
Texting for Persistence: Leveraging Text Messages and Near-Peer 
Mentoring to Build Student Self-Efficacy 

 
 

Jacqueline Diaz-Mewes, The Chicago School, United States 
Jonathan Dodrill, The Chicago School, United States 

Ted Scholz, The Chicago School, United States 
 
 

The Washington DC Conference on Education 2026 
Official Conference Proceedings 

 
 

Abstract 
 

Online undergraduate programs battle the ongoing challenges of undergraduate students' low 
self-efficacy, academic disengagement, and perceived lack of belonging and isolation. To 
directly address this problem, The Chicago School’s College of Undergraduate Studies 
implemented a near-peer mentoring program that connects undergraduate students with 
graduate student mentors from similar backgrounds with the aim of enhancing self-efficacy 
and fostering a sense of belonging. This research focuses on the impact that text messaging had 
on improving the mentoring relationship, thereby strengthening the students' perception of self-
efficacy and belonging. Text messages provide a tool to boost student engagement and support 
the organic development of the near-peer mentoring relationship in a just-in-time format. 
Continuous program evaluation is completed through a mixed-methods approach that includes 
analysis of text message transcripts, written mentor meeting summaries, surveys, GPA tracking, 
and one-on-one interviews. In its first year, the program showed a fall-to-spring student 
persistence rate of 70% significantly outpacing the university's prior three-year average of 
55.9%. While the data did not indicate a relationship between text message frequency and 
academic performance, it did identify a relationship between text message frequency and 
student persistence. On average, students who had higher text message frequencies (M = 101) 
were more likely to remain enrolled in their degree program. These results suggest that a near-
peer mentoring program supported by text message communication can support student 
retention by nurturing personalized guidance and strengthening the students' sense of 
community. These findings suggest that accessible and direct communication positively 
impacts student engagement and builds students’ sense of self-efficacy by fostering consistent, 
positive interactions and easily accessible mentorship. These findings offer valuable insights 
into best practices for student retention programs that could be applicable across various 
disciplines and contribute to understanding social learning, self-determination, and student 
retention theories.  
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Introduction 
 
Online college students battle the ongoing challenges of undergraduate students' low self-
efficacy, academic disengagement, and perceived lack of belonging and isolation (Betz & 
Rottinghaus, 2006; Chemers et al., 2001; Hackett & Betz, 1981; Tinto, 1994, 2017; Vuong et 
al., 2010). Research indicates that when students experience feelings of isolation and 
disconnection, these environmental impacts directly hinder their academic persistence and 
ability to achieve their educational and professional goals (Betz & Rottinghaus, 2006; Chemers 
et al., 2001; Hackett & Betz, 1981; Vuong et al., 2010). However, targeted support can reduce 
dropout rates, impact individual success, and broaden their mobility and equity. The purpose 
of this research was to evaluate the impact of a targeted text messaging-based near-peer 
mentorship program on undergraduate students' persistence and sense of self efficacy in the 
online learning environment. 
 
To better understand the impact of text-messaging, this project specifically evaluated the text 
messaging program used within a near-peer mentorship program. The North Star Project was 
designed to address the challenges encountered by online undergraduate students at The 
Chicago School. The Chicago School’s College of Undergraduate Studies (CoUS) houses three 
main undergraduate programs that are primarily delivered in an online, distance learning format. 
Prior research indicated that online students frequently experience low self-efficacy and a lack 
of belonging in academic environments (Tinto, 1994, 2017). The core problem identified was 
that these students often feel isolated and disconnected, hindering their academic persistence 
(Betz & Schifano, 2000; Tinto, 2017). 
 
The purpose of this research is to evaluate the impact that text messaging had on the near-peer 
mentorship relationship. The study was guided by the following overarching research 
questions: 

1. To what extent does the use of text messaging as a primary communication tool 
influence the strength of the near-peer relationship and the academic performance of 
the mentees? 

2. In what ways does the use of text messaging as a primary communication tool influence 
the strength of the near-peer relationship and the academic persistence of the mentees? 

