Research Article

The Role of Peer Mentors in Promoting Knowledge and Skills
Development in Graduate Education

Diane L. Lorenzetti ®,! Lorelli Nowell,> Michele Jacobsen,’ Liza Lorenzetti,*
Tracey Clancy,” Georgina Freeman,’ and Elizabeth Oddone Paolucci®

'Health Sciences Library, University of Calgary, 3330 Hospital Drive NW, Calgary, AB, T2N4N1, Canada

2Faculty of Nursing, University of Calgary, 2500 University Drive NW, Calgary, AB, T2NIN4, Canada

3Werklund School of Education, University of Calgary, 2500 University Drive NW, Calgary, AB, T2NIN4, Canada
*Faculty of Social Work, University of Calgary, 2500 University Drive NW, Calgary, AB, T2NIN4, Canada
*Department of Medicine, Cumming School of Medicine, University of Calgary, 3280 Hospital Drive NW, Calgary, AB,

T2N476, Canada

®Department of Community Health Sciences, Cumming School of Medicine, University of Calgary, 3280 Hospital Drive NW,

Calgary, AB, T2N4Z6, Canada

Correspondence should be addressed to Diane L. Lorenzetti; dllorenz@ucalgary.ca

Received 19 May 2020; Revised 3 October 2020; Accepted 7 October 2020; Published 8 November 2020

Academic Editor: Gwo-Jen Hwang

Copyright © 2020 Diane L. Lorenzetti et al. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited.

The objective of this study was to explore the role of peer mentorship in facilitating graduate student resiliency, knowledge
acquisition, and development of academic competencies. We conducted a qualitative case study, using in-person interview data
from sixty-two students recruited from four professional faculties (Education, Medicine, Nursing, and Social Work) at a large
Canadian University. We identified four broad themes derived from a thematic and constant comparative analysis of interview
data: (1) knowledge sharing, (2) skills development, (3) academic milestones, and (4) program supports. Graduate students
reported that peer mentorship promoted the development of learning environments that emphasized community, collaboration,
and shared purpose. Students believed that peer mentors facilitated their access to essential procedural and disciplinary knowledge
and helped them to develop academic and research skills and achieve key academic milestones. While the majority of the students
interviewed had not participated in any formal peer-mentoring program, they recommended that any future program incorporate
mentorship training and include access to collaborative spaces and targeted opportunities for students to develop
these relationships.

1. Introduction

While international graduate program enrollment continues
to increase every year [1], graduate student attrition rates
remain a concern across disciplines [2-4]. A number of
factors can affect attrition and time to graduation. These
include lack of clarity with respect to degree requirements,
limited financial support, research topics that are beyond the
scope of a thesis, changing family circumstances, competing
responsibilities, inadequate supervision, and insufficient
writing skills [5, 6]. Graduate students have reported feeling

overwhelmed or confused by their program’s degree re-
quirements and lacking in confidence with respect to their
research and writing abilities [7]. In a recent qualitative
exploration of doctoral students in New Zealand, researchers
found that students believed their “preconceptions were at
odds with the lived doctoral experience” [7].

Social isolation has also been identified as a key factor
contributing to graduate student attrition [8]. In a
grounded theory exploration of doctoral students expe-
riences with school-work-life balance, researchers found
that lack of support and social isolation were among those
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factors instrumental to doctoral students decisions to
withdraw from graduate programs [9]. In a separate study,
Ph.D. students acknowledged feeling unprepared “for the
degree of loneliness, isolation, and difficulty they would
face” [7]. For some students, this sense of isolation can
delay degree completion or even result in a failure to
graduate [6, 10, 11]. This may be particularly true for
international or distance students who find themselves
demographically and socially isolated from their cultural
or social groups [10].

Peer mentoring can help to minimize graduate student
isolation [11, 12]. In a recent exploration of support
systems in higher education, graduate students reported
that social support was vital to coping with and over-
coming many of the challenges associated with graduate
education. [13]. Unlike traditional mentorship, individ-
uals in peer-mentoring relationships are often at similar
stages in their education or careers [14]. Hierarchical
power differentials are thus reduced, and greater emphasis
is placed on mutual learning [14, 15]. Researchers have
suggested that graduate students can derive a variety of
psychosocial and even academic benefits from interacting
with and learning from one another [16]. For instance,
graduate students who have participated in peer writing
circles have reported that peer engagement and support
promoted increased self-confidence and skills-building
(17, 18].

