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Laura Meza Esparza, Metropolitan State University of Denver
Sara Sanders, Metropolitan State University of Denver

Ann Diker, Metropolitan State University of Denver

ABSTRACT

Background: Peer mentoring programs help students navigate challenges and stressors in their
undergraduate education. There is minimal research on the effectiveness of these programs in
nutrition and dietetics.

Objective: The objective was to explore the perceptions of student mentors and mentees in an
undergraduate nutrition peer mentoring program.

Design: This qualitative research study utilized thematic analysis of student reflection papers. One
hundred students were contacted via email to provide consent to review reflection papers. Reflection
papers were collected from 33 students: 11 mentees and 22 mentors. Papers were imported into
NVivo qualitative analysis software and coded for themes.

Participants: Thirty-three undergraduate students enrolled in Careers in Nutrition and Dietetics
(lower division course) and Nutrition Capstone (upper division course) during 2022 provided
consent for reflection papers to be analyzed. Eleven students in the lower division course had been
mentees, 22 in the upper division course had been mentors.

Analysis: Reflection papers were imported into NVivo software. Each paper was randomly assigned
to two researchers, reviewed, and coded for themes.

Results: Three domains were identified—perceived benefits, perceived challenges, and suggestions.
Perceived benefits included the themes relationships, advice, coping, and personal growth.
Scheduling, incompatibility, and lack of confidence were themes within perceived challenges. Mentors
suggested program improvement in structure and student compatibility.

Conclusions and relevance: Findings suggest students valued participation in the peer mentoring
program and would be interested in a longer mentoring experience.

Keywords: qualitative research, peer mentoring, undergraduate nutrition program, mentor, mentee
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INTRODUCTION

Mentoring occurs when two colleagues come
together to interact in a collaborative way.
Mentoring programs vary by structure (formal
vs. informal, group vs. one-on-one), mode (in-
person vs. distance), and participants
(professional-to-professional, professional-to-
student, and peer-to-peer).! Within the health
professions, mentoring programs are a tool
used to help students adapt to professional
degree programs, build skills to succeed in the
program, and provide social support. In the
nutrition and dietetics field, the Accreditation
Council for Education in Nutrition and Dietetics
(ACEND) has required a mentoring component
for all accredited dietetics programs since
2017.2 Many dietetic programs nationwide
meet this requirement through professional-
to-student and/or peer-to-peer mentorship
programs.

Professional-to-student mentorship
programs have been shown to increase student
knowledge and skills, provide networking
opportunities and experience in the field, and
develop awareness related to diversity and
inclusion.3# These mentoring programs
provide students with valuable insight into the
nutrition profession, but mentees may also
require additional support from peers. A recent
survey conducted with minority RDNs and
undergraduate students identified
psychosocial support through peer mentoring
as a strategy to increase undergraduate
student success.>

Peer mentoring programs specifically refer
to the interaction between individuals that are
at similar points in their careers® and are
common in the health professions including
medical,37-11 nursing,12-14 and nutrition and
dietetics programs.15-17 These health
professional programs are known to be
academically challenging; students newly
enrolled in these programs may experience
elevated levels of stress, high academic
workloads, and require additional support to
ensure success.10 Peer mentoring is one tool to
help students navigate these challenges. An

additional argument for these programs is that
they are easy to implement and low cost.18
Various peer mentoring programs within
the health professions have shown an impact
on both social adjustment and workforce skills.
In one study, researchers evaluated the PASS
program, a peer-led mentoring program at
Monash University in Malaysia.ll The study
looked at 40 participants who were in their
2nd undergraduate year in medical school;
students were given both a pretest and a post-
test to analyze the program in communication,
leadership, and educational skills.1? Research
findings included improvement in oral and
written skills for the mentors and an increase
in problem solving and critical thinking
capabilities in the mentees.!! Students in
baccalaureate nursing programs often
experience more stress than their peers in
other baccalaureate programs.14 The
competitive nature of clinical and didactic
work can often lead to an increase in stress and
symptoms of anxiety and migraines.1* A quasi-
experimental study using a non-randomized
pre-test and post-test design looked at the
effects of a peer-mentoring program on stress
and adjusting to college among nursing
students.12 The study concluded that the
mentoring program increased social and
academic adjustment among university
nursing students. The nursing students’
“optimism”, “self-confidence”, and “seeking
social support levels” increased, and their
feelings of helplessness decreased after the
mentoring program showing this approach can
help decrease stress among nursing students.12
Another study assessed the effectiveness and
cost of a peer-mentoring program specifically
addressing accelerated nursing students from
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
backgrounds.13 CALD students were more
likely to retake a course, take a leave of
absence, or require additional academic
support.13 Researchers determined that both
mentors and mentees were satisfied with the
program and found benefits in participating.13
All of the mentee students were retained in the
program and only one student didn’t complete



