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Beginning college can lead to a period of intense 

loneliness for undergraduate students (Diehl et 

al., 2018). For many, it is their first time living on 

their own, away from their families and established 

social circles, and the process of learning to build 

new connections can be slow and difficult (Diehl et 

al., 2018; CCMH, 2019; ACHA, 2017). These feelings 

of isolation and disconnection were amplified over 

the 2020-21 academic year as schools moved 

online, forcing students to process the stress and 

trauma of a pandemic and navigate new learning 

modalities while physically separated from their 

peers. (Elmer, Mepham, & Stadtfeld, 2020; Zebrack, 

2021; Liu, 2020; Janis, 2020). Now, more than ever, 

finding ways to meaningfully connect students with 

their peers while staying safe is vital to supporting 

students on their college journeys, and helping 

them receive their undergraduate degrees. In this 

study, you’ll learn how peer mentorship has been 

used as an effective student success intervention 

for its ability to create supportive connections 

between students. These connections help build 

a sense of belonging among mentored students, 

making them more likely to stay on campus. 
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The Importance of First-Year Retention 
Obtaining a college degree has been connected 

to greater social mobility, higher lifetime earning 

potential, and higher rates of job satisfaction 

(CollegeBoard, 2019; Pew Research, 2014). 

Unfortunately, only 74% of first-time college 

students return after their first year of study, 

and research has shown that students who drop 

out after this crucial first year are unlikely to 

ever return and complete their degrees (NSCRC, 

2021; Shapiro et al., 2017). These issues are 

especially pressing for historically underserved 

populations such as non-white, low-income, and/

or first-generation students (NSCRC, 2021). 

Regardless of students’ backgrounds, low first-

year retention rates coupled with the rising 

cost of attending college means students are 

leaving their studies with mountains of debt 

and no degree (Hanson, 2021). The upheavals 

of 2020 and the global COVID-19 pandemic 

only exacerbated these long-standing gaps in 

equitable student persistence, while creating 

more difficulty for all students as they adapted 

to new learning systems and environments 

(Department of Education, 2021; Lederer, Hoban, 

& Lipson, 2020).  It is no wonder, then, that 

retention concerns continue to weigh heavily on 

the minds of students -- and those working to 

improve the situation.  

 

Colleges and universities have turned to a 

range of solutions to address this retention gap, 

including chatbots, algorithm-driven early alert 

systems, and increased on-campus resources in 

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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the form of mental health and academic 

advising (McKenzie, 2019; Feathers, 2021; 

Lipson et al., 2019; Bryant & Hornstein, 

2016). Peer mentorship has also been 

increasingly embraced as a high impact 

practice in higher education (Collier, 

2017). In this model, higher education 

institutions create relationships 

between first-year students and more 

senior students via formal mentorship 

programs, ensuring mentees have access 

to knowledgeable and relatable guides 

to the college experience. Unlike a tutor, 

academic advisor, or faculty member, 

who directs support towards a specific 

task or course, a peer mentor directs 

support towards the psychosocial well-

being of one or more mentees (Terrion & 
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Leonard, 2007; Yomtov et al, 2017). In 2020, Mentor Collective partnered with more than 100 colleges 

and universities to offer such first-year mentorship programs. Six of these partner institutions were 

also interested in the impact of mentorship on fall-to-spring persistence, creating a valuable dataset 

that contributes to addressing the ongoing need to further validate mentorship’s ability to positively 

impact student retention (Lane, 2020; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi 1991). 

 

Analysis of this dataset covering six institutions and more than 17,000 students yielded important 

findings on fall-to-spring semester persistence rates for mentored students compared to their non-

mentored peers; the impact of mentorship on a student’s likelihood to persist from term to term; 

and how important mentor-mentee engagement is to a student’s likelihood to persist. These findings 

are evidence of mentorship’s role in persistence and provide important insight into the levels of 

engagement necessary to create successful mentorships. 