While the benefits of peer mentoring for undergraduate
students have been established, relatively little is known
about the extent to which peer-mentoring relationships can
promote knowledge and skills acquisition in graduate ed-
ucation [19, 20]. The research questions we explored in this
study were as follows:

(1) To what extent does participation in informal or
formal peer mentoring relationships support
knowledge acquisition and the development of ac-
ademic competencies or skills in graduate education?

(2) How can academic institutions support the devel-
opment of peer mentoring relationships among
graduate students?

2. Materials and Methods

We adopted a qualitative case study approach to this ex-
ploration of graduate student peer mentoring relationships
in a large North American university [21]. Qualitative case
study is a methodological framework that supports the
conduct of in-depth explorations of discrete events or ex-
periences [21]. We established an a priori definition of peer
mentorship as a means of forming a common basis for
understanding this complex construct to facilitate com-
munications and conversations between researchers and
research participants. Drawing on prior research, we defined
peer mentorship as “a reciprocal relationship” characterized
by “regular/consistent interaction” between individuals with
varying levels of expertise or experience that “produces
developmental benefits” valued by mentees in these rela-
tionships [22].
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2.1. Theoretical Framework. Social learning theories in-
formed the development of the theoretical framework for
this study. Social learning theorists posit that knowledge,
attitudes, and behaviours develop “through dialogue,” col-
laboration, and cooperation and can be enhanced or
cocreated through social interaction [23-26]. Peer men-
torship is, above all else, an interactive and collaborative
social relationship, typically characterized by sustained in-
teraction between mentors and mentees who share common
attributes and personal goals. It is this sustained interaction,
or social context, which enables and promotes deep learning
[24-26]. These theories informed the development of our
interview guide and framed the analysis of student interview
data for this study.

2.2. Data Collection. Master’s and Ph.D. students currently
enrolled in four professional faculties (Education, Med-
icine, Nursing, and Social Work) in a large Canadian
university participated in this study. Faculties selected for
inclusion in this study had or were in the process of
establishing formal peer-mentorship programs for stu-
dents in their graduate education programs. Student
participants were recruited through listservs, websites,
e-newsletters, social media, and word of mouth. Students
who had completed one or more years of their graduate
programs were invited to participate in this study. Pur-
poseful maximum variation sampling techniques enabled
us to explore common and divergent attitudes and ex-
periences of peer mentorship across multiple disciplines.
We included students who had and had not as yet par-
ticipated in formal peer-mentoring programs.

Data were collected through semistructured interviews.
The development of the interview guide was informed by a
review of the published literature on peer mentorship. The
interview guide included questions that encouraged students
to reflect on their peer-mentoring relationships (as either
mentors or mentees) and the role that peer mentors had
played in their academic experiences.

Institutional ethics approval was obtained for this study.
Students were asked to review and sign a consent form that
outlined the purpose of the study, the nature of participa-
tion, and ways in which researchers would ensure the
confidentiality of data. Interviews were conducted and
digitally recorded by a research assistant and then subse-
quently transcribed and anonymized. As many of the re-
search team hold faculty positions in the faculties and
departments from which students were recruited, desig-
nating a research assistant to collect study data was essential
to ensure the confidentiality of students’ responses.

2.3. Data Analysis. We implemented thematic analysis
techniques during our analysis of interview data. Data
segments were coded, analyzed, and compared to identify
common patterns and points of divergence across data [21].
Open codes (coding labels which mirror students’ exact
words) were gradually transformed into broader more
conceptual themes [27]. Anonymized transcripts were an-
alyzed in duplicate by researchers, and any discrepancies
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were resolved through discussion and consensus. This
process of dual analysis strengthened the quality and
credibility of the findings derived from our data.

3. Results

Sixty-two full-time Master’s (n=28) and Ph.D. (n=34)
students from four professional faculties (Education
E1--E14; Medicine M1--M31; Nursing N1-N7, and
Social Work S1-S10) were interviewed for this study.
Eighty-two percent (n=51) of these students were
women, and 19% (n =12) self-identified as international
students. While all of the students had participated in
organic or self-selecting peer-mentoring relationships,
16% (n=10) of Education students had also been pre-
viously matched with peers in a faculty-organized peer-
mentorship program. Our analysis of interview data
identified four interconnected broad themes related to
the impact of peer mentorship on graduate students’
academic experiences: (1) knowledge sharing, (2) skills
development, (3) academic milestones, and (4) program
supports. We further delineated these themes into nine
subthemes (Table 1). Our analyses of subthemes did not
reveal any differences in perspectives between students
who had and had not participated in formal peer-
mentorship programs.

