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Student engagement is linked to student success and shaped by the availability of student support
through their academic journeys. Improving engagement with adequate support strategies is a
continuous challenge for open and distance learning (ODL) institutions. However, there is limited
understanding of how student engagement experience can be influenced by a support team outside
the instructional context of faculty presence. In 2020, the Open Polytechnic (OP) Te Piikenga, a
specialist provider of open distance education in New Zealand, implemented a three-tiered
framework for student support. This system includes technology-supported mentoring
interventions that are aligned to, and separate from, academic faculty support; the mentoring
system gives students access to consistent engagement opportunities during their course journeys.
The current project examines how students perceived these mentoring interventions, and this
paper specifically examines the perceptions of newly enrolled online students on their experiences
of the mentoring interventions during onboarding. Students in two introductory level block
courses participated in an online, qualitative survey and their responses were thematically
analysed following a deductive approach. Key themes in the data were related to the concepts of
transactional presence and emotional engagement. These findings demonstrate the value of
complementary non-academic support during student onboarding.
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Introduction

Student success does not arise by chance. It is the result of an intentional, structured, and
proactive set of strategies that are coherent and systematic in nature and carefully aligned to the
same goal (Tinto, 2009, p. 10).

Open and distance learning (ODL) institutions often implement flexible learner-centric approaches to facilitate a
diverse range of learners to balance their studies with other commitments (Seelig et al., 2019). Especially for
many part-time and adult learners, ODL offers a convenient and flexible education model that enriches students’
independent-learning experiences by placing them at the centre (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). However, ODL
can impose additional demands on students to be self-directed, motivated, and independent learners (Fotiadou et
al., 2017; Simpson, 2008). While some students can manage on their own, others may find it difficult and need
support alongside their study journeys. The wide range of different needs may suggest that the students’ study
background determines student persistence or dropout; however, the ODL literature (e.g., Delnoij et al., 2020;
Rotar, 2022) has identified several individual, environmental, and institutional barriers for online students’
commitment to their studies. Indeed, as Woodley (2004) stated “dropout rate is likely to be determined by both
the nature of the student intake and the characteristics of the host course/institution” (p. 53). Furthermore, while
Simpson (2004) noted that “some dropout is beyond the power of any institution to influence” (p. 81), an
institution’s proactive, timely, and supportive actions can assist those who would otherwise dropout (Simpson,
2013). There is a large literature on learner support and several ways in which learner support can be understood
and practised. (e.g., Crawley & Fetzner, 2013; Hutton & Robson, 2019; Ludwig-hardman & Dunlap, 2003;
Maijo, 2018; Nichols, 2010). Shin (2003) provides a useful way of thinking about learner support as a means to
enhance “Transactional Presence”, defined as “the degree to which a distance student perceives the availability
of, and connectedness with, people in his/her educational setting” (p. 71). Shin argued that learning outcomes
improve when students know that support services are available and when they feel more connected with others
in the learning environment (i.e., teachers, student peers, and the institution itself). Another useful perspective
on learner support is provided by Simpson’s (2015) distance student model, which suggests that learner support
can take two forms: academic (e.g., developing the intellectual ability and learning skills) and non-academic
(e.g., dealing with time management and emotional challenges). While much research has been done on
academic support, the present paper focuses on non-academic support at the Open Polytechnic (OP) Te



Pukenga, a specialist provider of ODL.

Karp (2011) defined non-academic support "as services, interventions, and informal activities that help students
address the social, cultural, and otherwise implicit demands of college” (p. 3). The importance of non-academic
support is highlighted by research in the behavioural sciences that suggest success depends critically on many
aspects other than the learner’s cognitive (i.e., academic) ability (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015). Indeed, in her
review of factors influencing adult learners' experiences in tertiary education, Rotar (2020) concluded that
students expect institutions to be involved in both the social and academic dimensions of their learning.
Findings like this challenge the assumptions underlying the ‘independent learner’ concept in ODL and highlight
the importance of taking a holistic approach to student support, which incorporates complementary, non-
academic support strategies.

