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The present study explored the benefits of peer mentoring as part of a student-centered
approach to the teaching of an undergraduate Research Methods and Statistics (RMS)
course in Psychology. In the first semester of the study, one section of the RMS course
was taught with the inclusion of a peer mentor intervention in the classroom, while the
other section was taught without peer mentors (standard). Curriculum and evaluation
were the same in both sections. During the second semester of the study, both sections of
the RMS course employed peer mentors in the classroom (peer mentor intervention).
Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted to assess the impact of
the presence of peer mentors in the classroom on exam performance while controlling for
background variables. Results revealed student-performance differences between the RMS
sections during the first semester of the study where the sections differed with respect to the
presence of peer mentors in the classroom (standard vs. peer mentor intervention sections),
but not in the second semester of the study where both sections employed peer mentors.
Our findings provide evidence that the presence of peer mentors in RMS classrooms is
a practical and cost-effective approach to improving student-learning outcomes.
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Undergraduate Research Methods and Statis-
tics (RMS) is a foundational course in the
Psychology major (American Psychological
Association, 2013). For many social science stu-
dents, RMS is their first exposure to understanding
the scientific method, research jargon, and statisti-
cal analysis. Students often enter this course with
trepidation (Conners et al., 1998; Dempster &
McCorry, 2009; Freng et al., 2011; Vittengl
et al., 2004) fueled by factors including a fear of
being underprepared for the material (Hudak &
Anderson, 1990), believing that traditional lectures
are passive (Gasiewski et al., 2012), and being

anxious about learning statistics (Macher et al.,
2012; Onwuegbuzie, 1997). RMS classes often
serve as gatekeeper courses for social and behav-
ioral science majors where classroom performance
can impact student retention within those majors
(Seymour, 2001). Some student-centered ap-
proaches such as “flipping” classrooms, using
problem-based learning, peer-assisted learning,
and peer mentoring have been proposed to combat
these challenges (Peterson, 2016; Winquist &
Carlson, 2014). Accordingly, we redesigned our
RMS course to be student-centered, involving a
semester-long research project, and including
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problem-based learning activities to mitigate stu-
dent trepidation about RMS courses. This deviation
from a purely lecture-based classroom to a student-
centered classroom requires more individualized
time for each student. Student-centered classrooms
necessitate more instructional resources (e.g.,
graduate teaching assistants [GTAs]) that many
institutions (like ours) cannot afford. For these
reasons, we were particularly interested in the
benefits associated with peer mentoring. If an
undergraduate peer mentor program can improve
academic achievement in an intimidating gate-
keeper course without additional cost, this
approach would benefit both the students and the
institution. Here, we report the effectiveness of our
redesigned approach focusing on the inclusion of
our peer mentor program.

When redesigning our RMS course, we adopted
teaching elements from student-centered ap-
proaches with the goal of creating a learning
community that was accessible to all students (e.g.,
descriptive examples were provided to explain new
jargon), resource rich (e.g., all students received
access to free, online course companion notes), and
supportive through the implementation of a peer
mentor program based on a social-support frame-
work (Jacobi, 1991) with the goal of improving
academic outcomes (see Crisp et al., 2017 for a
review of mentoring frameworks). We tested the
effectiveness of this design by comparing an inter-
vention classroom that included a structured peer
mentor program to a standard classroom without
the presence of peer mentors (Semester 1). The
following semester (Semester 2), we implemented
the peer-mentoring program in both classrooms.
Below, we describe the redesign of the course from
a traditional lecture format to a student-centered
approach and how the inclusion of a structured peer
mentor program may improve academic outcomes.