3.1. Knowledge Sharing. During interviews, graduate stu-
dents affirmed their belief that knowledge sharing between
peers was fundamental to promoting their academic
learning. The theme of knowledge sharing was further de-
lineated into three distinct subthemes: (1) navigating the
university landscape, (2) exploring diverse perspectives, and
(3) accessing peer review and feedback.

3.1.1. Navigating the University Landscape. Students in this
study commented on the many “unwritten rules and
conventions” (M10) that govern their conduct and
progress through academia and the importance of fa-
miliarizing themselves with these guidelines. As one
student noted, “no matter how many websites you look at
or...people you talk to, you’re not going to find all of the
answers that you need to either complete some sort of
requirement or some sort of paperwork or some little
thing that you were supposed to do” (M3). Most graduate
students believed that knowledge shared among peers
helped them to access “a much broader and wider
knowledge base” (M11) from which to complete their
education. Peers promoted academic acclimatization by
sharing information on resources, contacts, and pro-
cesses, including facilities and services, seminars, journal
clubs, library services, and “knowledge that you're not
going to necessarily get from the calendar...your ad-
ministrator or your profs” (E6). Students reported that
peer mentors also helped them to develop a greater un-
derstanding of program expectations, “you don’t really
know what you’re supposed to do...you feel like you're
just cruising blindly through grad school,” (E14) and

TaBLE 1: Impact of peer mentorship (themes).

Themes Subthemes

Navigating the university landscape
Exploring diverse perspectives
Accessing peer review and feedback

Knowledge sharing

Developing research skills
Managing relationships
Perfecting career skills

Skills development

Developing research proposals
Completing candidacy
Advancing degree completion

Academic milestones

Program supports —

course requirements, “some of these processes aren’t very
transparent and so it’s sometimes a time saver to be able to
talk to someone who’s gone through that process recently”
(M22).

Peers also provided other students with “a sneak peek”
(E1) into future milestones in a student’s academic journey.
As one student noted, peers highlighted “what to expect so it
wasn’t as dreadful as it seemed at first” (E14), while another
commented, “you don’t have to scramble around in the
dark” (E1). Consulting with peers also gave students a sense
of assurance that they were doing what was expected of them
in their programs: “I was consulting with them for reas-
surance. . .Oh okay that’s what I'm supposed to do, expect or
I see that’s the level of difficulty” (M8).

3.1.2. Exploring Diverse Perspectives. Students viewed their
peer-mentoring relationships as reciprocal, where everyone
had ideas and perspectives to share.

We kind of all mentor each other which is helpful ...
within a group of people like everyone kind of takes a turn
mentoring the other people 'cause we all have slightly
different experiences and slightly different skill sets. . .so I
think everyone has their own specialty that they’re able to
contribute to the conversation (M20).

Students noted that one of the benefits of sharing
knowledge with peers was having “another perspective that
you trust” (M7). Through bouncing “ideas off of one an-
other” (M7), students also developed an appreciation of
other ways of approaching and thinking about various
issues:

I think the most important thing is to be able to speak to
what your [sic] both going through, hear the different
sides, hear different perspectives that might give you
another way to think about things so that you’re not only
seeing it from one side (N7).

Students further reported that opportunities to explore
different perspectives helped further their understanding of
key research concepts and improved their ability to com-
municate this knowledge to others. One student stressed the
following:



Establishing the collaborative learning environment
where participants engaged in the learning share with
each other is important. It helps to, to create knowledge,
to create a better understanding of the knowledge and to
get people accustomed to transmitting that knowledge to
others (E11).

3.1.3. Accessing Peer Review and Feedback. Peer review and
feedback were viewed as a valuable component of student
learning, and an important means by which knowledge was
shared among students. One graduate student noted the
following:

We started to rely on our peers more . . . we could help one
another ... just bouncing things off one another you
know where is the best place to put this, or what does this
look like, or does this sentence make sense you know, and
those kind of things help (N3).

Peers provided input and advice on research ideas, ethics
applications, abstract and paper development, presentations,
research proposals, and scholarship or teaching (teaching
assistant) applications. In some instances, peer review was
also explicitly incorporated into classroom activities: “it was
built in ...so two people would read ... each person’s
proposal so you would be getting feedback from your peers”
(S7).

