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Overview  

This report draws on the experiences of two Massachusetts community colleges that employed 
academically successful students to serve as peer leaders. The Achieving the Dream initiative 
supports colleges’ investments in the resources and personnel needed to make desired institution-
wide changes. As part of the initiative, Northern Essex Community College has used Supplemental 
Instruction Leaders, and Bunker Hill Community College has used Peer Mentors in order to 
strengthen student success and promote institutional improvement efforts. 

Both colleges chose to implement peer leader programs in developmental (remedial) and gatekeeper 
(introductory college-level) courses that have historically been difficult for many students to pass. 
This report describes recruitment, training, activities, and costs related to developing these peer 
leader programs as well as how peer leaders worked with students and faculty inside the classroom. 
Students, peer leaders, faculty, and administrators offered perspectives in focus groups and inter-
views during the 2010-2011 academic year. Key findings include the following: 

 Peer leaders at both colleges offered additional academic assistance to students by intro-
ducing and reinforcing lessons covered in class and by helping their faculty partners facilitate 
classroom activities. 

 Program staff and faculty members recruited and selected peer leaders with strong 
academic and interpersonal skills. However, specific peer leader tasks and functions inside 
and outside the classroom varied based on how assigned faculty members agreed to have peer 
leaders work with students.  

 Students in peer-assisted courses generally felt that they benefited from receiving peer 
leaders’ guidance and support, and they appreciated that this guidance and support was pro-
vided by fellow students.  

 Both colleges have expanded their peer leader programs across sections and disciplines, 
prompting them to establish more program standards and articulate more practices. College ad-
ministrators generally considered the programs affordable and cost-effective. 

The development of peer leader programs at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill reveals innovative 
ways in which colleges can enhance student learning and engagement in community college 
classrooms. Over the past years, both colleges have carefully implemented and expanded peer leader 
programs for students in need of extra support. Peer leaders provide a unique perspective for 
students and have the ability to create a learning environment unlike that of the typical instructor-
student relationship. Community colleges interested in creating or expanding their own peer leader 
programs may find lessons in the theoretical, operational, and fiscal challenges and considerations 
that marked the implementation of the two programs discussed in this report.  
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Preface 

Community colleges are faced with the task of serving a broad population of diverse students. 
Students entering these institutions, particularly those who begin at developmental (or remedial) 
levels in mathematics, reading, and writing, often do so with multiple barriers impeding their 
potential success. Unfortunately, the majority of these students never graduate or drop out 
altogether.  

To address these problems, community colleges across the country have joined the Lu-
mina Foundation for Education’s Achieving the Dream initiative, which involves efforts by 
community colleges to increase their institutional capacity to make data-driven decisions to 
promote academic success. A consortium of funders, led by the Boston Foundation, provided 
support for Massachusetts community colleges in the initiative and selected MDRC to conduct 
an evaluation of the development and implementation of the initiative at these colleges.  

Two of the colleges, Northern Essex Community College and Bunker Hill Community 
College, are the focus of this case study report. These institutions have employed students as 
peer leaders in developmental and introductory courses to offer academic assistance and social 
support to students who come to college underprepared for college-level work. The report 
highlights how college administrators, faculty, and staff went about designing, piloting, and 
institutionalizing these programs and offers insights into students’ experiences in these peer-
assisted courses. Furthermore, the report explores the influence that these leadership roles have 
had on the peer leaders’ own academic and personal accomplishments. Colleges that are 
considering instituting or expanding peer leadership programs will find value in learning how 
Northern Essex and Bunker Hill implemented these programs, which offer great potential for 
improving the academic outcomes of students who are most at risk. 

Gordon L. Berlin  
President 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

The growing number of students seeking an accessible, low-cost higher education has led to 
surging enrollments at community colleges nationwide. Many of these students enter college 
academically underprepared and are required to pass developmental (remedial) education 
courses in math or English. Getting through the developmental education sequence can be 
difficult, however, and most students who are assigned to these courses generally do not end up 
persisting to college-level courses in English or math, let alone completing the requirements 
needed to eventually graduate or transfer. 

Community colleges are exploring new teaching and learning approaches to help a 
larger, more diverse population of students pass through their developmental courses and go on 
to succeed in the college curriculum. One promising approach is to recruit and train students 
who have successfully completed these courses and have a solid mastery of their content to help 
their fellow students as “peer leaders.” Colleges hope and expect that peer leaders can help to 
engage students who would otherwise feel lost or uninterested in their classes and provide 
additional academic assistance in a cost-effective way at a time of budget cuts. 

In 2007, four community colleges in Massachusetts joined the national Achieving the 
Dream: Community Colleges Count initiative in order to create data-informed classroom and 
campus strategies designed to increase academic success and persistence in developmental and 
“gatekeeper” (introductory college-level) courses. The Boston Foundation provided support for 
MDRC to conduct a two-year study of the implementation of Achieving the Dream in Massa-
chusetts, which included in-depth case studies on two of the colleges: Northern Essex and 
Bunker Hill Community Colleges. This report highlights how these two colleges recruited and 
trained academically successful students to serve as Supplemental Instruction (SI) Leaders and 
first-year seminar Peer Mentors — together referred to in this report as “peer leaders” — to 
bolster the learning and course completion of their fellow students in their developmental and 
gatekeeper courses. 

As part of Achieving the Dream, Northern Essex — a community college in northeast-
ern Massachusetts that serves over 7,000 students annually — has gradually scaled up its SI 
program to provide student-to-student assistance in developmental and college-level math 
courses. SI Leaders are students who have successfully completed the courses or have demon-
strated strong academic competency in the courses’ subject matter. SI Leaders regularly attend 
their assigned class and arrange a separate voluntary study session for students in the class to 
receive more individualized help or review topics from the course lectures. 
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Bunker Hill Community College, located in central Boston, has seen its enrollment in-
crease exponentially over the last decade and currently serves over 12,000 culturally diverse 
students. To address incoming students’ lack of preparation for college course work, Bunker 
Hill developed and institutionalized seminar courses for first-year students to acclimate them to 
college. Each seminar is tied to an academic or societal theme of interest to students and covers 
lessons about adjusting to college, developing effective study skills, and learning about campus 
resources. Unique to these seminars are Peer Mentors, who help the seminar instructors convey 
lessons and content through the student lens and are accessible outside of class to provide 
support to students enrolled in the course.  

This report presents case studies of the peer leader programs at Northern Essex and 
Bunker Hill. The findings reported are based on interviews, focus groups, program reports, and 
institutional data. During site visits to each college, researchers conducted interviews and focus 
groups with administrators, faculty members, peer leaders, and students who participated in the 
peer leader programs. These qualitative data, along with data from follow-up correspondence 
and peer leader program evaluations, were analyzed to provide an in-depth understanding of the 
peer leader programs implemented at the two colleges. 

Key Findings 

 Peer leaders at both colleges offered additional academic assistance to 
students by introducing and reinforcing lessons covered in class and by 
helping their faculty partners facilitate classroom activities.   

Both peer leader programs primarily call for peers to help students from their assigned 
classrooms gain a deeper understanding of course content and engage in classroom activities. SI 
Leaders and Peer Mentors are expected to attend all classes of their assigned course throughout 
the semester and consult with their faculty partners to determine how they should go about 
working with students during class time. These peer leader programs were developed based on 
research connecting this kind of support among “status equals” with increases in students’ 
collaborative and active learning skills. 

 Program staff and faculty members recruited and selected peer leaders 
who had strong academic and interpersonal skills. 

Faculty members and administrators at both colleges recruited peer leaders informally, 
encouraging students who seemed a good fit for the program to apply. These students often had 
previously succeeded in the course. Other potential candidates were identified through their 
roles as tutors in academic resource centers or as leaders in student organizations. When 
selecting peer leaders, program administrators said that they looked for students who combined 
strong academic habits with personal qualities such as maturity, listening skills, and facilitation 
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skills. Additionally, peer leaders at both colleges were paid, creating a strong incentive for them 
to participate and take the role seriously. As both colleges scaled up their programs, they 
engaged more people on campus in efforts to recruit peer leaders and provided more extensive 
training for them. 

 The specific tasks and functions of peer leaders inside and outside the 
classroom varied according to the expectations of assigned faculty mem-
bers.  

While the roles and responsibilities of peer leaders all involved helping other students 
succeed academically and acclimate socially, peer leaders had a variety of tasks, depending on 
how instructors chose to incorporate them into the classroom. For example, some peer leaders’ 
responsibilities during class included working with students in small groups, walking around the 
classroom to offer individual assistance, and co-facilitating class discussions. SI Leaders’ tasks 
during SI sessions and Peer Mentors’ roles outside the classroom also varied to some degree, 
but for the most part they centered on providing customized assistance to individual students 
that was more difficult to offer in the classroom. Although most peer leaders were well integrat-
ed into the courses, there were a few instances in which they seemed underused because faculty 
members were not sure how to use their peer leaders or were hesitant to involve them. 

Even though SI Leaders and Peer Mentors serve all students in their assigned classes, 
there was an added emphasis on reaching out and providing extra assistance to the students who 
were struggling the most. Administrators and faculty members at both colleges continued to 
assess whether their most “at-risk” students were receiving help from peer leaders, and if not, to 
strategize about how to effectively engage more students to take advantage of the interventions. 

 Students in peer-assisted courses generally felt that they benefited from 
peer leaders’ guidance and support, particularly because it came from 
fellow students.  

Overall, students who were interviewed said that they appreciated the additional aca-
demic support provided by peer leaders, who were described as welcoming, accessible, and 
generous with their time. Students reported that peer leaders were willing to review course 
material as many times as necessary and led interactive discussions focused on students’ 
concerns to supplement or expand on the material that faculty presented. Students further 
suggested that assistance from peer leaders was distinct from what administrators or faculty 
members could provide, specifically because it came from fellow students. Students reported 
that peer leaders presented the course material from a student’s perspective, which aided their 
understanding. Moreover, peer leaders felt that empathizing with students and sharing their own 
experiences and hardships helped students build a level of trust and credibility that was more 
difficult to foster with a faculty member or professional adviser. 
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 Research by the colleges’ Institutional Research staff suggests that peer 
leaders helped students at Bunker Hill persist in college and helped stu-
dents at Northern Essex complete developmental and gatekeeper math 
courses. 

Although determining whether or not peer leaders directly increased persistence and 
improved academic performance for students in developmental or gatekeeper courses at these 
two colleges was beyond the scope of this report, both colleges have made strides to collect 
program participation and course data to better understand the extent to which student outcomes 
are affected by peer leaders. Researchers at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill collected and 
analyzed basic quantitative student outcomes data and found that higher course completion and 
retention rates were associated with students whose courses had assigned peer leaders, com-
pared with students whose courses did not have peer leaders. Northern Essex found that, 
overall, students in SI Leader sections of developmental and gatekeeper math courses complet-
ed these courses at higher rates than students in the same courses whose sections did not have SI 
Leaders. Similarly, students enrolled in first-year seminars at Bunker Hill were more likely to 
reenroll the following semester if their seminar was served by a Peer Mentor. 

 Both colleges have expanded their peer leader programs across sections 
and disciplines, prompting them to establish more program standards 
and practices. 

Bunker Hill and Northern Essex recognized a need to establish guidelines and expecta-
tions as their programs expanded and new faculty and peer leaders became involved. As a 
result, both colleges expanded the use of peer leaders to more sections, as well as across new 
courses and disciplines beyond those that initially offered the peer leader component. This 
expansion prompted Northern Essex to standardize program procedures; more structured 
training is being provided to SI Leaders and faculty members to ensure consistency in faculty 
and peer leader roles. In order to further standardize the program, Bunker Hill also developed a 
more formal training program to establish clear learning objectives for Peer Mentors. 

 College administrators generally saw the programs as affordable and 
cost-effective. 

Administrators at both colleges viewed employing peer leaders as a relatively cost-
effective way to offer academic support and guidance. Some administrators considered peer 
leader programs a more cost-effective alternative to hiring full-time faculty to provide similar 
services, or to purchasing costly teaching resources and materials that do not offer the same 
level of individualized help as a person placed in a classroom. Even though the peer leader 
programs supported students both inside and outside the classroom, the programs did not 
require substantial amounts of funding. Estimated costs for the peer leader programs in the 
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2011-2012 academic year were $87,000 at Northern Essex and $93,000 at Bunker Hill; in the 
2010-2011 academic year, the programs served approximately 450 and 800 students respective-
ly. Both programs were primarily supported by institutional funding. 