Course Outline

The redesigned course focused on active and
experiential learning, borne from cognitive devel-
opmental theory (Piaget, 1964; Popkewitz, 1998;
Vygotsky, 1978) and included a semester-long
group research project. Throughout this project,
students created, conducted, and evaluated their
own research. Students completed activities dur-
ing lecture and applied those concepts to their
research projects during laboratory sessions. Inte-
grating lecture activities with the research project

was rooted in both project-based and problem-
based learning. Problem-based learning provides
complex problems that require group collabora-
tion to arrive at a solution (Cockrell et al., 2000).
This approach is associated with better academic
outcomes (e.g., increased information retention,
examination performance, and knowledge appli-
cation; Dochy et al., 2003; McParland et al.,
2004; Vernon & Blake, 1993), which has been
demonstrated in undergraduate statistics courses
(Karpiak, 2011). Project-based learning is cen-
tered around a long-term project that culminates
in realistic products that utilize scaffolding during
the learning process, as well as investigation,
evaluation, explicit educational goals, and a com-
munity of inquiry (see Thomas, 2000 for a
review; Hmelo-Silver, 2004). Both approaches
have been used in medical and engineering fields,
so their application to a social science research
methods classroom provides a natural extension
of this work.

Mentoring Benefits

Mentoring relationships focus on student
growth and development, increase broad forms
of support (i.e. career, professional, and emotional),
build personal and reciprocal relationships, and
transmit relevant information and experience
from the more experienced individual to the less
experienced individual (Crisp & Cruz, 2009).
Mentoring is related to several positive academic
outcomes for undergraduate students, including bet-
ter performance on exams (Chester et al., 2013; Fox
et al., 2010; Leidenfrost et al., 2014), increased
involvement in one’s academic program (Brittian
et al., 2009; Gross et al., 2015), and bolstered per-
sistence (Crisp, 2010; Yomtov et al., 2017;). By
observing a healthy working relationship between
instructors and students, undergraduates may per-
ceive fewer barriers to becoming involved within
the major and in research labs.

In addition to the psychosocial and academic
benefits associated with peer mentor programs,
they may be especially effective in undergraduate
RMS courses. As described above, many students
enter RMS classes with reservations and concerns.
Peer mentors provide an easily accessible, less
intimidating, relatable resource to struggling stu-
dents. The current peer mentor program was de-
signed from an outcome-based orientation, using
the peer mentors as social and academic support
in the socialization of students to the demands of
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the Psychology major and career (Weidman,
1989). Peer mentors provided academic support,
but the interpersonal relationships facilitated such
support, reflecting the social support framework
Jacobi (1991) describes. The immediate goal of the
peer mentor program was to provide needed sup-
port to improve academic outcomes, but the situa-
tion of this program in a gatekeeper course with a
semester-long research project is critical in facili-
tating several forms of that support.

Crisp et al. (2017) identifies a conceptual
model of undergraduate mentoring that details
the critical components of a mentoring program
that include the context, student characteristics,
forms of support, features of the mentoring rela-
tionship, and outcomes. These components inter-
act to create a dynamic environment that supports
student success. To better understand the function
of peer mentors and how they differ from other
forms of support (like GTAs or supplemental
instructors), Table 1 shows how peer mentors
in this program provide the four forms of support
described in Nora and Crisp’s (2007) conceptual
model. Psychological and emotional support en-
tails a mutual understanding, exercising empathy,
providing encouragement, and the development
of positive regard. Degree and career support
focuses more on developing personal and profes-
sional potential, cultivating critical thinking
skills, and identifying and making progress
toward career goals. Academic subject knowl-
edge is focused on the acquisition and strength-
ening of the academic skills necessary for

Table 1

success. The final form of support, role model,
is providing a model for the student to learn from
the peer mentors’ successes and failures, facili-
tated by disclosure on the part of the peer mentor.
The ultimate goal of the peer mentor program
was to improve academic performance. Aca-
demic performance is negatively related to anxi-
ety, so alleviating that anxiety using peer
mentoring may improve academic outcomes
(Seipp, 1991; Sprengel & Job, 2004). In particu-
lar, peer mentoring may allow students who
require additional scaffolding in problem/proj-
ect-based learning classrooms to gain explicit
feedback and instruction (Kuh et al., 2011).