Non-academic support can also be understood using the concept of engagement, which allows for a wide range
of social and cognitive interventions, inside and outside the instructional context, and at various points of the
student’s journey. Bond and Bergdahl (2023) note that engagement is a meta-construct that unifies different
literatures and that can provide a richer picture of how students think, act, and feel. For example, interventions
that emphasise human connections are psychological and can be effective in influencing student engagement
when used within the context of existing structures (Yeager & Walton, 2011). Fredricks et al. (2004) discuss
engagement as a multifaceted concept that encompasses a range of interrelated behavioural, social, emotional,
and cognitive factors; they note that emotional engagement likely leads to increases in behavioural and cognitive
engagement, both of which affect subsequent achievement. While much research exists on the beneficial
outcomes of the connection between faculty and students in the instructional context, there is a limited
understanding of how students experience institutional support outside of the instructional context (Lemoine et
al., 2019; Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Ormond, 2018). Therefore, more research is needed to understand how
complementary support interventions can influence students’ course engagement at various points of their
student journeys.

Student mentoring programs are a form of support that aims to strengthen student engagement and relationship
building in the educational context (Nora & Crisp, 2007). Research shows that implementing a mentoring
system as an intervention strategy conveys the implicit message to learners that they are valued (Maharaj et al.,
2021) and that someone on the other end is paying attention (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). Therefore, to assess the
effectiveness of mentoring interventions, it is important to understand how the implemented support strategies
influence the experience of students and what they perceive to be effective, or high-quality support. The present
study explores the insights that student perceptions reveal about a complementary, technology-supported
mentoring intervention system offered at the Open Polytechnic (OP) Te Pakenga. The following section
describes the context and the study.

Context

The Open Polytechnic (OP) Te Piikenga offers various fully online programs and courses to over 35,000
students ranging from foundation through certificates and diplomas to degree level. Many of its students are
adults (86%), aged 25 years or over, study part-time (88%), and are in employment (77%; Open Polytechnic
Annual Report, 2021). As part of its ongoing commitment to ensure student success, OP has taken a holistic
approach to student support by implementing a technology-supported, three-tiered model of Learner
Engagement and Success Services (LESS) in 2020. Underpinned by the institution’s professional practice
standards, the design and development of LESS are informed by prior research on student engagement,
including Tinto’s theory (2009) of early intervention and Simpson’s (2013) proactive approach to supporting
students. Together, the three tiers of support address self-help, 24/7 support resources and services (Tier-1);
targeted "just-in-time" personal intervention (Tier-2); and long term, individual mentoring services (Tier-3). The
current qualitative study is situated within the Tier-2 context of the LESS framework.

The student support at Tier-2 is a complementary mentoring system that operates outside of iQualify, the OP’s
in-house Learning Management System. At the time of conducting this research, the mentoring system is based
upon five Success Criteria (SC) and assumes that exceptions to the SCs (e.g., deviations or distractions) can
occur because of temporary problems that can be resolved via timely interventions. Thus, the five SCs serve as
the basis for automated identification of learners that may benefit from mentor engagement (e.g., onboarding,
course progress, assignment due date reminders). Each intervention involves sending a personalised email to
their preferred email address inviting students to make a booking with a mentor using an attached calendar link.



This is then followed by sending a text message as an alert to their phone. This exception-based learner
engagement allows a designated mentor team to intervene for both general and targeted support.

The mentoring system is aligned with the core faculty’s teaching and learning support and other standard
support services of the institution (e.g., technical and library support). The mentor team work across the OP
portfolio of programs to provide a link between the student and the institution from when the student is enrolled
to the end of the course. There are two types of mentors:

1. On-boarding mentors, who are responsible for calling new students to OP who have booked an appointment
and also provide back-up support to the second group of in—course mentors.

2. In-course mentors, who are responsible for following up with students’ engagement and achievement
activities (e.g., students with low engagement or late assignment submission). They support students by
giving advice, advocating for, or referring students to other staff within OP.

In the present project, the overall aim is to examine the perceptions and experiences of both students and the
mentor staff on all SCs at Tier-2 across the span of a course. This present paper narrows the focus and examines
the perceptions of newly enrolled students on how the SC-1 mentoring interventions influenced their onboarding
experiences. Specifically, students new to OP receive a welcome email introducing onboarding services two
weeks before and after the course start date. The email is followed by a text to their phones, both of which allow
students to book a phone call with a mentor through an attached calendar link. After a phone call, students
receive a follow-up email with the information discussed during the call. This intervention is designed to assist
students in understanding how to navigate the resources and services in their online course.

