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The increase of the number of students with disabilities in Higher Education,
including students with intellectual disability, emphasizes the need for Higher
Education Institutions to provide support for their inclusion and learning. Within
inclusive Higher Education peers can have a fundamental role through Peer
Mentoring Circles. This qualitative study aims to understand the perceived
experiences of members of Peer Mentoring Circles, within the scope of a
program that provided academic support, during an academic semester, to
mentees with intellectual disability. Data collection included semi-structured
interviews with members of the Circles (two mentees and seven mentors),
and the facilitator’s field notes. Content analysis was used to analyze the data.
Through the data analysis, two categories were identified: components of the
Peer Mentoring Circles program and experiences of the members of the Circles.
The data generated suggest that both mentors and mentees had positive
experiences, contributing to the development of the mentees’ skills. Based on
literature and the data generated emerged the proposal for the Peer Mentoring
Circles program with a broad set of guidelines for its implementation, which
can set the baseline for developing future peer mentoring programs in Higher
Education aimed not only at students with disabilities, but also at other students
with support needs such as international students.

KEYWORDS

higher education, inclusive higher education, peer mentoring circle, mentoring,
intellectual disability

1 Introduction

The increase of the number of students with disabilities in Higher Education, including
students with Intellectual Disability (ID), has emphasized the need for Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) to provide support for their inclusion and learning.

According with American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
(AAIDD), the oldest and largest professional society concerned with this disability, intellectual
disability is characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and
adaptive behavior that originates before the age of 22” (AAIDD, 2024).

The movement toward inclusive Higher Education for students with ID continues to
progress; however, merely opening the doors of the university is not enough, as their academic
success requires support for their inclusion and learning at this level of education (Lewis, 2017).
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In this regard, peers can have an important role in this process by
performing numerous functions in supporting these students, as
observed in various inclusive university programs in the United States
(Carter etal., 2019), with Peer Mentoring Circles standing out (Griffin
etal., 2016). Nevertheless, questions persist regarding the support of
these students for their participation in university life (Carter et al.,
2019; Araten-Bergman and Bigby, 2022; Heron et al., 2023).

Heron et al. (2023) recommends that, to address the existing gaps
in the literature on peer mentoring for students with ID, it is important
to understand the perceived experiences of those involved in this
process. In line with these ideas, Griffin et al. (2016) also reinforce the
need for descriptions of promising practices related to peer mentoring
in Higher Education. According to the same authors, this lack of
information causes HEIs to work largely through trial and error, instead
of benefiting from previous successes and lessons learned at other HEIs.

Therefore, to address this identified need, and after presenting the
theoretical background and the adopted methodology, this article
describes the Peer Mentoring Circles program developed as part of an
inclusive pilot program at an HEI to support the participation of
individuals with ID in the selected undergraduate courses (fully
included in the university courses). Subsequently, the presentation and
interpretation of the data are discussed. Finally, conclusions are
drawn, addressing both limitations and recommendations for future
research, and the proposal for the Peer Mentoring Circles program
is presented.

2 Peer mentoring in higher education

The increase of the number of students with disabilities in Higher
Education, including students with ID, has emphasized the need for
the university system to provide support for their inclusion and
learning (Cardinot and Flynn, 2022; Bussu and Burton, 2023).
According to Carter et al, (2019), mentoring is a promising
mechanism that can contribute to this process, where peers can offer
support and strategies for the academic, professional, social, and
personal development of these students.

Crisp and Cruz (2009) describe mentoring as a collaborative,
formal or informal, short, or long-term, dynamic, and reciprocal
relationship that can focus on individual development and include
various types of support. The literature (e.g., Terrion and Leonard,
2007; Wilt and Morningstar, 2020) recommends peer mentoring for
providing support in Higher Education.

According to Terrion and Leonard (2007), peer mentoring is a
significant opportunity for the development of skills for both mentees
and mentors. They mention that its implementation is considered an
effective intervention to ensure the success of students with support
needs (Terrion and Leonard, 2007) in the university context. Darwin
and Palmer (2009) highlight alternative mentoring methods that can
offer advantages over the traditional dyadic approach, with Mentoring
Circles being an innovative example of these alternative methods.

2.1 Peer Mentoring Circles: a peer
mentoring model in higher education

One of the peer mentoring models suggested for Higher
Education is Mentoring Circles (e.g., Darwin and Palmer, 2009; Griffin
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et al.,, 2016; Davis, 2019; Araten-Bergman and Bigby, 2022; Krech-
Bowles and Becht, 2022; Bussu and Burton, 2023). According to
Araten-Bergman and Bigby (2022), the term Mentoring Circles is
highlighted in the literature from North America and Australia, in the
context of network-building initiatives.

Peer Mentoring Circles are an innovative strategy to develop
support networks in Higher Education (Darwin and Palmer, 2009;
Felton-Busch et al., 2013; Griffin et al., 2016). Articulating the
challenges faced by students in Higher Education with the concept of
Mentoring Circles could be a tool to create an environment where
students are best supported (Davis, 2019).

Griffin et al. (2016) mention that the group of mentors supporting
a mentee is called a Support Circle or Mentoring Circle, where each
circle has a mentor responsible for mediating with the facilitator and
the members of the Circle. According to the authors, a Mentoring
Circle structure supports each mentee, and mentors are matched
based on individual goals and the type of support needs of the mentee.
The number of mentors in each circle varies; some mentees may
progress with a smaller circle, while others prefer a larger number of
mentors in their Circles.

The main difference between group mentoring and Mentoring
Circles is the existence of a facilitator in the latter, whose main role is
to guide the mentoring process. Therefore, Mentoring Circles are
small groups of peers guided on a variety of topics under the direction
of a qualified professional facilitator.

The required characteristics of mentors can vary depending on the
type of support. Terrion and Leonard’s (2007) taxonomy of mentor
characteristics consists of a framework describing effective
characteristics in building authentic relationships with mentees.
Consulting this taxonomy can be crucial for decisions about the
selection, training, and evaluation of mentors, as it is essential to
understand the type of mentor most suitable for the role.