Summary

Project-based and problem-based learning are
identified as effective approaches to teaching
classes like RMS by combining profession-
specific projects with self-directed learning.
However, the literature suggests that challenges
associated with RMS classes within the social
sciences may make it difficult for all students
to succeed in a project-based classroom. Students
in these classrooms engage with the material
by negotiating and practicing efficient self-
regulation. Some students, especially first-year
students and sophomores, may have difficulty
with self-regulation due to individual differences
in traits like statistics anxiety, self-confidence,
and locus of control (Ertmer et al., 1996; Loyens
et al., 2008). These students may struggle in a

Examples of the Forms of Support Provided by Peer Mentors

Psychological and emotional ¢ Students are given time alone in the first lab meeting to openly ask peer mentors questions

support

Peer mentors are required to speak to their assigned groups of students every class. They

build rapport over time by showing interest in their students, asking about assignment
progress, and reminding students about upcoming due dates

Degree/career support

organizations
Academic subject
knowledge support

Role model

Peer mentors relay stories of their own struggles in the course from the previous semester
Required for psychology major, so open conversations about one’s future career are
promoted by all instructors

Peer mentors share experiences in research labs, courses, working as a peer mentor, tutoring
Peer mentors share opportunities in labs, promote involvement in psychology-related student

Assist students with in-class activities and research project management

Provide individual tutoring sessions if requested

Host supplemental instruction sessions throughout the semester

Peer mentors are psychology majors who were in the same course the previous semester, so

they are similar to their students

Peer mentors provide an example of undergraduate collaboration with professors and

graduate teaching assistants at every class session

Peer mentors earned an A in the course, so they can model good classroom practice in note

taking, professional behavior, and career ambition
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self-directed learning classroom without explicit
instruction and adequate scaffolding. They may
lack the metacognitive understanding necessary
to navigate the problem environment without
additional guidance (Hmelo-Silver, 2004).
Peer-mentoring programs are widely used to
ameliorate several of these issues. Therefore,
we predicted that the use of peer mentors will
complement problem-based and project-based
learning, resulting in better academic outcomes
compared to a traditional classroom without peer
mentors.

Methods

Participants

In Semester 1, 108 students at a public univer-
sity in the midwestern United States enrolled in
two sections of the RMS course offered by the
Psychology Department: 60 students in the stan-
dard (Classroom A—tenured faculty lecturer)
section and 48 students in the intervention (Class-
room B—doctoral graduate student lecturer) sec-
tion. In Semester 2, both classrooms adopted the
intervention approach and participants consisted
of 101 students with 42 in Classroom A and 59 in
Classroom B. Instructors and GTAs remained
together (i.e., the same instructor with the same
GTA) across both semesters to control for lec-
turer/GTA individual differences. Equal numbers

Table 2
Enrollment and Demographic Information for Semester
in Analyses

of peer mentors were included in each interven-
tion classroom across semesters (i.e., three peer
mentors per lecturer). Demographic information
for students included in the analyses are shown in
Table 2. Students self-selected into the different
sections of the four-credit RMS course. There
was no indication of the difference in classroom
format at the time of registration.

To fit the inclusion criteria of the study, stu-
dents needed to complete two pretest instruments
as well as four tests used to evaluate student
knowledge of course content prior to and
throughout the semester. During Semester 1,
12 students were excluded for failure to complete
the pretest instruments (i.e., 5 from Classroom A
and 7 from Classroom B) while 6 students were
excluded for failure to complete one or more tests
(i.e., 5 from Classroom A and 1 from Classroom
B). The same parameters were used for Semester
2, with 16 students excluded for failure to com-
plete the pretests (i.e., 11 from Classroom A and 5
from Classroom B) and 5 students excluded for
failure to complete one or more tests (i.e., 2 from
Classroom A and 3 from Classroom B).

