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Abstract  
This article describes the implementation and evaluation of a peer mentoring program in a 
Postgraduate Diploma in IT in a New Zealand polytechnic. The peer mentoring program improves 
student support and pastoral care and helps international students adapt to New Zealand society and 
study. The article defines a peer-mentoring program that has been implemented at the authors’ 
institution. The long term objectives of this program are to support and help students to succeed in 
their education and to continue to support them as they enter their jobs in industry after their study. 
The program has three phases. The first phase is the initial implementation in the computing school. 
The second is rolling it out to other computing schools in New Zealand polytechnics. The third phase 
extends the program to industry mentorship of our students by their peers who have made the 
transition to industry. This article focusses on the first phase of the project. It discusses the design of 
the model used and the implementation steps. It evaluates the program through a qualitative analysis 
of student mentees’ perceptions, student mentors’ perceptions, manager’s perceptions and lecturer’s 
perceptions. The article finishes with a summary of lessons learned and suggestions for improvement. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The Auckland Campus of the Eastern Institute of Technology New Zealand is for international 
students only. The Graduate school has three departments: Computing, Business and Health. The 
following programmes are offered to students: Postgraduate Diploma in Information Technology 
(PGDip in IT), Postgraduate Diploma in Applied Management, Postgraduate diploma in the Health 
Management and Master programmes in IT and Management.  

International students are recruited from India, China, Vietnam, Philippines, Russia, Ukraine and other 
countries. The students range from school-leavers to professionals with 10-15 years of working 
experience. Most of the students come with their families (spouses and dependent children) and some 
come alone. Our observations are that the students are in complete shock when they first arrive in the 
school. They are faced with a complete change of culture, technology and educational system. 
Because of this, the pressure on all our support services is very high for the first few weeks of their 
study. 

Despite the full engagement of all our support services, the students’ need more individual support as 
each has specific needs. The most used services were support services (accommodation and 
financing), academic support and pastoral care. However, it is evident that our students need much 
more than that. To explore different options, we implemented a peer-mentoring programme at the 
computing postgraduate diploma programme at our school. The objective was to investigate how 
helpful a peer mentoring programme would be for acculturalisation at the beginning of their study. 

Peer mentoring is not a new approach. Many authors have researched peer mentoring [1], [2] but peer 
mentoring in higher education is relatively novel [2] and research into its benefit is limited [3]. Most 
researchers found positive effects of peer mentoring on academic achievement and retention [4], [5] , 
[6]. Some studies found positive impact of the role on institutional commitment [7] and others [8] no 
effect. 

One group of researchers [9] reported that peer mentoring scheme helped with the self-esteem of the 
mentoring group and with a higher level of social integration. However, some studies [10], [11] 
reported no effect on self-esteem or commitment to study. 

According to one study [12], the most researched aspects of the interactionist model [13] are the 
academic and social aspects of integration into college and university. Another study [4] related peer 
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mentoring to academic integration, social integration and goal commitment and reported positive 
impact of peer mentoring. Another researcher [14] emphasised that social support could help with the 
negative effect of a new environment and that a peer mentoring programme could thus buffer the 
effects of students’ transition to a new environment.  

More recently, a mentoring programme was used to encourage students to seek a cybersecurity 
career [15] with the reported outcome that students who received the peer mentoring programme 
showed more interest in this career.  

Some researchers [16] used a peer mentoring programme to support immigrants at school. Other 
researchers [1] used a multi-tiered mentoring programme to support students from underrepresented 
backgrounds, mainly women and minorities. A study in 2011 [17] used a peer mentoring programme 
successfully to support student recruitment at DePaul University. The RMIT University has 
implemented a peer mentoring programme [18] to assist novice student programmers with their 
learning. The same project reported that the peer mentoring programme was helpful to novice 
programmers and had profound effect on the mentors by increasing their communication and 
leadership skills. 

A similar programme has been implemented at tertiary level at the Le Tourneau University in Indiana 
[19]. The programme included new initiatives such as a faculty mentor programme and an industrial 
mentor programme and implemented some changes in the design of courses in the first year of study 
to explain the role of an engineer in order to increase students’ retention. The University of Ohio 
Nebraska implemented a mentoring programme in the first year of the pharmacy school and 71% of 
the students reported that the programme was helpful in their transition from college [20]. Research in 
Finland [21] showed a positive influence on international healthcare students of a mentoring 
programme, which reduced stress in the clinical environment. Peer-mentoring and inter-cultural 
understanding has been investigated in a study [22] that reported positive influences from the 
programme. Similar programmes implemented at graduate level for pharmaceutical sciences students 
[23], midwifery [24] and law students [25] have also resulted in benefits for both mentors and mentees.  