Conclusion 

The incorporation of peer leaders into institutional efforts to increase the success rates of 
students in developmental and gatekeeper courses can be important in providing struggling 
students with the assistance they need to successfully pass these courses and continue working 
toward a college degree. As seen in these two case study colleges, peer leaders can play integral 
roles in helping other students learn and effectively use the services at their disposal, while the 
programs can simultaneously give these peer leaders valuable experiences as educators and as 
campus leaders — experiences that will benefit their own educational and career trajectories. 
Community colleges interested in creating or improving peer leader programs may find value in 
the experiences of these two colleges in meeting the operational and fiscal challenges of 
developing and expanding these programs.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

The growing number of students seeking an accessible, low-cost higher education has led to 
surging enrollments at community colleges nationwide. Student enrollments at these institutions 
grew an estimated 15 percent between fall 2008 and fall 2010 alone.1 Community college 
students have also become more diverse, requiring these institutions to address a broad range of 
student needs. Low tuition rates and open admissions at community colleges have attracted 
many students who are academically underprepared and must take developmental (remedial) 
education courses — in which they are taught basic English and math skills needed for success 
in college — before they can go on to college-level courses.  

Passing through the developmental education sequence can be difficult for many stu-
dents. In fact, most students who are in need of remediation generally do not end up persisting 
to college-level courses in English or math, let alone completing the requirements needed to 
eventually graduate or transfer. Fewer than half of students referred to developmental education 
courses complete the entire developmental course sequence.2 Community colleges are exploring 
new teaching and learning approaches to help this larger, more diverse student population pass 
through developmental education courses and go on to succeed in the college curriculum. One 
promising approach is to recruit and train students who have successfully completed develop-
mental courses — and have a solid mastery of course content — to help their fellow students as 
“peer leaders.” Colleges hope and expect that peer leaders can help to engage students who 
would otherwise feel lost or uninterested in their classes and provide additional academic 
assistance in a cost-effective way at a time of budget cuts. 

About This Report 

This report highlights how two Massachusetts community colleges — Northern Essex Commu-
nity College and Bunker Hill Community College — employ academically successful students 
to help other students in need of extra assistance in developmental and gatekeeper (that is, 
introductory college-level) courses. These two colleges use academically successful students as 
“peer leaders,” a term used in this report to refer to both Supplemental Instruction (SI) Leaders 
in developmental math classes at Northern Essex, and Peer Mentors in first-year seminar 

                                                      
1American Association of Community Colleges (2011). 
2Bailey, Jeong, and Cho (2009). This finding comes from an analysis of data from over 250,000 students 

attending colleges participating in Achieving the Dream, a national initiative aimed at improving outcomes for 
community college students. 
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courses at Bunker Hill. These case studies also show how administrators and faculty members 
use peer leaders to contribute to the everyday classroom learning environment in these courses 
and discuss the considerations and challenges the colleges have faced in developing peer leader 
programs. The Boston Foundation provided support for MDRC to conduct the case studies in 
order to better understand the progress colleges were making in implementing innovative 
strategies and improving developmental education. The case studies highlight some of the 
innovative work taking place in two of the Massachusetts colleges that are participating in 
Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count, a national initiative designed to help 
community colleges make better use of research and data to improve student outcomes (see Box 
1.1).3  

Some studies suggest that having peer leaders accessible during class time may be es-
pecially important at community colleges, where commuter and part-time students do not have 
as many opportunities as full-time students to develop meaningful relationships with academi-
cally motivated student role models. 4 Thus, the increased popularity of the use of peer leaders 
as a strategy to improve student success in low-achieving courses also calls for a closer exami-
nation. Specifically, this report addresses the following research questions: 

 How and why did these colleges select SI and Peer Mentoring as strategies to 
address their needs in developmental education? 

 How did these colleges select peer leaders, design their programs, and incor-
porate peer leaders into their curricula? 

 What efforts have the colleges made to evaluate the influence of SI and Peer 
Mentoring on rates of completing developmental and gatekeeper courses and 
on rates of retention in college? 

 What decisions have been made to scale up these strategies? 

Institutional researchers at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill Community Colleges have 
found that SI and Peer Mentoring programs have led to improvements in student outcomes on 
their campuses and have made progress in bringing their programs to scale. This report exam-
ines their accomplishments and challenges and draws lessons for other community colleges that 
may be considering or adopting similar strategies to boost students’ success.  

  

                                                      
3The other two Massachusetts community colleges participating in Achieving the Dream are Roxbury 

Community College and Springfield Technical Community College. 
4See, for example, Minor (2007).  
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How and Why the Colleges Were Chosen 

In February 2011, MDRC issued an interim report on the implementation of Achieving the 
Dream at 26 community colleges in five states: Florida, New Mexico, North Carolina, Texas, 
and Virginia. One of the key recommendations made in this report was for more colleges to 
focus efforts on developing classroom approaches to help students to gain a deeper knowledge 
of course content, as well as to better understand what makes their “successful students” 
successful.5 The report indicated that although colleges instituted a wide range of strategies, 
many of them also faced a number of challenges in scaling up intensive strategies; the benefits 
of “promising” strategies were frequently extended only to a small number of students.  

In 2007, a consortium of funders in Massachusetts6 provided support for four communi-
ty colleges in the state to participate in the Achieving the Dream initiative. Led by the Boston 
Foundation, this consortium expressed interest in understanding more about how Achieving the 
Dream has made a difference at the colleges, particularly in informing policy and practices that 
affect student success. The Massachusetts colleges also provided an opportunity to study what 
some Achieving the Dream colleges are doing to improve students’ academic performance in 
developmental education classes and how they are trying to scale up these efforts. 

In 2010, MDRC began a two-phase study of these colleges, with the first phase focused 
on the implementation of Achieving the Dream principles and strategies at the four community 

                                                      
5Rutschow et al. (2011). 
6The Boston Foundation, the Lloyd G. Balfour Foundation, the Irene E. and George Davis Foundation, 

and The Education Resources Institute (TERI). 

Box 1.1 

Achieving the Dream 

Achieving the Dream, Inc. is a national nonprofit organization dedicated to helping more 
community college students, particularly low-income students and students of color, stay in 
school and earn a college certificate or degree. Evidence-based, student-centered, and built 
on the values of equity and excellence, Achieving the Dream’s goal is to close achievement 
gaps and accelerate student success nationwide by: (1) guiding evidence-based institutional 
change, (2) influencing public policy, (3) generating knowledge, and (4) engaging the 
public. Conceived as an initiative in 2004 by Lumina Foundation and seven founding 
partner organizations, today Achieving the Dream works with 160 community colleges and 
institutions, more than 100 coaches and advisers, and 15 state policy teams in 30 states and 
the District of Columbia.  
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colleges in Massachusetts7 — in particular, how these colleges have gone about implementing 
strategies in developmental and gatekeeper courses. While all four Massachusetts Achieving the 
Dream colleges showed some positive progress toward implementing innovative curricular and 
pedagogical practices and support services, data from Northern Essex and Bunker Hill, in 
particular, showed progress in improving teaching and learning practices in these colleges’ 
developmental and gatekeeper courses. Moreover, both colleges had successful students serve 
as peer leaders in classrooms as a way to bolster student learning and course completion efforts 
in developmental and gatekeeper courses. For these reasons, Northern Essex and Bunker Hill 
were selected for Phase II of the study, a more comprehensive case study of their peer leader 
strategies. 

Institutional Profiles 

Table 1.1 provides information on the student bodies at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill 
colleges, including data on total enrollment, gender, race/ethnicity, full-time status, develop-
mental education placement rates, and graduation rates. At both colleges, part-time students and 
women form a majority of the students, and most students who enroll are in need of develop-
mental education courses.  

Northern Essex 

Northern Essex Community College is located in the suburbs of northeastern Massa-
chusetts, about an hour north of Boston. The college serves over 7,000 students at a main 
campus in Haverhill and an additional campus in Lawrence.8 Over the past decade, Northern 
Essex’s student body has become increasingly diverse, and in 2002 the college became the only 
one in the state to be designated as a Hispanic-Serving Institution. The college’s Hispanic 
student population now makes up over one-quarter of the student body. The majority of stu-
dents at Northern Essex are women (62 percent); the average age is 25 for daytime students and 
31 for evening students.   

The need to address the underpreparedness of a large portion of students at the college 
is made clear by the number of those who were assessed into developmental-level courses. As 
Table 1.1 shows, the majority of students who went through the assessment process at Northern 
Essex during academic year 2010-2011 placed into a developmental math course, and nearly 
one-third were assessed to take a developmental English course. According to administrators at 

                                                      
7Phase I of the Massachusetts Achieving the Dream study, conducted by MDRC, took place during the 

2009-2010 academic year and included both case study colleges highlighted in this report. 
8Northern Essex Community College Institutional Research records (2011).  
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Characteristic NECC Students BHCC Students

Total enrollment (N) 7,439 12,271
Full time (12+ credits) (%) 38 33
Part time (%) 62 67

              
Enrollment by gender (%)

Female 62 56
Male 38 44

Enrollment by race/ethnicity (%)
Black/African American 4 25
American Indian/Alaska Native 0 1
Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 2 13
Hispanic/Latino 28 17
White 60 33
Other/Unknown 7 11

Students placing into developmental educationa (%)
Mathematics 55 56
Reading 26 25
English/Writing 30 40

Transfer-out rateb (%) 26 20

Graduation rateb (%) 13c 11d

Massachusetts Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count

Table 1.1

Selected Characteristics of Northern Essex Community College (NECC)
and Bunker Hill Community College (BHCC) Students, Fall 2010

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS); NECC institutional data; BHCC institutional 
data.

NOTES: Distributions may not add to 100 percent because of rounding.
aNECC placement percentages are calculated for all 2,178 applicants who went through the 

assessment process in academic year 2010-2011; not all applicants became NECC students. 
BHCC placement percentages are calculated for all 2,504 first-time-in-college students in the 
fall 2010 entering cohort. Distributions do not add to 100 percent because categories are not 
mutually exclusive.

bTransfer-out and graduation rates are calculated for full-time, first-time degree- or 
certificate-seeking students who began their studies in fall 2007 and graduated or transferred to 
another institution within 150 percent of the "normal" time to completion, as defined by IPEDS. 

cAt NECC, 19 percent of  full-time, first-time students who began in fall 2006 graduated 
within 200 percent of the normal time to completion, and  32 percent of entering students were 
full-time, first-time students in 2010.

dAt BHCC, 17 percent of  full-time, first-time students who began in fall 2006 graduated 
within 200 percent of the normal time to completion, and 33 percent of entering students were 
full-time, first-time students in 2010.
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the college, only a fraction of students who enrolled in developmental courses — especially 
math — ultimately passed the courses, and even fewer went on to earn certificates or degrees. 

As part of Achieving the Dream, Northern Essex Community College has implemented 
an “umbrella” of strategies aimed to increase rates of course completion and persistence in 
developmental and college-level mathematics. The college has made strides to gradually scale 
up SI, an academic support program that offers student-to-student assistance during class and 
regularly scheduled voluntary study sessions outside of class. SI sessions are facilitated by SI 
Leaders, who are Northern Essex students who have shown significant content knowledge in 
the particular subject area. Most of the SI Leaders previously took the developmental math 
course themselves and demonstrated both good study skills and mastery of the main concepts.  

Bunker Hill 

Bunker Hill Community College’s main campus is centrally located in the Charlestown 
neighborhood of Boston, with five satellite campuses sprawled across the city. The college’s 
enrollment has grown exponentially over the last 10 years, and is continually growing at a rate 
of about 7 percent a year.9 The college now serves over 12,000 culturally diverse students, with 
about two-thirds of students attending part time. 

Bunker Hill’s demographic data show that over half of its students are students of color. 
The college also enrolls around 700 international students from almost 100 countries. Half of 
Bunker Hill’s students are over 25 years of age, although full-time students are typically 
younger than part-time students. The average age for a full-time student is 25, whereas the 
average age for a part-time student is 30.  

As is the case at Northern Essex, Bunker Hill also has a considerable number of stu-
dents who come to the college underprepared to tackle college-level coursework. Data from the 
college on first-time-in-college students in the Fall 2010 term indicate that over half of these 
students placed into a developmental math course, and well over one-third placed into a 
developmental English course.  