 
It also seeks to answer the following quantitative and qualitative sub questions: 

I. How does the frequency of text message interactions correlate with mentees' GPA at 
the end of the term? 

II. How does the frequency of text message interactions correlate with mentee’s 
persistence? 

III. Qualitative 
i. In what ways do the themes of self-efficacy and sense of belonging manifest 

differently in the text message exchanges of mentees who persist compared to those 
who withdraw? 

 
This research aims to better understand the impact of text-messaging on undergraduate student 
retention in online programs. This project specifically evaluated the text messaging program 
used within a near-peer mentorship program. The North Star Project was designed to address 
the challenges encountered by online undergraduate students at The Chicago School. This 
research hypothesizes that there is a positive correlation between the frequency of text 
messages and students' GPA and student persistence into the next term. The following sections 
will briefly discuss the foundational theories that guided this study's development, the methods 
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used to evaluate its effectiveness, and an overview of the preliminary results from year one. It 
will conclude by discussing the implications of preliminary results, their limitations, and future 
directions. 
 

Literature Review 
 
This study was grounded in the theoretical framework of student persistence. According to 
Tinto (1994, 2017), students are motivated to persist in their academic careers when integrated 
into formal and informal academic systems, activities, and social systems. Tinto asserted that 
student motivation is comprised of three elements: student self-efficacy, a sense of belonging, 
and perceived value of the curriculum. The central tenets of this theory are the concepts of 
student perception and self-efficacy. Bandura (1977) defined self-efficacy as an individual’s 
belief that they can accomplish a task. Research on self-efficacy has revealed that it is an 
important indicator of students’ ability to overcome barriers and persist in their academic and 
career environments (Betz & Rottinghaus, 2006; Hackett & Betz, 1981). Students with high 
levels of self-efficacy are more likely to persist and reach their goals even when difficulties are 
encountered, while students with low self-efficacy are more likely to withdraw and become 
discouraged (Chemers et al., 2001; Vuong et al., 2010). However, self-efficacy is not fixed; 
research indicates it is malleable and influenced by environmental factors (Falk et al., 2022).  
 
Dasgupta (2011) found that contact with successful experts or peers of the same race or gender 
can function as a “social vaccine” and protect students from self-doubt. Similarly, Betz and 
Schifano (2000) identified that group interventions, such as workshops and social events, 
increased STEM confidence in student groups (Betz & Schifano, 2000). However, to achieve 
connection, students must become engaged and see themselves as a part of the academic 
community (Tinto, 2017). Research has found that institutions can encourage this process 
through extracurricular and social activities. Similarly, peer-to-peer text message-based peer 
mentor programs have proven to be effective ways to provide just in time support and social 
connection (Brandt et al., 2023; Bussu & Burton, 2023; Edwards et al., 2025; Werntz et al., 
2023). However, these interventions were limited in scope and most focused on graduate 
students; they did not include quantitative analysis or connection to grades which suggests that 
this study could add to the literature (Brandt et al., 2023; Bussu & Burton, 2023; Edwards et 
al., 2025; Tippetts et al., 2022; Werntz et al., 2023). 
 
This research seeks to add to the limited research on the effectiveness of text message near-
peer mentoring on online undergraduate students through a mixed methods analysis. The North 
Star Project was designed to match online undergraduate students enrolled at CoUS with near-
peer graduate mentors with similar interests and experiences. Brandt et al. (2023) found causal 
evidence that supports implementation of a low-cost, just-in-time text messaging program 
enhances higher academic achievement for participants in near-peer mentoring programs. 
Similarly, a study by Tippetts et al. (2022) determined that personalized texting fostered student 
persistence and advising engagement.  
 
This study addressed a clear gap in research on text‑based near‑peer mentoring for online 
undergraduate students. While prior studies demonstrate that just‑in‑time messaging and 
mobile‑based peer support can enhance engagement, community, and short‑term academic 
outcomes, most have been limited to graduate populations, single‑site qualitative designs, or 
lacked quantitative links to performance and persistence (Brandt et al., 2023; Bussu & Burton, 
2023; Edwards et al., 2025; Tippetts et al., 2022; Werntz et al., 2023). By employing a mixed 
methods approach within an online undergraduate context, this study extends existing evidence 
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by examining both the mechanisms and measurable academic impacts of near‑peer mentoring 
delivered through text messaging. Ultimately, the findings have the potential to deepen 
understanding of how low‑cost, scalable interventions can foster self‑efficacy, promote 
connection, and support persistence for online learners. 
 