the courses within the desired time frame.13 A
2021 study set out to assess nutrition and
dietetic students’ experiences and perceptions
of mentoring. Ninety-one percent of
respondents reported being interested in
having a mentor and 58% of those with a
mentor found them to be moderately or
extremely influential.15 Finally, a recent study
at the University of Delaware conducted in the
dietetics program paired students in the
Introduction to Nutrition Professions course
with undergraduate upper-class students who
enrolled in the Peer Mentoring Seminar
course.1® The results showed mentees
benefited from advice and guidance from the
mentor including a better understanding of the
campus and professional resources.1® Mentors
benefited by gaining leadership and
communication skills as well as career
development. Both groups also identified
expanded social networks as a benefit.1¢

Universities may incorporate peer-
mentoring programs where upper division
students provide support, encouragement, and
information to new students, and to help a less
experienced student improve overall academic
performance. Peer mentoring programs are a
tool used in the health professions to help
students adapt to professional degree
programs, and to build relationships and skills
needed to succeed within the program while
also providing social support. Although many
mentoring programs exist, applications vary.
Oftentimes, the peer mentoring programs are
elective or extra-curricular components of a
health profession program.37-1416 There is a
lack of research that investigates peer
mentoring programs that are incorporated into
the required coursework in health professional
programs. In addition, there are few published
studies examining the outcomes or themes
identified by both mentees and mentors
participating in nutrition and dietetics
programs at higher-education institutions in
the United States.

The Nutrition Department at Metropolitan
State University of Denver (MSU Denver) in
Denver, Colorado established a peer-mentoring
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program for nutrition students in 2017. In this
program, upper division students enrolled in
Nutrition Capstone mentor lower division
students enrolled in Careers in Nutrition and
Dietetics. Students enrolled in both classes
write a reflection paper after the 8-week peer-
mentoring experience. This qualitative study
reviewed reflection papers from the mentee
and mentor students to explore perceptions of
the mentoring experience, how the mentoring
experience could be improved, and to provide
a framework to other universities to encourage
them to incorporate a mentoring program into
their curriculum that benefits the students and
meets the didactic requirements.

METHODS
Study Design

A qualitative research study using document
analysis was conducted to gain a better
understanding of student perceptions of the
undergraduate peer mentoring program within
the Nutrition Department at MSU Denver. The
MSU Denver Institutional Review Board
approved the study protocol and all
participants provided written informed
consent prior to commencement of the study.

Participants and Setting

Undergraduate nutrition majors at MSU
Denver enrolled in the Careers in Nutrition and
Dietetics and Nutrition Capstone courses
participating in the peer mentoring program
were recruited to participate. Capstone course
students mentored those in the introductory-
level Careers course. Eligible students had
taken either Careers in Nutrition and Dietetics
(mentee group) or Nutrition Capstone (mentor
group) at MSU Denver in the 2022 spring or fall
semesters. Mentor students may have been
mentees years prior, but this was not a
qualification for participation. Careers in
Nutrition met for 8 weeks, and Nutrition
Capstone was a 16-week course. The
mentoring program is structured to be
completed during the 8 weeks the Careers in
Nutrition course meets. Mentee information
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(name, email, intended future career path) was
provided to mentors who selected their
mentee based on that information. Mentors
received training on mentoring roles as well as
appropriate communication and feedback
skills prior to mentoring sessions. Students in
both courses wrote reflection papers at the end
of their mentoring experience. Mentee
reflection paper prompts included questions
asked of the mentor, advice/knowledge gained,
and an action plan for implementing the
advice/knowledge (see Appendix 1). Mentor
reflection paper prompts included discussion
of the mentoring experience, the value of
mentoring on personal and professional levels,
and suggestions for improving the mentoring
program (see Appendix 2). Mentor students
were encouraged to have at least two sessions
with their mentees; session one emphasized
advice for degree progression and session two
focused on tips for creating a strong resume.
Sessions could be in person or completed
virtually; each pair chose how to accomplish
their sessions.