Mentoring Circles have been described as useful for a wide range
of students with support needs for participation in university life,
including vulnerable students (Terrion and Leonard, 2007), students
with and without disabilities (Athamanah et al., 2020; Cardinot and
Flynn, 2022; Rooney-Kron et al., 2022), including students with ID
(Griffin et al., 2016; Araten-Bergman and Bigby, 2022), indigenous
students (Felton-Busch et al,, 2013), and international students
(Davis, 2019).

This study focuses on Mentoring Circles involving students with
disabilities, particularly those with Intellectual Disability.

2.2 Peer Mentoring Circles in the context
of inclusive higher education for students
with intellectual disability

The movement toward inclusive Higher Education for students
with ID, aligned with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) and Sustainable
Development Goal 4 - Quality Education (United Nations, 2015),
continues to advance.

However, merely opening the doors of HEIs to this population is
not enough, as their academic success requires support for their
inclusion and learning at this level of education (Lewis, 2017). In this
sense, peers can have a fundamental role in supporting this population
(Carter and McCabe, 2021), as observed in various inclusive university
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programs in the United States (Carter et al., 2019), with Mentoring
Circles standing out (Griffin et al., 2016).

According to Jones et al. (2015), inclusive Higher Education
commiits to valuing all individuals and providing opportunities for
students to interact, collaborate, and learn from each other. These
authors emphasize that an inclusive campus generates natural support
within the academic community to engage all students significantly in
university life, offering students with disability, including those with
ID, the same opportunities, and choices.

Peer mentoring programs in Higher Education provide an
opportunity for students with and without ID to learn, socialize, and
work together in inclusive support environments (Athamanah et al.,
2020). Araten-Bergman and Bigby (2022) note that the Peer
Mentoring Circles model has been used as a broad set of practices and
strategies to create and maintain networks for people with ID. The
translation of these peer support practices into the context of inclusive
Higher Education for students with ID is a relatively recent initiative
(Wilt and Morningstar, 2020).

In the view of Griffin et al. (2016), the Mentoring Circles model
represents an approach to supporting the academic and social
development of university students with ID. According to same
authors, this model accommodates various support needs of these
students while promoting their inclusion in the academic community
and minimizing the need for formal support provided by
HETIS facilities.

The nature of these programs varies widely within and between
campuses. Carter and McCabe (2021) note that some programs invite
peers to provide academic support, while others focus on social
support. These mentoring experiences may differ in terms of time
commitment (e.g., daily, weekly, occasionally), structure (e.g.,
individually, in groups), and compensation (e.g., paid work or
rewarded with credits or voluntary).

According to Krech-Bowles and Becht (2022), the main
components of a mentoring program for students with ID in Higher
Education include: (i) mentoring orientations, (ii) regular supervision,
(iii) communication and collaboration system, (iv) partnership/peer
relations, (v) high expectations for students with ID, (vi) identification
of natural supports, (vii) encouragement of self-determination. Peers
can have various roles depending on the type of support and the needs
of each student with ID, in facility of their inclusion and learning in
the university context (Carter et al., 2019; Workman and Green, 2019).
Some of the mentors’ roles included: (i) academic in-class support
(e.g., providing assistance such as note-taking, re-explaining concepts,
creating on-the-spot adaptations, ensuring recording of assignment
due dates, clarifying for comprehension, and encouraging
participation); (ii) academic outside-of-class support (e.g., assisting
with tasks such as staying organized, reviewing class notes, preparing
for assessments, clarifying concepts, checking homework deadlines,
proofreading assignments, offering editing suggestions, creating study
aids like graphic organizers or note cards, highlighting key concepts
in texts, and studying together); (iii) support in daily campus life (e.g.,
helping mentees navigate the campus and manage their finances); (iv)
social support (e.g., encouraging involvement in university clubs,
organizing activities like pick-up basketball games, sharing meals
together, and facilitating introductions to other individuals) (Jones,
2010; Grifhin et al., 2016; Workman and Green, 2019).

The literature highlights several benefits of Mentoring Circles,
such as expanding social networks, reducing feelings of isolation,
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increasing commitment, acquiring knowledge, better understanding
of academic culture (Darwin and Palmer, 2009), building meaningful
relationships (Griffin et al., 2016; Davis, 2019), developing
communication skills (Darwin and Palmer, 2009; Cardinot and Flynn,
2022), self-esteem and self-efficacy, reducing stress in adapting to
university, better awareness of how to achieve academic success
(Cardinot and Flynn, 2022).

3 Purpose of the study

Peer Mentoring Circles is an innovative strategy for developing
support networks in Higher Education (e.g., Darwin and Palmer,
2009; Griffin et al., 2016). However, the literature on this support
model for students with ID is scarce (e.g., Griffin et al., 2016; Heron
etal., 2023).

Both mentees and mentors have a unique perspective from which
they can address various aspects of this growing movement—peer
mentoring (Carter and McCabe, 2021): e.g., program components,
nature of relationships established, functioning of support, and
perceived outcomes. Each of these aspects would be challenging to
discern in the absence of the perceptions of Circle members.

Therefore, the following guiding research question was formulated:

How were perceived the experiences of the members of Peer
Mentoring Circles in the university context?

To operationalize the stated question, the objective is to
understand the perspectives of mentees (individuals with ID) and
their mentors regarding their participation in Peer Mentoring Circles
within a university context.

This study aims to broaden the research lens on Peer Mentoring
Circles by capturing the voices of the mentees and their mentors,
seeking to understand the perceived experiences regarding support in
curricular activities in the university context.

4 Materials and methods

The evidence presented in this qualitative study (Bogdan and
Biklen, 2013; Bryman, 2012) is an integral part of a broader
investigation framed within a doctoral thesis, aiming to understand
the supported participation of persons with ID in university life.

The Higher Education Institution, where the study was conducted,
is a public institution located in Portugal. To preserve anonymity, it
was assigned the pseudonym “Portuguese University,” acronym UPor.

4.1 Participant recruitment

As part of an inclusive university pilot program, two female
individuals with ID attended undergraduate courses (fully included in
the university courses), chosen by themselves, during the second
semester of the academic year 2018-2019. They were designated as
Participant-Students (PS).