Peer Mentor Intervention

The primary difference between classroom A
and classroom B in Semester 1 was the presence
of peer mentors. In the structured peer-mentoring
program, peer mentors were selected from

1 and Semester 2 by Section Pairs for Students Included

Semester Semester 1 Semester 2
Lecturer A B A B
Instruction format Standard Intervention Intervention Intervention
Enrollment (% female) 50 (76.0%) 40 (72.5%) 29 (69.0%) 51 (82.4%)
Asian 2.0% 2.5% 3.5% 5.9%
African American 14.0% 32.5% 24.1% 27.5%
Ethnicity 10.0% 5.0% 3.5% 9.8%
Hispanic/Latino
White 42.0% 47.5% 58.6% 47.1%
Other 32.0% 12.5% 10.3% 9.8%
First generation 54.0% 52.5% 34.5% 52.9%
Class (mean credit hours)
Freshmen 0.0% (0.0) 2.5% (21.0) 3.5% (13.0) 7.8% (14.8)
Sophomore 42.0% (36.0) 32.5% (37.6) 37.9% (40.2) 35.3% (41.4)
Junior 30.0% (68.4) 42.5% (68.7) 48.3% (73.0) 43.1% (72.2)
Senior® 28.0% (126.0) 22.5% (117.8) 10.3% (98.7) 13.7% (93.3)

Psychology major 60.0%

62.5% 65.5% 47.1%

#Includes seniors who have been awarded a previous degree.
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undergraduate students who earned a letter grade
of “A” in the course during the prior semester,
demonstrated effective use of necessary skills
(e.g., communication, organization, empathy,
and mastery of content), and expressed an interest
in the program. All peer mentors were enrolled in
a three-credit independent study course. Because
of the limitations to independent study credits in
the degree program, students were only able to
serve as a peer mentor for one semester. They
were required to attend all lecture and laboratory
meetings, meet weekly with the GTAs, offer
individual tutoring sessions where appropriate,
create practice problems, and host weekly sup-
plemental instruction sessions (attendance was
between 5 and 15 students). GTAs in all sections
attended all lectures, taught laboratory sections,
held office hours, and hosted the supplemental
instruction sessions that directly preceded tests
(attendance was between 35 and 50 students).
Prior to the first class, a peer mentor training
meeting was held to discuss responsibilities
inside and outside the classroom. At weekly
1-hr meetings, run by the GTAs, peer mentors
would discuss the previous week, receive feed-
back on in-class activities, prepare for the follow-
ing week, and ask any questions about course
material prior to class. Peer mentors also provided
valuable, real-time feedback about student com-
prehension and any need for extra support. Peer
mentors met individually with the GTAs to pre-
pare to host the supplemental instruction meet-
ings. As part of their professional development,
peer mentors were evaluated by the GTAs every
time they hosted a supplemental instruction ses-
sion, were required to form goals, evaluate prog-
ress on those goals, reflect on their experience,
and were consistently given teaching advice dur-
ing meetings. In the classroom, each peer mentor
supervised several groups of three to five ran-
domly assigned students who they monitored and
assisted during in-class activities. Peer mentors
were instructed to directly communicate with
their assigned students every class session.

Classroom Parameters

Both classes were taught concurrently, with
Classroom A on a Monday, Wednesday, Friday
schedule and Classroom B on a Tuesday, Thurs-
day schedule. Both lecturers were male (one
tenured faculty and one doctoral graduate stu-
dent) and both GTAs were female (both master’s

level graduate students). The lecturers and GTAs
met weekly to ensure consistency between clas-
ses. All lecture slides, assignments, homework,
in-class activities, and exams were identical. All
students had the same amount of time to complete
these assessments. Classroom exercises included
activities such as conducting observational
research on campus, identifying research designs,
solving statistical problems, and designing ele-
ments of the research project.

Assessment of Academic Performance

Academic outcomes were assessed by perfor-
mance on multiple-choice tests throughout the
semester. Given the group project components of
this course and the significant contribution they
make to the final course grade, exam scores were
the most relevant and clear measure of individual
academic achievement available. The organiza-
tion of course and test content was minimally
altered between semesters (see Table 3). All stu-
dents had 50 min to complete each of three
multiple-choice tests and 2 hr to complete the
cumulative multiple-choice final exam. Two pret-
ests (Course Pretest and Math Concepts Pretest)l
were administered on the first day of class to
assess previous knowledge.