Recruitment

Lists of enrolled students were provided by the
course instructors. Students were contacted
via email and asked to provide consent to have
their peer mentoring reflection papers
evaluated and coded for themes by the
research team. Four emails were sent over one
month requesting permission. The email was
sent to 100 students, 47 from the introductory
level course and 53 from the capstone course.
Consent was collected via a brief Qualtrics®
form; those who consented were then
prompted to provide their full name. Several
students consented but failed to type their
name, therefore they were not included in the
study. Thirty-six students provided consent
and their full name. Two mentor papers were
eliminated because students were given an
alternative assignment if they were unable to
connect with their assigned mentee. One
mentee paper was not reviewed because the
file was not found when the instructor
attempted to retrieve the document. In total,

reflection papers of 33 students, 11 mentees
and 22 mentors, were reviewed and coded for
themes utilizing NVivo software.20 Coding
continued until saturation of themes was
reached.

MEASURES
Demographics

Table 1 shows demographic information
(gender, race/ethnicity, age) for all students
enrolled in the nutrition and dietetics major at
MSU Denver when these reflection papers
were written. Demographic data for the
mentees and mentors participating in the peer
mentorship population were not collected
apart from data that was self-reported by the
students at the time of admission to the
university.

DATA ANALYSIS

Reflection papers were imported into NVivo,20
a well-accepted and commonly used qualitative
analysis software, used by “qualitative
researchers to collect, organize, analyze,
visualize, and report their data”.2! Student
names were removed, and each student was
assigned a number. Projects were created in
NVivo by mentee/mentor role. Six papers
(three from the mentee group and three from
the mentor group) were reviewed together by
the research team to develop an initial list of
topics and increase inter-coder reliability. The
remaining essays were randomly assigned, and
each paper was reviewed by two different
researchers to eliminate bias. After all papers
were coded, the research team grouped topics
into domains, themes, and subthemes. At this
point, the team determined that saturation was
reached.

Grounded theory was used to
retrospectively assess the qualitative data in
the reflection papers for common themes. This
approach allowed for the coding of themes
which was followed by the discovery of
patterns in the themes.22 These patterns
allowed the themes to be grouped into
domains. Grounded theory was chosen because
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it allows flexibility based
on the individual data
which allowed the

Table 1. Demographic characteristics self-reported by undergraduate students
with a declared major of Nutrition and Dietetics at MSU Denver in 2022

researchers not to be Spring Fall 2022
influenced by pre- 2022
determined theories. Total Nutrition and Dietetic Majors Registered 157 148
After identifying the Gender
themes, Soc1(_911 Exchange Fomale T0.6% -
Theory provided a
framework for grouping Male 204% 25.7%
the themes and Race/Ethnicity
understanding the White 9% 17 3%
mentee and mentor
experiences.?3 This Hispanic 32.5% 31.1%
theory suggests that 2 or More Races 7.6% 6.8%
every relationship has African American 5.7% 7.4%
costs and benefits.23 Asian 25 549
| . K

Other themes were ’ ’
identified utilizing the International Student 0.6% 0.7%
NVivo word frequency American Indian/Alaskan 0% 0.7%
function that generates Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0% 0.7%
word clouds with the
most frequently used Age Group
words across all papers.2° 40 and older 9.6% 9.5%
RESULTS 35t0 39 8.9% 6.1%

30to 34 12.7% 11.5%
After papers were coded,

0, 0,

similar topics were 251029 223% 236%
grouped into domains. 20t024 37.6% 42.6%
Domains were further 19 or younger 8.9% 6.8%

broken down into themes
and then even further

into subthemes if _ e . .
applicable. Some themes were more general Themes identified by mentees in the perceived

than the identified subthemes and did not benefits domain included advice, coping and
occur often enough to create a new subtheme. relationships. Subthemes for advice were

In this case, the reference was coded to the planning, recommendations, resources, and
theme only and not a subtheme. Domains resumes. There were no subthemes for coping.

themes, and subthemes varied between the The relationship th(.eme included Fhe
mentees and mentors (see Tables 2 and 3). subthemes connections, networking, and
Representative quotes were then selected professors. Themes within the perceived

which captured the domains and themes for challenges d.omain included incompatibility
the mentees and mentors (see Tables 2 and 3). and scheduling. No subthemes were found for
scheduling and incompatibility. Domains,

Mentee Themes themes, subthemes, and selected direct quotes
for the mentee group are shown in Table 2.