Similarly, this article’s objective was to identify whether or not a peer mentoring programme is 
beneficial to our international students to help with their transition to a new environment and 
educational system.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
The mentoring program started at the beginning of the first semester of 2018. It was implemented in a 
Postgraduate Diploma in IT (PGDip in IT) at the Computing Department. The study used an action 
research qualitative approach. Two focus groups were conducted to collect the data at the end of the 
semester. The first was conducted with mentors and the second with mentees. The facilitator of the 
focus groups was a researcher not involved in teaching the courses. Data were also collected from the 
lecturers’ observations and an additional interview with the Computing Department manager. There 
were two groups of student participants in this research: mentors and mentees. The mentees were 30 
students enrolled in the first semester of PGDip in IT. The mentors were second semester students of 
the PGDip in IT. The focus groups explored the perceptions of mentors and mentees on the 
helpfulness and usefulness of the peer mentoring program for international students early in their 
studies.  

2.1 The implementation process 
The implementation of the peer mentoring programme had several steps: recruitment of mentors, 
mentors’ induction, introduction of mentors to mentees, establishing regular meetings between 
mentors and mentees, establishing regular meetings between mentors and the project leader and 
organising two focus groups for data collection and interviews. 

To start the recruitment of mentors, we called for mentor volunteers at the beginning of their second 
semester of study. We recruited eight volunteers and allocated 3 to 4 mentees to each of them.  

Mentors’ induction introduced all mentors to pastoral care, academic and other support services 
available to new students at EIT in a short two hour session in the first week. A list of the people in 
support services as well as the telephone numbers and location was given to all mentors. A brief 
understanding of when to direct mentees to any of the services was established.  
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The introduction of mentors to mentees was organized at the beginning of the semester. The intention 
was for the new students to have someone to talk, ask question and get support. Each mentor 
established how to communicate with each mentee. For example most of our Chinese students 
preferred WhatsApp, whereas some others exchanged email addresses, twitter numbers, mobile 
numbers skype addresses etc. 

Mentors were required to meet mentees each week and assist them with any issue that arose. Their 
primary role was to listen and to advise where to go for help, or even to ask for help on behalf of the 
mentee. They also shared their own experiences of their study with the mentees. 

All issues raised by mentees were then reported by the mentors to the project leader in their weekly 
meeting. This meeting had two objectives. The first was to support mentors and identify the issues and 
problems that they had. The second was to report the issues identified to the project leader. These 
issues were than raised at the school meeting and resources were allocated as required to address 
these issues.  

The research was finalised with two focus groups at the end of the semester discussing the 
helpfulness of the peer mentoring programme and two interviews with the manager and lecturers 
involved. The results of these focus groups are discussed in the next section. 

3 RESULTS 
Data were collected in two focus groups. Comments from the mentors group are presented first, 
followed by comments from the mentees group. 

3.1 The mentors and mentees focus groups 
The mentors’ and mentees’ focus groups discussed the following key topics: academic issues, finding 
part time job, challenges of living in Auckland, challenges of mentorship, communication, time 
management, and recommendations. The mentors and mentees perceptions are presented in this 
section. 

3.1.1 The academic issues  
The academic issues discussed in the mentors’ focus group pointed out the difficulties and challenges 
faced by international students at the beginning of their study. As most international students are 
coming to study after several years in industry it is very difficult for them to get back to study and to 
ask questions about the areas they need help with: 

Most of them… are new international students… and were worried about their academics 
so …they had this fear to approach the lecturers.  So, we told them …that our staff are 
approachable and friendly.   

…  Speaking of support … I guess there are different ways we have experienced in this 
mentorship programme … like giving support on the academic side of things.  Things we 
had learnt in our first semester, we were able to pass onto them as new students …and 
we really wished we had that mentorship for us as it was hard for us to jump on board 
without any guidance. 