Methodology 
 
To evaluate the impact of a text message based near peer mentor program on student 
persistence, this study employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. The 
quantitative phase examined whether the frequency of text message interactions between 
mentors and mentees correlated with student GPA and persistence to the following term. The 
qualitative phase explored how themes of self-efficacy and sense of belonging manifested 
within text message exchanges and how these differed between students who persisted and 
those who withdrew. Integrating both phases allowed for triangulation of findings to assess 
convergence, complementarity, and divergence across data sources. 
 
The study was guided by the following overarching research question: 

1. To what extent does the use of text messaging as a primary communication tool 
influence the strength of the near-peer relationship and the academic performance of 
the mentees? 

2. In what ways does the use of text messaging as a primary communication tool influence 
the strength of the near-peer relationship and the academic persistence of the mentees? 

 
Sub‑questions examined: 

• Quantitative: 
o How does the frequency of text message interactions correlate with mentees’ GPA 

at the end of the term? 
§ H1: A positive correlation exists between text message frequency and GPA. 

o How does the frequency of text message interactions correlate with mentee 
persistence? 

§ H1: More frequent text message interactions predict higher likelihood of 
persistence. 

• Qualitative: 
o In what ways do the themes of self-efficacy and sense of belonging manifest 

differently in the text message exchanges of mentees who persist compared to those 
who withdraw? 

 
Participants 
 
The study took place within The CoUS and recruited nine mentors and a total of 28 mentees 
across the first semester in the 2024–2025 academic year. Eighteen mentors were recruited for 
the 2025–2026 school year. Thirty-eight mentees from year 1 returned to the program in year 
2. An additional 47 Mentees were recruited at the start of the fall term, bringing the total 
number of student mentees participating in the program to 85. Mentors were assigned up to 
five mentees based on matching surveys that collected information about background, interests, 
and academic/career goals. This matching process followed evidence-based practices that 
support stronger mentoring relationships (Tenenbaum et al., 2014). 
 
During their onboarding, all mentors completed a specialized mentorship training program to 
enhance their skills in supporting and guiding students. They also gained professional 
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development by leading workshops for mentees and attending webinars and sessions with the 
National Society for Leadership and Success, improving their leadership, communication, and 
presentation abilities. Monthly one-on-one and team meetings further served as ongoing skill-
building sessions, fostering continuous growth for the mentors. Mentors used the skills learned 
in their training to establish rapport and schedule subsequent mentoring sessions for the term.  
 
At their first meeting, mentors review The North Star Mentorship contract, which clearly 
discusses the responsibilities and expectations for the program. The contract includes 
requirements for meeting frequency and outlines goals and expectations (Zaniewski & 
Reinholz, 2016). This agreement also provides a checklist of items to be discussed and an 
opportunity to collect qualitative feedback on the mentor's guidance. This feedback was used 
for formative and summative project evaluation. Previous research demonstrates the need to 
take exceptional care in the wording of the qualitative questions to capture accurate measures 
of self-efficacy and sense of belonging metrics (Burrell et al., 2018). 
 
Data Collection 
 
Mentors and mentees met weekly, synchronously over Zoom or asynchronously by text or 
email, with mentors who provided guidance throughout their partnership. These sessions are 
conducted via the school’s Zoom or Microsoft Teams platform, or asynchronously over email 
or text messaging. The secure text messaging platform subscription was purchased with project 
funds and permitted for safe communication (personal cellphone numbers are not shared) for 
scheduling Zoom sessions, “check-ins,” and support between sessions. The platform records 
the mentor and mentee frequency of contact and content of messages, which is used in project 
evaluation. Additionally, mentors write meeting summary reports, and the project director 
invites all mentees to participate in a one-on-one session to gain feedback. Notes from mentors’ 
monthly check-ins are also used in the project evaluation. 
 