Domains for the mentee group included
perceived benefits and perceived challenges.
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Table 2. Mentee data obtained from the reflection papers (n=11)

Independent
Reflections references
coded to a coded to a
theme or theme or
subtheme subtheme Representative quotes

Domain: Perceived Benefits

Theme: Advice

Planning 11 38 “Everything led up to them helping me plan out the next couple semesters of my college
career.”

Recommendations 10 43 “He said that getting an internship is very competitive and that if | want to have a leg up on
the process, | should start volunteering early and networking as much as possible.”

Resources 7 32 “She went above and beyond throughout our sessions and provided me with resources on
campus that | can go to and mentioned they will also review and help me with my resume
building down the road.”

Resume 11 32 “After our meeting | created my own academic resume that | then sent over to her. She
reviewed it and provided me with additional advice on making it even better. Some
examples she recommended to me were not needing to supply my full address, tweaking
my skills section to adding clinical experience and even providing an awards and
achievement section in my resume to add in my scholarships that | have been awarded.”

Theme: Coping 3 5 “... recommended some YouTube channels such as Crash Course, that helped him in the
course which helped alleviate my anxiety about it since | am a visual person.”

Theme: Relationships

Connection 10 34 “It was nice to know that I'm not the only one who struggled at first.”

Networking 6 8 “Some of the advice for getting through the degree was networking and making good
friends through the years. Networking was some of the most talked about topics during
our semester as well.”

Professors 3 10 “| was also curious about any professors they would suggest that | take because it can be
difficult to choose between classes, so knowing which professors have been particularly
influential will help me plan my schedules.”

Domain: Perceived Challenges

Theme: Incompatibility 1 4 “| was prepared to learn about the expense of dietetic internships but was discouraged
that neither mentor was pursuing one themselves.”

Theme: Scheduling 5 7 “The most difficult aspect of working with groups was scheduling times to work on projects
and assignments. | experienced some of the same problem on this assignment, as it was
difficult to find a time to schedule both of the mentoring sessions. This made me realize
that | need to be more flexible with my schedule moving forward in my education.”
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Independent
Reflections references
coded to a coded to a
theme or theme or
subtheme subtheme Representative quotes

Domain: Perceived Benefits

Theme: Advice

Planning 8 1 “The second in person session we went over graduation planning for his final four
semesters. We actually planned out all of the classes he will have to take until
graduation.”

Recommendations 20 37 “| think overall she found it very helpful | told her things to make sure she makes
appointments with her advisor, to build relationships with professors and to make sure
she listens to her body when she is stressed.”

Resources 18 35 “We also verbally reviewed some of the resources he has available to him as a MSU
student (tutoring, etc.) to help ensure a successful academic year, relevant to some
specific challenges the student was facing this semester.”

Resume 21 35 “l gave her some pointers based on notes from class, pointers and tips that | was given
on my own resume from the writing center, and some things that my boss has told me
are his pet peeves when he reads resumes.”

Theme: Personal Growth

Confidence 7 8 “Accepting that | have acquired at least a base understanding of dietetics was
something | had been struggling to internalize but taking on a mentee, however brief
the position may have been, illuminated how far | have come since the beginning of my
educational career and really helped to boost my self-confidence as a future RDN.”

Learning 5 6 “As a mentor, it allows you to continually learn by seeking answers to questions the
mentee asked or by learning new skills or perspectives.”

Flexibility 2 4 “I had to change my thought process quickly to adjust to what my mentee needed.”

Listening 9 14 “Serving as a mentor helped me grow professionally and personally by teaching me
how to be a more effective listener and how to connect someone with resources based
on the conversations we had.”

Theme: Relationships

Connection 13 19 “| provided my personal contact information to her and hope that she will utilize it if she
needs any advice along the way.”