Results

To be included in the analyses for any semes-
ter, students needed to have a complete set of data
across the following measures: Test 1, Test 2,
Test 3, Final Exam, Course Pretest, and Math
Concepts Pretest.

Semester 1

In Semester 1, 50 of 60 students (83.3%) in
Classroom A (i.e., standard classroom) and 40 of
48 students (83.3%) in Classroom B (i.e., peer
mentor intervention classroom) met the criteria
for inclusion and were included in the analysis
(for student demographic information see
Table 1).

! The Course Pretest consisted of 32 multiple-choice ques-
tions pulled from subsequent tests so we could measure prior
RMS knowledge. The Math Concepts Pretest consisted of 17
free response questions. The questions tested foundational
math concepts like negative numbers, inequalities, propor-
tions, order of operations, etc.
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Table 3
Test Content

Test Semester 1 Semester 2
Test 1 Types of psychological research Types of psychological research

Naturalistic versus laboratory settings

Behavioral recordings, neuroscience, self-reports and

questionnaires
Experimental design
Controls and confounds
Scales of measurement
Reliability/validity
Central tendency
Frequency distributions
Variance and standard deviation
Selecting research participants
Probability and nonprobability samples
Correlation
Z scores
Probability
Hypothesis testing
Sampling distributions
Independent/paired samples ¢ test
Final Analysis of variance

Exam Research ethics

All previous content

Test 2

Test 3

Naturalistic versus laboratory settings

Behavioral recordings, neuroscience, self-reports and
questionnaires

Experimental design

Controls and confounds

Scales of measurement

Central tendency

Frequency Distributions

Variance and Standard Deviation

Correlation

Z scores

Probability

Hypothesis testing

Sampling distributions

Independent/paired samples ¢ test

Reliability/validity

Selecting research participants

Probability and nonprobability samples

Analysis of variance

Research ethics

All previous content

To test for differences in student-performance
based on Classroom (i.e., A vs. B) during Semes-
ter 1, multivariate analysis of covariance (MAN-
COVA) was used with the Math Concepts Pretest
and the Course Pretests as covariates to control
for potential confounds and Evaluations (i.e.,
Test 1, Test 2, Test 3, and the Final Exam) as
dependent variables. The only effect to reach
significance was the main effect of Classroom,
F(1, 86) = 12.78, p < .001; nf, = 0.129. These
results suggested that peer mentoring may have
influenced student performance outcomes.

Semester 2

In Semester 2, both sections received the peer
mentor classroom intervention. This was done to
help determine whether the better academic out-
comes observed in Semester 1 were due to the
peer mentor intervention or differences due to the
lecturer/GTA pair. For this semester, 29 of the 42
students (69.0%) in Classroom A and 51 of 59
students (86.4%) in Classroom B met criteria
for inclusion in the analysis. A MANCOVA
with the Math Concepts Pretest and the Course
Pretest as covariates and Evaluations as the
dependent variables revealed a significant
two-way interaction of Classroom x Evaluation,

F(3, 228) =2.90, p < .05; nf, = 0.120. The
finding of the two-way interaction between
Classroom and Evaluation in Semester 2 reflects
a diminishing difference in student performance
over the course of the semester between the two
classrooms, with the largest difference observed
on Test 1, and those differences decreasing on
Test 2, Test 3, and the Final Exam (see Figure 1).

When considering the results of Semester 1 in
comparison to Semester 2, the main effect of
classroom that was present in Semester 1 (stan-
dard classroom vs. peer mentor classroom) was
not observed, unsurprisingly, in Semester 2
(where peer mentors were present in both class-
rooms). This was the main hypothesis of interest
in the present study: that the presence of peer
mentors would benefit student performance.
Although the sample size was constrained by
the number of students that enrolled in each
section during Semester 1, a post hoc power
analysis with the observed effect size indicated
that the study had sufficient power
(1 =B > 0.99) to detect the effect of the peer
mentors on test performance. Alternatively, there
was an absence of a two-way interaction in
Semester 1 that was present in Semester 2. The
absence of this interaction in Semester 1 indicates
that the difference in test performance between
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Figure 1

Estimated Marginal Mean Values and Confidence Intervals of Grades by Semester and Class
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Semester 1 A is the standard classroom, and the remaining classrooms used the peer mentor intervention. Panel A: Test 1,

Panel B: Test 2, Panel C: Test 3, Panel D: Final Exam. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

the two classrooms was maintained throughout
that semester, which was not the case for Semes-
ter 2 (where the differences between student
performance diminished over the semester).