In order to address the underpreparedness of its incoming student population, Bunker 
Hill has over the last five years gradually developed and institutionalized seminar courses for 
first-year and developmental education students. Each seminar course is structured around an 
academic or life-experience theme, and the curriculum includes information about campus 
resources and study skills. Unique to the college’s enhanced seminars are Peer Mentors, who 
help faculty members convey lessons and content through the student lens and are accessible 

                                                      
9Bunker Hill Community College Institutional Research records (2011). 
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outside of class to provide additional support. Peer Mentors are typically second-year students 
who have taken the first-year seminar course and have an interest in returning to the course to 
assist the instructor who taught them. 

Two Models of Peer Leadership: Supplemental Instruction 
Leaders and Peer Mentors 

Before describing in more detail the two community college peer leadership models featured in 
this report, it is important to explain the general structure of each model, as well as general 
similarities and differences between the two models. Both models were developed by educa-
tional experts outside of the colleges, but were adapted and customized to suit the colleges’ 
needs. Table 1.2 outlines the main features of the SI program at Northern Essex and the first-
year seminar Peer Mentor program at Bunker Hill, and what it means to be a peer leader in each 
program.  

SI was created in 1973 at the University of Missouri-Kansas City to address the institu-
tion’s high student attrition rate.10 Since then, SI has become a widely adopted method for 
providing additional academic practice and assistance in developmental and college-level 
courses.11 The strategy generally involves assigning students who have performed well in a 
course or have demonstrated mastery of the material to work directly with students and an 
instructor in that particular course. Students serving as Supplemental Instructors — or “SI 
Leaders” — help other students to integrate the study skills and understanding of content 
material that they need to successfully complete the course. SI Leaders generally work with 
students from their assigned courses during regular class time and lead additional weekly study 
sessions, where they facilitate discussions and exercises aimed at increasing mastery of content 
and encouraging collaborative learning. Research has associated SI with increased learning 
skills, increased feedback about academic performance, and increased collaborative and active 
learning interaction among students.12 SI is a widely used strategy at many Achieving the 
Dream colleges in a variety of developmental and entry-level courses that typically have high 
failure rates.13 

The Peer Mentoring model that Bunker Hill adopted for its first-year seminar courses 
was drawn from national research conducted by Betsy Barefoot and John Gardner on the first-
year experience in college. According to program coordinators, these researchers found that 
incorporating Peer Mentors into first-year courses is one of a range of interventions that can 
                                                      

10See University of Missouri-Kansas City (2011a) for more information about the program.   
11Arendale (2002). 
12Arendale (2002). 
13Rutschow et al. (2011). 



 

  8 

 
work in concert to improve first-year student outcomes. While Peer Mentoring may take on 
various forms in different educational settings, in general Peer Mentors have the opportunity to 
interact with other students in more relevant ways than instructors or student services staff, 
which can make it easier for students to disclose needs, worries, or personal problems that 
might be affecting their academic performance. Peer Mentors can also steer collaborative 
learning, student-led discussions, and self-reflective “lessons learned” to supplement cognitive 
learning. Some studies also have explored the effects of structured, classroom-based Peer 
Mentoring on increasing familiarity with the college institution and on access to campus 
resources,14 suggesting that Peer Mentors provide “the acquisition of knowledge and skill 
through active helping and supporting among status equals…who are not professional teachers, 
helping each other learn and learning themselves by so doing.”15  

The two models have many common components. For instance, both models call for 
the peer leaders primarily to help students from their assigned classrooms gain a deeper under-
standing of course content and engage in classroom activities, such as small-group projects. 
Peer Mentors and SI Leaders are also asked to help students identify individual challenges that 

                                                      
14 Minor (2007); Topping (2005). 
15Topping (2005). 

Supplemental 
Instruction Leaders  Peer Mentors

Program Assist with classroom activities sometimes X
Description Hold sessions outside of class X sometimes

Talk with students about personal problems X
Tutor students on content X sometimes

Program University of Missouri-Kansas City X
Influences Betsy Barefoot and John Gardner X
Selection Application process X X

Faculty/staff recommendations X X
Interview sometimes X
GPA requirement X
Personal essay X

Training Meeting at beginning of semester X X
Two-day orientation X
Biweekly meetings X
Bimonthly meetings X

Compensation $10.00 per hour X
$12.50 per hour X

Interactions with Structured set of activities
Faculty Faculty and peer leader decide what is best X X

Massachusetts Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count

Table 1.2

Main Features of Peer Leader Programs
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may impede their academic success and offer students information about campus services that 
can offer them additional resources. SI Leaders and Peer Mentors are expected to attend all 
classes of their assigned course throughout the semester, and both consult closely with their 
assigned faculty partner to determine how they each should go about working with students 
during class time. Another common aspect of the two programs is that neither SI Leaders nor 
Peer Mentors are expected to serve as traditional “teaching assistants” or co-instructors in their 
assigned classes. This means that they do not perform tasks such as grading coursework or 
exams, teaching lessons in the absence of their faculty partners, or changing lesson plans or 
classroom assignments. 

There are also some distinctions between the two models. For instance, SI Leaders are 
required to facilitate two hours of lab time outside of class with students who voluntarily come 
and seek additional course help. Peer Mentors, however, are not required to facilitate additional 
class sections, although many hold office hours outside of class, sometimes for individuals or 
sometimes for groups. While the main emphasis of support by SI Leaders is to reinforce content 
knowledge and test preparation, Peer Mentors take more holistic approaches to student support 
that can include talking through emotional problems with students, giving candid advice about 
courses and instructors, or walking students around campus.  

For SI Leaders, mastery of course content and effective teaching styles are key, while 
for Peer Mentors in first-year seminars, familiarity with campus resources and effective group 
facilitation skills may be more applicable competencies. In addition, the structure of each model 
calls for somewhat different kinds of interactions between students and peer leaders. SI Lead-
ers’ interactions with students are largely determined by how their instructors want to integrate 
the leaders into their classes; some SI Leaders have an active role in both the regular class and 
the SI study session, while for others the interactions are mainly confined to the SI session. 
Bunker Hill’s Peer Mentors, however serve as part of a larger support structure within their 
first-year seminars, thus making their roles in and out of class more dependent on how they fit 
in with the other supports and the faculty teams embedded in the seminars.  

Methodology 

The case studies in this report are based on an analysis of data collected from field visits and 
program reports from Northern Essex and Bunker Hill over a two-year period starting in early 
2010. The case studies derive primarily from multiple interviews and focus groups with key 
peer leader program stakeholders at the colleges and evaluation data collected and analyzed by 
the colleges. The first step in developing the case studies was a new analysis of the 2010 Phase I 
field visit findings, conducted as part of the larger Massachusetts Achieving the Dream evalua-
tion, which helped identify these two colleges as developmental education case study sites for 
this report. After a comprehensive review of Phase I research field notes and Achieving the 
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Dream data reports, the MDRC research team determined that of the four Achieving the Dream 
colleges in Massachusetts, Northern Essex and Bunker Hill were further along in having 
developed methods to collect and analyze data on the strategies they had implemented in 
developmental education and gatekeeper courses. 

Next, a three-person MDRC research team conducted two-day site visits at each college 
to learn more about the challenges and successes of their implementation, and the connection 
these strategies had to colleges’ plans for developmental education reform. For each college, 
MDRC researchers interviewed administrators and faculty and conducted focus groups with 
peer leaders and with students who were enrolled in peer leader classrooms (for example, in SI 
courses at Northern Essex and first-year seminars at Bunker Hill).16 The researchers audio-
recorded and took extensive notes on all interviews and focus groups.  

Before and after site visits, the researchers reviewed the institutional data findings that 
the colleges reported in their Annual Narrative and Report submissions to Achieving the 
Dream; during the visits the researchers discussed additional intervention data reports with 
college leaders. After the site visits, program coordinators and the college’s researchers received 
follow-up phone calls and e-mails to further clarify information about program components and 
the results from earlier institutional data the colleges had collected about their interventions. 

Unlike many MDRC studies that use a random assignment methodology to assign sam-
ple participants to either a program group or a control group in order to measure the impact of 
an intervention, this report primarily relies on extensive qualitative interview data and, to a 
lesser extent, on data collected by the institutions on the development and progress of their 
reforms. Therefore, it should be noted that findings from this report are not experimentally 
derived program impacts, and thus should be interpreted as suggestive rather than causal proof 
of program effectiveness. Earlier MDRC studies on Achieving the Dream have also used this 
methodology to inform the field about how the initiative has contributed to colleges’ implemen-
tation of student success strategies.17  

The Organization of This Report 

The following chapters of this report describe the implementation of SI and Peer Mentoring in 
community college classrooms in more detail. Chapter 2 focuses on describing the structure and 
development of the SI program at Northern Essex Community College; the experiences of SI 
Leaders, faculty members, and students as part of that development; and how the institution is 
evaluating the program in order to improve and expand its reach throughout the campus. 
                                                      

16The number of students in focus groups ranged from 5 to 20.  
17Zachry and Orr (2009); Rutschow et al. (2011). 
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Chapter 3 explores the incorporation of Peer Mentors into first-year seminar courses at Bunker 
Hill Community College, how these mentors interact with faculty partners and students in the 
classroom, and the steps the college has taken to scale up and formalize its Peer Mentoring 
program. The final chapter examines the implications of these colleges’ experiences, including 
implications for implementing the programs at other colleges and key considerations that other 
institutions should take into account when planning and implementing their own peer leader 
programs. 
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Chapter 2 

Supplemental Instruction at Northern Essex 
Community College 

This chapter provides a description of the Supplemental Instruction (SI) program at Northern 
Essex. It begins with a brief history of the evolution of SI and its growth since the program’s 
inception in 2009, followed by an explanation of the program’s structure and operations. Next, 
the chapter describes the selection process and preparation that SI Leaders receive, presents the 
findings culled from qualitative interviews and focus groups with faculty and students, and 
describes data provided by the college on program outcomes and costs. The chapter concludes 
with a summary of the college’s future plans for scaling up and improving SI. 

Introduction 

Students’ low completion and persistence rates in mathematics courses — both developmental 
and college-level — have long been an institutional challenge at Northern Essex and have 
produced significant academic achievement gaps between students of color and white students.1 
To address this challenge, the college began its Achieving the Dream tenure by planning and 
piloting several math initiatives,2 including its SI model. As described earlier, SI is an academic 
support program that offers student-to-student assistance during class and regularly scheduled 
voluntary study sessions outside of class. Northern Essex adopted the model in 2009, after a 
math faculty member attended a workshop on SI. He returned to Northern Essex with plans to 
pilot the college’s first SI course in one of his college algebra classes. After a short search, he 
recruited a student who had successfully completed the math course and, in the eyes of the 
faculty member, was highly competent to serve as the first SI Leader. The faculty member’s 
new knowledge of and enthusiasm for SI garnered the math department’s support, and soon the 
number of SI math courses grew steadily from semester to semester.  

Figure 2.1 illustrates how Northern Essex has steadily scaled up its SI course offerings 
since their launch in the Spring 2009 semester, when the first and only SI course was offered at 
the college. By the Spring 2011 semester, the college had increased to 15 SI course sections, 
and since the inception of the strategy, roughly 600 students have had an SI Leader in one of 
their courses.    

                                                      
1Northern Essex Community College (2009). 
2As part of Achieving the Dream, Northern Essex’s overall strategy to help increase rates of student suc-

cess in math included the creation of a new Math Lab, the development of alternative methods of delivering 
instruction, a comprehensive curriculum review, and additional faculty professional development. 
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Program Structure 

As noted, SI aims to increase students’ academic performance by providing an SI Leader who 
offers additional guidance in and outside of the classroom. SI Leaders guide students through 
difficult concepts introduced by their instructor and provide an environment for students to ask 
specific questions that they may not feel comfortable raising during regular class time. SI 
Leaders have two main responsibilities: (1) to attend all class periods of their assigned classes 
and offer students assistance when called upon and (2) to hold SI sessions for at least two hours 

Spring 09 23

Fall 09 58

Spring 10 110

Fall 10 158

Spring 11 308

Massachusetts Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count

Figure 2.1

Program Scale-Up for Supplemental Instruction (SI) Sections
Northern Essex Community College (NECC), Spring 2009 to Spring 2011
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per week to allow students to further discuss course material or practice exercises that help 
reinforce content learning. (See Box 2.1 for a profile of an SI Leader.)  

