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ABSTRACT
For residential universities, the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020 academic year necessitated the
suspension of in-person lectures and a swift transition of classes and other in-person activities to
emergency remote teaching (ERT). This included the academic module mentoring programme,
cognisant of the potential challenges experienced by first-year students during a period of ERT.
The role of an in-person module mentoring programme before ERT was only to provide academic
support to first-year students within an introductory financial accounting module to promote
student success. This study investigated the role of an academic online mentoring programme for
students in an introductory financial accounting module during ERT. A web-based survey was
conducted to source the perceptions of both mentors and mentees who participated in an
introductory module academic mentoring programme both before and during ERT to analyse
whether the role of the academic module mentoring programme had shifted beyond that of
academic support in an ERT environment. While academic support remained at the forefront as
the main perceived benefit of the online mentoring programme, with the transition to ERT, the
findings of this study illustrate an altering role that is more inclusive of additional psychological and
peer support and engagement perceived benefits for first-year students who participated in an
academic mentoring programme for students in an introductory financial accounting module during
a period of ERT. Understanding student perceptions of the value derived for first-year students
from an academic online mentoring programme is important in understanding first-year student
needs and to provide relevant and applicable training to first-year students to promote student
success during ERT. The findings of this study provide insight to institutions and in considering

the addition of academic interventions such as offering academic online mentoring programmes
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during ERT and highlight the perceived value-add from both a mentor and mentee perspective.
Keywords: mentoring programme, emergency remote teaching (ERT), student support, module

mentoring

INTRODUCTION

Student success and retention remain a challenge for South African universities (Ajoodha,
Jadhav and Dukhan 2020). For students in their first year of academic studies, the challenge is
even greater as they transition from high school to university (Broos et al. 2020). First-year
students often approach higher education as regurgitators of information, which is a habit
fostered as a successful approach to school studies (Ontong and Bruwer 2020). Du Preez,
Steenkamp, and Baard (2013) list large student class groups with limited contact hours and
access to lecturers, uncertainty as to what defines student success, lack of facilities, and
language and diverse backgrounds as factors that hamper student success and student retention.
Additional support measures beyond class contact time are often necessary to facilitate the
successful transition during first-year studies, especially for students from disadvantaged
backgrounds (Yorke and Thomas 2003).

Adams et al. (2010) found peer mentoring to be the most effective strategy to increase
student retention and satisfaction. Due to the benefits associated with them and the cost-
effective nature thereof, peer mentoring programmes have enjoyed increased support in recent
years (Du Preez et al. 2013). Although the literature is ambiguous on the precise definition of
mentoring, Crisp and Cruz (2009) describe the four domains of mentoring as psychological and
emotional support, goal setting and career choice, academic subject-specific support, and role
modelling. In particular, peer mentoring is when a more experienced student takes on a mentor
role (Egege and Kutieleh 2015).

For the purposes of this study, the researchers investigated an online academic peer
mentoring programme in an introductory financial accounting module during a period of
emergency remote teaching (ERT) and learning. Due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak
in December 2019, a global pandemic was declared in March 2020 (WHO 2020). Lockdown
restrictions imposed and the restriction on the gathering of people in South Africa necessitated
swift action for residential universities to go fully online by implementing ERT (Bozkurt and
Sharma 2020). In the online academic mentoring programme, students who successfully
completed the introductory financial accounting module are eligible to apply as mentors and
are selected based on their marks achieved in the financial accounting module. The role of a
mentor is to assist first-year student mentees with financial accounting academic work with the

aim of increasing their academic performance in the module. The role of the online mentoring
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programme is academic support. Mentors are thus selected based on their academic
performance in financial accounting and receive payment for their academic support services.
Online meetings between mentors and mentees are held in small groups and are voluntary and
informal. These online meetings do not form part of formal lecturing time and are held once a
week during term time. Lecturers give no or very little direct input toward these sessions; the
sessions are driven by the experience of the mentor, who has completed the module, and the
questions asked by the mentees.

This study analysed the perceptions and reflections of mentors and mentees to understand
whether mentees used the online mentoring programme to fulfil additional needs beyond those
addressed by in-person mentoring programmes for an introductory accounting module. The
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the suspension of the traditional in-person mentoring
programmes and therefore the transition to an online and ERT academic mentoring programme.
This study therefore enquired whether the role of the online mentoring programme during ERT
has changed from that of the traditional face-to-face peer mentoring programme that aims to
fulfil mainly an academic subject-specific support role.