The undergraduate courses chosen by Participant-Students, based
on Person-Centered Planning (PCP) were:

— TEC - undergraduate course in the scientific area of Technologies,
part of the third year of a bachelor’s degree.
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— ART - undergraduate course in the scientific area of Arts, part of
the second year of a bachelor’s degree.

Both PS were invited to participate in the study, and both agreed.
To ensure anonymity, the following codes were assigned:

— PS1 - Participant-Student attending TEC and ART course.
— PS2 - Participant-Student attending ART course.

To provide support in curricular activities inside and outside
the classroom, two Peer Mentoring Circles were developed for
both PS:

— TEC Circle - Academic support for PS1 in the TEC course.
— ART Circle - Academic support for PS1 and PS2 in the
ART course.

Each Circle had a facilitator to oversee the mentoring process and
guide the roles of mentors.

For mentor recruitment, at the beginning of the 2018-2019
academic semester, the facilitator, with the consent of the respective
faculty, presented the Peer Mentoring Circles program to students
in TEC and ART courses, inviting them to voluntarily take on the
role of mentors. Seven students, three from TEC (students of a third
year of a bachelor’s degree) and four from ART (students of a second
year of a bachelors degree), accepted the role for one
academic semester.

All mentors were invited to participate in this study, and all
agreed. To ensure the mentors anonymity, the following codes
were assigned:

— TEC Mentors - M1_TEC, M2_TEC, M3_TEC.
— ART Mentors - M1_ART, M2_ART, M3_ART, M4_ART.

The Peer Mentoring Circles were composed by:

— TEC Circle (n=4) - PS1, M1_TEC, M2_TEC, M3_TEC.
— ART Circle (n=6) - PS1, PS2, M1_ART, M2_ART, M3_ART,
M4_ART.

All members of the circle were female and their age range
was 19-28.

4.2 Methodological options

The methodological options adopted are qualitative, aiming to
capture the essence of the phenomenon (Coutinho, 2011), with a
descriptive and interpretative character to understand the processes
inherent in peer mentoring.

This study is based on semi-structured individual and/or group
interviews with two mentees and seven mentors, as well as the
facilitator’s diary (FD) records to explore the perceptions of mentees
and their mentors about the mentoring experiences. Interviews were
considered the most suitable data collection instrument for mentees
due to potential difficulties in responding to questionnaires by persons
with ID (Cardinot and Flynn, 2022). Content analysis (Amado, 2013)
was the technique adopted for data analysis.
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4.3 Data collection procedures

The first step involved obtaining consent from the Institutional
Ethics Council. All participants provided written consent, ensuring
the anonymity of their testimonies.

Two interview scripts were developed—one for mentees and
another for mentors—composed of guiding questions to collect
perceptions about their mentoring experiences. The scripts were
reviewed and validated by a research specialist.

Before the interview, explicit informed consent was obtained.

Data collection took place between June and October 2019. All
interviews were conducted in person, lasted a maximum of about an
hour, were digitally recorded, and fully transcribed.

4.4 Data analysis procedures

For data analysis, general procedures outlined by Cresswell
(2009) and Amado (2013) were followed. Transcriptions were
inserted into the webQDA software for analysis, following Costa
and Amado (2018) guidelines.

To ensure research credibility were adopted strategies:
triangulation, peer review, and member check (Merriam, 2009).

4.5 Contextualization of the Peer
Mentoring Circle program

To identify the support needs of mentees, Person-Centered
Planning was used in a meeting with the mentees at the beginning of
the 2018-2019 academic year. This study focuses on academic support
and the Peer Mentoring Circle model for the provision of this type
of support.

A program was developed to implement this model, with
components detailed in Table 1.

The program focused on providing support in curricular activities
inside and outside the classroom.

5 Results

The data was generated based on the analysis of the perceptions
of two mentees and seven mentors from the two Peer Mentoring
Circles - TEC Circle and ART Circle, along with the facilitator’s
diary records.

Through the data analysis, two categories emerged:

— A - components of the peer mentoring circle program.
— B - experiences of the members in the peer mentoring circles.

Within category A, four subcategories were found: Support
Operation, Communication Medium, Role of Mentors, Role of the
Facilitator, and their respective indicators.

The category B was branched into six subcategories: Mentoring
Relationship, Interaction, Support in Curricular Activities Inside the
Classroom, Support in Curricular Activities Outside the Classroom,
Mutual Support, Perceived Results of Support, and their
respective indicators.
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TABLE 1 Peer Mentoring Circles program implemented in 2018-2019.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1362752

Peer Mentoring Circles program (2018-2019)

Provide support opportunities for Students-Participants with ID in curricular activities, both inside and outside the classroom, in the university

environment.
Goals
Foster the development of skills for Students-Participants with ID.
Promote authentic relationships between individuals with and without disabilities.
Type of support Academic support - assistance in curricular activities, both inside and outside the classroom.

Circle duration One semester

Mentees - Students-Participants with ID.

Structure of

Mentoring Circle

Mentors — volunteer students from the courses attended by Students-Participants with ID.

In each circle, there is a mentor responsible for communication and mediation among all members, including the facilitator.

Facilitator - professional.

Recruitment of

Mentors are recruited, by the facilitator, from the classes of the courses attended by the Students-Participants, based on the consent of the responsible

mentors teaching faculty.
Fostering a good relationship among the Circle members.
Roles of the Monitoring and support of mentees in curricular activities inside the classroom, including assistance with note-taking.
mentors Support of mentees in curricular activities outside the classroom, in projects and tasks.
Checking understanding of content and task instructions and explaining them during support sessions outside and inside the classroom.
Recruitment of mentors.
Roles of the Monitoring the mentoring process, involving listening to the support needs of the Circle members to ensure a response to those needs.
facilitator Support and guidance for mentors.
Collecting feedback regarding the mentoring process and analyzing it.
Recruitment of mentors.
Identification of support needs for mentees and mentors.
Stages of the Regular monitoring of mentoring: meetings with (i) mentors for the provision of information, guidance, and support strategies; (ii) all members for
program providing information about the mentoring circle.
Mentoring activities.
Evaluation of the program.
Communication
E.g. email, mobile phone, Messenger, WhatsApp.
methods

Functioning of

Support in curricular activities in the classroom: e.g., being alongside the mentee, clarification of doubts, explanation of tasks.

support and

Weekly basis in-person meetings, on the university campus, with an average duration of 1 hour. In some weeks, the intensity may change according to the

activities academic support needs of the mentees and the availability of mentors.
Program

i Evaluation of the program through the collection of data about the mentoring circles, using interviews and the facilitator’s diary, and its analysis.
evaluation

The Table 2 illustrates the matrix of categories, subcategories,
and indicators.