Method

The study employed a qualitative survey to investigate the perceptions of newly enrolled students on the
mentoring support during their onboarding experience. Ethics approval to conduct the study was granted by the
OP’s Human Research Ethics Committee.

Recruitment and participants

The study population comprised of a total of 736 students from two 20-week block entry-level courses that
spanned from May to July of 2022. From the total, 375 students were newly enrolled to online study at OP, with
173 enrolled in a Real Estate course and 202 enrolled in a Business Administration course. Participation in the
study was anonymous and advertised by the course lecturers on the course forums. Students were offered an
option to enter a prize draw for one of ten $50 supermarket gift cards. A total of 146 students responded to the
survey, 120 of whom were newly enrolled.

Survey

The survey was hosted by Survey Monkey and open to students for six weeks (Sep-Oct, 2022). The survey
comprised of four sections containing four questions with sub-questions within. The survey asked respondents
to describe aspects of the interventions that were particularly helpful or not helpful for their course engagement
and covered: SC-1 (for newly enrolled students’ onboarding), SC-2 and SC-3 (for any students with low or no
engagement throughout the course progress), and SC-5 (for assignment reminders). The present paper reports
the results of the SC-1 mentoring intervention, which runs from two weeks before to two weeks after the course
start date.

As the mentoring interventions were targeted to students at selected SC levels on their course journey, the
survey was purposefully designed using a combination of close-ended and open-ended questions. The close-
ended questions provided basic descriptive data for each intervention and the open-ended questions allowed
students to provide detailed responses. An example of a pair of close-ended and open-ended questions is:

o Did you receive a welcome email from the Open Polytechnic inviting you to book a call with a student
mentor? Please select: Yes | No | Don’t remember | Does not apply (not a new student)

o If yes, what are your thoughts on receiving the welcome email to help you begin your online course?
Describe any aspects you found helpful or unhelpful.’



The present paper presents a thematic analysis of SC-1 data from students new to online study at OP.
Data analysis

A deductive thematic analysis of the data was conducted, guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
thematic framework for identifying codes and patterns. A deductive approach was chosen based on the
objectives of the SC-1 onboarding mentoring intervention; that was to proactively reach out and connect with
new students and set them up for their online study. Therefore, related literature on student support in ODL
served to inform the coding and grouping of data. Data were analysed manually in Excel. Respondent answers
to the open-ended questions were numbered and labelled with the course initials (e.g., #R for Real Estate and #B
for Business Administration).

Results and discussion
Responses to close-ended questions

Table 1: Responses from students newly enrolled at Open Polytechnic

Welcome On-boarding
Total survey email e-text On-boarding call not
Course responses received received call booked booked
Real Estate 60 47 16 18 23
Business Administration 86 73 25 28 37
Total 146 120 41 46 60

As shown in Table 1, a total of 146 students responded to the survey; of these, most (120; 82%) were hew
students to OP. Of the 120 new students who indicated that they received the welcome email, only 41 (34%)
indicated that they received the follow-up text message and 46 (38%) booked an appointment with the
onboarding mentor. This may suggest that many students were prepared for their online course or the welcome
email contained sufficient information to address their needs to start the course. Overall, the numbers may be
taken as indicative of the responses rather than as a measure of intervention outcome because mentor contact
was optional. In addition, students also had the alternative to reach out to an in-course mentor by making an
appointment or by emailing them at any time throughout their course. Once the onboarding process was
complete, the mentoring intervention system would move on to the next SC, which follows up on any student
who has little or no engagement after the first two weeks.

The effectiveness of support

The responses overall suggest that the mentoring intervention during onboarding was effective as an aid to
orienting newly enrolled students. In particular, the welcome email and subsequent phone call with mentors
were evaluated as an effective way to help students find necessary information and understand the expectations
of online learning:

Sometimes it's a quicker way to get help if you need it. (34B)

It was very helpful as talking to someone over the phone made it easier and understand the
expectations and where to find info etc. (68B).