ERT is a temporary shift to an alternative educational delivery mode during a crisis
(Hodges et al. 2020). Although future pandemics may result in ERT for only a limited period
of time, other events, such as disruptive protests during the #FeesMustFall movement in 2015
and 2016 in South Africa (Sinwell 2019), may call on residential universities to engage in ERT
in the future. This study identifies the nature of support and benefits, as well as the challenges,
that universities and institutions may encounter in adopting an online mentoring programme in
an ERT-type environment. The findings of this study may therefore prove useful to residential
universities and institutions who offer academic support online mentoring programmes. The
remainder of this article entails a review of relevant literature, followed by the methodology,

data collection, findings, and conclusion.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review commences with a description of the transition to ERT. Thereafter the
review describes the components and benefits of peer mentoring programmes as an effective
strategy for student success. This is followed by a literature review of the ERT environment,
which discusses the importance of online mentoring programmes during a time such as ERT.
In the first-year introductory financial accounting module, as described in this article,
under usual circumstances, students have access to face-to-face lectures that they may attend,
ask the lecturer questions after class, have in-person consultations with lecturers, and may

attend voluntary small mentoring groups. During ERT, in-person lectures are replaced by

196



Ontong, Arendse-Fourie and Schonken The role of a peer academic online mentoring programme

compressed video recordings that cover the most important topics and students may ask
questions via online platforms.

During ERT, in the introductory financial accounting module, students have less access
to lecturers compared to face-to-face teaching solutions. For this reason, as well as personal
home circumstances, it may be argued that asynchronous learning is preferred in the
introductory financial accounting module during ERT to enable students to download and
engage with course material when it is possible and convenient. Limited online synchronous
activities are also provided during ERT to retain some student engagement.

Furthermore, it may be argued that students who already have trouble in the transitional
first year of higher education under face-to-face circumstances may find further disengagement

due to the online nature of ERT an additional hindrance to student success.

Peer mentoring

The literature notes a wide range of definitions of mentoring, such as Crisp and Cruz (2009)
who note in excess of 50 definitions of mentoring. The four domains of mentoring provided by
Crisp and Cruz (2009) are widely used in the literature in understanding mentoring; for
example, in Collier (2017), Egege and Kutieleh (2015), Gunn, Lee, and Steed (2017), Lowery,
Geesa, and McConnell (2018), and Lunsford et al. (2015). The four domains of mentoring
include psychological and emotional support, goal setting and career choice, academic subject-
specific support, and role modelling (Crisp and Cruz 2009).

York, Gibson and Rankin (2015) define student success by providing six key components;
namely academic achievement, student satisfaction, skills and competencies acquisition,
persistence, achievement of learning objectives, and career success. Egege and Kutieleh (2015)
posit that the enablement of transitioning to higher education may contribute to student success.
From the data collected from 17 institutions, the Hobson Retention Project established that peer
mentoring is regarded as the most effective strategy to increase student retention and
satisfaction (Adams et al. 2010). The engagement provided by peer mentoring is of particular
importance to first-year students as they transition into higher education, as engagement
contributes to a sense of belonging that assists in students seeking guidance when faced with
difficulties (Egege and Kutieleh 2015). Furthermore, for 2021, the University of South Africa
(UNISA) developed a student mentor training programme to equip prospective student mentors
with graduate, personal, career, and learning skills to utilise in the mentoring of their peers
(UNISA 2022), which highlights the key skills in peer mentoring.

Du Preez et al. (2013) investigated the perceptions of mentees and mentors of a peer

module mentoring programme in Economic and Management Sciences (EMS), specifically
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with regard to the perceived contribution to student success. Du Preez et al. (2013) found the
peer module mentoring programme to pose perceived benefits, both for mentees and mentors.
The main benefits derived from the peer mentoring programme for mentees were related to
academic performance, which corresponds to the mentees’ main reason for enrolling in the peer
module mentoring programme (Du Preez et al. 2013). Some students also listed additional
perceived benefits and goals of the peer module mentoring programme beyond those of an
academic nature, which included motivation and socialisation but the main aim was academic
performance (Du Preez et al. 2013). As for the mentors, Du Preez et al. (2013) found the
perceived benefits listed by the mentors to correspond with Jackling and McDowall (2008) and
Beltman and Schaeben’s (2012) work, who listed the main motivations as altruistic, cognitive,
social, and personal growth. From Du Preez et al. (2013) findings, one can argue that peer
mentoring programmes focus mainly on the academic subject-specific support domain of

mentoring (Crisp and Cruz 2009).