Networking 8 9 “Serving as a mentor helped me grow professionally by helping me build another
connection and network with another peer in my field.”

Domain: Perceived Challenges

Theme: Lack of 4 7 “| felt nervous that | wouldn’t be knowledgeable enough to answer her questions or

Confidence concerns regarding the field and about experiences within the program.”

Theme: Incompatibility 6 9 “For instance, my first meeting with the student was a little difficult. To start off it was
challenging to get in touch with him and to set up a meeting time. So, right from the
start | got the impression that he wasn't looking forward to our meeting and didn’t value
the opportunity and my experience.”

Theme: Scheduling

Remote Meetings 7 9 “I know meeting virtually was something that worked best for her schedule however we
could have both benefited from meeting in-person.”

Time 5 7 “If there had been more time to build a relationship with a mentee and work these skills
more as well as perhaps see the outcome of where she decided to take any information
given or to be available to help guide her on her next steps, that would have been more
fruitful.”

(Table continues on next page)
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(Table continued from previous page)

Domain: Suggestions

Theme: Compatibility 2 4

“Since we only meet twice, knowing a little more about them other than their
postgraduate interests would help make the times that we do meet more valuable.”

Theme: Structure

In-person meetings 6 6

Time 10 14

“If | could repeat this experience, | would choose to be the only mentor to the mentee
and to meet in person instead of online.”

“My only suggestion would be to make this a semester long project. | think both the
mentor and mentee would benefit from more time to establish a helping relationship
and while it might be more work for both students, | think meeting three or four times
would actually really benefit them.”

Mentor Themes

Domains for the mentor group included
perceived benefits, perceived challenges, and
suggestions. Themes identified by the mentors
in the perceived benefits were advice, personal
growth, and relationships. Subthemes for
advice were planning, recommendations,
resources, and resumes. Subthemes for
personal growth included confidence, learning,
flexibility, and listening. The relationship
theme included connection and networking
subthemes. Themes within the perceived
challenges domain included lack of confidence,
incompatibility, and scheduling. No subthemes
were found for lack of confidence and
incompatibility. Subthemes for scheduling
included remote meetings and time. The
suggestion domain focused on structure and
compatibility. Only the structure theme had
subthemes of in-person meetings and time.
Domains, themes, subthemes, and selected
direct quotes from the mentor group are
included in Table 3.

Theme and Subtheme Frequency

The advice theme was identified most often by
both the mentee and mentor groups. Resumes
were the most common subtheme across both
groups. Twenty-one of the 22 mentor files
referenced resumes and 35 different
references were coded in the mentor papers.
The 11 mentee papers cited resumes 32 times.

Planning (11), recommendations (10), and
connection (10) were also popular subthemes
among the mentees. Subthemes mentioned
most frequently by the mentors included
recommendations (20) and resources (18). See
Tables 2 and 3 for a detailed breakdown of the
number of reflection papers and independent
references pertaining to each theme and
subtheme. Scheduling was the most frequently
cited challenge and was noted in 12 different
mentor reflection papers.

DISCUSSION

This study utilized document analysis of
papers written by undergraduate nutrition
students reflecting on their 8-week experience
as a mentee or mentor. Mentors and mentees
were given an assignment prompt to guide
them through the mentoring program. The
prompt recommended two sessions, the first
on degree progression and the second on tips
for creating a strong resume (see Appendices 1
and 2). Resumes were one of the most common
themes across both classes, due to the
assignment prompt (Appendices 1 and 2;
Tables 2 and 3). Mentors were also specifically
asked to provide suggestions for improving the
mentorship program; this explains why there
was a suggestions theme for the mentor group
but not the mentees (Table 3). The suggestions
identified in this study appeared to be a direct
result of the challenges noted by the students.