5.1 A — components of the Peer Mentoring
Circle program

5.1.1 Al — functioning of support

5.1.1.1 Face-to-face meetings

The Circles’ meetings were in-person meetings on weekly
basis, in the university campus, with an average duration of
1 hour. In some weeks, the frequency could change according to
the academic support needs of the mentees and the availability
of mentors.

In this context, one mentor reported, “we always tried to have a
meeting” (M3_TEC), continuing to state that “we were always
with PS1”

Frontiers in Education

5.1.1.2 Provision of support

Concerning on the provision of support, one mentor from the
TEC Circle mentioned, “I do not think a separate support, you already
had yours, from your mom, and then ours” (M3_TEC). Her discourse
highlights the support provided (i) by the facilitator (who also had the
role of a tutor in the project of which this study is a part), (ii) by the
mentee’s mother (at home, as mentioned by the mentee herself), and
(iii) by the mentors.

5.1.2 A2 — means of communication

5.1.2.1 Use of social networks

Various means of communication were used like as email, mobile
phone, Messenger, WhatsApp.

The use of social networks as a communication among the
members of the Peer Mentoring Circles was evidenced in the narrative
of PS1, saying, “I ended up talking to M3_TEC and M2_TEC on
Facebook” (PS1_10_09_19).
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TABLE 2 Integrated matrix of categories, subcategories, and indicators.

Categories ‘ Subcategories ‘ Indicators

A1 - Functioning of Face-to-face meetings

support Provision of support

A2 - Means of

A - Components Use of social networks

communication
of Peer Mentoring

A3 - Main role of Supporting the mentees in the

Program

the mentors learning process

A4 - Main role of
Continuos support to mentors
the facilitator

Partnership relation
B1 - Mentoring

relationship Quality of the mentoring

relationship

Initial interaction
B2- Interaction
Informal interaction

Being by the mentee’s side for
B3 - Support in support
curricular activities Explanation of content/task

inside the classroom | instructions and clarification of

B - Experience of doubts

participants in

B4 - Support in Support in academic tasks

Peer Mentoring

curricular activities Support in the use of digital

Circles

outside classroom technologies

B 5 - Mutual support | Mentees support to mentors

Positive experience

Development of friendships with

peers of the same age

B6 - Perceived
Development of skills
results of support

Efficiency of mentoring
Sustainability of the relationship

post-mentoring

5.1.3 A3 — main role of the mentors

5.1.3.1 Supporting mentees in the learning process
Mentors were assigned various roles such as fostering a good
relationship among the Circle members, as well as support of mentees
in curricular activities inside and outside the classrooms.
In the perception of one mentor, her main role was “I am here to
help” (M3_TEC), supporting the mentee. Helping to learn, a mentor
of the other Circle said, “we helped her learn” (M3_ART).

5.1.4 A4 — main role of the facilitator

5.1.4.1 Continuous support to mentors

The facilitator had diverse roles such as monitoring the mentoring
process, involving listening to the support needs of the Circle members
to ensure a response to those needs, support, and guidance for
mentors, collecting feedback regarding the mentoring process and
analyzing it.

The main role of the facilitator was witnessed by one of the
mentors in regarding a continuous support. One mentor said that the
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facilitator “always made herself available to help us. I think it was the
most appropriate. She supported us all the time, she was always willing
and supportive” (M1_TEC).

5.2 B — experiences of members in the
Peer Mentoring Circles

5.2.1 B1 — mentoring relationship
The partnership relation and the quality of the mentoring
relationship are indicators of the mentoring relationship.

5.2.1.1 Partnership relation

The intention was for the Circle members to establish authentic
and equal partnerships through mentoring. As noted in the narratives
of some mentors from both Circles, treating everyone equally seems
to have contributed to the development of a genuine partnership. One
mentor indicated, “they [PS1 and PS2] should be treated exactly like
anyone else, so I think we always tried that they did not, did not feel
left out” (M1_ART). Consistently, a mentor from the other Circle
mentioned that it is important to “not be treated like ‘oh poor girl for
having this, but to be treated the same way” (M3_TEC).

5.2.1.2 Quality of the mentoring relationship

Regarding the TEC Circle, according to PS1, the relationships
“were good” (PS1_10_09_19). One of the mentors corroborated by
expressing, “the relationship we created with PS1, without a doubt,
with PS1” (M2_TEC), was considered good.

One of the mentees from the ART Circle said about her mentors,
“I love them” (PS2_egl). This mentee reinforced at another time, “I
like my colleagues. They make me laugh. They are very playful, say a
lot of jokes, I like everything” (PS2_27_05_19). Two mentors from this
Circle expressed agreement with PS2’s narrative by saying, “I really
liked PS2 because she talked a lot, was very dear to us, always wanted
to share her food with us” (M3_ART). Another mentor reported that
PS2 “always asked if we were okay” (M2_ART).

5.2.2 B2 - interaction

Although interaction occurred throughout the semester in the Peer
Mentoring Circles, the narratives emphasized the interaction at the
beginning of the semester and the informal interaction experienced
outside of mentoring, as evidenced by the extracts presented below.