 

 
Mentorship as a Student Success Intervention 
There are many theories as to why students fail to be retained. One of the foundational theoretical 

models for understanding student attrition beyond their first year in college comes from Tinto’s 

integration model (1975; Tinto, 2006). In this model, Tinto hypothesizes that three factors contribute 

to student persistence: their academic preparation and unique personal qualities prior to beginning 

courses; their level of integration into an institution’s academic system; and their level of integration 

into an institution’s social system. If a student is able to successfully integrate into these academic and 

social systems, their motivation to finish their degree is stronger; however, their ability to integrate is 

influenced by the experiences and skills with which they enter the institution. In this particular model, 

student retention rests largely on their successful integration into either the academic or social 

system. Though many studies of the effect of mentorship on retention have lacked explicit theoretical 

underpinnings, Tinto’s social integration theory is one of the most often cited (Jacobi 1991; Crisp & Cruz, 

2007).  

 

Also influential to understanding the connections between social relations and student retention is 

the concept of sense of belonging, which similarly emphasizes the importance of relationships to 

psychological function and human happiness (Rosenburg & McCullough, 1981). Further studies have 

demonstrated how a strong sense of belonging can lead to positive outcomes for students from grade 

school to college (Allen et. al, 2018; Strayhorn, 2012; Freeman, Anderman, & Jensen, 2007), and still 

more have looked at how peer mentorship specifically can foster a sense of belonging for mentees or 

protégés (Yomtov et. al, 2017; Glaser, Hall, and Halperin, 2006; Ward, Thomas, & Disch, 2010; Ensher et. 

al, 2001). 

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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This psychosocial support, which differentiates 

a mentoring relationship from a relationship 

with an advisor or tutor, is theorized as 

contributing to a student’s sense of belonging 

and connection, which in turn leads to stronger 

retention outcomes (Grant-Vallone & Ensher, 

2000; Lee & Bush, 2003; Nora & Crisp, 2007; 

Kiyama & Luca, 2014; Rhodes et. al, 2006). In the 

mentoring programs under consideration here, 

a “peer mentorship” is a formalized relationship 

between two students who are close in age, 

specifically an upper-division undergraduate 

student (the mentor) and an incoming first-year 

undergraduate student (the mentee). 

 

Ongoing communication and interaction 

between mentors and mentees, beyond a single 

interaction, has been identified as helping grow 

the social connections that increase a mentee’s 

sense of belonging (Herrera et al., 2000; Liao 

& Sanchez, 2016). The sense of belonging and 

psychosocial support that mentoring can bring 

and its associated persistence outcomes are 

especially crucial for first generation and/or 

low-income students, as well as students from 

historically underserved racial or ethnic groups 

(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Strayhorn, 2007). These 

students most often experience persistent gaps 

in their retention and academic performance 

compared to more systematically advantaged 

peers due to insufficient college advising 

available through public high schools, and poor 

communication of and guidance through financial 

aid options from higher education institutions, 

among other factors (Radford, 2013). This 

background informed the authors’ interest in 

understanding mentorship, persistence, and 

engagement afforded by this data.

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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Methods and Analysis - Our Approach  
Mentor Collective mentorship programs consist 

of six essential components: program design; 

recruitment of participants; matching mentors 

and mentees; training mentors in effective 

mentoring; providing ongoing support to 

mentors and mentees; and assessment. Mentors 

and mentees are recruited via SMS text and email. 

If interested, they sign up with the program and 

take a matching survey. The matching survey 

considers 10 factors in determining good mentor-

mentee fit, such as gender, race, and first-

generation status. Mentors are then required to 

attend a webinar training session in which they 

learn about the stages of a mentorship, practice 

important skills such as active listening, and 

learn the basic expectations for participation in 

the program. Once a mentor has been trained, 

they are eligible to be matched with a mentee or 

several mentees, according to their preference, 

from their same school. Once matched, mentors 

and mentees can communicate with one another 

in whatever mode feels most comfortable for 

them. While in-person interaction has been a 

common way for pairs to check-in, the COVID-19 

pandemic forced nearly all communication 

to happen online or through text messaging. 