Social exchange theory suggests that the
balance of the benefits and challenges will not
only affect the mentee/mentor experience but
also the students' willingness to participate in
this program in the future.23 Understanding
these benefits and challenges will allow MSU
Denver and other universities to tailor their
undergraduate nutrition mentorship programs
to meet student needs and minimize
challenges. In this study, 17 different students
offered suggestions for program improvement.
The most frequently cited suggestions centered
around time. Time included recommendations
for individual meeting duration and expanding
the length of the peer mentoring relationship.
The program's current structure is that the two
mentor/mentee meetings be conducted during
an 8-week period. This was dictated by the
schedule of the Careers in Nutrition and
Dietetics course which is only half a semester.
Mentors noted a preference to have at least the
full 16-week semester if not longer (see Table
3). Both mentors and mentees expressed a
desire to have an improved matching process
(see Tables 2 and 3). Several mentee students
specifically noted wanting to be paired with a
mentor who planned to complete a dietetic
internship and one other student liked being
paired with a fellow transfer student to help
guide them through the transfer process.

To date, there have been limited studies on
peer mentoring programs in undergraduate
nutrition programs. The literature also
indicates that the structure of peer mentoring
programs may vary greatly.! Nutrition and
dietetic mentorship programs may use
practicing registered dietitian nutritionists
(RDNs), professors, upper division students, or
current dietetic interns to serve as
mentors.+>15-17 Mentorship may be provided in
a group setting and some students may report
having several mentors.16:23 MSU Denver's peer
mentoring program students are paired based
on the number of students enrolled in each
class. If there are more mentors than mentees,
some mentees will end up with 2 mentors, and
the opposite may also occur if there are more
students in the introductory level course. In
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this study, there appeared to be some groups
where two mentors were assigned the same
mentee, but the mentees found scheduling
difficult and did not note additional benefit
from having multiple mentors (See Table 2).
Most groups in this study were a 1:1 mentee-
mentor pair. Minimal research has been
published regarding the outcomes of these
programs in general, but more specifically,
there is even less research addressing the
benefits of peer-mentorship programs among
nutrition students.

Although there has been minimal research,
studies have shown perceived benefits. A
recent study at the University of Delaware
conducted in the dietetics program paired
students in the Introduction to Nutrition
Professions course with undergraduate upper
division students who enrolled in the Peer
Mentoring Seminar course.1® Researchers
concluded the peer mentoring program was
beneficial for both mentors and mentees.16
Mentees noted benefiting from advice and
guidance from the mentor and also benefited
from a better understanding of campus and
professional resources.1® Similar findings were
noted by the students at MSU Denver in this
study. Mentors benefited by gaining leadership
and communication skills as well as career
development. Both groups identified expanded
social networks as a benefit.16 The study's
authors also argued that mentors may have
had a higher chance of acceptance into a
dietetic internship program than students who
did not participate.1® Participation in the peer
mentoring program is a course requirement at
MSU Denver; it would be interesting to
compare match rates of MSU Denver students
to dietetics students at other universities that
do not have a peer mentoring program. The
University of Delaware study does suggest that
a similarly structured program with a longer
duration could yield the additional benefit of
increasing matching rates to a dietetic
internship. Other studies have noted beneficial
themes to having a mentor similar to those
found in this study, especially on topics such as
advice and personal development. In this
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study, advice was the subtheme cited most
often by the mentor and mentee groups and
personal growth was the second most
mentioned subtheme by the mentors. The
“relationship expectations” theme found in a
recent study demonstrated the assumptions
survey respondents have of mentors, including
providing advice, assisting in development, and
achieving goals and personal development.1>
This was evident in the present study as well.
Not only did the mentees and mentors often
cite advice, but mentors helped with writing
resumes, referring to resources, course
planning, and recommendations for
connections with professors. Ninety-one
percent of respondents in another study
reported being interested in having a mentor,
and 58% of those with a mentor found them to
be moderately or extremely influential.1> These
results help verify the positive effects of peer-
mentoring. This study did not specifically
evaluate the percentage of students who found
having a mentor beneficial, but it could be a
consideration for future research.

Evaluating the effectiveness of the MSU
Denver peer-mentoring program is significant
and will provide valuable information not only
to improve this program’s mentoring program
but also other universities offering Didactic
Programs in Dietetics (DPD). The DPD program
prepares nutrition students for a dietetic
internship and careers as Registered Dietitian
Nutritionists (RDNs). DPD programs have
competencies or Knowledge Requirements for
Nutrition and Dietetics (KRDNs) that must be
met for DPD verification. One KRDN, 5.6
requires that students “demonstrate an
understanding of the importance and
expectations of a professional in mentoring
and precepting others”.2 Many dietetics
programs nationwide meet this requirement
through mentorship programs; however, to the
best of our knowledge, this study is the only
study that examined experiences of both
mentee and mentor undergraduate nutrition
students as part of a required course.