Additionally, all incoming mentees were invited to complete an assessment designed based on 
the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) and the college student's sense of belonging survey 
(Hoffman et al., 2002). The survey was constructed to incorporate CoUS-specific questions 
containing “certain…capable of” and “confident…can” that are proven effective measures of 
self-efficacy (Burrell et al., 2018). The initial results served as benchmark levels of self-
efficacy and sense of belonging. Extensive research has been completed on the GSE’s 
reliability to measure the level of self-efficacy (Kiuru et al., 2008; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 
1995; Williams & Rhodes, 2014; Williams & Williams, 2010). 
 
The effectiveness of the mentor-mentee relationship has been rigorously evaluated through 
various measures, including mentor meeting summaries, analysis of text message 
conversations, surveys, GPA tracking, and mentee interviews. Additional quantitative data was 
collected via surveys administered to the mentee population each semester and institutional 
reporting measures (GPA, student registration, and student withdrawals) Once a year, the data 
from the pre- and post-assessments, institutional data on academic performance, and 
persistence outcomes for both mentors and mentees are triangulated with the qualitative data 
collected from interviews with mentees, mentor meeting notes, and the text message program 
to identify the effectiveness of the program. 
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Data Analysis 
 
Quantitative data analysis was conducted using Microsoft Excel. Descriptive statistics were 
used to summarize text message frequency, GPA, and persistence rates. Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient was used to examine the relationship between text message frequency and GPA and 
student persistence. Hypotheses were tested at the 0.05 significance level. 
 
Microsoft Copilot was used as a collaborative analytical support tool throughout the data 
analysis process. Copilot assisted with data cleaning verification, descriptive statistical 
computation, correlation analyses, effect size estimation, and interpretation of results across 
enrollment groups. It also supported the synthesis of findings into manuscript‑ready narrative 
sections, including results, limitations, and future directions. Importantly, all analyses were 
conducted using researcher‑provided datasets, with Copilot facilitating transparent, 
reproducible workflows while leaving interpretive decisions and substantive conclusions to the 
research team. 
 
Qualitative data was analyzed using thematic analysis on text message transcripts using priori 
codes from the literature on self-efficacy and belonging (Bandura; 1977; Hoffman et al., 2022). 
Initial coding was completed by two researchers independently, and then focused coding was 
completed by grouping in higher-order categories. The themes were compared between 
students who persisted, and those who withdrew to determine differences in message patterns, 
tone, and indicators of belonging and self-efficacy. 
 
Results from quantitative and qualitative analyses were triangulated to examine the data in 
terms of convergence, complementarity, and divergence. The data were analyzed to determine 
if message patterns and themes aligned with the observed trends, if they explained or 
contextualized quantitative findings, and to identify discrepancies between the two data types. 
This integrative approach strengthens the internal validity of the research and strengthens the 
conclusion about the impact on text messaging shapes mentoring relationships and students' 
academic outcomes. 
 

Results 
 
Descriptive statistics and correlations for enrolled and withdrawn mentees are presented in 
Table 1. The enrolled group (n = 48) demonstrated higher levels of engagement, as measured 
by total number of messages (M = 101.02, SD = 108.23), and substantially higher academic 
performance (M GPA = 3.02, SD = 0.98) compared with the withdrawn group (n = 50), which 
showed lower engagement (M = 67.48, SD = 99.06) and lower academic performance (M GPA 
= 1.46, SD = 1.47) (Microsoft, 2026). 
 
Within‑group Pearson correlations indicated no meaningful linear relationship between 
engagement and academic performance in either group. For enrolled mentees, the correlation 
between messages and GPA was effectively zero (r = –.01), and a similarly negligible 
association was observed among withdrawn mentees (r = –.03). These findings suggest that 
message volume alone was not associated with academic outcomes within either enrollment 
group. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics 

Group n Messages, M (SD) GPA, M (SD) r (Messages–GPA) 
Enrolled 48 101.02 (108.23) 3.02 (0.98) –.01 
Withdrawn 50 67.48 (99.06) 1.46 (1.47) –.03 
Total 98    

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; r = Pearson correlation coefficient. Correlations are Pearson product–
moment correlations. 
 