SI Leaders’ attendance at all class periods allows students to get to know their leader 
and encourages them to converse and ask questions. By attending each class, SI Leaders also 
observe first-hand what course material the instructor is covering and the areas in which 
students experience difficulty or confusion. Subsequently, during the separate session, the SI 
Leader knows which areas to focus on.  

The majority of SI sessions outside of class are held directly before or after the class pe-
riod or broken up into one-hour blocks on two different days. Students who enroll in the course 
are not required to attend the session, which is viewed as an added service for those who feel 
they need extra help. Some faculty members encourage their students to attend SI sessions by 
offering extra credit, but others feel that the optional nature of the sessions is a key element of 
the SI strategy.  

Initially, the Dean of Foundational Studies and Liberal Arts and Sciences at Northern 
Essex oversaw the SI program and was responsible for recruiting the faculty members who 
incorporate SI Leaders into their classrooms. In 2010, as cross-departmental interest in SI grew, 
college administrators felt it was crucial to hire a coordinator to organize and manage the 
activities of the SI Leaders and program. The SI Coordinator, supervised by the Assistant Dean 
of Libraries and the Academic Resource and Tutoring Center, now oversees the SI program and 
works with departmental deans and faculty to select SI courses. The coordinator recruits, hires, 
and trains SI Leaders; handles payroll logistics; helps match SI Leaders with classes and 
teachers; and helps to resolve any day-to- conflicts that arise in the program. 

Recruitment, Selection, and Training 

Recruitment of SI Leaders has been somewhat of an organic process, according to one adminis-
trator. The typical recruitment approach has been for faculty members and current SI Leaders to 
encourage students who have previously enrolled in the course and demonstrated mastery of its 
content to apply as SI Leaders the following semester. Many of the recruited SI Leaders have 
previously taken the course with the instructor whom they go on to work with as SI Leaders and 
they have usually earned an A or B+ grade in the course.  

When the program first launched, faculty members hand-selected SI Leaders whom 
they thought they would be a good fit for the program. Now, however, Northern Essex has 
shifted to a mixed recruitment model, under which the SI Leader is sometimes a former student 
who has taken the course, but may also be a Math Center tutor who has not taken the course. 
This combination of selection methods has allowed Northern Essex to expand the pool of 
students whom the institution believes are qualified to become SI Leaders.  
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Box 2.1 

Peer Profile: Andy, Supplemental Instruction Leader,  
Northern Essex Community College 

Well before becoming the first Supplemental Instruction (SI) Leader at Northern Essex, Andy 
remembers “[hanging] out in the Math Center doing homework almost every day.” Given his 
natural ability in mathematics and his outgoing personality, it is not surprising that a staff 
member in the Math Center recommended him for the college’s first SI course in College 
Algebra. Andy had recently completed Calculus I, and thought that becoming an SI Leader 
could help him build upon his already strong math foundation. 

During the class period with the instructor, Andy mostly paid attention to the lesson that was 
being taught. He conversed with the teacher weekly, usually while the students were settling in 
for the class. Although he was never asked to solve problems during class, sometimes he 
provided suggestions if he thought of an alternate strategy to solve a problem, thus giving 
students a way to think about different approaches to solving the problem. 

The majority of Andy’s SI Leader responsibilities came during the biweekly SI sessions he 
led. He describes the sessions: “Most of the time I would start the session off by asking if 
anyone had any questions. Usually [on] Monday morning students haven’t thought about math 
all weekend. My job was to first get their attention…by asking about how their weekend was, 
or [telling] them a story about my weekend….Once I have their attention I engage them by 
presenting two or three problems at a time, have them work them out for a couple of minutes 
and then ask if someone would walk through the problem on the board....My job was to 
provide a place where the students felt comfortable making mistakes.” 

Fostering a place where students felt comfortable sometimes posed a challenge for Andy, who 
had to balance “being the head of the classroom, but also being a peer to them.” Yet most 
students were more comfortable coming to Andy with questions because he was their peer, not 
an instructor. Andy felt the most rewarding part of being an SI Leader was teaching students 
who felt they weren’t good at math, or have “always hated math.” He felt that when these 
students understood a concept, they were often more eager to learn than students who always 
did well in math. When asked what suggestions or advice Andy would give to college admin-
istrators who want to start a SI program on their campuses, his answer was straightforward: 
“What are you waiting for?” 

After becoming a SI Leader, Andy began tutoring in the Math Center and held both peer leader 
positions for the two years he was enrolled at Northern Essex. He recently graduated with an 
associate’s degree in Engineering Science with a mechanical focus. Following graduation, 
Andy did research at Northeastern University over the summer and planned to attend the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell in the spring semester of 2012.   
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Given that the program is expanding, the college decided to implement an informal in-
terview process to assess prospective SI Leaders whom the SI Coordinator does not know 
personally. Aside from selecting students they know will be reliable throughout the semester, 
faculty and the SI Coordinator said they look for leaders with certain interpersonal qualities, 
which include an outgoing personality, solid listening skills, an ability to articulate difficult 
course material easily, and an understanding of different learning styles or approaches. 

Initially, determining the best way to use the SI Leader in class was left to the SI Leader 
and faculty member to decide. However, once the program began expanding to more sections 
and different disciplines, program leaders recognized a need to further establish SI Leader 
guidelines and expectations, both for the peer leaders and for the faculty members to whom SI 
Leaders were assigned.  

Beginning in the Spring 2011 semester, program leaders began distributing the “SI 
Leader’s Guide” from the University of Missouri-Kansas City, where SI originated, to all SI 
Leaders and faculty members. In addition, SI Leaders attend a two-hour orientation session 
where they complete paperwork, go through the Leader’s Guide, and discuss different scenarios 
that might arise during SI sessions. The Leaders also meet with the program coordinator to 
discuss their work two or three times per semester.  

Program Interactions and Perceptions  

Interactions Between SI Leaders and Students  

Students enrolled in SI courses and interviewed in focus groups said that having SI 
Leaders in classes gave them extra support, particularly in math courses. One student explained 
that when she found it difficult to keep up with lectures involving new algebraic terms and 
formulas, she could always turn to her SI Leader, who would come over to explain material. 
Another student added that, “In my class, our SI will come over if you need help. She is not 
hovering over you; you need to ask her to come over, but she’ll explain anything.” One more 
student noted that even when he did not initiate a request for help, his SI Leader walked over to 
talk with him when it looked like he was having problems grasping the content being presented 
in the class. 

Students explained that during their SI sessions, SI Leaders reviewed challenging 
course material as many times as necessary. These students further said that they were given 
opportunities beyond the ones offered in the math class to ask customized questions or attempt 
different math problems on the board until they understood the material. One student explained, 
“It’s easier and it’s a one-on-one in a group setting. It’s not just being talked at; it’s being talked 
to.” SI Leaders who manage 15 to 20 students in a session typically facilitate larger discussions 
about course material, whereas sessions consisting of two to five students give the SI Leaders an 
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opportunity to work individually with each student. SI sessions were also described as interac-
tive and focused on addressing student concerns. As one student described it, “The SI picks 
problems that seemed difficult in class out of the book or a sample test, and we’ll go through 
those until everyone gets it.” Students said they responded positively to this approach, since it 
varied from the structure they experienced in the classroom.  

Students found going to the SI Leader for help was often more convenient than going to 
the instructor, as the SI Leaders were flexible and willing to meet with students at times other 
than the allotted session time. One student noted that going in for extra help with professors is 
difficult because sometimes the office hours do not work with students’ schedules, whereas she 
can meet with the SI Leader at a time that she is available. Since many SI Leaders also serve as 
Math Center tutors, students could set up various times in the Math Center to work one-on-one 
or in small groups of students from their assigned courses. One student explained, “We have SI 
after class, but also you can go to the Math Center and [the SI Leader] will be there.”  

SI Leaders interviewed agreed that they offered a different view of the material and the 
ability to be a peer rather than an instructor. They felt the ability to relate as a fellow student was 
vital to their role. As one SI Leader said, “The teacher has their way and you can offer your own 
way. You can build a personal connection with students and figure out how these students learn, 
and you can better their learning because you have that peer connection.” SI Leaders also said 
that they were willing to adapt to the students’ preferences and learning styles, taking into 
account areas of difficulty based on the class discussion. 

One SI Leader explained that he asks students many questions during the SI session, to 
“get their brains going, to see if I can spark their minds to come up with their own solutions.” It 
is clearly important for SI Leaders to understand the subject material, but it seems equally 
imperative that they have the appropriate public speaking and social skills needed to be in a 
teaching-focused role. One SI Leader described how he organizes and guides the SI session 
according to what he thinks will most benefit the student: “I like to show them how to use the 
book. A lot of students buy the $150 book and never open it.…In SI, I’ll say, ‘Everyone get 
your book out.’…In class, the book is used much less.” 

Interactions Between SI Faculty and SI Leaders 

The way in which SI Leaders are used in the classroom varies across instructors and is 
largely based on how much instructors plan to integrate SI Leaders into their lessons. Most 
faculty members interviewed felt the SI Leader was a useful resource for their students during 
class time. As instructors review course material, some SI Leaders move around the classroom 
to provide individual assistance to the students who find it difficult to keep up with the lecture. 
One SI Leader noted that since this had been his first year with the instructor, he initially just 
observed the class. “Then after a week or two went by, [the instructor] asked if I could go 
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around.…[The instructor now] likes me to walk around and make sure everybody is getting it 
and everybody’s doing the work.”  

In contrast, a few instructors did not call upon their assigned SI Leader during the class 
period3 and, similarly, did not share information about which students struggled in class or 
about student grades on assignments. For some instructors, it was important to keep the expla-
nation of the course material consistent. Therefore, as the instructor conveyed ideas and expla-
nations during regular class time, the SI Leaders were instructed to reiterate those same ideas 
during the SI sessions, albeit using a more “student-friendly” vernacular. One instructor 
explained, “The way I handle SI Leaders is that they don’t teach anything new; they just 
reinforce what we’ve already gone over. Maybe since they’re closer in age they can present it 
[from] a student point of view, instead of from a faculty member, [who is also busy] trying to 
manage the classroom.” 

Although some SI Leaders do not play an active role during class time, instructors 
sometimes carve out specific tasks for them to undertake during the SI session. For instance, 
some instructors encourage their SI Leaders to offer practice quizzes so students become more 
comfortable with test taking. Others prefer that the SI Leader focus on important skills that the 
instructor does not have time to cover in class. For example, they have SI Leaders help students 
learn how to operate calculator functions — a skill considered a crucial foundation for master-
ing many basic mathematics courses, but perhaps not one that the instructor has sufficient time 
to discuss in detail during the lecture period. 

There was also some uncertainty, especially among instructors newer to SI, about the 
best way to use the SI Leaders in the classroom. In some instances, new instructors — especial-
ly adjuncts — are focused on learning how best to carry out a course curriculum and may not 
have the time to figure out the best way to integrate a SI Leader into the delivery of that curricu-
lum. One adjunct instructor who was asked to teach a SI algebra course for the first time said: 
“When you first start SI, it’s hard to conceptualize exactly what it’s supposed to be. You have to 
kind of modify what you’re going to do in the classroom if you’re actually going to use [the SI 
Leader]....They’re not a student, not your equal, but they’re something in between.” This 
reaction, however, seemed to be more the exception than the rule, as other SI Leaders character-
ized their roles as clearly defined and discussed with their assigned instructors. One SI Leader 
noted that she has regular meetings with her assigned instructor about what she should be doing 
in class, adding that “there is an open dialogue and we work together nicely.” 

                                                      
3This is a more typical approach of the University of Missouri-Kansas City Model. See University of Mis-

souri-Kansas City (2011b). 
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Data Collection and Analysis  

One element of Achieving the Dream’s ongoing efforts to make institutional improvements in 
participating colleges’ operations is collecting and analyzing data — procedures viewed as key 
to better understanding the extent to which student outcomes are affected by the intervention. 
Northern Essex administrators and researchers who were interviewed said that SI had become 
“one of the more successful strategies” they had encountered since they joined the initiative. 
When the college examined how well students in SI courses fared compared with students in 
similar courses without SI Leaders, administrators were encouraged to find that, in general, pass 
rates for math classes were higher for classes with SI Leaders in them. (See Figure 2.2.)  

