Peer Mentoring Programs – How Do We Know They Really Work?

Julie Grove

Counselling Service

The University of New South Wales

ABSTRACT

Similar to many tertiary institutions, UNSW has developed a number of Peer Mentor Programs aimed at assisting students through their first year, by forming and enhancing their sense of University belonging and identity. A comprehensive evaluation of one scheme, the Rural Peer Mentor Program, has recently been conducted. The evaluation consisted of interview style questionnaires where students rated the impact the program had on their adjustment to University.  But is that enough?  How do we know whether mentoring really works?  First year programs usually look towards retention rates or improved academic performance when deciding their value.  Can we hope for a substantial improvement in these factors through a non-academic program? And when academics ask for a ‘basket of evidence’ before they commit their support, how do we effectively evaluate mentoring programs when we know that so many factors affect transition?  This round table discussion will look at the difficult issue of program evaluation using the Rural Peer Mentoring program at UNSW as a starting point.

Method of Facilitation:

Group work process, interactive style, question and answer.

Topics to Facilitate Discussion:

How do we evaluate mentor programs?  What works?  What doesn’t work?

Methods of evaluation: process vs. outcome.

Can we get more information from our evaluations beyond whether students enjoyed the program or ‘felt like’ it impacted upon their transition?

Are self reporting techniques enough?

Is there a clear way retention and academic success can be linked to mentoring programs aimed at social transition?

Would evaluation be more credible to funding bodies and Faculties, if we used a control group?

What are the issues/barriers in using a control group?

How do we adequately measure mentor experience/skills?

Is there a way to link mentor skills with graduate attributes?  Would this make the program more attractive to University administrators? 