Between‑group differences were further examined using Cohen’s d (Table 2). Engagement 
differed modestly between groups (d = 0.33), indicating a small‑to‑moderate effect. In contrast, 
academic performance differed markedly, with a large effect size for GPA (d = 1.25), indicating 
that enrolled mentees substantially outperformed withdrawn mentees academically (Microsoft, 
2026). 
 
Table 2 
Between‑Group Effect Sizes (Enrolled vs. Withdrawn) 

Outcome Variable Cohen’s d Magnitude 
Total Messages 0.33 Small–moderate 
GPA 1.25 Large 

Note. Positive values indicate higher means for the enrolled group. Effect size interpretations follow 
conventional guidelines. 
 
Table 3 
Average Message Frequency by Enrollment Status 
Enrollment Status Mean Messages Median Messages 
Enrolled 101 messages 67 
Withdrawn 67 messages 26.5 

 
Qualitative 
 
9,398 messages were exchanged between mentors and mentees. Of those messages, 31% 
included reminder conversations between mentors and mentees to participate in events or 
activities. 24% were weekly check-in conversations. Those topics covered reflections on 
workloads, feelings of achievement, and discussions of goals. The check-in conversations also 
included requests for support navigating school offices and identifying the appropriate campus 
resources, and how to contact IT. 15% of conversations were focused on assignments and 
coursework. Mentees shared struggles while mentors offered encouragement and advice. 
 

Discussion 
 
In its first year, the North Star program showed a fall-to-spring student persistence rate of 70%, 
significantly outpacing the university's prior three-year average of 55.9%. These initial results 
suggest that the text-message-based near-peer mentoring program supports student retention 
by nurturing personalized guidance and strengthening the students' sense of community. 
Enrolled mentees (n = 48) tend to be both more engaged (M = 101.02) and higher performing 
academically (M = 3.02) than withdrawn mentees; however, the results revelated that 
engagement quantity itself does not explain academic performance within either group. 
Academic performance appears to be a stronger distinguishing factor between enrolled and 
withdrawn mentees than overall message volume. Therefore, the initial hypothesis that there 
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would be a positive correlation between academic performance and text message frequency 
must be rejected. 
 
While the data did not indicate a relationship between text message frequency and academic 
performance, it did identify a relationship between text message frequency and student 
persistence. On average, students who had higher text message frequencies (M = 101) were 
more likely to remain enrolled in their degree program. These results are supported by prior 
research that identified that to remain engaged; students must see themselves as a part of the 
academic community (Tinto, 2017). Research has found that text-based programs provide just 
in time support and social connection; these programs connect students to extracurricular and 
social activities (Brandt et al., 2023; Busu & Burton, 2023; Edwards et al., 2025; Fernandes et 
al., 2017; Werntz et al., 2023). 
 
Qualitative data analysis enriched quantitative data. The text messages revealed that mentors 
were able to provide support and were able to provide specific feedback to assignments. 
Mentees often shared gratitude. The mentors were engaging and encouraging and responded to 
the specific needs of their mentees by providing things like citation help and time management 
tips. They were also able to share contact information for specific university offices or points 
of contact. Mentees reported feeling confident, completing course work, and gratitude for being 
able to interact with peers. 
 
In summary, the first-year results suggest that the text-based near-peer mentoring program 
supports student retention by nurturing personalized guidance and strengthening the students' 
sense of community. These findings suggest that accessible and direct communication 
positively impacts student engagement and builds students’ sense of self-efficacy by fostering 
consistent, positive interactions and easily accessible mentorship. These initial findings offer 
valuable insights into best practices for student retention programs that could be applicable 
across various disciplines and contribute to understanding social learning, self-determination, 
and student retention theories. 
 