Of course, Northern Essex’s Institutional Research Department and college administra-
tors understand that these data have notable limitations. For example, the voluntary nature of the 
SI sessions makes interpretation of the data more complicated, because a comparison of pass 
rates in SI courses versus non-SI courses is a comparison of the class completion rates as a 
whole. Since a majority of the students in the SI courses are not even attending the SI sessions 
regularly, it seems unlikely that the observed differences in pass rates are due to SI alone. For 
example, it may be that the faculty members who incorporate SI into their classrooms are better 
instructors to begin with, or that the students who are actually attending the SI sessions are more 
academically motivated and are only doing so to receive the highest grade possible. As the 
college continues to refine data collection efforts for this program, a more rigorous research 
design could be helpful in understanding which students are benefiting most from this interven-
tion.   

SI Leaders have only begun to be incorporated into courses in other disciplines, such as 
developmental writing and gatekeeper science courses, and early pass rate data reported by the 
college in the non-math SI courses already indicate varied outcomes. For instance, SI courses in 
gatekeeper biology and chemistry and developmental writing have yet to produce the same 
positive pass rates that the college has found in SI math courses. Therefore, it is too soon to tell 
if Northern Essex’s SI program model will translate to these disciplines and produce the 
consistent positive findings that have thus far characterized the math courses.  

Both for internal recordkeeping purposes and to respond to instructors’ interest about 
who is attending the SI sessions, the college has taken steps to improve the accuracy of attend-
ance records for SI sessions. Beginning in spring 2011, SI Leaders have kept track of the names 
of students enrolled in the course and their level of engagement. For each student, they note 
whether the student attended and rate the student’s level of engagement (on a scale from 1 to 3) 
based upon their observation of each student during the session. The college intends to use these 
data to inform the SI Coordinator about attendance rates and to share the data with instructors 
who would like to understand how students are using the sessions.   
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Program Costs 

Northern Essex administrators and program leaders estimate that the aggregate cost of running 
the SI program at Northern Essex is around $87,000 for the 2011-2012 academic year; in the 
previous academic year, about 20 course sections served an estimated 450 students. When 
Northern Essex first implemented SI, the program was funded through a combination of 
Achieving the Dream resources and a National Science Foundation grant. After the first 
semester, the college gradually shifted to institutional funds and now sustains most of the 
program through internal resources. This cost figure includes SI Leader compensation, trainings 
for faculty and SI Leaders, and the salary of the half-time SI Coordinator.  

The foremost cost for the program is employing the SI Leaders and Coordinator. Dur-
ing the first few semesters of the program, students received a $1,000 stipend at the end of each 

Northern Essex Community College (NECC), Fall 2009 and Fall 2010
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Figure 2.2
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semester in which they served as SI Leaders. As the program expanded, however, college 
administrators decided to determine a fair hourly rate. At the start of the Fall 2011 semester, 
each of the 22 SI Leaders received $12.50 per hour for working up to eight hours per week 
during the semester. Generally, about $500 per semester is budgeted for SI Leader trainings.  

Administrators recognize the need to expand the program carefully and thoughtfully so 
that it remains sustainable and cost-effective for the college, while still addressing students’ 
needs. One administrator at Northern Essex gave a cost-related rationale for expanding the 
program: “If [additional] students in every SI session pass…and stick around one semester, 
maybe two, first of all, it improves their success personally. It improves our course completion, 
retention, graduation, and transfer rates, and that’s revenue to the college.” 

Challenges and Next Steps  

While the SI program is perceived as a promising intervention that program stakeholders feel 
helps make a difference in student learning, there have also been challenges to growing the 
program to its fullest potential. For instance, the majority of students in the focus group had 
their SI sessions scheduled directly after their course met, which they generally found helpful, 
since they were able to reinforce what they had just learned in class while it was still fresh in 
their minds. But while a number of focus group participants said the sessions were useful, there 
were some concerns about attendance. A few students said that their SI sessions only had two or 
three students on average. Some SI Leaders also expressed concern that attendance rates were 
very low. SI Leaders and faculty pointed to students’ busy schedules as one possible reason for 
low attendance at SI sessions. To accommodate students who are unable to attend the regularly 
scheduled sessions, some SI Leaders provide assistance outside of these sessions. As discussed, 
since many SI Leaders also work as Math Center tutors, they sometimes schedule one-on-one or 
small group sessions with SI students in the Math Center. SI Leaders and faculty suggested that 
low attendance at SI sessions may also be because some students did not make attending the 
voluntary sessions a priority. In general, faculty expressed a need for some sort of incentive to 
increase attendance at SI sessions; most felt it should be mandatory to an extent but understood 
the difficulty with implementation, because mandatory SI sessions would require adding course 
hours, which would thus increase the amount of course credit.   

There was also some concern about SI expansion relative to the pool of qualified SI 
Leaders. Faculty felt it would be difficult to find more SI Leaders with the correct skill set, 
proper content knowledge, and ability to provide meaningful feedback on students’ work. On 
the one hand, faculty believed that one way to have more qualified SI Leaders would be to 
increase the training and preparation they receive. They recommended that SI Leaders meet 
weekly, with formal trainings scheduled for them two or three times a semester. Faculty 
members suggested additional training topics, such as reviewing problem-solving strategies, 
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learning how to explain the material, and discussing situations in which SI Leaders were unsure 
what to do. On the other hand, SI Leaders were not particularly open to the idea of more formal 
training. Their fear was that the training would make them more like professors, which was the 
opposite of what they were trying to achieve. Despite this concern, beginning in spring 2012, 
Northern Essex is planning to increase the training session from two hours to five hours, so that 
the SI Coordinator can model learning strategies and study skills that SI Leaders can share with 
students during SI sessions. 

As the program continues to expand, faculty and administrators are encouraging other 
faculty to consider using SI Leaders as part of their courses. But in order to prevent any confu-
sion or mishandling of the role, this change requires a clear articulation of the program’s 
expectations of how faculty should use their SI Leaders. As one adjunct faculty member 
recalled when she received word that her course had been assigned a SI Leader (an assignment 
that was made because she had replaced another faculty member who could no long teach the 
course), “I have very limited exposure and I’m still trying to work out the optimum way to use 
the SI component in the class.” This faculty member expressed a desire to learn about ways she 
could involve the SI Leader more effectively, since she was “on the learning curve, trying to 
figure out: How should I use her? What should I let her do? What shouldn’t I let her do?” 

In the future, Northern Essex researchers would like to use data to compare outcomes in 
SI courses and non-SI courses for faculty members who teach both courses. This is another way 
in which college administrators can learn whether the strategy is contributing to students’ 
success. One administrator noted that controlling for faculty quality is an important step in 
better understanding whether and how SI Leaders enhance faculty members’ efforts in class. 
For example, he noted one particular SI faculty member who is known for working relentlessly 
to make sure most, if not all, of her students pass the course, raising the question of whether an 
exceptional teacher like this one could achieve the same good results without an SI Leader. This 
type of data analysis can further inform Northern Essex about the potential for expanding the 
strategy and can help the college determine how the strategy works with different faculty 
members and across different disciplines. In this way, the college will be able to move forward 
strategically, using the data to help guide its next steps.   

Northern Essex has also developed a Supplemental Instruction Faculty Advisory Board 
of five instructors with SI experience to make recommendations and address some of the 
challenges the program is currently facing. This Advisory Board is in the beginning stages, but 
is an encouraging approach to sharing new ideas based on lessons learned in previous semes-
ters. The encouragement from administrators and faculty exemplifies the strides the college is 
making to change traditional pedagogical paradigms by incorporating SI Leaders into the 
classroom as agents of teaching and learning. 
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Chapter 3 

Peer Mentoring at Bunker Hill Community College 

This chapter provides a description of the Peer Mentoring program at Bunker Hill, which offers 
support for new students to navigate their first year in college. The organization of this chapter 
is similar to the one used for Chapter 2: The chapter begins with a discussion of the program’s 
evolution and growth since its inception in 2009. It then describes how the program is structured 
and operated, how Peer Mentors are selected and trained, and what faculty and students said 
about the program. These sections are followed by a discussion of data supplied by the college 
on the program’s outcomes and costs. The chapter concludes with a section on the college’s 
future plans for scaling up and improving the Peer Mentoring program. 

Introduction 

As part of its Title III-funded1 “Engaged Campus Initiative” grant awarded in 2006, Bunker 
Hill has gradually expanded its first-year seminar courses to serve all incoming students. 
The three-credit seminars are courses required for first-year students who enroll full time. 
Although these seminars do not have a specific focus on students with developmental 
education needs, 85 percent of those entering Bunker Hill enroll in at least one developmen-
tal education course. As one administrator put it:  

The seminar serves students from across the developmental spectrum, challenging fac-
ulty to teach to multiple developmental levels while creating opportunities for peer 
teaching. The centerpiece of the seminar is its role in building quality relationships 
among faculty, students, and staff.  

Currently, students enroll in a variety of seminar courses, each of which explores a different 
theme that relates to students’ everyday lives, experiences, and educational interests. Some 
seminar courses are designed for students with an interest in behavioral science careers such 
as psychology or sociology, while other seminars explore, through class discussions and 
field studies, topics of interest such as gender identity, cultural pluralism, or local history.2 

                                                      
1Title III provides funds to institutions of higher education to improve and strengthen their academic quali-

ty, institutional management, and fiscal stability. 
2See Bunker Hill Community College (2011) for a list of all Fall 2011 seminar courses at the college.      
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All first-year seminars are designed to facilitate a dense “network of support” for first-
year students; the network includes access to a Peer Mentor — a seasoned student who shep-
herds newer students through the academic demands of their college courses and helps them 
make a smooth transition to campus life. During the design phase of the program, faculty 
assigned two Peer Mentors to serve in one seminar each. A review of student and faculty survey 
results from these two seminars yielded compelling positive feedback about how much the Peer 
Mentors helped students throughout the class, with many students indicating that their Peer 
Mentors provided valuable help as part of the course. These results prompted the college to 
employ and train more Peer Mentors for its first-year seminars. 

Figure 3.1 reflects the growth of the Peer Mentor program at Bunker Hill since its de-
sign phase. By the Spring 2011 semester, 25 Peer Mentors had served 36 first-year seminars at 
Bunker Hill. The college also plans to expand the program to serve other courses, including its 
learning community “cluster” courses (in which multiple courses are linked together) and its 
professional studies courses.  

The Peer Mentors at Bunker Hill comprise a diverse group of students of varying ages, 
ethnicity, and academic majors who view themselves as a bridge between the student and the 
instructor. Most Peer Mentors have attended Bunker Hill at least one full year, and a few of 
them occupy other roles on campus, such as being “Cultural Ambassadors”3 on campus, being 
involved with student government, or serving as tutors in math, science, or English. 

Program Structure 

According to the program coordinator, the Peer Mentoring model adopted by Bunker Hill is 
primarily based on the research of Betsy Barefoot and John Gardner on first-year seminars, 
which incorporate upper-level students who have successfully completed the seminar and who 
help to deliver the curriculum to first-year students. In general, Bunker Hill’s Peer Mentors are 
hired to help students understand course content during class and to help with facilitating 
classroom discussions and group activities. All Peer Mentors are required to attend every class 
period during the semester and provide general support for the instructor they are assigned to. 
Aside from this requirement, however, the roles and responsibilities of Peer Mentors are 
determined in large part by both the Peer Mentor and the assigned faculty partner, based on the 
specific theme of the seminar and the needs of the class. While some Peer Mentors may  

                                                      
3The Cultural Ambassadors program was created at Bunker Hill in 2006 to facilitate discussion on campus 

about issues of race, class, gender, religion, and cultural differences. Cultural Ambassadors attend leadership 
retreats focused on diversity and inclusion, discussion facilitation, and public speaking. In 2011, the Cultural 
Ambassador program merged with the Peer Mentor program, so all Peer Mentors currently fill the Cultural 
Ambassador role. 
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regularly work with students in small groups and walk around during class to help where 
needed, others may be given the opportunity to co-facilitate discussions about the topic related 
to the course lecture. (See Box 3.1 for a profile of a Peer Mentor.) 