The emergency remote teaching (ERT) environment and online academic
mentoring

Hodges et al. (2020) define ERT as the temporary shift to an alternative educational delivery
mode during a crisis, which differs from online learning which is designed to be online from
the start. The main objective when implementing ERT is not to provide a robust educational
solution but to implement a temporary alternative educational delivery mode in a quick and
reliable manner in a crisis situation (Hodges et al. 2020). ERT differs from online learning as
the latter is the planned robust delivery mode of teaching planned from the onset (Hodges et al.
2020). Although face-to-face teaching is often regarded as being superior to online learning,
research suggest that this is not necessarily the case (Hodges et al. 2020). Hodges et al. (2020)
argue that the hurried implementation of ERT during the COVID-19 pandemic to replace all
traditional face-to-face offerings may further advance the perception that face-to-face learning
is superior when compared to online learning if ERT is regarded to be the same as online
learning. It is thus important to distinguish between online learning and ERT. Effective, high
quality online learning results from a careful design process which will be absent in most
instances in the rushed shift to ERT which entails swift conversion of face-to-face teaching
offerings to an online offering as a temporary solution to an emergency situation (Hodges et al.

2020).

As described by Lembani et al. (2020), not all students have equal access to information

and communication technologies. Furthermore, Bozkurt and Sharma (2020) describe ERT as
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“rushed into”, where students are often overloaded with content while student engagement is
an afterthought. Additionally, Bozkurt and Sharma (2020) express the importance of
establishing supportive communities and that learning interventions should not only have the
goal of purely learning subject knowledge but must be rooted in a pedagogy of care. An online
mentoring programme was introduced as a possible solution to provide student engagement
during ERT in an introductory accounting module.

The literature suggests that peer mentoring offers many benefits, such as enabling the
transition to higher education (Egege and Kutieleh 2015), increasing student retention, success
and satisfaction (Adams et al. 2010), as well as altruistic, cognitive, social, and personal growth
and financial benefits (Du Preez et al. 2013). This study did not aim to answer the question of
what is new in terms of ERT when compared to traditional face-to-face offerings and online
learning. In the ERT environment, the research objective of this study was to explore whether
the role of an online mentoring programme in an introductory financial accounting module has
adapted and extended from its traditional role of academic student support, both from the

perception of mentors and mentees, during ERT at a residential university.

METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION

Mentors and mentees were selected as participants due to their involvement in an online
mentoring programme in an introductory financial accounting module, which took place during
the second semester of the 2020 academic year during the COVID-19 pandemic (WHO 2020)
and the sudden transition from face-to-face teaching to ERT. The selected online mentoring
programme is based on an introductory financial accounting module in the EMS Faculty; the
participant perceptions of which are expected to be the same as those of other EMS Faculty
modules. Ethical clearance to conduct this research project was received before commencing
the research study.

In aid of the research objective, a separate mentor and mentee survey was employed to
acquire the perceptions of these respective participants of the role of the online mentoring
programme during ERT. A form requesting participants’ consent to participate in this research
study was included in the survey. Based on the list of mentors and mentees enrolled in the
introductory financial accounting module online mentoring programme for 2020 for the second
semester, as received by the head mentor, survey invitations were sent to these students to
complete the survey. This form indicated that participation in the research study was entirely
voluntary and that the invitees were free to decline to participate. The surveys were delivered

electronically via an electronic platform, with links to the survey sent as reminders via email.
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Mentor survey

The mentor survey (see Table 1) sought the perceptions of mentors of the role of the
introductory financial accounting module online mentoring programme during ERT. The
mentor survey comprised four open-ended questions. The responses to the open-ended
questions were analysed and grouped according to thematic analysis (Lapadat 2010), which
analysed the responses according to themes. An analysis was also conducted via simple
narrative content analysis. The mentor survey also included a single checkbox-response
question that sought the perceptions of the nature of students who should attend the module
mentoring programme, followed by a field for the mentor to document the reason(s) for their
response to the checkbox-response question. The mentor survey results were analysed as

follows:

e  Student mentor perceived value and benefits offered to mentees in online mentoring
programme during ERT.
e  Additional considerations regarding student perceptions of the online mentoring

programme during ERT compared to traditional face-to-face peer mentoring.

The completed surveys generated qualitative data; the results of which were subject to simple
narrative content and thematic analyses. Survey responses deemed to be substantially
incomplete were removed.