Similar to other ODL contexts, OP serves a diversity of learner demographics with different needs. As new
online learners, some respondents also drew attention to their lack of initial knowledge of how online learning
or the New Zealand education system worked:

Yes. I appreciated the email especially as I hadn’t studied for a number of years. (64B)

I really liked receiving the welcome email. | do not know the New Zealand educational system and |
think it is a good start. (18B)



The quality of services that support students often shapes students’ learning experience (LaPadula, 2003) and, as
one of the first learner-support services they encounter, orientating new students to ODL plays an important role
in enhancing their learning (Lemoine et al., 2019). While self-help services may be available 24/7 on ODL
institution websites, it can be challenging for students to use them when they are new to online learning. The
present data confirm previous findings that new online students may struggle with, and require support for,
adjusting to the ODL environment (e.g., Stone & Springer, 2019). Specifically, a well-known challenge of ODL
is the feeling of anxiety for those new to the delivery mode as they negotiate both the content and the learning
experience through technology-mediated communication (Tyler-Smith, 2006). Thus, in addition to direct
academic support, providers of ODL need to design complementary interventions that match student needs. In
the present case, the mentoring interventions during onboarding were designed to support new online learners to
navigate the online systems. In the context of ODL, respondents also linked the design of the intervention with
one of the key benefits of ODL,; that is, the flexibility it allows students to manage study with their other
commitments (Seelig et al., 2019). An important component to the effectiveness of the mentoring intervention is
its convenience, as students were free to book the phone call to suit their own schedules:

I knew exactly when it was going to happen, was able to choose time that suited me best and was able to
prepare for the phone call. (67B).

In this regard, the technology, including the automated welcome email, follow-up text, and calendar link played
an important role in allowing students to schedule and prepare for the phone call.

However, the responses were not unanimously positive. One respondent who booked a phone call found it to be
unhelpful and redundant:

The call wasn't very helpful to be honest. The person | talked to just told me to log into the online
portal and go from there. (4B)

Other respondents who did not book a phone call with a mentor noted that they did not feel a need to do so.
However, rather than bringing the purpose of the mentoring intervention into question, these responses often
reflected the students’ confidence in finding and accessing the information by themselves:

I am competent in my learning that additional assistance is not required, only for assessing my
assessment material. (22R)

Yes.it was a good idea. It was useless for me because | figured out the online course myself. (58R)

Such responses may partly explain the low (38%) uptake of students who did book a phone call. As Dzakiria
(2005) highlighted, students may share broad demographic and situational similarities but each student
experiences the learning situation differently. Thus, the feedback demonstrates the importance of giving students
agency (Bandura, 1982, 2018) in the choice to access mentoring and other support services if and when they feel
like they need it:

| didn't feel the need. I did however reach out to the library staff who helped talk me through the
iQualify site - this was extremely helpful. (31R)

Indeed, the reason for the mentoring intervention is to offer complementary support, in addition to and aligned
with academic support.

The availability of support

Apart from the effectiveness of the mentoring intervention, many of the responses highlighted the importance of
just knowing that ‘there's support if needed’ (17B). These responses illustrate the importance of “availability”, a
key component of transactional presence (Shin, 2003). That is, the invitation to book a phone call with a mentor
contributed towards making the study environment feel more supportive:

Felt comfortable to begin the course with the knowledge that | had the contact info for help if |
required it (46B).



Being an online course it was nice to know that there are real people available to help. (64B)

Similarly, respondents who received a call from an onboarding mentor also expressed enthusiasm for being able
to talk with another human when they needed to:

Was great to have a real person to talk to, also to know that there will be real people available to
help if you need it during the course (62B)

The availability of support, and particularly support from a human mentor, was highlighted by a number of
respondents; for some, it served to distinguish the feeling of studying online alone with the feeling of being
supported:

Yes. It is a great way to Kick off the journey. Listening to a voice and getting that email makes the
distinction between only being online and still being taken care of. (46R)

Thus, for some students, the ability to connect, to talk with another human voice, and to seek help from another
human, enhanced a sense of connectedness and served to reassure them that their needs would be addressed.

Emotional engagement

Many of the responses also related to the “affective dimensions of the learning environment” (Tait, 2003, p. 4).
The value of the mentoring intervention as social and emotional support is made clear from the perspective of
newly enrolled learners who initially felt overwhelmed. This is highlighted in:

This helped me so much as im of a older generation and i was completely out of my depth. The
lady i spoke to was extremely helpful taking me step by step thru downloading ect. Definitely if
your new to online learning as i was this phone call makes all the difference. (82B).