Peer Mentor roles outside the classroom also vary, ranging from individual tutoring, lis-
tening to students’ accounts of their personal struggles, or contacting students to remind them 
about upcoming assignment deadlines or exams. Peer Mentors are allowed to hold office hours 
for private student-to-student advising and occasionally for tutoring sessions. Peer Mentors in 

Massachusetts Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count

Figure 3.1

Program Scale-Up for Peer Mentor Program
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Box 3.1 

Peer Profile: Keisha, Peer Mentor, 
Bunker Hill Community College 

Things have not always been easy for Keisha, as she has had to overcome a multitude of 
barriers to progress to where she is today. The difficult adjustment from high school to higher 
education as a first-time college student was compounded by losing a parent, living homeless, 
and withdrawing from courses early in her Bunker Hill education. However, after taking a 
seminar course, bonding with her instructor, and being recommended as a Peer Mentor, she is 
now considered to be one of the shining stars at the college — and attributes much of her 
success to her experience as a Peer Mentor.  

Keisha explained that initially she was hesitant about participating in the Peer Mentor program. 
It took convincing from her instructor that her personable qualities, insight, and devotion to her 
education made her a natural fit for this type of program. As Keisha explains, “I resisted the 
idea for a long time because I didn’t think that I would be good at it. At the time I didn’t 
believe in myself enough — that I was capable [of helping] other students. It was a scary 
thought.” The instructor didn’t give up and continually encouraged Keisha to try peer mentor-
ing, and after two semesters, she finally decided to apply. 

There are many different capacities in which Keisha serves as a mentor. She assists the profes-
sor in developing lessons inside the classroom. For example, she describes how she and the 
professor “spent a lot of time planning the curriculum, and then realized…the curriculum 
wasn’t working. Then we spent a bunch of time changing it to fit the needs of these particular 
students.”  

Not only does Keisha provide support inside the classroom, but she also talks with students 
outside of class about an array of problems. Some of these may be minor setbacks, and others 
shape a student’s future trajectory in college and beyond. Keisha meets with students who 
want to drop out of school, struggle to balance their workloads, deal with child care issues, or 
have experienced the death of family members. She feels that her ability to be open with the 
students about her own personal struggles is what accounts for her successful mentoring 
relationship with them. She also believes that the students knowing that someone is there for 
support is a critical aspect of the Peer Mentor program. She adds, “I know that I wish I had a 
mentor to be like, ‘This is what is going on.’ It makes the load that much lighter, so I’m not 
constantly thinking about it. Even if this person can’t do something, if they can’t fix it, at least 
they’re there to listen.” 

Keisha has traveled a long road since starting at Bunker Hill Community College. Her work as 
a Peer Mentor has not only offered students additional support, but also has rewarded her 
personally by tapping into her potential and opening many doors of opportunity. In 2011, 
Keisha spent four weeks of her summer at the Institute of Venice, Italy, on a study abroad 
scholarship. 
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math-related seminars more commonly play a tutoring role in their seminars, while Peer 
Mentors in more literature-based seminars usually focus on helping with assigned projects or 
group work and holding office hours to discuss personal problems in a private setting. 

The Dean of Humanities and Learning Communities anchors the overall Peer Mentor 
program development (and this Dean is also anchoring the new Peer Ambassadors program, 
which includes Peer Mentoring and which is discussed at the end of this chapter). The Dean is 
supported by the Assistant Director of Learning Communities, who serves as the program 
coordinator and is responsible for the management tasks of interviewing Peer Mentor candi-
dates, matching Peer Mentors with faculty, providing training, and supervising the Peer Mentors 
throughout the semester. 

Recruitment, Selection, and Training 

The process of recruiting, selecting and training the right students to become Peer Mentors 
involves various stakeholders at Bunker Hill, from the coordinator in charge of the program to 
faculty who work with the Peer Mentors in the classroom to staff on campus who help to 
identify students with the desired qualifications. While the coordinator is now primarily in 
charge of marketing the program to potential Peer Mentors, one college administrator described 
the process of recruiting mentors as “homegrown,” meaning that faculty members and current 
Peer Mentors actively seek out potential Peer Mentors for future seminars. Some Peer Mentors 
are faculty members’ standout students from their previous seminar; others hear about the 
program from friends who have served as Peer Mentors. Student services staff also help to 
identify potential Peer Mentors from students they know who possess a solid understanding of 
where services and programs are located on the campus or who are actively involved with 
student organizations and campus events. Campus programs and offices, such as the tutoring 
centers, have become recruitment hubs for Peer Mentors.  

Program leaders who were interviewed stated that they place an importance on employ-
ing Peer Mentors who embody, as one program leader put it, “strong academic habits and 
personal characteristics that they can model for other students in class.” Therefore, students 
interested in becoming Peer Mentors must first be considered in good academic standing at the 
college, typically holding an A or B grade point average. Interested candidates must also obtain 
two faculty recommendations and submit an essay describing specific experiences and qualities 
that make them the best candidates to provide sound advice and guidance to other students.   

Once a pool of potential candidates is identified, the coordinator conducts personal in-
terviews to better assess candidates’ academic qualities, experiences at Bunker Hill, and 
personal maturity. As the Peer Mentors are selected, the coordinator assigns each to a particular 
seminar course based on his or her own experience and understanding of a seminar’s theme, the 
Peer Mentor’s interest in that particular seminar, and whether the time the seminar is offered fits 
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into the Peer Mentor’s own course schedule. Faculty members teaching the seminar courses, 
especially those who have recruited particular students to serve as Peer Mentors in their class, 
also have an opportunity to weigh in on how well they feel a candidate would fit into their 
seminars. 

Peer Mentors receive a two-day training before the beginning of each semester. This 
training covers how to handle certain situations in the classroom and touches on the different 
ways that Peer Mentors should assist students and faculty partners. The training also provides 
an overview of tools designed to help students make the successful transition to college, such as 
information about financial aid, advising, and other campus services. During the semester, Peer 
Mentors meet regularly to check in on their progress and to discuss any challenges or concerns 
they face. At these meetings, Peer Mentors also are trained using a curriculum that covers the 
topics of leadership development, cultural competencies, and conflict resolution and includes a 
service learning project.  

Program Interactions and Perceptions 

Interactions Between Peer Mentors and Students 

Students interviewed in focus groups about their experiences in seminar courses with 
Peer Mentors generally seemed to appreciate having a Peer Mentor as part of their class. Most 
students said that their Peer Mentors were usually generous with their time and demonstrated a 
willingness to help them understand course material or to expand on what had been discussed in 
class. Although Peer Mentors’ level of interaction with students varied, most Peer Mentors 
seemed prepared to lead class discussions or facilitate small-group discussions about key points 
in the instructor’s lecture. Some Peer Mentors were described as being “floaters” during class 
time; they circulate the room to help small groups of students work together on projects, address 
any of their questions, and encourage equal participation among the group members. 

The majority of current Peer Mentors have themselves been enrolled in a seminar, giv-
ing students an important reason to rely on and trust the experience that their Peer Mentors 
brought to helping them understand the seminar themes. Sharing their own experiences and 
hardships was another way that Peer Mentors connected to students. For one Peer Mentor 
assigned to a seminar course focused on the urban male experience, this meant posing critical 
thinking questions to students during class discussions that helped them to relate their under-
standing of issues such as stereotypes, crime, and sexuality to the Peer Mentor’s life growing up 
in Boston’s inner-city neighborhoods. Many of the students interviewed suggested that hearing 
about their Peer Mentors’ “back stories” during class helped them to improve their own learning 
about how the subject matter or topic of discussion related to their own lives.  
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Most students agreed that their Peer Mentors were both welcoming and readily accessi-
ble outside of class when they needed them. One student who was struggling through her 
seminar course recalled that she could not understand anything at first, so her mentor helped by 
sitting with her and guiding her page by page; after a few weekly meetings with her Peer 
Mentor outside of class each week, the student’s work improved and ultimately she earned an A 
in the course. Helping students with emotional problems was another role many Peer Mentors 
undertook. One Peer Mentor — an international student who also serves as a Cultural Ambas-
sador on campus — said that many first-year international students at Bunker Hill initially find 
themselves lonely and without access to local family supports. For him, serving as a Peer 
Mentor for these students meant being there as “an extra person for guidance and support,” and 
being that “one person at school who is invested and who cares for them.” 

Other students described their Peer Mentors as going above and beyond the call of duty. 
For instance, it was noted that some Peer Mentors would arrive in class 15 minutes early so that 
they would be available to address any last-minute student questions before the start of the class.  
There were Peer Mentors who spoke about making phone calls as early as 6:00 a.m. to remind 
students about exams and assignment deadlines for that day’s class. Other Peer Mentors have 
gone as far as sharing their cell phone numbers or social network pages with students so that the 
students, who often work after school and do not start studying until late at night, can get in 
touch with the Mentors and ask questions at any time.  

Interactions Between Faculty and Peer Mentors 

Most faculty members who volunteered to have Peer Mentors as part of their seminar 
courses were enthusiastic and passionate about their work as instructors. Those who taught 
together in a cluster explained that many resources work together to provide the student with the 
optimal chance of success. Faculty members who taught seminars with Peer Mentors said that 
having Peer Mentors facilitate small-group work was one of the most popular ways they 
incorporated them into their courses. One faculty member described having a native Spanish 
speaker as his Peer Mentor in a course in which six of his students were Spanish speakers. Since 
this was a gateway English course, having a Peer Mentor who spoke fluent Spanish bridged the 
language gap for those students.  

Most students felt that the Peer Mentor and the instructor exemplified a good working 
relationship during class, although a few mentioned not seeing much interaction between the 
two as part of their seminars. In several instances, students said that they would like their Peer 
Mentor to play a larger role inside the classroom but that the instructor did not give this oppor-
tunity to the Peer Mentor. In these situations, it seemed as if the students were not sure how to 
best use the Peer Mentor, because the Mentor had not been given enough occasions to interact 
and build a relationship with them. Some faculty also expressed concerns that they were not 
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sure of the best way to incorporate Peer Mentors into their lesson plans. One faculty member 
said, “To be honest, I think we’ve underutilized them.”  

Some faculty described gradually building a relationship with the Peer Mentor, espe-
cially in instances where they had had the same mentor for more than one semester. In these 
cases, as the instructor and Peer Mentor continued to work together, the experience became 
increasingly collaborative. As one instructor said, “The Peer Mentor is giving me more ideas on 
activities in the class that help bring about the building of a community.” Another faculty 
member shared the syllabus from the previous semester with the Peer Mentor and worked with 
the Peer Mentor to make improvements in the syllabus for the upcoming semester.  

Data Collection and Analysis  

As Bunker Hill does with any new program or service that aims to enhance student learning, the 
college has begun to document the experiences of participants in Peer Mentoring and its success 
in raising the achievement levels of first-year students. Initially, program leaders and institu-
tional researchers relied primarily on qualitative data to examine the formative stages of the 
program. For instance, during the program’s design phase (2008-2009) and pilot phase (2009-
2010), results from surveys disseminated to students and instructors attached to the peer-
mentored first-year seminars indicated overwhelming support for having Peer Mentors inside 
the classrooms to help first-year students. In-depth interviews with the Peer Mentors and the 
seminar instructors offered opportunities to learn how the Peer Mentor/faculty partnership could 
improve inside the class and how Peer Mentors could further engage students both in and out of 
class. These early findings also prompted discussions of how to select Peer Mentor training 
topics and of possible curricular design changes for the seminar courses to help further incorpo-
rate Peer Mentors into classroom learning activities. 

During the expansion stage of the program (2010-2011), program leaders continued to 
analyze the data derived from first-year seminar students and instructors; they also conducted 
end-of-semester interviews with the Peer Mentors who planned to continue in their roles in the 
upcoming semester. Peer Mentors were also asked to begin keeping weekly logs of their 
mentoring activities and reflections on their mentoring experiences during the semester. These 
logs were intended to both help inform the program coordinator about their accomplishments 
and to contribute to a larger qualitative analysis that was being conducted by the coordinator 
and other faculty and researchers associated with the development of first-year seminars at the 
college. Program leaders also continually work to find ways to disseminate qualitative findings 
about the progress of the Peer Mentor program to the rest of the campus community — for 
example, by giving reports on the program during the college’s annual Faculty Presentation 
Day.  
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In addition to the formative qualitative analysis, program leaders have recently begun to 
work with the college’s Office of Institutional Effectiveness to collect and analyze basic 
quantitative outcomes data relevant to the Peer Mentoring intervention in the first-year semi-
nars. For instance, the college has compared students who took seminar courses with Peer 
Mentors with students who did not have Peer Mentors in similar courses, and found higher 
levels of course completion, retention, and classroom satisfaction for students in the seminars 
with Peer Mentors.  