A study limitation is that the enquiry was undertaken at only one university and for one
online mentoring programme during ERT and cannot be generalised to other institutions and
other online module mentoring programmes. However, the findings offer valuable insight for
other modules that offer online mentoring programmes at the university and other institutions,
especially during unforeseen disruptive periods such as ERT.

Table 1 provides the survey used to gauge mentor perceptions of the online mentoring

programme during ERT.
Table 1: Mentor survey — General and open-ended questions
General:

Were you a mentor prior to emergency remote teaching (ERT)?

Part 1: Four open-ended questions

Q1: What was your main reason(s) for enrolling as a mentor in the online mentoring programme during ERT?

Q2: What do you think were the benefit(s) for mentees in the online mentoring programme during ERT? Please
provide a reason for your answer.

Q3: What role do you think the online mentoring programme should play during ERT?

Q4: What are the main needs of mentees that should be addressed by the online mentoring programme during
ERT? Please provide a reason for your answer.
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Part 2: Checkbox question

Who do you think should attend the online mentoring programme during ERT? Please provide a reason for
your answer.

a) students who achieve less than 50% in assessments

b) students who achieve less than 60% in assessments

)
c) any student who wants to
d) other (please specify)

Mentee survey
The mentee survey (see Table 2) sought the perceptions of mentees of the role of the
introductory financial accounting module online mentoring programme during ERT.

The first part of the mentee survey comprised seven open-ended questions. The responses
to the open-ended questions were analysed and grouped according to thematic analysis
(Lapadat 2010), which analysed responses according to themes. A simple narrative content
analysis was also conducted.

The second part of the mentee survey included three checkbox-response questions that,
firstly, enquired about the frequency of mentee attendance; secondly, the device access to the
online mentoring programme; and thirdly, the perceptions of the nature of students who should
attend the module mentoring programme.

The third part of the mentee survey consisted of seven questions that adopted a five-point
Likert-type scale to indicate the extent of agreement or disagreement with a particular statement
where 5 = strongly agree, 4 = mostly agree, 3 = neutral, 2 = mostly disagree, and 1 = disagree.
Each of these questions provided the participants with a field to document a reason for their

Likert-scale rating. The mentee survey results were analysed as follows:

e  Student mentee perceived value and benefits obtained from attending the online mentoring
programme during ERT.
e  Additional considerations regarding student perceptions of the online mentoring

programme during ERT compared to traditional face-to-face peer mentoring.

Table 2 provides the survey used to gauge mentee perceptions of the online mentoring

programme during ERT as well as results of the Likert scale questions.

Table 2: Mentee survey

Part 1: Open-ended questions:

Q1: What was your main reason(s) for attending the online mentoring programme during emergency remote
teaching (ERT)?

Q2: What worked well in the online mentoring programme during ERT?
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Q3: What should change in the online mentoring programme during ERT and why?

Q4: What forms of additional support did the online mentoring programme offer during ERT?

Q5: Why do you think other students do not attend the online mentoring programme during ERT?

Q6: Would you recommend the online mentoring programme during ERT to other students? Please provide a
reason for your answer.

Q7: What was your greatest obstacle, if any, in attending the online mentoring programme during ERT?

Part 2: Checkbox questions:

Q8: How often did you attend the online mentoring programme during ERT?

a) always

b) sometimes

¢) minimal (only before assessments)

d) minimal (randomly)

Q9: | mainly accessed the online mentoring programme using a:

a) computer

b) mobile device

c) other (please specify)

Q10: Who should attend the online mentoring programme during ERT? Please provide a reason for your answer.

a) students who achieve less than 50% in assessments

b) students who achieve less than 60% in assessments

c) any student who wants to

d) other (please specify)

Part 3: Likert-scale questions (Mentee perceptions of the role of the online mentoring programme during ERT
[N=21]) with responses.

1 2 3 4 5 Average
Q | Statement Strongl Mostl Mostly | Strongl No
d_rongy L oSYY | Neutral oSty rongly | answer | score
isagree | disagree agree agree
| attended the ERT
online mentoring
Q11 | programme for 0.00% 4.80% 4.80% 19.00% | 66.70% 4.70% 4.55
additional academic
support.

The online mentoring
programme during ERT
provides an opportunity
to ask mentors
questions about the
module content as an
alternative to asking
questions during a
traditional face-to-face
lecture.

Q12 0.00% 4.80% 14.30% | 19.00% | 52.40% | 9.50% 4.32

The online mentoring
programme during ERT
is used as a social
platform to engage with
other students, which is
no longer available as a
result of no face-to-face
lectures occurring.