Mentors and mentees are provided materials to 

help guide and give support to their relationship, 

and are asked to keep track of their interactions 

using conversation logs on their mentoring 

dashboard. Common topics of conversation 

among first-year mentors and their mentees 

include academic struggles, developing a work-

life balance, questions about financial aid, and 

finding friends on campus. These conversation 

logs provide insight into the role of engagement 

with a mentor in student retention propensity. 

Should mentors or mentees run into issues, a 

24/7 online helpdesk is available to them. At the 

program level, mentors and mentees periodically 

receive research-informed surveys to assess 

their sense of belonging and self-efficacy over the 

duration of the program. 

 

The sample analyzed here included 17,093 first-

year undergraduate students from six four-year 

colleges and universities around the U.S. (Table 

1). A breakdown of the student demographics 

can be found below (Table 2). Demographic data 

was obtained through a mix of self-reporting 

via Mentor Collective matching surveys and 

university-provided data. Because not all 

institutions provided demographic information 

along with the enrollment data, percentages 

for students where demographic information 

is unknown are also included. Our method for 

addressing this gap will be discussed below.

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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Institutions Public or Private Undergraduate Student 
population size

Location (region of US)

University 1 Public ± 4,500 Midwestern Region

University 2 Public ± 16,000 Southwest Region

University 3 Private ± 2,300 Northeast Region

University 4 Public ± 20,000 Southwest Region

University 5 Public ± 47,000 Northeast Region

University 6 Public ± 9,500 Southeast Region

Table 1. Colleges and Universities who provided enrollment data

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T

Mentored Mean Non-mentored 
Mean

Difference Difference St Error

Age 18.20 19.84 -1.64 -9.01%

White 7.36 % 1.43% 5.93% 80.57%

Black/African-
American

0.61% 0.17% 0.44% 72.13%

Hispanic/Latinx 0.93% 0.17% 0.76% 81.72%

Asian/Asian-American 0.32% 0.41% -0.09% -28.13%

Biracial 1.30% 0.20% 1.1% 84.62%

Race not known 12.59% 74.31% -61.72% -490.23%

Female 6.86% 1.52% 5.34% 77.84%

Gender not known 12.48% 74.31% -61.83% -495.43%

First-Generation 2.61% 0.56% 2.05% 78.54%

First-Generation 
Status unknown

10.32% 72.65% -62.33% -603.97%

Table 2. Demographic statistics of total sample (mentored and non-mentored)
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Analyses Conducted 
1. A basic summary statistic of students who participated in the Mentor Collective program 

(“mentored students”) who were retained from the fall semester of 2020 to the spring semester 

of 2021, compared to students who did not participate in the mentoring program (“non-mentored 

students”), irrespective of other factors.  

 

2. A logistic regression analysis was used to determine how likely mentored students are to be 

retained one semester to the next compared to their non-mentored peers. 

 

3. A Chi-Square feature selection was used to evaluate the impact of mentorship compared to other 

known factors that impact retention - in this instance, gender, race, and first-generation status 

were compared to the effect of being matched with a mentor, and being matched with a mentor and 

having multiple conversations with them. The datasets provided included a large number of samples 

classified as retained (14,641 retained compared and 2,452 not retained). To address this imbalance in 

the dataset, a Synthetic Minority Over-Sampling Technique (SMOTE) algorithm was applied. The SMOTE 

Oversampling algorithm is a commonly used technique for addressing unbalanced sample sizes. An 

unbalanced dataset is characterized as having classes of dependent categorical variables which are 

not equally represented across datasets, resulting in a neglect of the minority class and a test bias 

towards the majority class. The SMOTE Oversampling algorithm is a technique that creates synthetic 

samples by using the K-Nearest Neighbors algorithm to randomly select samples from the minority 

class and introduce synthetic samples in order to balance the data between classes (Chawla & Bowyer, 

2002). 

