (76%) 30 71%
Max General Studies 154 5 (3%) 5 100%
Maria General Studies 41 36 (88%) 10 28%
Maria (2nd Term) Development Studies 54 47 (87%) 28 60%
Total 473 216 (46%) 124 57%
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In course assignments and post-pilot interviews, all the participating instructors and peer
mentors in the pilot year reported high levels of satisfaction with their practicum
experiences regardless of the challenges, and peer mentors said the course provided an
important supportive community of peers and a site for integrating theory and practice.
Host instructors said they appreciated the increased collegiality among participating
instructors at informal events like potlucks. Instructors also noted the increased
opportunities for feedback and reflection on teaching and learning provided by their
relationship with their peer mentors and myself. An adjunct instructor reported an increase
in morale by feeling more included in the College through participation in this program.

Lessons Learned

Successful Integration and High Levels of Student Satisfaction

Judging by the student surveys, the three most successful peer mentoring placements were
for Gus, Tara, and Maria (winter term), who improved the perceived learning experience of
83, 82, and 79% of mentees, respectively. Gus’s role in the Saturday section of the General
Studies course was the most successful not only in satisfaction percentages but in the
number of students who said they were mentored (30). Gus was involved in the course and
also offered extracurricular assistance, as did Maria in her second term as a peer mentor in a
different course. Contributing to Gus’s success was the fact that he was an older, non-
traditional student with years of experience in facilitating adult learning in community
groups. He ran voluntary Wednesday evening study group sessions and also responded to
students’ required messages on the online discussion board (Blackboard). Many students
who could not attend Wednesday evening group study sessions expressed appreciation for
Gus’s encouraging and thoughtful interactions in online discussion. The two activities
seemed to complement each other because not all students could attend study sessions.

Gus’s strongest positive results from students were from study group participants. His
Wednesday evening sessions were highly valued by those who could find the necessary
time in their schedules; and they were attended by 10 to 20 people each week, most of them
mature students like Gus. One student remarked, “I found the Wednesday afternoon [sic]
sessions a great forum for additional discussion of the works and concepts we were
studying. There was not much real interactivity with the Blackboard forum. It was useful to
see what others were thinking, but there was way more debate in the face-to-face sessions
on Wednesday.” Based on the strong positive survey results praising the Wednesday study
groups, in the next term when Gus continued to volunteer as a peer mentor in this year-long
course, he focused on the personal interaction in the study sessions and discontinued his
online facilitation role entirely.

Serious Problems with Integration

In Chris and Harry’s mentoring placement in the intermediate Development Studies course,
there were very few student participants due to minimal peer mentor integration; and as a
result there were very few survey respondents (via email) and some dissatisfaction even
among those who participated in peer mentoring. The course had been redesigned over the
winter and summer terms, and this was the first time in which the course had significant
elements of blended learning and a unique inquiry-based learning design. Now a weekly
lecture with PowerPoint and voice accompaniment was delivered online instead of in class.
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The 60 students originally enrolled were split into three groups of 20, and each group
attended class only once per week only to perform group presentations. Each group of 20
students was assigned a peer mentor to assist them; but participation with peer mentors was
voluntary, and the mentoring roles were not well defined. Only two of the three mentors
were enrolled in the Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring course and program—the
third peer mentor was a volunteer who did not wish to enroll in the course. This third peer
mentor eventually withdrew from assisting during the course.4

Because the host course had changed so much since the peer mentors had taken it, it was
difficult for them to imagine how peer mentoring would fit naturally within everyday
learning activities as students viewed the online lectures alone, prepared presentations in
groups outside of class, and attended group presentations in class. Unfortunately the
mentors did not have an active presence during class since it did not involve discussions or
group work, and merely being available was not effective. The addition of peer mentors’
availability to the previously mentioned innovations only complicated the learning
situation, adding one more unfamiliar element to students’ learning experience, a role that
was perceived by many to be unnecessary: as one student explained, “The tutors couldn’t
play a role, because no one really knew what was going on.” Poor planning and
inexperienced team members were not the only causes of peer mentoring difficulty.
Because of the switch to an inquiry-based learning model, some students were hungering
for traditional knowledge transfer and felt that only the instructor could provide the level of
expert knowledge and guidance they desired.

Thus we realized that the host instructor’s role was extremely important in order to plan,
promote, and guide the peer mentors’ integration into the course structure and goals. When
the difficulties became clear by the end of the first month, I and the peer mentors and host
instructor met to discuss a solution. However, by that time significant barriers to mentor
integration had already been established in students’ learning habits; and not much could be
improved. Student recommendations on the end-of-term surveys revealed the desire for in-
class integration of the peer mentors, activities which would require a change in course
design: Student A wrote, “It would be great if the tutor was present in the classroom during
tutorials. I feel that the effectiveness of a tutor would be increased by 100% with classroom
involvement.” Student B commented, “make sure the tutors are in class and interacting with
us—this establishes a relationship, trust and credibility. Which is VERY necessary.” To a
large degree, the integration problems were a result of lack of in-class interactions with
students through which peer mentors could establish trust and credibility and provide some
assistance within the course structure.