Previous ODL reviews (Lee & Choi, 2011; Rotar, 2020) have identified inadequate preparation, among other
factors, as a contributor to feeling anxious or fearful, and suggested that students should be holistically
supported (Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009). Indeed, emotional and psychological support can play an important role
in student success (Andersen & West, 2021) and facets of students’ emotional engagement has been linked with
achievement-related outcomes via cognitive and behavioural engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004). Thus, it is
important that ODL providers also attend to the affective experiences of students.

In addition to reflecting on their own feelings, some respondents also expressed empathy for other students in
the courses:

It made me feel very welcome, that if other people struggle around the internet that they are taken
care of, that it covers a wide range of people. | loved it. (72B)

This suggests that the respondent felt a sense of community or transactional presence with their peers (Shin,
2003) in the course. Such a sentiment was echoed in other reflections:

It established the feeling that I was actually now part of the course (35R).
Overall, the responses in this study suggest that the provision of a proactive, interventional mentoring system is
effective in reaching out to students in a timely manner to address their informational and emotional needs in

preparation for their online study:

They gives contact details, they also explain me everything about the course and how to used it
before | start my course online. (7B)

It was very welcoming and informative and made me feel very supported on this journey. (70B)
This explicit acknowledgement of the mentoring intervention is noteworthy as previous case studies have found

students to be “sensitive to a lack of support services but not to the presence of support services” (Nichols, 2010,
p. 106). In the data from the current study, students expressed trust in getting their needs addressed ‘when



needed’ and reflected on how the mentoring intervention addressed their needs ‘on time’ and ‘in time’. Thus, for
many students, the availability of the onboarding mentors worked to enhance their sense of transactional
presence and reduce the ‘distance’ between students and the institution. In addition, the data also reflected a
level of emotional engagement that can be related to “a sense of belonging”, which Goodenow (1993) defines as
the “students’ sense of being accepted, valued, included, and encouraged by others” (p. 25). Similarly, the
expressions of emotion and the connection that students feel to the institution can be viewed as factors in the
psychosocial process of engagement that mediates student outcomes (Kahu, 2013). Student engagement is
multi-faceted and can be targeted with different forms of academic and non-academic interventions (Bowden et
al, 2019; Fredricks et al., 2004). Therefore, in line with Roberts’s (2018) suggestion that student support
systems should comprise of a broader range of support mechanisms, OP has taken a holistic approach to student
support. The design of the support system is based on OP’s professional standard, and underpinned by Tinto’s
(2009) theory of integration and Simpson’s (2013) proactive approach. In addition to teaching and other
standard support services, this support system involves a designated team focused on responding to students’
non-academic needs and providing a crucial link between students and the institution. While the present data
reflects positively on the effects of this non-academic support on the affective dimension of student engagement,
this form of mentoring should not be interpreted as a ‘silver bullet’ for student engagement in ODL. As Yeager
and Walton (2011) note, “psychological interventions operate within the context of existing structures to make
them more effective [... and] change students’ mind-sets to help them take greater advantage of available
learning opportunities” (p. 274). In the present study, data collection took place during the courses and within
the context of OP’s holistic support system. Therefore, although this paper focuses on only student perceptions
of mentoring interventions during onboarding, it is possible that its positive reception also reflects, in part,
students' experiences with other forms of support. Lastly, it is also possible that the data reflect some self-
selection bias as students were not randomly sampled.

Conclusion

This paper sought to gain insights on how newly enrolled students perceived the onboarding mentoring support
at OP and is one part of a larger project to study the experiences of both students and mentoring staff. The
descriptive data indicate differences in students’ level of engagement with the mentoring support, as around
50% of students did not book a call but indicated they did not need help at that point. However, the qualitative
data show student responses were overall positive towards the welcome email, the phone call, and the
interactions with the onboarding mentor. A deductive thematic analysis showed that respondents felt the
intervention provided effective support. Furthermore, knowing that there was a human available to assist helped
students feel more present and engaged in their learning. This study gives a snapshot of SC interventional
mentoring support at Tier-2 of OP’s LESS model of student support. Further research will explore the
effectiveness of the remaining SCs (2, 3, and 5) to examine student perceptions of the mentoring interventions
throughout the course and provide a comprehensive view of the mentoring system.
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