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ABSTRACT

This conceptual paper examines how peer mentoring influences academic growth among university students in
Malaysia, grounded in Social Learning Theory. These programs, where senior students mentor juniors, are
increasingly recognized for improving retention, engagement, and performance. However, their implementation
in Malaysian universities remains inconsistent and lacks a unified theoretical foundation. The study proposes a
framework that views academic development as the primary outcome affected by three key factors: student
integration, academic motivation, and self-esteem. These factors function as mechanisms through which
mentoring enhances self-efficacy, persistence, and resilience. The paper reviews both international and local
literature to demonstrate how observational learning, modelling, and reinforcement within mentoring
relationships foster academic success. A survey-based, quantitative research design utilizing PLS-SEM analysis
is outlined to test the framework. This research advances theory by applying Social Learning Theory to structured
peer mentoring and provides practical insights for creating effective mentoring programs. The goal is to help
institutions improve student engagement, academic achievement, and well-being, ultimately reducing dropout
rates and enhancing overall educational outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Entering university brings significant challenges for students, such as academic demands, social isolation, and
emotional pressures. First-year students are especially at risk, often finding it hard to adjust to new learning
environments, which can result in lower performance and higher dropout rates [15, 47]. Peer mentoring
programs, where senior students support juniors, have shown positive outcomes worldwide, enhancing retention,
GPA, and student engagement [17, 8, 18, 20]. In Malaysia, these programs are becoming more common, but
their deployment remains inconsistent and lacks standardized empirical evidence [24, 33, 45].

Malaysian universities struggle to establish structured peer-mentoring programs despite recognizing their
benefits, mainly because of limited research on their effectiveness and the absence of a solid theoretical basis
[34, 15, 45]. Without a clear conceptual framework, these programs risk not producing measurable academic
improvements. This conceptual paper aims to develop a framework that explains how peer mentoring affects
student academic growth in Malaysian universities. It focuses on the roles of student integration, academic
motivation, and self-esteem as key factors. By reviewing both international and local literature and grounding
the discussion in established theory, particularly Social Learning Theory, which emphasizes learning through
observation, modelling, and reinforcement in social contexts [12, 45], the paper proposes that peer mentoring
can enhance academic achievement by promoting self-efficacy, motivation, and social integration.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Underpinning Theory Foundation for Developing Research Constructs

Social Learning Theory posits that people learn by watching others and imitating behaviours that lead to success
[23, 25, 16]. Peer mentoring exemplifies this idea by offering mentees role models—senior students who
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showcase effective study strategies and coping skills. Through observing and engaging with these models,
mentees adopt and internalize these behaviours, boosting their academic growth [36, 8]. A central aspect of this
theory is self-efficacy, which affects motivation, perseverance, and resilience; key factors in this research [12,
49]. Peer mentoring enhances self-efficacy via vicarious experiences (seeing mentors succeed), verbal
encouragement (feedback and support), and emotional reassurance (reducing anxiety) [10, 22, 35]. These
pathways illustrate how mentoring influences academic motivation and self-esteem. Additionally, Social
Learning Theory highlights the importance of social reinforcement and environmental context, aligning with
student integration.

Academic Development

Academic development involves improving students’ academic performance and learning skills through
structured peer-mentoring programs [22, 6]. It goes beyond just grades to include better study habits, time
management, and active participation in academic activities [5, 13, 4]. Peer mentoring offers mentees guidance
and support, helping them adjust to university life, tackle educational challenges, and build confidence in their
learning abilities [2, 30, 44].

Academic development also involves gaining key skills like critical thinking, problem-solving, and effective
communication, which are vital for success in higher education and future careers [9, 13, 4]. These skills are
developed through mentor-mentee interactions that provide experiential learning and personalized feedback |2,
36, 21]. Evidence shows that students involved in peer mentoring tend to have higher GPAs, display greater
persistence, and feel more satisfied with their academic journey than those who do not participate [6, 42].

In this conceptual framework, academic development is positioned as the primary outcome variable, influenced
by peer mentoring through three driving factors, particularly student integration, academic motivation, and self-
esteem. These constructs collectively shape students’ academic performance and their ability to thrive in the
university environment.