These are the first mentors in our pilot project who did not have mentors themselves. They went 
through the process of getting accustomed to a new culture without peer help. These students did 
have help and assistance of our services. However, this was not enough. 

Although the administrator helped us a bit, but …would have helped having a fellow 
student give us some sort of advice …coming from their own personal experiences would 
be really critical and really important for us,…but we were able to do that for the new 
students. 

It was clear that mentors value such help and now realise how much easier it would have been for 
them if they had had this support. The important point here is that students take advice more seriously 
from fellow students than from lecturers. 

Mentors were clearly motivated to help their mentees as they had a difficult time to adapt to a new 
educational system in New Zealand: 

9134



For me, I faced many hard situations last time I was here, so I wanted to help others so 
they did not experience this.  I emphasize to them to ask questions every time they don’t 
understand.  

I also faced many difficulties e.g. stress due to assignments etc and I didn’t want anyone 
to face the same.  In our home country, the education system is different.. and we only 
have exams.  Here we gain the practical experience at EIT, …which is good. But when 
they are transferring from that education to NZ system, it is ..hard for them to adjust.  We 
are new to the system and we don’t know how to proceed forward, …that’s why this 
mentor programme is good. Because in their home country they think it’s easy and often 
come here and find it difficult and it is very difficult to survive at the start.   It [mentors 
guidance] helps to ease them.  

Feedback is really important so we know we are on the right track with our assignments. 

The mentors pointed out the key difficulties that challenged mentees in their academic life as they 
faced very different educational systems. The NZ system, based on independent learning, academic 
writing, research, evaluation, problem solving rather than being exam oriented, is indeed challenging 
for international students. Mentors were able to support their mentees because they themselves faced 
these challenges in their own first semester. 

Mentees reported that mentors helped them with academic issues: 

Yes, a lot [help[ academically …Yes, I contacted my mentor and she advised me on 
feedback on structure, and requirements on the second assignment.  

In the first week of the class we were given weekly assignments.., my mentor called me, 
..we use to combine with each other and discuss it.  He called us separately and asked 
us what we need to do etc …. we are new to this education pattern so it is very difficult to 
know what you should be actually writing.  …Because of that you put extra time in and 
don’t have time to go find work.   

Mentees also reported that coming to a new educational system was difficult and that they did not 
know or clearly understand the requirements of the assignments. The role of mentors seems to ease 
this stress. There is an issue that international students are not always happy to ask for help from their 
lecturer. They would rather ask other students to help them. The role of mentors is to help, but also to 
encourage their students to ask their lecturers these questions and/or visit the academic services that 
are available for them. 

3.1.2 Help with a Job 
Mentors reported their role in helping mentees to find jobs. They commented on how this programme 
gave them an opportunity to assist with mentees’ job searches. 

We helped them.. with findings jobs. We gave their references at places we were working 
at. 

…so I just helped them on how to get jobs and stuff. 

A part time job is very important for international students as many of them take on huge debt to be 
able to come to New Zealand. Finding a part time job means they will be able to support themselves 
during their study as their financial means are limited when they come to our country. 

Mentees were reporting about the role of mentors in their search for the job: 

Jobs is important….My mentor gave me some tips on how to fit jobs with school, …family 
etc.  How to search for jobs and showed that it is possible to work and study.  So …was 
very important thing.  

Have some friends that tell us what the work requirements are etc. ..Location,… it is very 
hard to find part time work and we can only work 20 hours.  Some of them offer part time 
but it is more than 20 hours, …so you can’t take the job.  .   

The mentors helped mentees to organize their life, showed them how to fit their job in with school and 
study and helped them by explaining the work requirements. The role model that mentors played in 
this part showcased that it was possible to work and study and be successful. The maximum of 20 
hours is an Immigration NZ requirement for full time study and students may find this limiting their job 
options. 
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3.1.3 Challenges of Living in Auckland 
New students in any country are faced with many issues as they settle in to the culture of the city and 
their study. Mentors reported: 

The other side of things …  just getting through the challenges in Auckland.. like how do 
you get there, what’s the next step, what do you need to apply for e.g. IRD, tax … those 
sort of things.  They are minor … but when you are new to the place, it is a daunting 
experience.  Those sort of things are mutually appreciated by mentors and mentees we 
get to learn a lot together. 