Discussion

Over the course of two semesters, we measured
the academic outcomes of undergraduate
psychology students to better understand the

effectiveness of a structured peer mentor program
in aRMS course. The findings from this study are
in line with the hypothesis that motivated us to
implement such a program: Students in the class-
room with peer mentors had improved academic
outcomes relative to their counterparts in the
classroom without peer mentors. Although direct
comparisons could not be made across semesters
due to small changes in the sequencing of course
content from one semester to the next, there were
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consistent and marked differences between test
scores when mentors were absent from the class-
room. The lack of substantial differences between
test scores when mentors were assisting in both
classrooms provides support for our conclusion
that offering peer mentoring to students in RMS
courses improves learning outcomes.

Notably, differences in test performance
between Lecturer A and B remained consistent
throughout Semester 1 but decreased through
Semester 2. One possible reason why perfor-
mance decreased, instead of being equivalent
throughout, is experience with the mentoring
program. Lecturer B and his GTA had prior
experience implementing the peer mentor pro-
gram, but Lecturer A and his GTA did not.
Lecturer B and his GTA had several semesters
of experience using the program prior to Semester
1 in the current study, but Semester 2 was the first
time Lecturer A and his GTA utilized this peer-
mentoring program. Test 1 was taken at the end of
week three of the semester, so prior experience is
especially valuable in such a short window when
building rapport and managing the peer mentors.

Our findings coincide with previous literature
regarding the impact of peer mentoring on student
performance. Participation in mentoring pro-
grams designed for first-year students in account-
ing (Fox et al., 2010) and psychology (Chester
et al., 2013; Leidenfrost et al., 2014) improved
final course grades. Our mentoring program dem-
onstrated similar results in test performance on
the skills necessary to conduct and evaluate
research within the social sciences, just as the
research above has done with introductory-level
courses. These results suggest that tailoring men-
toring programs to specific issues within gate-
keeper courses, beyond simply survey courses,
has a positive impact on student performance and
thus may help in retaining those students within
the major (Seymour, 2001). Our peer mentor
classroom intervention could serve as a cost-
effective way to improve academic outcomes
and prepare students for the rigors of advanced/
graduate study at minimal cost.

Why peer mentor programs are effective is
much more difficult to answer. Our RMS course
utilized both problem-based and project-based
learning approaches. These techniques allow stu-
dents to use self-directed learning, requiring them
to actively navigate real-world applications of
classroom concepts (Loyens et al., 2008). Scaf-
folding can mitigate some of the challenges that

students face with self-directed learning by
increasing access to support, allowing students
to have successive positive interactions with the
material, and building metacognitive skills
(Iiskala et al., 2011; Molenaar et al., 2012). Sup-
port from peer mentors may serve as this scaf-
folding for student development in multiple
domains, helping them successfully navigate a
course and resulting in improved academic per-
formance, reflecting a social support model
(Chi et al., 2001). This effect can explain differ-
ential performance in classrooms that rely on self-
directed learning (Azevedo & Cromley, 2004;
Azevedo & Hadwin, 2005; Greene & Land, 2000;
Hannafin et al., 1997), which may have driven
the performance differences between our class-
rooms. Although the current study proposes a
peer mentoring model and demonstrates its effec-
tiveness, the future research must delve into the
potential mechanisms that drive the effectiveness
of such interventions.