Q13 9.50% 4.80% 14.30% | 28.60% | 38.00% | 4.70% 3.85

The online mentoring
programme during ERT
is used to engage with
the mentor on non-
academic-related
matters.

Q14 19.00% 14.30% | 19.10% | 14.30% | 23.80% | 9.50% 3.1

202



Ontong, Arendse-Fourie and Schonken The role of a peer academic online mentoring programme

1 2 3 4 5 Average
Q | Statement Strongly | Mostly Mostly | Strongly No
. - Neutral answer | gcore
disagree | disagree agree agree

During the period of
ERT and regarding
academic matters,
Q15 | engaging with a student 0.00% 4.80% 19.00% | 23.80% | 42.90% 9.50% 4.16
peer mentor is
preferred compared to
a lecturer.

The move to ERT
require mentors to
adapt and provide
mentoring on their own
personal and
socioeconomic
experiences faced
during ERT.

Q16 0.00% 0.00% 14.30% | 42.90% | 33.30% 9.50% 4.21

The move to ERT
require mentors to
adapt and provide
Q17 | mentoring on adapted 0.00% 9.50% 4.80% 33.30% 42.90% 9.50% 4.21
study methods for the
new online
environment.

Sample

The population consisted of all mentors and mentees who had registered for the introductory
financial accounting online mentoring programme during ERT for the second semester of the
2020 academic year. The programme transitioned from an in-person mentoring programme and
continued online during a period of ERT in the EMS Faculty. It consisted of eight mentors and
102 mentees. Due to the programme continuing online with the transition to ERT in the EMS
Faculty, an opportunity arose to compare whether the mainly academic support role of the
programme changed under ERT circumstances due to the shift from face-to-face learning to
online learning. The response rate for the mentors was 62.5 per cent (five responses out of a
total of eight invitations sent). The response rate for the mentees was lower than the response
rate of the mentors at 20.6 per cent (21 responses out of a total of 102 invitations sent). The
authors suggest that the responses regarding students’ perceptions of the role of the introductory
financial accounting online mentoring programme during ERT were driven by each individual’s
circumstantial experience and consequently resulted in a lower response rate. Furthermore,
Holbrook, Krosnick, and Pfent (2008) reviewed response rates ranging from 5 per cent to 54
per cent and concluded that studies with a much lower response were often only marginally less
accurate than those with much higher response rates. The authors deem the mentor response
rate to be sufficient given the study’s purpose to source primarily mentor perceptions of the role
of the online mentoring programme that they conduct and present. Mentee perceptions of

attending the online mentoring programme were secondary.
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
This study received ethical clearance in terms of the institutional requirements of where the

study was conducted.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The results and discussion section commences with the analysis of the mentors’ perceptions
and is followed by the mentees’ perceptions of the role of an online academic mentoring

programme in an ERT environment.

Mentor findings

The mentor survey (Table 1) comprised four open-ended questions that enquired of mentors,
firstly, what the main reasons were for them to enrol as a mentor in the online mentoring
programme during ERT. The common theme in all the mentor responses was that they wanted
to help other students academically with the introductory financial accounting module during
online learning. One mentee’s response described the perceived role of mentors in a period of

ERT:

“When ERT commenced, I realised that this could affect the first years probably the most and they
would need extra support. | had always wanted to help people with FinAcc and this year I felt like
I needed to.”

While the academic subject-specific support domain of mentoring (Crisp and Cruz 2009) is
prevalent, the urge to assist specifically during unprecedented times such as ERT reflected and
extended a sense of altruistic motivations for mentor support and highlights the importance of
the psychological and emotional support domain of mentoring (Crisp and Cruz 2009) during
ERT.

The second open-ended question probed mentors regarding what they perceived to be the
benefits of the online mentoring programme during ERT for mentees. Two of the mentors
believed the small size of the mentoring groups allowed a familiar, trusting, and comfortable
space for mentees to ask questions. One mentor participant noted that the mentoring programme
provided a space for mentors and mentees as students experiencing the same struggles during
ERT. Another mentor indicated the convenience for mentees of being able to attend the session
remotely online. These particular responses also fall within the psychological and emotional
support domain of mentoring (Crisp and Cruz 2009). These responses are supported by the
views of Egege and Kutieleh (2015), who describe peer mentoring engagement as offering a

sense of belonging and providing guidance to students who are faced with difficulties,
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particularly first-year students who are transitioning into higher education. This study
highlights to universities offering purely academic mentoring programmes the extended
psychological and emotional support benefits of offering online mentoring programmes during
a period of ERT.