On another matter … a few mentees may need some financial support. at certain times I 
prefer not to indulge in financial matters in apart from finances they also need some 
transportation help… 

One thing I noticed, new students struggle to find clinics, doctors, dentist, hospital.  They 
should have some knowledge of these types of places. … you get that feeling of helping 
someone …and being in a new country you need that little bit of help, …getting right 
accommodation…. 

Mentees echoed this: 

Yes, but also in the settling process in new country especially with what an International 
[student] faces e.g. rental places, what is the process etc. 

The mentors assisted mentees in settling down in Auckland life and guided them how to go about life 
in Auckland. The important part is that peer mentors were their fellow students who the mentees were 
comfortable to ask for help. Mentors were then able to guide them to the professional who could solve 
their problems. Information about clinics and hospitals was given to international students at the 
orientation day but it was too much information and not much was remembered. As a result of this 
feedback we now have a student’ guide for international students that consists of all important 
information for students’ life in Auckland.  

3.1.4 The Mentorship Programme 
One of the topics discussed was how helpful this programme was for mentees. The first part presents 
mentors’ perceptions of the programme and the second present mentees’ perceptions. Mentors 
reported: 

It’s great to be a mentor, you get that feeling of helping someone and being in a new 
country you need that little bit of help… They [mentees] need this bit of support and this is 
a great programme and I loved being part of it.  ..I was pretty excited when it started to be 
honest, so it’s really important to have someone to help you. 

I really like this programme …because at the start we [mentors when they started as new 
students] had so many difficulties and there was no one to guide us like that …as a 
friend. As a lecturer, we cannot talk to them like that,.. so by helping the mentee I’m really 
grateful that I can help them. 

Initially when my mentees came I was excited to be part of this mentorship program and 
…they were also happy that there is someone there to guide them and be there for their 
needs… A few things that we came across …there is so much pressure…..But you get 
satisfaction from the help you are giving.  

Most of the time they do not focus on the [APA] sessions.. Mentors help promote this 
{awareness about importance of attending Academic Inquiry course].   

Because we did not have …this mentorship programme in our first semester, we wanted 
to help others students  …wanted to share our experience and help other students. …I 
faced many difficulties when I first arrived as I had no family etc, so I wanted to help other 
new students.  I just wanted to help someone straight away.  

We are just really happy and how we see that it worked and could also see it through the 
eyes of our mentees.  Seeing our newer students to be able to get help from us and the 
EIT admin as well, makes us realise that we really need programmes like this to support 
them.  Even though we are the “alumni” we would like to come back and see future 
mentors and we can talk to them as well. 

9136



It is clear that mentors put a lot of energy and enthusiasm into this programme. Starting a new life in a 
new country is very challenging for everyone and they wanted to help others to minimize the stress 
they experienced. Stress was caused by the fact that they were in a new country while trying at the 
same time to find a job and finish their study successfully. Mentors gave mentees advice as to what 
they should focus on because they knew which parts of the Academic Inquiry course they needed in 
the current semester for assignments (for example APA referencing). Helping others boosted mentors’ 
self-esteem and made them feel good about themselves. We were pleasantly surprised that some 
students with previously weak academic records volunteered to be mentors and proved to be 
dedicated and helpful mentors. Their self-esteem increased dramatically during the mentorship.  

The mentees reported: 

Yes, they [mentors] helped a lot. …It was as if we were completely blindfolded when we 
came in here, but they were the one who helped us to focus on what is required, initially. 

They helped us with guidance, if they did not know the answer, they guided us to the 
correct person. ….they just helped us get to the right person….I didn’t contact my mentor 
to often.  A group was created and if we had any questions we could ask in the post and 
they would reply. It was good to have someone there if I needed them through….We had 
this group to help each other. 

Mentees agreed that mentors’ assistance was helpful in either helping them themselves or directing 
them to the services that would help. Probably the one comment that stands out is “It was as if we 
were completely blindfolded when we came in here” and then their mentor helped them to go through 
this initial shock and to better cope with their new life and study. 

Both, mentors and mentees agreed that the programme was beneficial to new students. 

3.1.5 Communication 
How communication was organised between the mentors and mentees was also discussed at the 
mentors’ focus group: 

Most of the communication happens online via messenger.  We usually ask them, how’s 
their assignment going and just making sure that they are OK.   More casual than 
proactive. 