Finally, peers exemplified a safe space from which to
solicit and receive feedback.

There’s that level of safety with your peers like I would be
less wary about firing off a draft of something to a peer,
like having a peer like just look over something for me
than I would [be] sending it to someone on my committee
(M14).

Outside of classroom environments, students shared that
they would often approach their peers for feedback prior to
submitting drafts of their work to supervisors or supervisory
committees.

3.2. Skills Development. The theme of skills development was
prevalent throughout our interview data. Students reported
that, through peer mentorship, they were able to develop
functional and interpersonal competencies: (1) developing
research skills, (2) managing relationships, and (3) per-
fecting career skills.

3.2.1. Developing Research Skills. A major component of
graduate studies is the development of those skills necessary
to enable students to complete and present their research.
Graduate students spoke of the extent to which peers helped
them to develop research competencies and knowledge of
specific processes including “going to the ethics board for
review or developing their research design or their survey
questions” (S10) or honing scholarship applications and
winning “award[s]” (M31).
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Another student also commented on her role in sharing
her research expertise with peers:

If people want to know more about participatory action
research then I just say don’t worry, we’ll sit down to-
gether. We’ll have coffee and then talk about that so that’s
how I support; I share some of the resources through
e-mail for them to read and review and then we sit down
together and I talk about participatory action research. I
talk about my research, what it looks like, what social
justice research looks like (S3).

Students believed their personal mastery of theories
and concepts was enhanced through the process of
mentoring others: “when you’re teaching something to
someone else, it forces you to become that much more of
an expert on the topic” (E11) and “if I share my knowledge
with them, then it will consolidate my knowledge foun-
dation” (M23).

An important aspect of this type of peer mentorship was
encouraging those who had received peer support to share
their newfound skills with others: “We celebrate each other’s
success genuinely. We celebrate them and then we bring
them back to be a part of that panel that then gives advice to
the rest of the group on how they can be successful” (M8). In
all faculties, formal scholarship preparation meetings pro-
vided students with opportunities to “ask [senior peers] what
grants they applied [for] and how they set up their research
proposals” (M20). Students who had access to prior suc-
cessful scholarship applications found it “really helpful just
to see how, how to apply and how to do things” (E14). As one
student confirmed, “I've been quite successful in getting
scholarships and I attribute a lot of that to the mentorship
that I've received” (M30).

While graduate students are generally expected to
submit abstracts and present papers at local, national, and
international conferences, some shared that they “had no
idea what a poster should look like, what these presentations
at conferences should look like” (M14). For these students,
the opportunity to “present in front of one another” and
receive nuanced feedback from peers “was really helpful”
(N3). Others went further, commenting that their ability to
present research at conferences was due, in part, to having
access to peer input and advice on abstract submissions.

One of the posters that I submitted was only accepted
because one of my peer mentors actually reviewed it, read
it, and was like no, start again. It was completely different
the second time around and it would not have been ac-
cepted because it was nonsense the first one (M11).

While academic writing is a key component of graduate
school, for many students “scholarly writing does [not] come
natural” (N3). Some students acknowledged that they felt
insecure with respect to their writing expertise, “[we] just
think we can’t write well...you question yourself. . .every
time you hand in a paper. . .am I doing this right?” (N2), and
credited writing groups or circles with improving the quality
of their writing:
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We would often correct each other’s papers or provide
feedback. In the beginning we all had been out of school
for a long time. . .our first papers were terrible (laughter)
.. .it really is awesome how [my writing has] come along
and over time (N1).

As another student confirmed, “when you edit someone
else’s paper, you sometimes catch those things that you
didn’t necessarily recognize [in] your own [writing]. . .when
you start recognizing it in someone else’s paper, you go oh
did I do that in mine?” (N2).

3.2.2. Managing Relationships. While students in this study
relied on their supervisors and supervisory committees to
guide their progress towards degree completion, some noted
these relationships could be challenging. They sometimes
experienced “bumps in the road” and “some tussles” (N1)
with their supervisors and committee members, leaving
them uncertain as to how to navigate these important re-
lationships. One student commented

The graduate supervisor really does kind of hold your
success in their hands. If the relationship isn’t going well, I
think people just feel so awful about themselves and they
feel alone. They just feel like they have nowhere to turn
(§7).