The third open-ended question probed mentors regarding what role mentors perceive the
online mentoring programme to play during ERT. The themed response from mentors describes
the role to be that of a peer support system that includes, but is not limited to, academic support.

The following mentor response summarises the mentor feedback:

“I think the role of a mentor is to support and encourage their mentees. It is a difficult time and
mentees just need to know that there is help available and support, so they do not have to navigate
through all of this alone.”

The mentor responses indicate the need for supportive communities and academic programmes
that incorporate a pedagogy of care beyond academic support (Bozkurt and Sharma 2020) and
again highlights the emotional support domain of mentoring (Crisp and Cruz 2009).

The fourth open-ended question probed mentors regarding what the main needs of
mentees are that should be addressed by the online mentoring programme during ERT.

Sixty per cent of the mentor responses indicated academic support in terms of exam
technique, while 40 per cent of mentor responses indicated the main need to be that of support,
guidance, a safe space, and a source of motivation and encouragement from someone mentees
can relate to during a difficult period of ERT. While the responses indicate academic support
to be the primary need of mentees attending the online mentoring programme, additional non-
academic support was also mentioned.

The mentor responses align with the findings of Du Preez et al. (2013), Jackling and
McDowall (2008), and Beltman and Schaeben’s (2012), who listed the main mentor
motivations as altruistic, cognitive, social, and personal growth. The findings of this study
regarding an online mentoring programme during ERT support the current literature, which
suggests that a peer module mentoring programme provides a whole host of benefits not limited
to academic support (Du Preez et al. 2013).

The checkbox-response question in the mentor survey enquired the perceptions of mentors
as to the nature of students who should attend the module mentoring programme, to which all
mentors responded that the online mentoring programme should be available to any student
who wants to attend and should not be based on academic results. This finding regarding the
mentoring programme being available not only to students with an academic need suggests that

there are additional benefits to be derived from the online mentoring programme beyond
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academic support (Du Preez et al. 2013; Bozkurt and Sharma 2020).

Noteworthy, unlike Du Preez et al. (2013) findings, none of the mentors listed financial
compensation as a reason for enrolling as a mentor, which is consistent with Colvin and Ashman
(2010), who found that remuneration is not a primary motivation for mentors.

Table 3 indicates mentors’ summarised perceived benefits for mentees of the online

mentoring programme during ERT.

Table 3: Summary of mentor perceptions of benefits to mentees of the online
mentoring programme during ERT

Academic performance-related

Additional academic support due to challenges of ERT

Small groups provide an environment conducive to student engagement

Convenience of online space to attend online mentoring sessions during ERT

Supportive environment during ERT

Mentee findings

Student support
The first part of the mentee survey (see Table 2) comprised seven open-ended questions:

The first open-ended question enquired as to what the main reasons were for attending the
online mentoring programme during ERT. All mentees indicated academic support to be the
main reason for attending, while two mentees specifically and respectively noted online
learning to be “very challenging” and “a drastic change” and therefore felt that they needed the
extra academic support. The responses are in line with the views of Bozkurt and Sharma (2020),
who highlight the need for supportive communities and engagement during a period of ERT,
notwithstanding additional academic support. Institutions that offer academic mentoring
programmes may derive value from continuing to offer online mentoring programmes under
changing and challenging institutional circumstances.

For the second open-ended enquiry as to what worked well in the online mentoring
programme during ERT, a common themed response reflected that the interactive and real-time
nature of the mentoring programme worked well. Academic support and the additional
resources offered, such as quizzes and chat sessions, were also identified as working well in the
online mentoring programme during ERT. Further to this, a fourth enquiry to mentees sought
to determine what forms of additional support were offered by the online mentoring programme
during ERT, to which the common themed response was that of additional academic support in
terms of resources provided such as notes, examples, revision, explanations, and quizzes. One

mentee identified the ability to interact with other students as the additional support provided,
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while another identified the attention students received in a small group setting and further

added the following comment on a specific mentor:

“But even beyond that, she offers us so much additional support, she’s very motivating and she
really cares and wants us all to do extremely well.”

To corroborate the findings above, a sixth open-ended enquiry sought to determine whether
mentees would recommend the online mentoring programme during ERT to other students and
why. The responses reflected that all mentees would recommend the online mentoring
programme during ERT; with most mentees noting the additional academic support as the main
reason why they would recommend the programme. Two mentees further highlighted the value

of being able to interact with their peers, to whom they can relate, with the following responses:

“Yes. The mentor is very willing and capable to help. They also understand how you feel with
regards to online learning as they have to face the challenge themselves too.”