5.2.2.1 Initial interaction

One mentor said, “at first, it was difficult, but as the conversation
unfolded” (M2_TEC), continuing to say that “then the interaction
with her became much easier” Another mentor from the same Circle
reported that PS1 was initially more reserved, however, “in the end,
she talked about everything and anything” (M3_TEC). This mentor
believes that “maybe she was afraid to speak because we could reprove
her comments”

This judgment, although hypothetical, seems to reflect the
possibility that PS1 considered a hierarchical mentor-mentee
relationship; however, this was not evident. On the other side, as
mentioned earlier, evidence of a partnership relationship emerged.
According to a mentor from the other Circle, PS1 and PS2 “were a bit
shy at the beginning, but I think it’s normal because in the end, they
were more comfortable with us” (M3_ART).
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5.2.2.2 Informal interaction

PS2 described one of the moments experienced with the mentors
during the break of one of the classes, expressing: “first, we went to
have a coffee, then we went to the ATM, and then we went to buy
chewing gum for a girl who was sick, but there were no chewing gums.
Then we went back to the room” (PS2_27_05_19).

5.2.3 B3 — support in curricular activities inside
the classroom

Concerning support in curricular activities inside the classroom,
evidence related to the roles had by the mentors emerged, which is
quoted below.

5.2.3.1 Being by the mentee’s side to support

Regarding the support provided in the classroom, one of the
mentors indicated, “I am by her side to support her, for whatever she
wants” (M3_TEC).

5.2.3.2 Explanation of content/task instructions and
clarification of doubts

Throughout the semester, the facilitator had the opportunity to
observe the support provided by the mentors inside the classroom of
the ART course. In some classes, the facilitator observed the mentors’
answering questions from the mentees; in other classes, she noticed
the mentor’s providing information and explaining resources of the
course to the mentees (e.g., FD_Apr19; FD_May19). In one class, the
facilitator observed one of the mentors explaining to the mentees how
to synthesize the text Homero by Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen
for use in the theatrical piece (FD_May19).

In this scope, PS1 shared that: “I was talking to M3_TEC and
talking to M2_TEC and M1_TEC, looking for a way to get the work
done and also to present it” (PS1_10_09_19).

5.2.4 B4 — support in curricular activities outside
the classroom

The support provided by the mentors in curricular activities
outside the classroom was evident in the narratives of both mentees
and mentors.

5.2.4.1 Support in academic tasks

The narrative of PS1 revealed support in academic tasks when she
mentioned, “I joined them to talk about children,” adding in her
speech, “I had the conversation with M3_TEC and talked to M2_TEC
and M1_TEC, figuring out a way to do the work to present it too”
(PS1_10_09_19).

At another time, PS1 said, “I would agree with M3_TEC and
M2_TEC, talking about the work” (PS1_eg2).

5.2.4.2 Support in the use of digital technologies

Support in the use of digital technologies was evident in a mentor’s
account when she indicated, “one of us would always stay to help her
with the computer” (M2_TEC).

5.2.5 B5 — mutual support
5.2.5.1 Mentee’s support to mentors

In the mentoring circles, in addition to the support from mentors
to mentees, there was also support from mentees to mentors, as
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revealed in the following quoted excerpts. PS1 said, “I also calmed
down the colleagues who were always a bit nervous, helped them”
(PS1_10_09_19). This testimonial was corroborated by two mentors,
as seen in the speech of M1_TEC when mentioning that “in the end,
she was always ‘calm, calm, it will go well;“and in the narrative of
M3_TEC when she said, “she was the one who calmed us in those
situations,” particularly before oral presentations in class. Another
mentor from the same Circle also mentioned, “all the help she gave us”

(M2_TEC).

5.2.6 B6 — perceived results of the support
There is evidence regarding the outcomes of the support provided
by the mentors to the mentees.

5.2.6.1 Positive experience

The narratives reflect that the Mentoring Circle experience was
positive for both: the mentees and the mentors.

One mentor affirmed, “PS1 was almost always happy, and it’s very
good to see that” (M2_TEC). In turn, PSI shared, “since I met M3_
TEC and the others, it has been the best experience of my life”
(PS1_egl).

One of the mentors TEC Circle revealed that “it was a new life
experience that I had” and “it was very enriching; I loved this
experience” (M3_TEC).

One mentor of the ART Circle said that “it’s a good experience for
them as much as it is for us” (M2_ART). These testimonies suggest
positive feelings regarding the role played as mentors.

5.2.6.2 Development of friendships with peers of the
Ssame age

In a broad set of discourses, there is evidence of the development
of a friendship relationship among the members of the mentoring
circles. PS1 said, “I made friends” (PS1_10_09_19). When asked again,
the same mentee reinforced, “since I met them [mentors], they are in
my heart” (PS1_egl).

The perceptions of the mentors corroborate this, indicating that
“she could have friends her age;” and she gradually felt at ease with
these new friends, as “she came to us and shared her news” (M1_
TEC). Specifically, “she told us about her work and having a boyfriend
she likes a lot and all the conversations she had with us and that
we had with her” (M2_TEC). The same mentor said that created “a
very good friendship” with PS1.

5.2.6.3 Development of skills

There is evidence of the development of mentees skills,
particularly in communication and increased self-confidence. One
mentor mentioned that the mentees improved “communication with
other people” (M3_ART). One of the mentors of other Circle stated in
relation to PSI that “I think she has evolved a lot in being in front of
an audience and talking” (M1_TEC). The same mentor reiterated that
“she gained public speaking skills, I think that was all positive points
for PS1”

In this context, PS1 shared that she felt “more confident”
(PS1_10_09_19).

5.2.6.4 Efficiency of mentoring

There is evidence indicating the efficiency of mentoring. One
mentor testified, “I think we managed” (M1_TEC) to support PS1 in

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1362752
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Maia et al.

curricular activities. Another mentor from the same Circle reported
on the progress of the mentee, saying, “her process was noticeable”
(M2_TEC). Recognizing the mentoring as a process in evolution, PS1
mentioned that it was a process “gradually, over time” (PS1_eg2). In a
final comment on the mentoring process, the other mentee affirmed,
“Idid it” (PS2_25_03_19).

— Continuity of the relationship after mentoring.
— Sustainability of the relationship post-mentoring.