At the same time, Chris and Harry received positive feedback from two-thirds of the
small number of students who reported perceived benefits from their help. Six out of nine
student respondents who did take advantage of a significant degree of face-to-face
interaction in group or individual appointments outside of class found that Chris and Harry
were helpful; only two were not sure; and one was unsatisfied. The peer mentors were able
occasionally to engage in productive individual tutoring sessions where they often
strengthened the instructor’s role and reassured fearful and overworked students by helping
explain the purpose and structure of inquiry based learning assignments.

4 This arrangement was agreed to primarily because the course design seemed to require three peer mentors.
In addition, prior to the program’s existence some instructors had recruited and supervised their own
unofficial volunteer peer mentors; and so the informal arrangements were, and still are, tolerated despite my
misgivings. It undoubtedly undermines the integrity of the peer mentoring program to host inexperienced
volunteer peer mentors when we do not have the resources to provide them with the formal support,
education, and oversight of peer mentors enrolled in the course.
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Chris and Harry reported that the peer mentoring experience was personally empowering
despite the challenges they faced. The mentors’ feedback and encouragement enabled the
host instructor to be more aware of the types of struggles students were having. The
instructor’s comments on the peer mentoring program reflect the strengths of their team and
how they learned together:

I strongly believe that this program has very good potential to improve undergraduate
education. It provides students with leadership opportunities and also encourages them to
be innovative in their approach to teaching. This opportunity trains them for graduate
school and makes them realize the challenges, problems and issues faced by instructors.

Interestingly, “Carla,” one of the survey respondents most critical of Chris and Harry’s peer
mentoring role became a peer mentor in the same course with the same instructor in the
subsequent year, saying that she now understood the peer mentor’s role, felt sorry for the trouble
she gave Chris and Harry, and wanted to experience what it was like to be a peer mentor herself.
Carla was much more integrated than Chris and Harry due to structural adjustments in the
course and peer mentor roles, and she enjoyed a high rate of student participation and perceived
benefit (Carla’s data is not shown in the tables since she served in 2007). Nevertheless she faced
similar challenges from students because the course was still strongly inquiry-based.

Minor Problems with Lower Levels of Peer Mentor Integration

Sylvia, Tara, andMax each had a satisfying degree of success as peer assistants. However, each
had different types of difficulties effectively integrating their roles into more than a few
students’ learning activities. Sylvia’s evaluations had the largest number of participants who
were “not sure” if her presence was a benefit to their learning experience; there were more
uncertain students than students who said they received a benefit. The main reason was that
Sylvia’s course was perceived to be easier and therefore did not seem to need a “tutor,”
according to the way students perceived the role; and Sylvia did not engage in very much
extracurricular assistance. Many students said things like “I didn’t require help,” and “I think
her skills could’ve been better applied to a more challenging setting,” and “for the right class it
would add a lot of value. It is a good program.” The students’ recommendations included more
peer mentor involvement, more leadership, more structure, and more information about her
role and availability. Nevertheless, the peer mentoring experiment was a positive learning
experience for the peer mentor and host instructor, encouraging the host instructor to host two
other peer mentors the next year.

In contrast to Sylvia, Tara’s role positively impacted more students both in class and
through intensive interaction. Yet Tara’s personal challenge was to overcome her tendency
to give too much extracurricular help to a few. One student wrote, “When Tara would
discuss ideas with us she went into great detail—far more than needed. It was helpful to get
the full picture—but she told us lots of info that we didn’t need for the test!” After the first
month Tara and I realized that, despite her good intellectual understanding of peer
facilitation, she felt internally and externally pressured to provide instruction. We discussed
ways of preventing student dependence and mentor burnout by limiting and changing the
ways she prepared to lead study sessions. Nevertheless, because of her emphasis on
assisting outside of class, she did not have a significant presence in the classroom, which
gave the impression to some students that she was underutilized and raised questions about
her availability. At least five students felt that they were disadvantaged because they could
not attend a study session due to scheduling difficulties. One student put it this way: “I am
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disappointed I did not get the chance to interact with [Tara] during this course, as I am
positive it would have been an experience benefiting myself and my knowledge in this
course.” However, Tara and her host instructor felt the mentoring experience had so much
positive potential that they continued their partnership voluntarily in the winter term and
then co-presented a session about peer mentoring at a scholarly conference in the spring.