“Yes, for students that struggle with online learning — you are able to interact virtually with your
peers.”

The third part of the mentee survey, which consisted of questions that adopted five-point Likert-
type scaled responses to indicate the extent of agreement or disagreement with a particular
statement, had the following summarised responses. Most mentees agreed that the online
mentoring programme during ERT provides an opportunity to ask mentors questions on the
module content as an alternative to asking questions during a traditional face-to-face lecture. In
support of this finding, most mentees agreed that during the period of ERT and regarding
academic matters, engaging with a student peer mentor was preferred over a lecturer.
Furthermore, most mentees agreed that the online mentoring programme during ERT is used as
a social platform to engage with other students, which is no longer available because of no face-
to-face lectures occurring, which coincides with the perception of mentors who perceive their
role to predominantly be that of a peer support role to mentees during ERT. However, most
mentees disagreed with the online mentoring programme being used to engage on non-
academic related matters, which indicated that mentees attended the ERT online mentoring
programme primarily for additional academic support. This response coincides with mentor
responses whereby most mentors noted academic support to be the main need of mentees that
should be addressed by the online mentoring programme during ERT. Notably, most mentees
agreed that the move to ERT required mentors to adapt and provide mentoring based on their

own personal and socioeconomic experiences faced during ERT. Most mentees agreed that the
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move to ERT required mentors to adapt and provide mentoring on adapted study methods for
the new online learning environment.

The findings further mention academic support as a primary benefit, as well as the ability
to engage with peers on a real-time basis. The hasty nature of ERT may place academic content
ahead of student engagement (Bozkurt and Sharma 2020), despite the importance of student
engagement in transitioning through higher education and challenging circumstances such as
ERT (Egege and Kutieleh 2015). The online mentoring programme during ERT provides
insight into the value of student engagement to be added to online mentoring programmes that
have a focus of academic support. It can thus be argued that the additional support received
from the online mentoring program translates in higher student engagement which advances
digital transformation within the ERT environment. Furthermore, it can be argued that online
mentoring programs can be used as an intervention to advance pass rates, which in return can
contribute to transformation within South African Universities (Ontong, De Waal, and Wentzel
2020).

When posed with the question as to the importance on attendance of an online mentoring
program during ERT, 81.0 per cent of mentees believed that any student who wanted to attend
should attend the online mentoring programme. Consistent with Du Preez et al. (2013), the
mentor findings are aligned with that of mentees, who believed that any student who wants to
attend should attend the online mentoring programme on the basis of the programme providing
benefits to all students; whether it is to improve marks or to pass. One student’s response

summarises the consensus of both mentors and mentees:

“Regardless of your marks, it is a very helpful support system, which gives you a better
understanding of the work. Thus, any student who wants should attend.”

Both mentor and mentee responses reflect that having the mentoring programme available not
only to students with an academic need suggests there to be additional benefits to be derived
from the online mentoring programme beyond academic support (Du Preez et al. 2013; Bozkurt
and Sharma 2020).

Table 4 presents the summarised perceived benefits by mentees of the online mentoring

programme during ERT.

Table 4: Summary of mentee perceptions of benefits of the
online mentoring programme during ERT

Academic performance related.

Additional academic support due to challenges of ERT.
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Additional academic resources during ERT.

Engagement with peers in the absence of face-to-face lectures.

Motivation.

Programme effectiveness

In the third open-ended enquiry regarding what should change in the online mentoring
programme during ERT and why, the common themed response was that the online mentoring
programme via the Microsoft Teams platform worked well and that nothing needed to change.
On the other hand, other individual responses included that the programme could be more
interactive through the sharing of screens on Microsoft Teams and more personalised to address
the individual needs of students. Overall, the common themed response of a well-functioning
online mentoring programme is supported by the literature, which found peer mentoring to be

the most effective strategy to increase student retention and satisfaction (Adams et al. 2010).

Programme challenges

The fifth open-ended enquiry questioned why mentees believed that other students did not
attend the online mentoring programme during ERT. The responses were mixed and included
responses such as students not having proper time management skills, especially with the
change to the remote academic environment, as one mentee noted. Other responses included
mentees being unaware of the online mentoring programme, mentees not yet being familiar
with the work content, or already being familiar with the work content. One particular mentee
noted data and Internet connectivity issues (consistent with Lembani et al.’s (2020) findings),
lack of electronic devices, home circumstances, as well as lack of motivation as reasons students
may possibly not attend the online mentoring programme. Motivation was found to be one of
the additional benefits of the peer mentoring programme by Du Preez et al. (2013). Two
responses noted that students were not being subjected to the traditional academic environment
and with the online learning environment being unregulated, it is easier for students to miss
attendance, fall behind, and lack time management skills.