Students in this study shared they were often hesitant to
air their concerns with supervisors or other faculty mem-
bers, preferring to approach peers who had experienced
“similar situation[s]” (M26) and could provide guidance or
“advice on how to handle these relationships” (M19). One
student explained, “We’ve [peer-mentorship group] had
students that have been really struggling with their super-
visors and we’ve walked them through it and provided them
with ideas and support” (N5).

Many graduate students in this study viewed peer-
mentoring relationships as essential to enabling them to
begin to develop their professional networks. They spoke of
the role that peers play in facilitating access to future job
opportunities and the importance of identifying colleagues
who could participate in both current and future research
collaborations.

I'm investing in my future academic relationships. Out of
all the people here that I've worked with, I've seen their
work and I've seen what they can do. Here’s someone I
want to collaborate with on a research project going
forward. Here’s someone I definitely never want to work
with again. 'm building all my networks for when I'm
leading my own research projects and I know who I'm
going to work with and I know who 'm never going to
work with (M30).

Finally, students recognized that mentoring others
helped them to develop interpersonal skills that would be
transferable across career trajectories: “it’s just good career
practice because you will always have to mentor someone or

you’ll have to manage someone or you just need to learn
those interpersonal skills” (M19). Another student con-
firmed that “being a mentor helps to lay the foundation for
being a good supervisor, a good teacher” (E1).

3.2.3. Perfecting Career Skills. Career skills were defined as
key organizational competencies, including time manage-
ment and personal and professional accountability. Peers
were seen as essential to promoting personal accountability
and providing advice on time management. Some students
met regularly in groups as a way of ensuring “accountability
about writing” (N6) and to “hold each other accountable to
both school [and] health-related milestone[s]” (N7). One
student specifically commented that her peer mentors hel-
ped her to balance the competing demands associated with
her degree, and develop important time management skills:

Through peer mentorship, it became easier to identify
what I needed and how to go about those things just
through the discussions that we had. All of us were trying
to balance different things in our lives and so yeah it
became really easy to identify like this is what I need and
this is how much time I need for this on a given day, week,
month or whatever (S6).

Students also noted that being involved in peer men-
torship helped them to develop academic self-confidence
and reflective practice, and cultivate the skills and willing-
ness to help others. One respondent mused:

I think every time you support someone else no matter
what it is, there is some personal benefit to you. One, it
refines your skills in terms of your coaching and men-
toring skills and two, it helps you to reflect on your own
needs in terms of having a mentor in your life as well but
also it helps you to reflect on your knowledge and skills in
that particular area (S10).

3.3. Academic Milestones. Finally, graduate students pro-
vided examples of how peer-mentoring relationships en-
abled them to further key academic milestones, including (1)
developing research proposals, (2) completing candidacy,
and (3) advancing degree completion.

3.3.1. Developing Research Proposals. In Canada, thesis-
based graduate students (Master’s and Ph.D.) are required to
complete a research proposal as part of their degree pro-
gression. Most of the students we interviewed stated that
they had informally reached out to peers for advice on
structuring their research proposals, while others shared that
they had participated in structured peer support initiatives
offered through their programs: “they assign you know a
senior, a Ph.D. student to mentor us how to write the
proposal. . .she helped me to improve my research proposal”
(M23). Some students shared a preference for approaching
peers rather than supervisors for advice on developing their
proposals and determining their “research directions” (E6).



This preference was framed as a reluctance to appear less
than knowledgeable to supervisors: “no one wants to ask
their supervisor how [to] write a proposal but you can ask
your friends” (M25).

3.3.2. Completing Candidacy. Candidacy exams constitute a
major program component and milestone for Ph.D. stu-
dents, with many students owning that the “mystique about
candidacy” (N6) can cause both uncertainty and stress. As
one student explained:

The pieces around process especially around candidacy
were quite confusing because there isn’t uniformity across
the departments and across the school. It seems that ev-
erybody experiences something really different. It’s quite
stressful so I would say that figuring out the logistics around
that was challenging (M30).

Ph.D. students often looked to peers who had already
been through this milestone for greater clarity on the process.

When I was heading up towards candidacy, he [peer] said
you know .. . if you can just get through it you'll be part of
the club. I've been through it, it’s super tough, [but] you’re
going to get through it too and it’s going to be okay. So just
that sort of reassurance of someone who knows you, who’s
got your back and is able to point towards the pieces that
are worth worrying about and the pieces that are not
worth worrying about. . .that was super helpful (M30).