Max’s task in a large enrollment intermediate General Studies course was to provide small-
group and individual tutoring for English as a Second Language (ESL) students outside of
class. His role was only made known by the instructor to the ESL students registered in the
course. He focused on learning how to help the students digest and understand readings and
lectures, and students responded well to this strategy despite initially hoping he would “tell
them the right answers.” As the course progressed, Max found that this learning strategy
assistance was no longer needed, and the students required more individual help with their
reading and writing. In general, however, Max was underutilized given his availability and
capability. However, despite the small number of mentees, all were very happy with his help;
and Max felt extremely empowered and said he had learned more through this peer mentoring
experience than he had in any other course at university.

Improved Peer Mentor Integration from First Term to Second Term

As mentioned above, four peer mentors from fall 2005 continued as volunteers in winter 2006,
and we have results from both of Maria’s terms that enable one to observe improvement during
the pilot year of the program. An imbalance between high student demand and low peer mentor
availability had characterized Maria’s first term as peer mentor in a fourth-year General Studies
course in the fall of 2005. The sessions Maria provided both inside and outside of the difficult
fourth-year class whetted many students’ appetite for more tutorial assistance. This was a full-
year course condensed into one term, with heavy reading and theoretical discussion. A large
number of students asked for things like “Flexibility in study groups times—need to provide
service to entire class not only a select few. Have preset tutor times that students can sign up for
so that each student has the opportunity to benefit.”

The following term, Maria worked with the now-experienced host instructor of the
intermediate Women’s Studies course to integrate a peer mentoring role into an intermediate
Development Studies course. Both the instructor and the peer mentor planned ahead
intensively while reflecting on what they had learned from their experiences with the
program in the fall term. In winter, Maria facilitated approximately six tutorials scheduled
during the last 45 min of class time once a week. Students were permitted to leave if they
wished to earn their participation score in other ways. These sessions were designed for
students with little background in Development Studies. Her in-class mentoring activity
generated a fair number of out-of-class mentoring interactions. The survey results showed
a much improved rate of perceived benefit and participation.

Students’ notions of a “tutor’s” authority and role were at the root of Maria’s challenges as a
discussion leader in the second term. Some students recommended that she become more like a
teaching assistant lecturer, and others wanted her to be more like a peer facilitator. In an
interview at the end of the winter term, Maria and her second host instructor reflected that more
explicit communication about their methods and the desired outcomes of mentoringwould have
helped. Yet these were minor problems in a very successful term of peer mentoring. Maria and
Max so deeply appreciated their learning experiences that they travelled a long distance to
Toronto to present a session with me about our program at the conference of the Society for
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education.
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Improvements to the Program Based on the Pilot

In the second year of the program, fall 2006/winter 2007, I was able to strengthen our program
based on the lessons learned from the pilot year. We had sixteen new peer mentors in 2006/07,
and four of them served as mentors for the full academic year. Of the 11 host instructors in 2006/
07 four from the pilot year returned to host again, and six were new. Two host instructors from the
pilot year did not continue as hosts during the subsequent academic year due to changes in
teaching schedule and/or a lack of peer mentor applicants who wanted to serve in their courses.
The overall structure of the program was the same, but a more systematic approach was taken so
as to ensure peer mentors were more clearly introduced to students in the first few weeks and to
ensure that peer mentors offered a sufficient degree of classroom interaction with students. More
of the mentors were thoroughly and smoothly integrated into their courses, and a more rigorous
survey was administered and preliminary data show improved results. In our second year, some
experienced host instructors mentored newer host instructors in the techniques of integrating peer
mentors through their presentations at workshops. Thanks to our Associate Dean’s support, our
College wrote the role of host instructor into its promotion and tenure guidelines along with the
supervision of honors students and independent study courses. This helps to ensure that faculty
members have some hope of receiving appropriate recognition for their hosting efforts. We have
also increased resources within our Collaborative Learning and Peer Mentoring course by
allowing experienced peer mentors to take a new Advanced Peer Mentoring course that
includes supporting the new peer mentors in the introductory course. Advanced peer mentors’
weekly meetings are scheduled to end just before the introductory level peer mentors arrive,
and advanced mentors sign up to take turns to stay and participate alongside the new mentors.

One problematic aspect of our program’s first year was the original title of our assistants. We
had initially decided to call the undergraduate assistants “peer tutors”. However, we changed the
title to “peer mentors” in Summer 2006. The experiences of host instructors and peer mentors in
our first year, as well as student surveys, revealed an occasional yet troubling student
misunderstanding that a “peer tutor”was only for helping struggling individuals by appointment
or was someone who would authoritatively restate, interpret, or clarify course content for
students. We had hoped that “peer tutors” would engage with individuals and groups of
students regardless of their abilities and would help them actively seek, analyze, and synthesize
course content through collaborative learning methods. Indeed, the “peer tutors” did fill these
facilitative roles but often had to struggle with inappropriate expectations that they would be
like a miniature, less qualified graduate teaching assistant. It is important to distinguish
undergraduate peer assistants from graduate teaching assistants not only to reduce the stress
experienced by peer mentors as they negotiate their role, but also to protect the status and
funding of graduate teaching assistants. After we changed their title to “peer mentors” in fall
2006, the next cohort of peer mentors and their students apparently experienced significantly
less role confusion and stress. This demonstrated to us that the title of peer assistants in a new
program should be carefully suited to the local institutional and cultural context.