Further to this, for the seventh and final open-ended question, it was enquired of mentees
what their greatest obstacle was, if any, in attending the online mentoring programme during
ERT. The responses were mixed. Many of the mentees (four out of nine) indicated that they
had not experienced any obstacles; with one mentee initially stating the greatest obstacle to be
the transition from in-person mentoring sessions to online sessions but that this was remedied
after the implementation of Microsoft Teams during online mentoring sessions. Consistent with

Lembani et al.’s (2020) findings, seven mentees identified network connectivity as the greatest
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obstacle. Consistent with Choudhury and Pattnaik’s (2020) findings, one of the aforementioned
mentees also included load shedding, which is the term for the rationing of electricity in South
Africa (Bohlmann and Inglesi-Lotz, 2021), and living in a remote town as further hampering
access to online learning.

Other responses included that the online sessions clashed with formal lecture time slots.
The online mentoring session time slots being fixed was also not conducive to the online
learning experience where students are able to work at their own pace. This study offers insight
into the challenges and benefits experienced by an online mentoring programme during periods
such as ERT, from which institutions seeking to offer programmes of a similar nature may

benefit.

Additional findings

Additional findings from the second part of the mentee survey, are summarised as follows. The
first question, which enquired the frequency of mentee attendance of the online mentoring
programme during ERT, with checkbox options always, sometimes, minimal (only before
assessments), and minimal (randomly), reflected that 71.4 per cent of the mentees indicated
they always attended and 23.8 per cent indicated they sometimes attended the online mentoring
programme during ERT. Furthermore, in response to the second question of how the online
mentoring programme was accessed, all mentees indicated that they accessed the online
mentoring programme using a computer instead of mobile and other device options.

From the findings, one may infer that the traditional peer module mentoring programme
before ERT (Du Preez et al. 2013) was rooted mainly in the academic subject-specific support
domain of mentoring as identified by Crisp and Cruz (2009). The findings suggest that the
online mentoring programme during ERT highlights a shift in the dominance of the mentoring
domain of academic subject-related support (Crisp and Cruz 2009) in a traditional peer module
mentoring programme and brings to the fore not only academic subject-related support but also
the psychological and emotional support domain (Crisp and Cruz 2009). The shift in the
dominance of the mentoring domains in the peer mentoring programme during ERT is

presented in Table 5.

Table 5: The dominance of the four domains of mentoring as identified by Crisp and Cruz (2009) in
the traditional peer module mentoring programme described by Du Preez et al. (2013) and in
the online mentoring programme during ERT

The four domains of mentoring as Traditional peer module Online mentoring
identified by Crisp and Cruz (2009) mentoring programme’ programme during ERT?
Psychological and emotional support No Yes
2 | Goal setting and career choice No No
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3 | Academic subject-specific support Yes Yes

4 | Role modelling No No

'"The traditional peer module mentoring programme refers to the face-to-face programme before ERT as
described by Du Preez et al. (2013) .

2The online mentoring programme during ERT refers to the fully online mentoring programme as described in
this article.

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the suspension of in-person lectures and a swift transition
to ERT. The introductory financial accounting online mentoring programme during ERT was a
continuation of the previous in-person module mentoring programme. While academic support
was the primary function of this mentoring programme, the findings indicate that there are
additional perceived benefits of this programme.

This study contributes to the literature of ERT by providing insights to higher education
institutions that offer academic online mentoring programmes as to the value of incorporating
an ERT-type programme into predominantly academic mentoring programmes. As students
have to function primarily online during ERT, additional support beyond the advancement of
academic performance is needed to promote the well-being of students. Academic support
remains at the forefront of the online mentoring programme; however, with the transition to
ERT, many additional benefits have been incorporated into the mentoring programme, which
altered the role of the mentoring programme to be inclusive of benefits such as providing a safe,
trusting, and familiar space to mentees; peer support for similar challenges experienced during
ERT; and encouragement and engagement with peers. Limited research exists on the role of
online mentoring during ERT. This study is therefore of importance in providing insights to
higher education institutions and the African content as a whole as to the additional value

provided by an online mentoring programme during ERT beyond academic support.
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