Student Integration, Academic Motivation, and Self-Esteem

The study proposes independent variables such as student integration, academic motivation, and self-esteem,
which are key factors through which peer mentoring impacts academic development. These concepts are
grounded in Social Learning Theory, which highlights that learning occurs through observation, modelling, and
reinforcement in social settings.

Student integration measures how connected students feel to their academic and social environment. As noted
in [11, 49], integration is vital for persistence and success in higher education. Peer mentoring programs enhance
integration by providing structured interaction opportunities, encouraging participation in campus activities, and
fostering supportive peer networks. This sense of belonging reduces feelings of isolation and promotes active
engagement in academic tasks, which ultimately enhances academic performance [20, 28].

Academic motivation involves both internal and external factors that influence students’ commitment to learning.
Drawing from Self-Determination Theory and supported by Social Learning Theory, motivation can be intrinsic,
such as the desire for knowledge, or extrinsic, driven by rewards and recognition [49, 26]. Peer mentoring
enhances motivation by providing goal-setting strategies, constructive feedback, and positive reinforcement.
Observing successful mentors also offers vicarious experiences that increase mentees’ confidence in their ability
to succeed, leading to greater persistence and academic engagement [7, 27].

Self-esteem pertains to how students view their academic abilities and general self-worth. When students have
high self-esteem, they are more likely to engage actively in learning, show resilience, and feel confident in
overcoming academic difficulties. Conversely, low self-esteem is often linked to avoidance behaviours and
poorer performance [32, 48]. Peer mentoring programs enhance self-esteem by providing validation,
encouragement, and emotional support. Mentors serve as role models, showcasing effective coping strategies
and boosting mentees’ confidence in their academic skills [24, 46].
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Relationships Between Independent and Dependent Variables

The relationship between student integration, academic motivation, self-esteem, and academic development is
emphasized. These variables operate as mechanisms through which mentoring programs influence students’
academic success.

1) Student Integration and Academic Development: Student integration is essential for positive academic
outcomes. When students feel socially and academically connected to their school, they are more likely to
participate actively in learning and persevere through difficulties [43, 38]. Peer mentoring supports this
integration by providing structured opportunities for interaction and the development of supportive peer
networks. Previous studies show that integrated students exhibit higher engagement and better academic
performance [29, 47]. Therefore, the hypothesis is stated as follows:

H1: Student integration significantly influences the academic development outcomes among university students
in Malaysia.

2) Academic Motivation and Academic Development: Academic motivation is a critical driver of persistence
and achievement. Peer mentoring enhances motivation by providing goal-setting strategies, constructive
feedback, and positive reinforcement [42, 49]. Observing successful mentors creates vicarious experiences
that strengthen mentees’ belief in their ability to succeed, consistent with Social Learning Theory. Empirical
evidence supports the notion that motivated students exhibit better study habits, higher GPA, and greater
commitment to academic tasks [14, 7, 45]. Therefore, the study proposes a hypothesis that:

H2: Academic motivation significantly influences the academic development outcomes among university
students in Malaysia.

3) Self-Esteem and Academic Development: Self-esteem influences students’ confidence in their academic
abilities and their willingness to engage in challenging tasks [37, 7]. Peer mentoring programs improve self-
esteem through validation, encouragement, and emotional support. Mentors act as role models,
demonstrating effective coping strategies and reinforcing mentees’ confidence in their academic potential
[41, 22, 39]. Past studies indicate that increased self-esteem leads to proactive learning behaviours, resilience,
and improved educational outcomes [7, 10]. Hence, a hypothesis is proposed that:

H3: Self-esteem significantly influences the academic development outcomes among university students in
Malaysia.