While some students met individually, others organized
group meetings to discuss and prepare for completing this
stage of their degrees: “A lot of students met with me and did
a mock candidacy exam or a mock defense that was very
helpful” (M8).

Although peer support was viewed as important, stu-
dents also noted the timing of this support factored into its
impact:

They brought in a student to talk about her candidacy
experiences, but at that time we were still in the first year
of taking classes. I wasn’t thinking of candidacy at that
point. It was a bit too early and I think everybody felt the
same way as we were still trying to get through classes
(S10).

3.3.3. Advancing Degree Completion. While none of the
students who were interviewed had completed their studies,
many noted that the support they received from peers helped
them to remain “on track and involved and motivated”
(M14) about their programs. One student explained, “You're
going to need someone sometimes to help tell you that no,
no you’re not quitting, you're not allowed to.. .that’s im-
portant and sometimes you're the person who gives that
advice” (E10). Student participants appreciated “opportu-
nities to communicate with [students] one or two steps
ahead of [them] in the journey” (E12) and believed they
would not be on the same “academic or professional de-
velopment trajectory” (E12) without their peers. Finally, as
students neared degree completion and began to plan their
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career options, some looked to peers who had already
graduated to share “the opportunities after graduation [and
help them identify and] consider [career] options” (M1).

3.4. Program Supports. Students were asked to consider what
program or institution-level supports might have furthered
their ability to develop peer-mentoring relationships. Al-
though a few students (n=10; 16%) had benefited from
participation in a formal peer-mentorship program, many
shared their preferences with respect to the development and
implementation of future structured programs. Students’
responses focused on the importance of promoting the value
of peer mentorship, mentorship training, relationship
building, and the need for space. Suggested strategies ranged
from public recognition of “students who are willing to step
up as mentors” (M31) to creating learning environments
where peer mentorship is viewed as integral to the graduate
education experience. One student shared the following:

When I needed help from someone, it was really easy for
me to approach [them].. .because there was that sort of
environment [where] it was oh yeah of course you do n’t
know everything so we have to rely on each other (S6).

Those who had mentored other students believed there
was also a role for formal programs in facilitating the de-
velopment of relational skills to better enable students to
manage their peer-mentorship roles. Students felt adequate
preparation was essential to ensuring positive peer-men-
toring experiences for everyone: “the training piece could be
a little bit more focused on practical aspects how to manage
that relationship” (E2).

Students across disciplines spoke of the importance of
faculties and departments “creating those opportunities for
those informal interactions” (M2). Suggestions focused on
creating “lists of people who are willing to” (M8) act as peer
mentors; and organizing “specific activities. . .where [stu-
dents could] get together” (S9) to “talk about their experi-
ences” (E8). A few students commented that the
sustainability of structured initiatives would be assured if
they were “structured somehow around the academic day so
that it fits within the frame of what is already going on”
(M11).

Feedback also centered on the absence of space, with
many students commenting that programs lacked collabo-
rative work rooms or other designated spaces where grad-
uate students could meet to share, discuss, and collaborate.
Students reported that available space was integral to the
development and sustainability of these relationships: “the
physical space is an interesting quandary. If you can’t offer
your students a place to congregate. . .then maybe it is more
difficult to establish some of these relationships” (M7). Such
space was also seen as essential to ensure the privacy re-
quired to discuss sensitive issues or concerns: “There’s just
no space for anyone anywhere. It is really hard...to have
those conversations in a somewhat private safe space rather
than doing it in the middle of the grad lounge where ev-
eryone’s door is open” (N4).
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4. Discussion

This study addresses an important gap in the mentoring
literature by providing greater understanding of the impact
of peer mentorship on graduate students’ academic expe-
riences. While prior studies of peer mentorship in graduate
education have primarily focused on the peer mentoring
experiences of students in  single  disciplines
[7, 17, 18, 20, 33-36], we have highlighted those com-
monalities of experience and need that exist across
disciplines.