Limitations

Reflection papers could not be obtained
until students’ final grades had been submitted
which prevented the research team from
contacting students while enrolled in the
course. For this reason, email was chosen as
the method of contact. This was a limitation of
the study as most email addresses provided
were university emails and some of the
students had graduated or were no longer
enrolled, limiting access to their email
accounts. Participation may have been higher if
students were contacted during the semester
of the course. The researchers expected to
recruit fewer mentor students as many had
graduated, but there was a poorer response
rate from the mentee group. One reason this
may have occurred is that the professor of the
capstone course let the students know about
the study and that the research team would be
reaching out. Additionally, the students in the
capstone course also complete a research
project so they know firsthand how
challenging it can be to recruit research
subjects which may have increased their
willingness to consent to having their papers
reviewed. Both mentors and mentees were
given assignment prompts which guided the
content and discussion of the meetings and
influenced the themes identified in the
reflection papers (see Appendices 1 and 2).
Participation in the peer mentoring program is
required by the MSU Denver program to meet
KRDN 5.6. Different responses may have been
noted if the students chose to participate in the
program. Finally, the reflection papers were a
graded assignment which may have influenced
student responses.

CONCLUSIONS

Research findings suggest that undergraduate
nutrition students at MSU Denver valued
participation in the peer mentoring program
especially related to advice, coping,
relationships, and personal growth. They
recommended the mentorship program be
longer in duration and suggested



improvements in student compatibility. This
study can serve as a pilot study regarding the
implementation and best practices for peer
mentoring programs as part of a required
course in undergraduate nutrition and
dietetics programs.

Implications

The implications of this study will be an
improved nutrition peer-mentoring programs
at MSU Denver and across the United States
specifically with improving student
compatibility which includes pairing students
with similar career goals and interests and
pairing those who plan to pursue a dietetic
internship as well as pairing transfer students.
This study will also encourage peer-mentoring
programs to be longer in duration, at least 16
weeks to ensure students receive the full
benefits of mentoring. Future research should
continue to focus on establishing best practices
for meeting the ACEND requirements and
helping create supportive relationships to help
students succeed throughout all levels of
nutrition and dietetic education including
undergraduate, graduate and dietetic
internship programs. Additional studies could
also look at the potential role that these
mentorship programs play in dietetic
internship match rates.
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APPENDIX 1: PROMPT FOR MENTEES

The purpose of the assignment is to:
e Help you develop the success skills of giving and receiving feedback and mentoring
e Allow you to gain knowledge and support from a Senior level Nutrition student

e Receive feedback on your resume including your descriptions of and plans for extracurricular
experiences

You will write a reflection paper discussing the three meetings with your mentor. You should include:
e what questions you went into the meetings with and why you wanted to ask those questions
¢ what advice and knowledge you gained from the meeting.
e how the resume review went
e what advice you received for improving your resume.

Your conclusion should be focused on an action plan which responds to the advice you were
given. Include your ideas for preparing for the rest of your education, experiences you want to have,
and how you plan to make them work.
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APPENDIX 2: PROMPT FOR MENTORS

Each student will be required to mentor at least one entry-level student enrolled in NUT 1800 and/or
HRSA Nutrition Scholar. Serving as a mentor provides an opportunity to grow professionally, expand
your communication skills, self-reflect upon your own career goals, build your resume, and assist in
enhancing student success at MSU Denver.

This assignment assesses student learning of KRDN 5.6: Demonstrate an understanding of the
importance and expectations of a professional in mentoring and precepting others.

The reflection paper should discuss your overall experience serving as a mentor
e what you learned about mentoring,
e how serving as a mentor helped you grow professionally and personally,
e what value mentoring plays in the success of both students and professionals,
¢ what you might do differently if you could repeat serving as a mentor, and
e what suggestions you have for improving the mentoring program.
Include details about:
e how you prepared for each session,
e the topics discussed,
e what your mentee’s response was to your insight, and
e general information about how each session went
e did challenges arise and if so, how did you deal with them?

¢ what went well and what did not go so well?
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