There are obvious signs of the continuity of the relationship
developed after the Mentoring Circle ended at the end of the
semester. One mentor from the ART Circle shared that one of the
mentees “always says hello to me when she meets me,” adding that
“recently I met her, and she said hello, she talked to me” (M2_
ART). The narrative of a mentor from the other Circle corroborated
the continuity of the relationship, saying, “it was good because
besides being classmates, she is a friend that we will take for life, as
she has already told us” (M3_TEC). This student further
emphasized in her speech that PS1 “now sees us on the street, and
it’s a party”

6 Discussion

The literature shows that the Peer Mentoring Circles model is a
way to assist students with support needs through peers. The group of
mentors providing support forms the Mentoring Circles. Each circle
corresponds to a specific type of support and may have a variable
number of mentors. In turn, the number of circles depends on the
support needs of the mentee.

To understand the perceptions of mentees and their mentors
about the experiences in the Mentoring Circles, two categories
emerged: components of the Mentoring Circles program and
experiences of the Mentoring Circles.

The generated data show evidence of the main components of a
mentoring program in Higher Education, such as the functioning of
support, means of communication, and the roles of mentors and
the facilitator.

The perceived experiences within the Mentoring Circles were
branched into mentoring relationship, interaction, support in
curricular activities both inside and outside the classroom, mutual
support, and perceived outcomes of the support provided
by mentors.

It is observed that the Circles were homogeneous as their
members were all female. However, the classes they belonged to were
also predominantly composed of female students. The systematic
review conducted by Carter and McCabe (2021) revealed that among
2,670 mentors, the majority were female. In this context, Griffin et al’s
(2016) study showed a reduced number of male students volunteering
for the mentor role. Since this study focused on academic support, it
seems that gender was not a significant characteristic of the mentor
that influenced the outcomes, as no references to this data emerged.
However, this characteristic may become a challenge in mentoring, as
mentioned by Terrion and Leonard (2007). For example, if a male
student (mentee) requires support in daily campus activities, it may
need a mentor of the same gender to assist (e.g., accompanying to the
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restroom). In such cases, having male volunteers may be essential to
assign mentors of the same gender.

It is noted that one of the means of communication used by a
mentee was Messenger. This data seems to be related to the expansion
of her social networks, as the use of this platform can contribute to the
continuation of social interactions between former mentors
and mentees.

The perceived experiences of the Circle members included the
mentoring relationship. In this context, it appears that the developed
partnership may be due to recognizing Circle members as individuals
with similar interests and/or goals, equalizing the relationship and
promoting a natural partnership, as shown by the generated data.
These findings are consistent with the results of studies by Jones and
Goble (2012) and Krech-Bowles and Becht (2022).

The facilitator, in the initial meeting with the mentors, by
providing information about the learning profiles and individual
attributes of the mentees, as well as support strategies, may have led
the mentors to become familiar with some of the characteristics of the
mentees, which may have contributed to the good relationship
developed by the Circle members. Kelley and Westling’s (2013) study
emphasize this correlation, highlighting the importance of mentors
being informed about the people they will support from the beginning
of the process.

The generated data suggest that the initial interaction may have
been a challenge for the Circle members because one of the mentees
appeared reserved, and, on the other hand, one of the mentors thought
she might fear reprimands. This assumption may be due to the
mentee’s nervousness, as well as the mentor’s lack of knowledge of how
to “break the ice” However, it is evident from the perceived
experiences that this situation only occurred at the beginning of the
mentoring process. Thus, to facilitate the initial interaction, the study
by Workman and Green (2019) recommends organizing an informal
initial meeting so that mentees can get to know their mentors. This
meeting can promote “ice-breaking” activities, as well as an
opportunity for exchanging information (e.g., contacts) among
Circle members.

Kelley and Westling (2013) mention that many mentors start
mentoring with some hesitation, but over time, the majority express
satisfaction in interacting with mentees, finding more similarities than
differences. Spontaneous and natural interaction observed between a
mentee and her mentors, occurring informally outside mentoring, can
act as a catalyst for promoting a more significant partnership.

The generated data highlight support in curricular activities both
inside and outside the classroom. The perceptions of the Circle
members emphasize the reciprocity in the mentor-mentee relationship
through mutual support, in line with the findings of the study by
Rillotta et al. (2022). The mentees’ support for the mentors may have
contributed to the partnership relationship, where they helped each
other, regardless of their roles.

In this study, mentoring appears to be a positive experience for all
members of both mentoring Circles, in accordance with the results of
studies by Kelley and Westling (2013) and Rillotta et al. (2020, 2022).

Perceived outcomes of support include some of the mentoring
benefits mentioned in the literature (e.g., Griffin et al., 2016; Cardinot
and Flynn, 2022), such as relationship and skill development.

These demonstrated benefits may have facilitated the authentic
inclusion of mentees in university life.
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The generated data reveal that mentoring Circles support the
development of communication skills, as corroborated by the results
of studies by Cardinot and Flynn (2022), Felton-Busch et al. (2013),
and Rillotta et al. (2020) and self-confidence in line with the mentoring
base mentioned by Klamma et al. (2022).

Data analysis evidenced the development of friendships among
Circle members, in line with the results of studies by Kelley and
Westling (2013) and Griffin et al. (2016). The mentees had the
opportunity for regular interaction, during an academic semester,
with peers of the same age who guided them. It seems that this
interaction contributed to the development of friendships, as
perceived through their experiences.

With evidence of the efficiency of the support, it is believed that
the mentoring Circles program is an effective way to address the
diverse needs of university students with and without disabilities.

Overall, the generated data seem to converge both within and
between the two mentoring Circles. Through the perceived
experiences of Circle members, it appears that a “space” was created
where authenticity, reciprocity, and empathy served as a foundation
for creating friendships and their continuation after the conclusion
of mentoring.

The generated data indicate that the Peer Mentoring Circles
contributed to the development of mentees’ skills, as well as the
formation of friendships that are expected to endure beyond mentoring.
However, it is noted that the perceived challenge in the experienced
mentoring process was in the initial interactions. Thus, it is
recommended to initiate the Circles with an informal meeting involving
“ice-breaking” activities to facilitate interaction among the members.

The main aim of this Peer Circle Mentoring was academic
support. However, other suppots can be provided by peer mentors
such as support in (i) professional development; (ii) social
development; (iii) personal development; (iv) the academic/
community context. These mentor responsibilities are detailed in the
Table 3.