Student Integration \

Academic
Motivation Development

Self-Esteem

Fig. 1 Proposed Conceptual Framework

Academic

PROPOSED METHODOLOGY

This study employs a quantitative research design and a survey to examine the impact of peer mentoring
programs on academic development among university students. A quantitative approach is appropriate as it
allows for systematic measurement of variables and statistical testing of hypotheses [3, 42, 31]. The design is
cross-sectional, capturing data at a single point in time to assess relationships between peer mentoring and
academic outcomes [3, 47]. The target population comprises undergraduate students at private universities
located in Petaling Jaya, Selangor, Malaysia, including both mentors and mentees who have participated in peer
mentoring programs. This population was selected because it represents diverse academic disciplines and year
levels, ensuring comprehensive insights into the effectiveness of mentoring initiatives.
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A sample size of 150 students is expected to provide adequate representation across different programs and year
levels. The study employs stratified random sampling, dividing the population into strata based on academic
program and year of study. This method ensures proportional representation and minimizes sampling bias,
thereby enhancing the generalizability of findings [5, 3, 29]. Data will be collected using a structured
questionnaire developed based on past studies. The questionnaire consists of three sections:

Section A: Demographic information (e.g., age, gender, program, year of study).
Section B: Independent variables (student integration, academic motivation, self-esteem).
Section C: Dependent variable (academic development).

The instrument features both closed-ended and Likert-scale questions to gauge respondents’ perceptions and
experiences. Participants will respond using a five-point Likert scale, from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly
Agree). This approach transforms subjective experiences into numerical data, allowing for statistical analysis
and hypothesis testing [40, 31]. Data will be analysed with SPSS and SmartPLS. SPSS will handle descriptive
statistics (such as mean and standard deviation) and inferential tests (such as correlation and regression analyses)
to explore relationships between variables [1, 31]. Reliability will be assessed using Cronbach’s alpha in SPSS
to measure internal consistency [1, 10]. SmartPLS will be employed for Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM) to validate the framework and examine relationships among constructs. This combined
approach ensures comprehensive statistical validation and evaluation of both measurement and structural models
[33, 49, 45].

Expected Contributions

This study expands the use of Social Learning Theory to peer mentoring in Malaysian higher education. While
the theory has been extensively applied in behavioural and educational studies, incorporating it into peer
mentoring research offers fresh perspectives on how observational learning, modelling, and reinforcement
influence academic development. By linking peer mentoring to variables such as student integration, motivation,
and self-esteem, the research offers a solid framework for understanding how mentoring enhances academic
success. The model advances current knowledge by demonstrating how self-efficacy, a crucial aspect of Social
Learning Theory, shapes mentoring's impact on educational outcomes. This theoretical contribution paves the
way for future empirical investigations and cross-cultural analyses.

Practically, this study offers helpful guidance for universities seeking to enhance student retention and academic
achievement through effective peer mentoring programs. It emphasizes essential elements such as student
integration, motivation, and self-esteem, which should be the focus when designing these programs. By
understanding these factors, university administrators can develop targeted strategies, such as comprehensive
mentor training, scheduled interactions, and feedback mechanisms, that encourage positive behaviours and
academic engagement. The results also support the creation of evidence-based policies at the institutional level,
ensuring mentoring initiatives are both effective and research-informed. Overall, this research serves as a
blueprint for developing sustainable mentoring systems that boost students’ academic success and well-being.

CONCLUSION

This conceptual paper presents a framework explaining how peer mentoring programs influence university
students' academic development in Malaysia. Drawing on Social Learning Theory, the framework emphasizes
observational learning, modelling, and reinforcement as primary mechanisms through which mentoring fosters
academic achievement. It highlights student integration, motivation, and self-esteem as core components,
providing a theoretically robust and practically useful model for understanding peer mentoring dynamics.

The framework advances theory by applying Social Learning Theory to structured peer mentoring in higher
education, providing insights into how self-efficacy and social modelling function beyond traditional classrooms.
In practice, it guides universities in creating evidence-based mentoring programs to increase academic
engagement, boost performance, and support student well-being.
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Future research should commence with pilot empirical studies to refine and validate the proposed framework
prior to large-scale implementation. It is essential to incorporate context-specific elements including institutional
policies, dominant learning styles, and cultural norms to enhance the framework’s applicability across diverse
educational settings. Furthermore, the model should be extended to account for additional environmental and
psychological factors, such as learning climate and social support, which may significantly influence the
effectiveness of peer mentoring.

Subsequent investigations should aim to provide empirical evidence that supports the standardization of peer
mentoring procedures within academic institutions, guided by data derived from the validated framework.
Finally, adopting mixed-methods research designs will enable a more comprehensive understanding of
mentoring relationships by integrating quantitative outcomes with qualitative insights.
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