I was proactively active in asking them what their requirements are.  Most of the time they 
do require our help…  In the first 4 weeks they need our help with the new EIT 
environment, after that, they seem to not need as much help.  My mentees know I’m only 
available at lunchtime so I always get them asking, …where are you, …I’m looking for 
you.  We have given them the time of 12-1pm we are free. 

I initially focused to meet everyone.  Everyone has their own country and own language. 
We should be united, so I informed a “Whats app” group, so we could connect with each.  
It is a fast source to connect with each other.  Everyone was happy with this.  As I 
connected with my mentees then others wanted to connect as well. …A lot of them 
connected with others themselves.  

Introductory email: was about Auckland and academic side of thing…  like who they can 
ask for help…  getting around the CBD area….Linkedin is important for all professionals 
and new contacts are really important.  Networking is so important.   

This programme started in the computing department and it is evident that these students were 
comfortable with technology and used it to improve their communications. This communication helped 
to have regular contact with each member. The other important part was how mentors had proactively 
contacted their mentees themselves if mentees were not present at the regular meeting. They made 
sure that their mentees were supported. Apart from mentors establishing the communication within the 
group, mentees also initiated their own connections.  

The mentees’ focus group reported:  

I didn’t contact my mentor too often.  A group was created ..and if we had any questions 
we could ask in the post and they would reply. …It was good to have someone there if I 
needed them through. 
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We had this group to help each other…We communicated… using WhatsApp. It was the 
idea from a mentor. ..It was one of the best ways to get in contact with everyone.  If 
anyone had a question we all could answer….Yes [we were able to communicate] and 
they [mentors] did get back to us.  

Mentees seem to be happy with communications and how they could post questions and all members 
could answer and help each other. Social support of mentors and other group members appears to be 
very important in settling students in a new environment. Social support of mentors and other group 
members appears to be very important in settling students in a new environment. However, it was 
important to make boundaries to protect mentors. For example, it was not acceptable to call mentors 
late at night and over the weekend unless previously agreed. The EIT has an emergency number that 
students can call in the case of an emergency and this is not the mentor’s role.  

3.1.6 Time Management 
Time management issues were raised with mentors. Mentors have their own assignments to finish, 
their job and families and time management was very important to them as well as mentees. 
Therefore, having good time management skills and identifying boundaries between mentors and 
mentees helped better manage their life and study. This was particularly discussed at regular mentors’ 
meetings with the project leader. 

Need to manage your time about how much you spend with mentees – it’s about time 
management.  If they ask a small question, you just answer that, it’s not too time 
consuming.  

 Initially I use to get a lot of calls, every 2-3 days.  I thought I should also focus on my own 
time as we have been through the Research assignment and in there it tells us about 
time management and handling one more thing will affect our time…. But then I realised 
what times I should tell them to call me and let them know there is a limit. 

Yes, I used to get calls late at night, but then I realised this is affecting my time as well.  

The mentees comments on time management were: 

I did not work first semester so… I could adjust to coping with my time.   

But now that I know I will be able to fit my time and family and working.   

Now… I know how much time I need to work on assignments.   

Very few comments were given on time management even though we know how important this skill is 
and that most of our international students struggle with time management. It is no surprise that 
mentors have placed much more importance on time management than mentees. The mentors need 
to manage their life, job, family and study as well as mentoring and were under much more time 
pressure than mentees. 

3.1.7 Recommendations 
The final topic of the focus group discussion was any recommendations they may have to improve the 
peer mentoring programme. The mentors suggested: 

Select the mentors for the semester and bring them to the orientation with new students 
to make that connection straight away. 

APA referencing …they having trouble with …as they do not do this in India.  Would be 
helpful if a workshop is held in the first week. Even though EIT provides this through 
Academic Inquiry course, it is important that we tell mentees to focus more on these APA 
sessions.  Most of the time they do not focus on the sessions.  Mentors help promote this.   

Hold more mentorship sessions “monthly sessions” …so we can meet with them and 
focus on them.  Both mentor/mentee sessions (altogether).  

Making it more formalised and more organised …and holding more workshops from the 
beginning to give self-direction and make clear the relationship for 
mentors/mentees/instructors e.g. type of engagement and how far you can go, 
communication channels.  More like …treating it like an organisation itself because that 
will empower the programme and provide a clearer vision & mission to that programme 
itself. 