Limitations 
 
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study. First, 
engagement was operationalized exclusively as the total number of text messages sent between 
mentors and mentees, which captures quantity but not the quality, content, or timing of 
interactions. Qualitative research was collected after the quantitative phase to build upon the 
results. As a result, the absence of a relationship between message count and GPA should not 
be interpreted as evidence that engagement is inconsequential, but rather that message volume 
is an imprecise proxy for meaningful support. 
 
Second, the study relied on cross‑sectional data which limits causal inference. Although 
enrolled mentees demonstrated higher GPA and engagement than withdrawn mentees, it is not 
possible to determine whether engagement solely contributed to persistence. It is possible that 
academically stronger students were more likely to remain enrolled or chose to participate in 
the optional peer mentor support program which could have influenced both engagement and 
academic outcomes. Longitudinal analyses would be necessary to disentangle these temporal 
and causal relationships. 
 
Third, GPA data, particularly within the withdrawn group, showed a substantial number of zero 
values, which may reflect incomplete coursework, institutional grading policies, or timing of 

The Washington DC Conference on Education 2026 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2760-7259 50



withdrawal rather than true academic performance. Although data cleaning was performed, 
residual ambiguity remains regarding what a GPA of 0.0 represents for withdrawn students. 
This limits precision in interpreting the magnitude of academic differences between groups. 
 
In addition, the sample size, while adequate for descriptive and correlational analyses, limits 
statistical power for detecting small effects and precludes more complex multivariable 
modeling. Additionally, the dataset represents a single program context, which may constrain 
generalizability to other mentoring models, institutions, or student populations with different 
demographic or academic characteristics. It is also important to note that the analysis did not 
incorporate potentially important covariates such as demographic characteristics, enrollment 
length, prior GPA, or external risk factors. Without these controls, the observed group 
differences should be interpreted as descriptive associations rather than definitive explanatory 
relationships. 
 

Future Directions 
 
This research project completed its second year at the end of March 2026 and will conclude in 
March 2027. Year two analysis will consider engagement metrics beyond message counts to 
include qualitative indicators, such as message length, topical coding (academic, administrative, 
psychosocial), mentor response latency, and interaction patterns over time. Mentor or mentee 
interviews and content analysis of communication logs will also be included in the final 
program evaluation, which will also provide a richer contextual understanding of how 
engagement is experienced and perceived. Combining quantitative outcomes with qualitative 
insights would strengthen both theoretical interpretation and practical application. 
 
Future studies should consider longitudinal designs to examine how early engagement 
trajectories relate to academic performance and persistence. Analyzing engagement during the 
first weeks of enrollment may be particularly valuable for identifying students at elevated risk 
of withdrawal and for assessing whether timely intervention alters academic or retention 
outcomes. In addition, subgroup analyses may yield important insights. For example, 
examining highly engaged withdrawn students separately could help identify structural or 
academic barriers that persist despite frequent contact. Similarly, stratifying by baseline 
academic preparedness or course load may clarify for whom mentoring engagement is most 
beneficial. These refinements may better capture which mentoring support influences student 
outcomes. 
 

Conclusion 
 
This research aimed to better understand the impact of text-messaging on undergraduate 
student retention in online programs. It specifically evaluated the text messaging program used 
within a near-peer mentorship program. The North Star Project was designed to address the 
challenges encountered by online undergraduate students at CoUS. This research hypothesized 
that there was a positive correlation between the frequency of text messages and students' GPA 
and student persistence into the next term. While the data did not indicate a relationship 
between text message frequency and academic performance, it did identify a relationship 
between text message frequency and student persistence. Qualitative data analysis revealed that 
mentors were able to provide support and were able to provide specific feedback to assignments. 
Mentees reported feeling confident, completing course work, and gratitude for being able to 
interact with peers. 
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In summary, the first-year results suggest that the text-based near-peer mentoring program 
supported student retention by nurturing personalized guidance and strengthened the students' 
sense of community. These findings suggest that accessible and direct communication 
positively impacts student engagement and builds students’ sense of self-efficacy by fostering 
consistent, positive interactions and easily accessible mentorship. These initial findings offer 
valuable insights into best practices for student retention programs that could be applicable 
across various disciplines and contribute to understanding social learning, self-determination, 
and student retention theories. 
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