TABLE 3 Responsibilities of mentors according to the type of support.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1362752

While this study offers insights, it does have limitations. The
small number of peer mentors and mentees, as well as their gender
homogeneity, along with the specific nature of the HEI where the
study was conducted, limit the generalizability of the findings.
However, despite these constraints, the study underscores the positive
experiences associated with peer mentoring and suggests potential
benefits that could inform future research and program
implementation in other HEIs. Thus, it is believed that there is a
feasibility of transferability in the sense of transferring the knowledge
constructed to other academic contexts.

This article focused on the perceived outcomes of the support
provided by mentors (and not on the effects on the mentors
themselves), with potential implications for the inclusion of students
with ID in HEIs, an area in need of development.

However, future research could focus on understanding the effects
(immediate and longitudinal) on Mentoring Circles’ members. It would
be important to analyze the friendships that develop from mentoring
relationships and investigate if these relationships persist over time.
Additionally, research could explore whether mentoring influences the
professional paths of former mentors, clarifying its impact.

Based on the correlation between the generated data and the
literature contributions mentioned in the theoretical context (e.g.,
Jones and Goble, 2012; Kelley and Westling, 2013; Griffin et al., 2016;
Workman and Green, 2019; Krech-Bowles and Becht, 2022), the
proposal of the Peer Mentoring Circles program emerges, its
components, and stages are detailed in the Tables 4, 5.

7 Conclusion

The number of students with disabilities, including those with
intellectual disability, has been increasing in Higher Education.
However, merely opening the doors of Higher Education Institutions
is not sufficient, as the literature indicates the need to provide support

Type of support Responsibilities of the mentor

= Monitoring the mentee during classes.

Academic support:
communication with peers.
support in curricular
m Review of class content.
activities, during classes
m Assistance in using graphic organizers.
and/or outside of
= Support for assignments to be done outside of classes.
classes
m Assistance in the use of technologies.

m Support in the development of academic skills.

m Assistance in classes through, e.g., note-taking; checking understanding of content and task instructions and explaining them; support in

Support in professional | ® Support in internship/work placement experiences.

development m Assistance in the development of professional skills.

Support in social

= Support in participating in extracurricular activities at the institution (e.g., sports).

m Assistance in participating in social events at the institution.

development
= Support in the development of social skills.
Support in personal m Support in literacy skills (e.g., digital literacy, financial literacy, health literacy).
development m Assistance in the development of personal skills.
Support in the = Support in daily life activities on campus (e.g., lunch).
academic/community m Assistance in accessing public transportation.
context = Support in university residence.
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TABLE 4 Program proposal for Peer Mentoring Circles in Higher Education.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1362752

Peer Mentoring Circles program

Providing support opportunities for peers.

Promoting the development of skills.

Support in the academic/community environment.

Main goals

Fostering authentic relationships.

Contributing to the integration, academic success, and well-being of the mentee in university life.

Academic support; Support in professional development; Support in social development; Support in personal development.
Type of support

Circle duration Semestral.

Mentee - student at the higher education institution with support needs.

Structure of Mentoring

Circle

Mentors - volunteer students from the higher education institution to provide support.

In each Circle, there is a mentor responsible for communication and mediation among all members, including the facilitator.

Facilitator - professional.

Promotion of mentor

recruitment

The promotion can be carried out through various means such as: (i) on campus spaces; (ii) through the communication channels of the higher
education institution; (iii) on the institution’s social media; (iv) at institution events; (v) through the student association; (vi) through HEI

services; (vii) in a class of Curricular Units, with the consent of the teaching staff.

Roles of the mentors
promote the development of cross-cutting skills.

The mentor should provide support according to the expressed needs of the mentee, foster a good relationship among the circle members, and

Recruitment of mentors.
Key roles of the circle

facilitator Support and guidance for mentors.

Monitoring the peer mentoring process, involving listening to the support needs of the Circle members to ensure a response to those needs.

Collection of feedback regarding the mentoring process and its analysis.

Dissemination of mentor recruitment.

Identification of support needs for each mentee.
Composition of mentoring circles.

Stages of the program
Implementation of training program for mentors.
Regular monitoring of mentorship.

Mentoring activities.

Program evaluation.

Recruitment of mentors and establishment of a mentor pool.

Training designed for

mentors

Mentors will participate in a training program and/or in information and training sessions on relevant topics requested by them.

Communication

methods

E.g. email, mobile phone, WhatsApp, Zoom, platform for continuous communication through discussion forums and announcements.

Operation of supports

outside the classroom

Weekly regular in-person meetings (the most recommended format) or online, with an average duration of one hour. In some weeks, the

intensity may vary according to the support needs of the mentees. The location of the support will be defined by the members of the Circle.

Program evaluation

Regular (biweekly) collection of feedback from mentors through a Mentor Diary (notes/considerations), its analysis, and feedback return.

Meetings with the group of mentors for reflections on the mentoring process (e.g., listening to support needs, suggestions for improvement).

Final deliberations and evaluation of the program (e.g., report, interview/questionnaire with Circle members)

for their academic success. In this regard, peers can have a crucial role
in the inclusion and learning of these students in the university context.

Peer Mentoring Circle is one support mechanism that can give to
students with ID the opportunity to receive guidance from their peers.

The data from this study suggests that have benefits for the
mentees and the experiences of the Mentoring Circles were positive,
not only for mentees, but also for mentors.

The benefits for the mentees were emerged in the narratives such
as the development of skills and friendships.

From a logistical perspective, according to Griffin et al. (2016),
most inclusive university programs for this population have limited
capacity in terms of personnel and funding, making volunteer mentors
even more valuable. With the commitment of student volunteers, this
model reduces the amount of formal support needed from university
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services, which already have an extensive workload. Additionally, this
model facilitates the authentic inclusion of students with disabilities
in university life, as mentees not only met for curricular support but
also socialized outside mentoring.

The experiences and perspectives shared by the members of the
Circles in this study are valuable because there have been few other
studies conducted till the present date. The experiences of these
members can be used to inform the development of mentoring
programs work in IHEs to support students with ID in universities
through undergraduate peer mentors.