Peer mentoring is depicted as a multifaceted relationship
that can impact all stages of graduate education; it can
promote skills building and the development of key research
competencies, engender a sense of accountability and moti-
vation, and encourage and enable students to persist with the
completion of major academic milestones. Communities of
practice are collectives of individuals who “share experiences
and knowledge [with one another] in free-flowing ways that
foster new approaches to” solving problems and achieving
common goals [28]. Our study found that graduate students
who connect with one another early on in their degrees may
self-organize into ongoing collaborative peer groups or
communities of practice that create a framework for en-
gagement in mutual learning and the provision of psycho-
social and practical supports. Academic institutions can
encourage and participate in this process by creating aca-
demic cultures that celebrate the role of peers in the academic
experience and providing students with the training and space
to facilitate the development of these relationships.

The development of transferable professional and re-
search skills is fundamental to graduate student learning
[29]. These skills can be enhanced through communication,
collaboration, and exploring the beliefs, experiences, and
perspectives of others [30]. The traditional model of grad-
uate education positions supervisors, supervisory commit-
tees, and other faculty members as primary sources of
information, guidance, and assistance for students. While
faculty members provide essential guidance, oversight, and
expertise to enable students to complete their degrees, peers
appear to contribute a complementary level of ongoing
support that is distinct from that which students receive
from supervisors or other academic faculty. In common with
other published research, the findings from this study in-
dicate that the immediacy and commonality of experience
peers, even near-peers, share can create a trust and a will-
ingness to learn from and rely on one another [31, 32]. Peer
relationships may help to address motivational gaps, en-
couraging and enabling some students to continue to pursue
their education. The breadth and significance of these re-
lationships, while relationally distinct, may be as conse-
quential as those that develop with academic supervisors and
supervisory committees.

This study is also unique in its exploration of the role
institutions can play in promoting the development of peer-
mentoring relationships in graduate education. Central to
this is the importance of creating academic cultures where
peer mentorship is valued and encouraged. Although many
students can and do organically self-select into peer-

mentoring relationships, not all may have equal access to
these relationships [37]. In particular, those who are cul-
turally, racially, geographically, or otherwise isolated from
their peers may find it difficult to identify effective peer
mentors [37]. Time and distance can also impinge on eq-
uitable access to peer mentorship. Hence, the potential value
of formal programs designed to provide equitable access to
peer mentoring for graduate students, including interna-
tional and distance students, who may experience additional
challenges in forming supportive peer relationships.

Increasingly, academic institutions appear to be chan-
neling resources towards the development of formal peer-
mentorship programs, primarily for undergraduate stu-
dents, but also those in higher-degree programs
[7, 17, 18, 20, 33-36]. These initiatives strive to create en-
vironments that encourage mutual learning, the sharing of
expertise among peers, and the provision of psychosocial,
and practical supports. This exploration of the graduate
student peer-mentoring experience has uncovered data that
can inform the design of future peer-mentoring programs, in
particular, those program-level factors that may ensure the
wide-scale acceptance and impact of these initiatives.

Our study has caveats and limitations. All of the students
who participated in this study were enrolled in one Canadian
academic institution. While our multidisciplinary pop-
ulation mix and mixed methods research approach enabled
us to capture a wide variety of graduate student experiences
and perspectives across four professional disciplines of
study, the common organizational culture in which all
students were situated may have influenced the resultant
themes. The inclusion of students from other academic
institutions may have uncovered other, perhaps contrary,
perspectives than those presented here. Future research is
needed to determine the transferability of these findings to
other disciplines and academic institutions. Such efforts
should focus on implementing and evaluating the impact
that disciplinary and institution-level efforts can have on
promoting the development of these relationships and
assessing the transferability of study findings to other dis-
ciplines and academic institutions. Data from student exit
interviews could also help to confirm the role of peer support
in graduate student attrition. While we did not interview
students who had graduated or withdrawn from their
programs, future research in the form of student exit in-
terviews would help to confirm the strength of the impact
that peer mentors have on degree completion or decisions to
withdraw from graduate programs. Further, this data would
enable institutions and program coordinators determine if
and how to resource initiatives focused on supporting the
development of these relationships.

5. Conclusions

Degree persistence and completion in graduate education
remains a concern for educational institutions worldwide.
This research demonstrates that peer-mentoring relation-
ships can positively affect knowledge acquisition, skills
development, and support degree persistence. While many
students organically form peer relationships early in their



degrees, institutional strategies aimed at supporting the
development and sustainability of peer mentoring may be
essential to increase students’ ability to access and benefit
from these relationships. The findings from this study
suggest that institutional strategies incorporate both struc-
tured opportunities for graduate students to interact and
physical spaces to encourage the ongoing development of
meaningful peer mentoring relationships.
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