Figure 3.2 compares students enrolled in seminar courses with Peer Mentors with the 
remainder of Bunker Hill’s students and with students in seminar courses without Peer Mentors. 
During the pilot semester (Fall 2009), only a handful of Peer Mentors had been placed in 
seminars, and program objectives and responsibilities were yet to be firmly established. Not 
surprisingly, data from that pilot semester indicated that having Peer Mentors in first-year 
seminars made little to no impression on students’ retention in the following semester. Data in 
subsequent semesters, however, provide a more encouraging story, as students in first-year 
seminar courses with Peer Mentors not only have higher rates of returning to school the follow-
ing semester than the broader Bunker Hill student population, but were also retained at higher 
rates than students in first-year seminars without Peer Mentors. This indicates a promising early 
trend. Program leaders hope that these findings will continue, although the detected differences 
are modest, and outcome data on more cohorts are needed to see whether a clear pattern 
emerges. 

There are notable limitations on future data analyses the college would like to under-
take. First, now that seminars are required for first-year, full-time students, there will no longer 
be a similar comparison group to use to gauge the impact of the Peer Mentors on pass rates in 
seminar courses. Second, the fact that Bunker Hill incorporates multiple resources into the 
seminar classrooms makes it difficult to parse out the pure effects that a Peer Mentor has over 
the other special components of the first-year seminars — for example, the integrated academic 
and career counseling components. Nevertheless, Bunker Hill leaders believe that it is the use of 
multiple resources that is creating overall positive student outcomes.  

Bunker Hill administrators and researchers plan to continue their initial data collection 
and analysis efforts in order to better understand both the progress the Peer Mentoring program 
has made and the potential improvements that they need to make in the program as it moves 
forward. According to the Director of Institutional Effectiveness, future analyses will also likely 
cover matched-pair analysis (by race and gender) across all seminars, to better tease out the 
distinctions in outcomes for different targeted groups. There is also interest in analyzing 
seminars by theme and different academic disciplines in order to understand which appear to 
use Peer Mentors most effectively.   
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Program Costs 

The Peer Mentoring program was initially funded by the college’s Title III funding to run 
learning communities. Beginning in 2009, the program was primarily supported by institutional 
funds, and starting with the 2011-2012 academic year, the program is funded entirely by the 
college. The Peer Mentoring program coordinator at Bunker Hill described the overall cost of 
running the program as relatively inexpensive, as her role as coordinator is embedded within her 

Term-to-Term Retention, First-Year Seminars With and Without Peer Mentors

Figure 3.2

Bunker Hill Community College (BHCC), Fall 2009 to Spring 2011
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larger role as the Assistant Director of Learning Communities. Therefore, the aggregate cost of 
running the Peer Mentoring program primarily consists of stipends and compensation for the 
Peer Mentors, trainings for Peer Mentors and seminar faculty, and program supplies such as t-
shirts and journals — all of which is estimated by program leaders to amount to around $93,000 
for the 2011-2012 academic year.  

Peer Mentors are paid $10 per hour for up to eight hours per week during the semester. 
According to the coordinator, about half of the Peer Mentors spend four to six hours per week 
mentoring, and half work the full eight hours every week. Bunker Hill compensates work for 
most student positions at $10 per hour, making the Peer Mentor rate consistent with the general 
student pay ranges on campus. However, following a precedent used in the Tutoring Center — 
that with experience comes a pay increase — college administrators are discussing the possibil-
ity that as the program moves forward, there will be a difference in hourly pay rates for new and 
more tenured Peer Mentors, who will play a leadership role in the training of new mentors. 

Challenges and Next Steps 

Challenges 

Although the Peer Mentoring program at Bunker Hill is distinct from the SI Leader 
strategy at Northern Essex, the Bunker Hill program faces some challenges in the areas of 
implementation and expansion that are similar to those found at Northern Essex. For example, 
students, Peer Mentors, and faculty at Bunker Hill all reported instances where the Peer Mentor 
seemed underused. And as seemed to be the case with the SI Leader program, balancing the 
instructors’ academic freedom with the orchestration of Peer Mentoring means that the program 
must walk a fine line. Another similarity is that the instances when the Peer Mentors seemed to 
flourish were the instances when they were given the opportunity to do so. Finally, Bunker Hill 
has ample occasions for faculty involved in Peer Mentoring to come together and discuss their 
experiences and approaches, but ensuring that all faculty involved (including adjuncts) attend 
such events can be a challenge. Meeting that challenge may help to promote the overall incor-
poration of the Peer Mentors into the life of the classrooms to which they are assigned. 

The program has a solid foundation and recruitment process, but as its expansion con-
tinues, the college will have to continually search for qualified students to fill the Peer Mentor 
role. Since the responsibilities of Peer Mentors are varied, it seems crucial that the right type of 
Peer Mentor be paired with the right type of responsibilities. Also, since Peer Mentors some-
times discuss topics as personal as family losses and problems at home, finding applicants with 
the sensitivity and maturity needed is essential.  
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Next Steps 

In 2011, Bunker Hill made strides to institutionalize its Peer Mentoring program. The 
college’s Action Plan created the Peer Ambassadors Program — a program that integrates the 
existing Peer Mentoring and Cultural Ambassadors programs. Peer Ambassadors will continue 
the role of Peer Mentors by providing peer support for students in first-year seminars. The new 
merged program will also incorporate key aspects of the Cultural Ambassadors program, such 
as an emphasis on cultural competencies and dispute resolution. Bunker Hill allocated an 
additional $8,000 in institutional program funding to implement this program beginning in fall 
2011.  

Bunker Hill is developing a year-long training program for Peer Ambassadors, known 
as the Peer Ambassador Academy: Student Success and Intercultural Competencies. The 
Academy will encompass learning objectives from both programs — for example, strategies for 
mentoring; for facilitating dialogue about such issues as religion, race, class, gender, and 
culture; and for dispute resolution. The college expects to enroll 15 new and returning Peer 
Ambassadors in the Academy during the 2011-2012 academic year, in order to increase the 
number of students served by Peer Ambassadors in first-year seminars by about 300 students 
per year. It is also noteworthy that the college is not only increasing seminar course offerings, 
but has also taken the next step of mandating the courses for all first-time, full-time, degree-
seeking students, in order to decrease the risks of course failure and dropout for this student 
population. In an encouraging development, as the college moves ahead to develop the new 
Peer Ambassadors program, it is using data to decide where to allocate the program’s resources 
and determine which of its practices are actually effective.  

Finally, the college is continually trying to increase faculty engagement with the en-
hanced course model. Bunker Hill holds an annual professional development event, which is 
planned and organized by a committee of involved faculty. The 2011 Learning Communities 
Institute focused on themes of integration, engagement, and reflection, and included a session 
on peer mentoring. The purpose of the Institute was for faculty and staff to share innovative 
ideas about critical thinking, collaboration, and student engagement. The Assistant Director of 
Learning Communities noted that the session on peer mentoring was very well attended, which 
is a positive sign that those attending were engaged and interested in such a strategy. These 
efforts are key to increasing faculty awareness of, buy-in to, and engagement with the Peer 
Mentor strategy.   



 

37 

Chapter 4 

Summary and Future Considerations 

The previous chapters have depicted the experiences of two community colleges that recruit and 
employ academically successful and campus-savvy students to serve as peer leaders in devel-
opmental education and gatekeeper courses. The peer leaders at Northern Essex Community 
College and Bunker Hill Community College offer additional academic support to students to 
help them complete courses and become integrated into campus life. Over the past few years, 
both colleges have carefully implemented and expanded these programs, revealing important 
ways in which colleges can better use the academic skills and personal qualities of some of their 
students to help support other students’ success. 

This final chapter offers insights on the contributions peer leaders appear to have made 
to efforts to assist students in developmental and gatekeeper courses at these two colleges, and 
on the ongoing challenges the colleges will likely address as they continually scale up these 
programs. The chapter also underscores some important lessons learned that may guide other 
colleges interested in implementing similar peer leader programs on their own campuses.   

The Contributions of Peer Leaders to their Colleges 

In general, personnel and students interviewed from Northern Essex and from Bunker Hill 
about the Supplemental Instruction (SI) Leaders and first-year seminar Peer Mentors, respec-
tively, regard these two peer leader programs as valuable strategies for student-to-student 
guidance that instructors or campus staff cannot offer. Specifically, administrators and faculty 
members at both colleges testified that these peer leaders have been able to convey course 
lessons through the lens of their own experiences, and many of the students in peer-assisted 
classrooms acknowledged how interactions with their peer leaders have deepened their own 
understanding of the lessons. The incorporation of peer leaders into courses where many 
students typically struggle — for example, developmental courses — also seems to have led to 
expanded use of alternative approaches to traditional pedagogical practices, such as collabora-
tive group work and reflective discussions that encourage students to be engaged in learning. 
Peer leaders who facilitated these activities offered students an opportunity to identify and solve 
problems collaboratively and more thoughtfully than might have been the case if they had not 
had this kind of support. Overburdened faculty members were also able to use peer leaders to 
fill additional needs in their classrooms. 

Peer leaders at these two colleges seemed to have reached as many students outside as 
inside class. According to students, these more individualized outside-of-class interactions gave 
them the opportunity to build a level of trust and “credibility” with peers that was sometimes 
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seen as more difficult to foster with an instructor. SI Leaders were described as being more 
accessible outside of class than faculty members and were relied upon to convey course content 
in a more step-by-step manner and more slowly than was the case for in-class instructors. 
Interactions with Peer Mentors also offered help to newer students to acclimate themselves to 
campus or to become more involved with campus programs and services. 

The experience of acting as role models seemed to also benefit the peer leaders them-
selves, as it provided opportunities for personal, professional, and academic growth. A funda-
mental benefit built into both peer leader models is that these positions offer gifted students paid 
employment, which for many meant financial relief and an on-campus job that is relatively 
flexible and convenient to get to.  

Serving as classroom peer leaders also gives students who have already been perform-
ing at high levels opportunities to master new challenges. For some students, becoming a SI 
Leader or a first-year seminar Peer Mentor may have been the first time they were placed in a 
position of teaching or guiding others, which meant learning to convey difficult concepts or 
ideas to others. And some students interested in the teaching profession viewed the experience 
as an opportunity to develop a closer rapport with their faculty partners, many of whom served 
as professional mentors, giving them valuable feedback about how to become better educators.  

At the institutional level, both colleges have viewed employing peer leaders as a rela-
tively cost-effective way to offer students academic support and guidance. For some administra-
tors, these programs are considered cost-effective alternatives to hiring full-time faculty to 
provide similar services or to purchasing costly teaching resources and materials that do not 
offer the same level of individualized help as a person placed in the classroom. One administra-
tor said that the investment his college makes in peer leaders “eventually pays itself back,” as 
peer leaders help more students to complete courses that they would not have otherwise passed 
and to enroll in subsequent semesters, which increases revenue to the college.  

Considerations for Future Program Development 

As SI and Peer Mentoring continue to evolve at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill, there are 
opportunities to build on the lessons learned from their early development in order to strengthen 
the interventions and maximize the effectiveness of peer leaders. As discussed in Chapters 2 
and 3, both colleges are aware of the challenges to maintaining and growing their peer leader 
programs — challenges that other community colleges with interests in developing peer leader 
programs can and should consider. These challenges and considerations range from the appro-
priate recruitment and training at the program level, to proper practices and procedures at the 
classroom level, to the larger operational and financial considerations at the institutional level. 
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Considerations for Recruitment, Selection, and Training 

Expanding the qualified pool of applicants is something both colleges recognized as an 
area for further consideration. As these peer programs continue to grow, the two colleges are 
implementing stronger recruitment, selection, and training procedures for finding the right 
candidates to enter the program and grooming them to effectively work with faculty members 
and students. Certainly, the pool of interested applicants will grow as these colleges scale up 
their programs and thus expand their marketing to fill these paid, on-campus positions. As a 
result, determining the desired characteristics and skill sets of future peer leaders can help 
program leaders select qualified candidates.  