 

4. A Chi-Square feature selection was done to determine the least number of conversations necessary 

to start a necessary significant relationship between the conversations and retention.

What Did We Find?  
When looking at the overall sample of 

17,093 students, mentored students were 

retained at a rate of 94.7%, compared 

to their non-mentored peers, who were 

retained at a rate of 82.9%.
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After correcting for the unbalanced samples, logistic 

regression modelling shows that mentored students 

demonstrate a 30.5% higher retention propensity 

than non-mentored students, at 75.25% for Mentor 

Collective participants compared to 44.79% for 

non-participants. At p ≤  0.00001, these results are 

strongly significant. 

 

In applying a Chi-Square feature selection to the 

adjusted dataset, it was found that gender was the 

strongest and most significant contributing factor (X2 = 

1702.52, p ≤ 0.00001). The female gender category has 

the highest Chi-Square value of 121.46, implying that 

female-identifying students are the most likely to be 

retained semester to semester. Having a conversation 

with one’s mentor - specifically, having any number 

of conversations - followed gender as the second 

most significant contributing factor (X2 = 1227.72, 

p ≤ 0.00001). The third most significant factor was 

participation in the mentorship program, irrespective 

of number of conversations (X2 = 872.87, p ≤ 0.00001). 

 

Lastly, Chi-Square feature selection was also done 

to determine the least number of conversations 

necessary to observe a significant relationship 

between having a conversation with one’s mentor and 

retention. Segmenting the number of conversations 

to 0, 1 to 3, 4 to 6, and 7+ conversations, the significant 

relationship between conversation and retention 

began in the 1 to 3 category. Upon further segmenting 

into 1, 2, and 3 conversations, a significant relationship 

between conversation and retention began at a 

minimum of 3 conversations (X2 = 6.07, p = 0.01375.) 

Mentees who had 0 conversations include those who 

were matched and did not engage with their mentors 

and those who were not matched with a mentor.

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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What Can We Learn? 
These analyses offer further validation and 

additional insights to previous studies that 

have suggested the efficacy of mentorship in 

aiding with student persistence. The strong 

significance of gender as a factor contributing to 

retention is supported by other studies (Irwin et 

al., 2021; Barbera et al., 2017), but merits further 

investigation. The contributions of mentorship, 

and more specifically, of engagement with a 

mentor are in line with established theories of 

sense of belonging and social connection as 

important pieces of the retention puzzle. It also 

follows what might be “common sense” - the 

more often you talk to another person, the more 

likely it is that you feel closer to them. While these 

findings do not demonstrate a causal relationship 

between mentorship and retention, they point to 

mentorship as a significant contributing factor in 

student retention. 

 

For university administrators eager to provide 

students with the tools and resources they need 

to remain on campus, these results indicate 

that peer mentorship is one powerful way of 

accomplishing these goals. Previous studies 

have shown that peer mentors are a particularly 

effective way of providing mentorship to students 

because it circumvents power hierarchies 

inherent in faculty/student relationships. 

(Rosenthal & Shinebarger, 2010) Other research 

has shown that not all students inherently know 

what is required to build and grow mentoring 

relationships with non-kin adults, such as 

professors or advisors. (Schwartz, 2016)  

 

The context of this particular data set also 

complicates long-standing assumptions about 

mentorship efficacy requiring in-person 

interaction. Given the restrictions on in-person 

interaction that dominated many students’ 

experiences during the 2020-21 academic year, 

the vast majority of interactions happened 

virtually, making the impact of the mentoring 

interactions on student persistence all the more 

striking. For practitioners, this suggests that 

some elements of the online-only pivot may be 

worth keeping as it increases the likelihood that 

mentoring pairs stay in touch with one another, 

allowing them to interact in ways that are most 

comfortable, and convenient, for them. While 

there is still much more to understand about 

student retention and belonging on college 

campuses, these findings indicate that having a 

meaningful connection to a more experienced 

peer at school can help students succeed.

R E T E N T I O N  A N D  E N G AG E M E N T
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