9138



Yes, do some workshops for all as we are all new to this programme, e.g. mentorship 
workshop or skill sets.  This will add more benefits to the programme.    

By end of the semester, EIT with the help of pastoral care administrator, could hold some 
“stress relief” workshops as students are really stressed.  By the end of semester …this 
would be very helpful and they need some motivation.  

Mentors made several suggestions on how the programme could be improved. The first was that 
mentors for new students should be selected before the start of the semester and introduced at 
orientation. Second, APA referencing should be moved to the start of the Academic Inquiry course. 
Third, there should be monthly sessions with both mentors and mentees. Fourth, it would be useful to 
write rules for the programme to make it clear about responsibilities of all parties and to improve 
mentors induction. Finally, we should include some stress relief session before the end of the 
semester.  

The mentees focus group suggested the following improvements: 

I would personally feel that if there was a specific session that could help us to do 
assignments at the beginning.  Academic Inquiry was helpful, …but if the mentors could 
have a specific class with us e.g. 45min or 1 hour session on letting us know how the 
assignment is structured. ..  How do you write it, structure, how do you collect your 
articles …will be really helpful.  

Reviewing assignments – I don’t think it is good for one mentor to do as they have a job 
already and don’t have time to cope with everything.  ..Perhaps another student should 
do or someone from EIT.   

Need more guidelines on boundaries etc, …how much can they guide you.  Mentors are 
students to, they have family, they have jobs …..so boundaries would be good for new 
students to know that they are there to guide and support, not solve your problems.   

Career guidance would be very helpful ..It would be very helpful ..if we could be shown 
how to properly write your CV. Is it possible to have a campus interview? .. In India we 
have a campus interview, placement interviews.  People from different business sectors, 
they come here .. and  they recruit online.  Having mock interviews would be really good 
to know …what type of questions would be coming from industry 

Mentees suggested having a specific session at the beginning of the semester to help with 
assignments. The assignments need to be reviewed as they are in progress. They need more 
guidance on boundaries with mentors. They need career guidance and CV workshops. They would 
like to see mock interviews. 

3.2 The management and lecturers perspective 
The view of the manager who conducted the focus group of both mentors and mentees: 

One of the other comments that came from the mentees was that it was so awesome to 
see how people get through it …and they looked up at mentors and had seen people that 
had been through the same struggles and had succeeded and come out the other end.  
Mentors are the people they [mentees] are aspiring to be.  …So was awesome to hear 
that.  I wanted to pass that onto you all [project team] and you knew the affect 
programme had on the students. 

This was a comment from the manager about her impression on the mentors’ work and the impact on 
mentees. One lecturer’s comment was that this programme gave “invaluable feedback on the courses 
and assessment from our mentors”. For example, if students felt that they still did not understand an 
assignment properly they would report this to their mentor. This would then be discussed at the 
mentors and project leader meeting. The project leader then passes this information to the lecturer of 
the course who then clarifies the instructions. These are some examples of how this peer mentoring 
feedback can result in immediate action for a specific course. 

4 CONCLUSION 
This article reports the implementation of a peer mentoring pilot project at the Eastern Institute of 
Technology in Auckland. The perceptions of mentors and mentees were explored in two focus groups. 
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The mentors’ key suggestions for improvement were: to recruit and induct mentors prior to the 
beginning of the semester, to have an APA workshop at the beginning of the semester, to have 
monthly sessions of mentees and mentors and to have stress relief sessions toward the end of the 
semester. 

The mentees’ main recommendations focused on academic and study issues, such as help with 
assignments at the beginning and having a review of assignments in progress. The other area of 
improvement was help with getting a job and understanding job requirements, help with CV and mock 
interviews on the campus. This emphasis on a job is understandable because most of these students 
were already professionals in their own countries and a main objective was to finish their study, to get 
a job and to stay in New Zealand. The managers and lecturers reported that according to their 
observations and what students were reporting to them, this project was helpful in supporting new 
international students at the beginning of their study. 

Overall, the project has been accepted by all concerned and is now in its second year. We will 
continue to implement recommendations. The next phase of the peer mentoring programme is to 
expand this programme to all departments of the international campus and evaluate its outcomes.  
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