Discussion

Despite the significant problems in one course and mild problems in three other courses, the
student survey results show significant levels of satisfaction for a pilot program. Even many
non-participating students appreciated the presence and availability of peer mentors in their
courses. Each peer mentor in the pilot year directly assisted an average of at least 15.5
students each and indirectly influenced all who were enrolled in their course.
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The results supported The University of Arizona Teaching Teams’ observation that peer
mentors who “operate both within and outside the classroom, thus providing multiple levels
of support in locations and at times that are most effective in supporting curriculum
objectives” are most effective in supporting student learning (University of Arizona
Teaching Teams Program 2004, n.p.). The best peer mentoring situations were those which
combined an in-class mentoring role for all students with an extracurricular role that
provided more interaction for those who chose to take advantage of the opportunity. Gus’s,
Maria’s, and Tara’s data show that high levels of integration and mentee satisfaction are
possible even in a pilot program. Many of the problems with integration in the pilot year
were largely due to the fact that I, the host instructors, and peer mentors were designing the
mentors’ roles for the first time; and I had to respect the host instructors’ comfort level and
the limitations of integrating mentors into courses that were not originally designed to
accommodate a peer mentor. Even in cases where a peer mentor’s integration was
problematic or limited, the peer mentors and faculty members all had a deep learning
experience which they strongly appreciated. Our community of host instructors and peer
mentors now believes that a certain degree of well-integrated in-class peer mentoring
support proves to be the most effective and that in-class peer mentoring encourages more
students to participate in out-of-class peer mentoring activities.

The results of the survey naturally lead one to consider other research questions about peer
mentoring within this model, such as the degree to which a peer mentor’s academic and
personal background, age, gender, and specific mentoring strategies influence their integration
levels and students’ perceptions of enhanced learning, and which types of orientation,
education, and role support are most beneficial for peer mentors and their host instructors.
Research on benefits and outcomes could also be further investigated. Desirable outcomes may
include an increase in the number of host instructors and peer mentors who wish to participate
in our program, an increase in student desire to enroll in courses that are hosting peer mentors,
potential of more positive student evaluations of instruction in courses that host peer mentors,
and higher overall ratings of student engagement and satisfaction among those students who
have participated in peer mentoring. Desirable but less easily measurable outcomes include an
increase in the morale and teaching expertise of instructors who host peer mentors.

Conclusion

The program’s design as a practicum coordinated by a faculty member within a semester-long
credit course provided several features which strengthened the process of piloting a new
program. Most importantly, as the practicum was embedded in a credit course, the labor was
built into my teaching schedule and the students’ learning schedules. Because peer mentors
paid tuition in order to participate through a credit course, this limited its initial participants to
highly motivated applicants and established a strong relationship with me as their instructor.

Integrating peer mentors into courses can be highly beneficial but, as in the case of
integrating technology, a peer mentor’s role requires careful planning and adjustment. To be
most effective and sustainable, a college-wide curricular peer mentoring program can be
integrated carefully and gradually into an academic unit’s approach to teaching, can be made
adjustable to different types of courses and disciplines, can be integrated into peer mentor and
faculty member workloads and reward systems, and can be integrated into students’ learning
activities in courses so that voluntary participation is as high as possible and any required
participation does not seem inappropriate.
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Since these types of programs are proven to have positive educational results, innovators
in this area should continue to learn how a peer mentoring program of this type can build
more efficient and cost-effective systems that better support the integration of peer mentors
into courses. As a program matures, host instructor expertise levels rise and program
evaluation data accumulates, increasing the ability to argue for additional funding and
human resources. With experience, the program coordinator(s) will become better able to
educate new host instructors during the pre-term planning phase and could entrust more of
the peer mentor integration process to experienced host instructors.

Considering its small size and wide scope of influence, the program is very cost-
effective. Although our model operates on a very minimal budget, more funding is needed
to pay for survey data entry labor; and I believe it is ethical to offer a small honoraria or
award to peer mentors which would offset their tuition. If the program were to grow beyond
thirty peer mentors and fifteen host instructors per year, more instructors or learning support
staff would be needed to share the work of the instructor–coordinator and to administer
consistent program-wide policies and procedures.
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