One of the strengths of the current study is that
it was conducted with real psychology undergrad-
uate students in a real classroom. Our most
important research question was whether the
implementation of this program was feasible
without additional funding at a midsize university
and whether it actually helped students. We con-
ducted this study in a naturalistic classroom
context to provide maximum ecological validity
because educators, like us, are hungry to improve
outcomes critical to the success of their students.
This choice, however, comes with several con-
sequences. It is possible that the addition of
tutoring and review sessions and not the presence
of peer mentors in the classroom was the cause of
change. The current design does not allow us to
parse these two factors apart, but this is an obvi-
ous avenue for the future research. Many univer-
sities offer tutoring or supplemental instruction
free of charge to students, as was the case here.
Peer mentoring is meaningfully different from
supplemental instruction and drop-in tutoring,
see Crisp et al. (2017) for a review, and future
research should consider these differences when
choosing appropriate measurements and applica-
tions. In addition, supplemental instruction and
drop-in tutoring requires that students have the
time to take advantage of these resources, but
often our students are at work, caring for a family
member, or commuting. Kim et al. (2019) sug-
gests that participation in lecture sessions med-
iates the relationship between attendance and
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academic achievement. Future research looking
to draw distinctions between forms of support and
academic achievement might use a GTA to mea-
sure attendance and participation in lecture, lab,
and other instructional methods in classrooms
with peer mentors, without peer mentors, and a
course with only supplemental instruction.

Our study was conducted at a single university
on a limited number of students which restricts
the generalizability of the results. Similarly,
although the demographics showed that the
two classrooms were essentially equivalent in
performance and students were not aware of their
classroom condition (i.e., the option to have peer
mentors) prior to registering, self-selection bias
into a Monday, Wednesday, Friday versus a
Tuesday, Thursday classroom, and the lack of
restriction on the semester the course was taken
may have introduced bias into the results. Despite
the limitations of naturalistic classroom research
our main point remains: The peer mentor inter-
vention we used produced improved academic
outcomes in a course that often determines
whether students can graduate as psychology
majors.

Implications and Future Directions

This course redesign does not require expen-
sive equipment, convoluted technology, or large
grants. It can be implemented at any university,
even those low in departmental resources or
serving an underprepared student body. Students
who are successful in gatekeeper courses are
expected to be successful in the major
(Seymour & Hewitt, 1997). At our university,
students are required to earn a “C” in RMS to
progress within the major. Prior to our redesign,
65% of students who received a “D” left the
Psychology major versus 36% of those who
received a “C.” As many of our students are first
generation or come from historically underrepre-
sented groups, retaking courses or delaying grad-
uation can result in substantial financial
consequences. It may be that these students ben-
efit most from programs like ours (Collier &
Morgan, 2008). Although we would have liked
to explore this avenue within our study, our
sample size did not permit us the ability to run
analyses for demographic information without
risking a biased outcome. Future researchers
with larger class sizes should consider exploring
the impacts of peer-mentoring interventions on

students who are first generation or part of an
underrepresented group because an inclusive
approach to learning benefits all students. Even
slight improvements in the lowest performing
students could shift D grades to C grades in
this gatekeeper course and allow more students
to continue in the major.

A peer mentor program also benefits the high-
est performing students, allowing us to identify
outstanding students early in their college career
and provide them with opportunities for both
academic and personal growth (Amaral &
Vala, 2009). Students who served as mentors
practiced teaching, shouldered increased respon-
sibility, and forged valuable relationships with
the faculty and department. These benefits can
improve engagement within the major, increase
participation in research labs, and prepare stu-
dents for the rigors of graduate study.

In summary, RMS is a foundational course for
undergraduate psychology students. Students
vary in preparedness for the science and math-
based content of the course and report having
anxiety about statistics courses. Performance in
gatekeeper courses is critical to student success
and retention in the major. As such, our structured
peer mentor program provides a classroom com-
munity of support for students who need it
and valuable professional experience for the
high-performing students who serve as mentors.
Students in the classrooms that incorporated a
structured peer mentor program performed better
than their counterparts in the standard classroom
setting. The metacognitive skills and relation-
ships formed in this course could benefit students
in the future RMS classes and throughout the
major. The implementation of a structured peer
mentor program in a RMS curriculum is feasible
for most institutions and may provide a cost-
effective way to support students in the months
and years ahead.
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