It is advocated to invest in the transfer and expansion of the Peer
Mentoring Circles program proposal to other HEIS, catering not only
to students with disability but also to those with other support needs,
such as international students.
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TABLE 5 Proposed steps for the peer mentoring circles program.

Stage 1 — Promotion of mentor recruitment

In Stage 1, the program will be promoted to recruit mentors. Promotion can be carried out through various means, such as: (i) on-campus spaces; (ii) through the HET's
communication channels; (iii) on the institution’s social media networks; (iv) at HEI events; (v) through the student association; (vi) through HEI services.

In addition, the program can also be promoted for mentor recruitment in two other ways, as outlined below. In one of the initial classes of the course, with the consent of the
faculty responsible for those classes, the facilitator will give a brief presentation of the mentoring circle program and the description of mentor roles, according to the type of
support. This aims to recruit mentors during the class, and the facilitator will share contact information for subsequent communication of the decision made by the students.
Another approach could involve providing information to faculty staff (e.g., from scientific areas such as health, psychology, education) about the opportunity for the
mentoring program to be integrated as a practice/internship within the course or as part of a pedagogical methodology (e.g., service-learning). The mentor’s work should

be recognized by the HEI (e.g., acknowledgment of volunteer work in the diploma supplement).

Stage 2 — Recruitment of mentors and establishment of a mentor pool

In Stage 2, after expressing interest in becoming a mentor, individuals will fill out a form/questionnaire with information about their interests, individual attributes, weekly

availability, previous mentoring experience, preferred type of support, and support needs. A mentor pool will be created from the list of interested students.

Stage 3 — Identification of support needs for each mentee
In the Stage 3 is necessary to identify the attributes, preferred learning style, and support needs of each mentee. At the beginning of each semester, mentees are invited to

participate in a Person-Centered Planning (PCP) meeting to determine their individual goals and the type of support needed.

Stage 4 — Structure of the mentoring circles

The information gathered in the previous stages will be used to form the Mentoring Circles. This composition is based on the support needs of each mentee. The group of
mentors providing support to a mentee forms the student’s (mentee’s) Mentoring Circle. The number of mentors in each Circle may vary. Each Circle should have a responsible
mentor who acts as a liaison between the Circle members and the facilitator. Each Circle corresponds to a type of support (e.g., academic, social). The number of Circles for
each mentee will depend on their support needs. Therefore, based on the support needs of each mentee and depending on the characteristics, preferences, and weekly
availability of mentors, the assignment will be made to form the student’s/duo/trio Mentoring Circle. Referring to the taxonomy of mentor characteristics by Terrion and

Leonard (2007) could facilitate this assignment. As an illustrative example, suppose a mentee needed two types of support—(1) academic support in a specific scientific course,

and (2) support in social development—then this mentee could have two Mentoring Circles.

Stage 5 — Enabling of the training program for mentors

Mentors will participate in a training program and/or information and training sessions (e.g., webinars) on relevant topics. These topics will emerge through the identification
of mentors’ support needs. The training program may include detailed information on mentor roles, the mentoring relationship, expectations, guidelines for effective
collaboration, examples of support strategies, problem-solving scenarios, ethical considerations, and technologies. To promote the desired balance in mentoring relationships,
as well as authentic connections, some information and training sessions may be conducted for mentors and mentees to participate together and learn from each other.
Regardless of the type of support, mentors should attend at least one social event (relevant to all) on the university campus. After a semester of experience (minimum) as
mentors, they may be invited to contribute to the training program by sharing their experiences and providing mentorship suggestions/guidance. It is suggested to create a
mentor guidebook to (i) outline program guidelines and procedures, (ii) provide information on the roles and responsibilities of mentors and mentees, and (iii) provide

contact information.

Stage 6 — Regular mentoring follow-up

The Stage 6 will be continuously developed throughout the mentoring process. In each Mentoring Circle, two types of groups will be created on a social network (the preferred network
for Circle members): one for communication between mentors and the facilitator, and another for communication among all Circle members. These groups aim to serve as a means for
providing information, clarifying doubts, discussing schedule changes, and addressing other aspects. Mentors will be encouraged to contact the facilitator whenever they face challenges,
needs, concerns, or difficulties in supporting the mentees. This communication can result in a prompter response and more efficient support from the facilitator to the mentor. These
communication channels will enable regular monitoring by the course team, ensuring ongoing suitability and timely response to any issues that may arise.

Meetings with mentors

Information will be provided to mentors regarding: (i) the mentee’s learning profile (e.g., preferred learning style); and (ii) the roles to be performed. The communication
channel with the facilitator will be established. A mentor will be appointed to mediate between the facilitator and the group of mentors.

Meetings with members of the mentoring circle

Information on the functioning of the Mentoring Circle, the roles, and responsibilities of mentors and mentees will be provided. A means of communication among the Circle

members will be established. Meetings with Circle members will be conducted whenever necessary to address any concerns, challenges, and progress. It is recommended to

facilitate an initial informal gathering (e.g., through a shared snack/lunch) to enhance the initial interaction among Circle members, which may include icebreaker activities.

Stage 7 — Mentoring activities

This stage will occur throughout the mentoring process and will consist of activities developed based on the support needs of each mentee.

Stage 8 — Program evaluation

This stage will be continuously developed throughout the mentoring process. Mentors will be encouraged to engage in a reflective process on their mentoring experiences
through a Mentor Diary. This instrument should take the form of regular biweekly entries, incorporating the following members: (i) reflection on the provided support, (ii)
summary of activities undertaken, (iii) information about mentees (e.g., involvement, progress), challenges, concerns, doubts, suggestions for improvement. The diaries will
be sent to the facilitator via email for analysis, and feedback will be provided to the mentors. Meetings will be held with the mentor group of each Circle (e.g., monthly) to
reflect on the mentoring process (e.g., addressing support needs, strengths and weaknesses, challenges, improvement suggestions). A final reflection and program evaluation
will be conducted through targeted data collection from Circle members (e.g., report, interview, questionnaire) and its analysis given that mentees generally progress over time

(Griffin et al., 2016), Mentoring Circles should be reviewed at the end of each semester based on mentees’ support needs.
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