Very likely a large share of the pool of candidates will continue to be made up of stu-
dents from classrooms that already use peers, where current peer leaders and faculty members 
can readily identify potential candidates based on their class performance and demeanor. 
Increased communication between academic and student services departments may also open 
up opportunities to find candidates, especially those who are gifted in different areas of study or 
who are active in student-led organizations and campus programs. Academically strong students 
can be recruited from campus honors programs, associated student councils and committees, 
and organizations that focus on cultivating student leaders and that serve the needs of specific 
student populations — for example, cultural or gender-based clubs or clubs focused on spiritual 
issues. Finally, it may prove valuable for programs to seek out students who have successfully 
made the transition from developmental to college-level courses to serve as peer leaders in 
developmental-level courses. These students will not only to be able to share their academic 
knowledge but also may be able to convey what it has taken for them to persist and perform 
successfully. However, regardless of the value of finding peer leaders who can share their 
experiences with students, it should be standard practice to assign peer leaders to courses that 
match their academic skills and knowledge, in order to ensure that  they are teaching or rein-
forcing material they understand.  

The process of selecting peer leaders can also benefit from having more current peer 
leaders and faculty members conduct interviews of candidates — a practice that both Bunker 
Hill and Northern Essex have already started to use. Potential peer leaders need to have not only 
appropriate academic competencies, but also outgoing personalities and the ability to speak to 
fairly large audiences. These skills may be easier to identify in an interview setting or by having 
potential applicants give short presentations. Integrating current peer leaders into the selection 
process opens up the opportunity for them to ask questions about how potential applicants 
would best approach and engage students or handle tense situations. In addition, interviews or 
mock presentations can give instructors who plan on having peers in their classrooms an initial 
sense of how well versed and mature potential applicants seem to be. At the same time, inter-
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views give instructors an opportunity to convey what the candidates should expect in working 
with them during class.  

On the topic of training, the transition between peer leaders and faculty members under-
standing expectations and actually carrying them out may not be automatic or seamless. 
Therefore, it is important for peer leaders and faculty members — especially those who are new 
to their roles — to be able to observe and possibly shadow more experienced peer leaders and 
faculty members as they interact with each other and work with students. Because some peer 
leaders and instructors at both colleges have had difficulty determining the best way to incorpo-
rate peers into the classroom, seeing experienced peer leaders and faculty interact with students 
first-hand gives potential candidates a chance to observe different ways in which instructors and 
peer leaders can work together. These kinds of observations also give the candidates an oppor-
tunity to decide if they are, in fact, willing to assume the responsibilities of peer leadership and 
to engage in the kinds of interactions the role involves.  

Providing opportunities for professional development of faculty and peer leaders would 
also aid in the training process. Faculty at Northern Essex welcomed the opportunity to come 
together to discuss best practices and current techniques, and holding more open forums for 
faculty to come together may be useful to the program. At Bunker Hill, sharing ideas and 
brainstorming new ways to incorporate the Peer Mentor into the classroom may help newer 
faculty develop a starting plan for Peer Mentor activities. Similarly, at Northern Essex the 
trainings should continue to provide opportunities for faculty members new to the strategy to 
hear about how more experienced faculty members have used SI Leaders as part of their 
classroom activities and how they have instructed them to support students outside of class. 

Considerations for Roles and Responsibilities 

Developing clearer program guidelines that clarify expectations can be helpful to mak-
ing sure peer leaders, faculty members, and students understand their roles as part of the 
program. However, some peer leaders expressed concerns that placing too much emphasis on 
program standards and regulations can endanger the autonomy they have been given to deter-
mine how best to work with their faculty partners and reach out to struggling students. There-
fore, it is important for program leaders to include both peer leaders and their assigned faculty 
members in processes designed to develop these guidelines, asking them to draw on their 
experiences of working together. This process of developing guidelines should include working 
with seasoned peer leaders to help determine what works best for them in helping the most at-
risk students, while still allowing for flexibility to have peer leaders act “like students” in order 
to maintain equal grounding with the students they help. Faculty members and peer leaders 
should also have the opportunity to weigh in on any proposed larger programmatic changes 
made in roles and responsibilities if and when such changes are considered. 
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In connection with the consideration of the roles and responsibilities of peer leaders, 
there are also concerns about which types of students use these peer leaders and how well 
faculty have tapped their peer leaders’ potential. Even though SI Leaders and Peer Mentors are 
meant to be available to serve all students from their assigned classes, there is an added empha-
sis on reaching out and providing extra assistance to the students who are struggling the most, 
especially those in developmental courses. Administrators and faculty members at both colleges 
continue to ask and assess whether their most at-risk students are taking advantage of these peer 
leaders during and outside of class and, if not, how to effectively engage more of them to do so. 
Some have argued that when students are given the option to voluntarily use academic support 
and assistance, those most likely to do so are already academically motivated, while other less-
motivated students do not take as much advantage of these resources. Some students who were 
interviewed pointed out that even when they want to get help from their peer leaders outside of 
class, they usually do not have the extra time to do so, given their competing work or family 
responsibilities. Therefore, close consideration should be given to finding ways in which peer 
leaders can more proactively approach the students who are in most danger of failing or 
dropping out — for example, by engaging them during or immediately after class. Considera-
tion should also be given to finding ways that peer leaders can use e-mail, phone, or social 
media to be more accessible to the hard-to-reach students who may not have extra time to spend 
on campus.  

Considerations for Program Evaluation 

As part of the Achieving the Dream initiative, Northern Essex and Bunker Hill were 
encouraged to have faculty and staff work in tandem with institutional researchers to collect 
data to inform decision making on ways to improve their programs and services for students. As 
a result, institutional researchers and program leaders at both colleges have made great efforts to 
collect and discuss early program data, semester by semester, making simple comparisons 
between students who are in peer-assisted courses and students taking comparable, non-peer-
assisted courses. Most notably, early quantitative data gathered by the colleges suggest that 
students exposed to peer leaders as part of their courses tend to have a better chance of complet-
ing a math course (as is the case for Northern Essex), or of persisting into the following term (as 
is the case for Bunker Hill). Gathering qualitative data about program experiences and sugges-
tions for refinement has also become a common practice in the program improvement processes 
of the two colleges.  

Moving forward, both colleges plan to track more detailed program data. For example, 
Northern Essex plans to keep regular attendance logs for the voluntary SI sessions in order to 
get a better sense of which types of students actually attend these peer-led sessions, and whether 
the sessions are reaching students most in need of assistance. Bunker Hill Peer Mentors have 
begun keeping weekly mentoring logs of their interactions with students from their assigned 
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seminars as a way to help faculty members and program staff remain aware of common 
obstacles or challenges first-year students face. The colleges’ efforts to examine institutional 
data on these interventions are an encouraging and important step toward making appropriate 
decisions for scaling up and refining these programs. The colleges may also use these data to 
examine student progress and dig deeper to find out whether their interventions are targeting 
and touching the students they were intended to reach. 

Further data collection and rigorous research design can inform the colleges about the 
extent to which peer leaders can affect students’ abilities to pass difficult courses. For instance, 
much would be learned by assessing how much students in peer-assisted courses also receive 
similar assistance — for example, through regular campus tutoring, extra time spent with 
faculty during office hours, or in general advising or counseling sessions. While it may initially 
be difficult to separate out which interventions influence students the most, colleges could 
conduct participant surveys or focus groups to ask students how much they use other services 
available to them and what, if anything, peer leaders offer that makes a difference to their 
academic and personal success. Finally, ongoing collection of longitudinal data on participants 
who have successfully completed SI and first-year seminar courses can inform the colleges 
about how many have progressed from developmental-level and gatekeeper courses to ad-
vanced study courses, and into graduation or transfer status. Analysis of longitudinal data can 
also increase understanding of what conditions in classrooms make the classrooms best suited to 
benefiting from peer leader services.  

Conclusion 

The implementation of peer leader programs at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill reveals 
innovative ways in which colleges can enhance student learning and engagement in community 
college classrooms. Specifically, this report highlights the ways that SI and Peer Mentoring 
programs have offered distinctive approaches to promoting student success: 

 Additional academic and social support for students and faculty members 
both in and outside of the classroom. 

 Student-to-student learning that reinforces course content in developmental 
and gatekeeper courses and in first-year seminars. 

 Academic and professional-growth opportunities for peer leaders as educa-
tors and campus representatives. 

 Low-cost campus strategies that have the potential to reach a larger portion 
of the student population, targeting those most in need or most at risk. 
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As seen in this report on the two case study colleges, peer leaders appear to play inte-
gral roles in helping other students learn and use the services at their disposal. Moreover, the use 
of peer leaders may positively influence the colleges’ capacities to keep students on track to 
pass developmental courses and continue in their efforts to earn college degrees. The way in 
which the programs support the personal development of peer leaders also offers valuable 
opportunities for them to emerge as educators and campus leaders — experiences that will 
benefit their own educational and future career trajectories. Community colleges interested in 
creating new peer leader programs or strengthening the ones they have already established may 
find value in these promising peer leader strategies at Northern Essex and Bunker Hill Commu-
nity Colleges.  
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Interviews and Focus Groups Conducted at 
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Senior Administrators 

• Current College President; Achieving the Dream Core Member Leader 

• Former College President  

• Dean of Foundational Studies and Liberal Arts and Sciences   

• Assistant Dean of Academic Preparation 

• Director of Institutional Effectiveness; Achieving the Dream Data Team 
Leader 

Faculty Members 

• Faculty involved with Supplemental Instruction (focus group) 

• Faculty responsible for developing and leading Supplemental Instruction 
strategies 

• Faculty involved with mathematics developmental education strategies (fo-
cus group) 

Student Services Staff Members 

• Supplemental Instruction Coordinator  

• Math Center Coordinator and staff members 

Students 

• Supplemental Instruction Leaders (focus group and individual interviews) 

• Students enrolled in courses with Supplemental Instruction Leaders (focus 
group) 
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Interviews and Focus Groups Conducted at 

Bunker Hill Community College 
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Senior Administrators 

• College President; Achieving the Dream Core Team Leader  

• Associate Vice President of Student Services and Dean of Students; Co-
Chair of the Achieving the Dream Initiative 

• Dean of Humanities and Learning Communities 

• Director of Institutional Effectiveness; Achieving the Dream Data Team 
Leader  

Faculty Members 

• Faculty involved with Peer Mentoring (focus group) 

• Faculty responsible for developing and leading Peer Mentoring strategies 
(individual interview) 

• Faculty involved with mathematics developmental education strategies (fo-
cus group) 

• Learning Community Faculty Research Board (focus group) 

Academic Affairs Staff Members 

• Assistant Director of Learning Communities 

Student Services Staff Members 

• Success Coaches (focus group) 

Students 

• Peer Mentors (focus group and individual interviews) 

• Students enrolled in courses with Peer Mentors (focus group) 
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About MDRC 

MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social and education policy research organization dedicated 
to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through its research 
and the active communication of its findings, MDRC seeks to enhance the effectiveness of so-
cial and education policies and programs. 

Founded in 1974 and located in New York City and Oakland, California, MDRC is best known 
for mounting rigorous, large-scale, real-world tests of new and existing policies and programs. 
Its projects are a mix of demonstrations (field tests of promising new program approaches) and 
evaluations of ongoing government and community initiatives. MDRC’s staff bring an unusual 
combination of research and organizational experience to their work, providing expertise on the 
latest in qualitative and quantitative methods and on program design, development, implementa-
tion, and management. MDRC seeks to learn not just whether a program is effective but also 
how and why the program’s effects occur. In addition, it tries to place each project’s findings in 
the broader context of related research — in order to build knowledge about what works across 
the social and education policy fields. MDRC’s findings, lessons, and best practices are proac-
tively shared with a broad audience in the policy and practitioner community as well as with the 
general public and the media. 

Over the years, MDRC has brought its unique approach to an ever-growing range of policy are-
as and target populations. Once known primarily for evaluations of state welfare-to-work pro-
grams, today MDRC is also studying public school reforms, employment programs for ex-
offenders and people with disabilities, and programs to help low-income students succeed in 
college. MDRC’s projects are organized into five areas: 

 Promoting Family Well-Being and Children’s Development 

 Improving Public Education 

 Raising Academic Achievement and Persistence in College 

 Supporting Low-Wage Workers and Communities 

 Overcoming Barriers to Employment 

Working in almost every state, all of the nation’s largest cities, and Canada and the United 
Kingdom, MDRC conducts its projects in partnership with national, state, and local govern-
ments, public school systems, community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies.  
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