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Abstract: Coaching and mentoring has been regarded as one of the key learning techniques in the
modern learning environment in the recent past. With the swift shift in the higher education sector to
a more digitally driven learning environment, limited research has evaluated the impact of coaching
and mentoring on student engagement in online learning. This study aimed to evaluate the impact
of coaching and mentoring on enhancing student engagement in the higher education sector. The
study applied a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection, where the
primary data were collected from 120 respondents via a questionnaire and 20 in-depth interviews,
covering undergraduates through a simple random sampling technique. The data analysis showed
that the mentor’s ability to facilitate learning and encourage mentees to be focused on their goals
were the most significant factors that affected student engagement in online learning. In total,
43% of the respondents extremely agreed that they are willing to recommend their colleagues to
receive the service of a mentor to help them reach their optimum potential in an online learning
environment. The findings of the study recommend that the higher educational institutes should
administer a sound mentoring process that meets the ethical backgrounds to consistently support
the continuous improvement of the students in an online learning environment to enhance their
engagement in learning activities.

Keywords: coaching; mentoring; higher education; online learning environment; student engagement

1. Introduction

The rapid changes in higher education with online delivery and an increase in the use
of technology has made it more challenging to ensure student engagement and professorial
development. Consequently, students in the higher education sector are encouraged to
engage and participate actively in their learning process as well as be goal-oriented in
understanding their future desires, which will help them to work towards achieving their
goals, even in a turbulent environment. Conversely, as per the Future Jobs Report presented
by the World Economic Forum, re-skilling of at least 50% of the workforce is required
by 2025 in the digitally driven world, more than ever before. This leads to an escalated
need for skills, such as critical thinking and problem-solving. Furthermore, skills in self-
management through active learning, resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility are given
utmost importance with the impact of COVID 19 and the changes that took place in the
environment in the year 2020 [1]. Thus, these skills must be developed continuously
through the higher education system to meet the needs of the local and global industries in
an ever-changing environment. Coaching and mentoring helps to encourage, challenge,
and motivate coaches/mentees to be focused on their specific goals, setting up action plans,
and implementing the plan of actions with more self-discipline. Hence, this contributes
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to the development of self-management skills, self-learning, and identifying, as well as
reaching one’s own optimum potential.

The impact of coaching and mentoring as a learning technique has been researched in
the recent past to a considerable level. However, limited research has studied its impact
on student engagement in higher education in a digitally driven learning environment.
This study aimed to understand the contribution of coaching and mentoring in creating
an environment for student engagement that enables them to be goal oriented to uplift
their skills that are required in the future workplace.

2. Review of Literature

Mentoring is primarily concerned with identifying and fostering a person’s potential
as a whole [2]. It can be a long-term partnership in which the learner sets the goals,
which may alter over time. Both the goals and the process belong to the learner and the
mentor helps the mentee gain insight and knowledge by assisting them in being more
conscious of their own experiences through intrinsic observation. Coaching is largely
concerned with improving performance in a certain skill area, typically in the short term.
The coach usually sets the goals, or at least the intermediate or sub-goals, with or at his
recommendation, while the student is in charge of the objective and the teacher is in charge
of the execution [3].

Mentoring and coaching encourage the development of a professional and personal
relationship that benefits persons to obtain skills required to be relevant and competitive
in the academic world, especially in higher education [4]. Higher education institutions
(HEIs) are gradually identifying the importance and effects of coaching for professional
and organizational development [5,6]. Positive effects of coaching and mentoring in HEIs
have been reported based on semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. They
suggest the advantages of training internal coaches and further emphasize the effectiveness
of facilitating personal and professional development and its contribution to organizational
goals being achieved. The studies on the capabilities of active listening identified that it can
inspire people to take responsibility for their own work and it encourages the development
of critical thinking abilities in problem solving.

Several studies have been carried out successfully for coaching approaches [7,8]
and found that if coaching remains on an individual level, improvement in the school
sector will be unsuccessful. Applying one-to-one coaching interferences for educational
leaders, teaching staff, and students, coaching cultures can be implemented effectively in
educational settings [9].

Academic coaching can be effectively used for college students who are academically
at risk. It has been explored [10] through the Academic Coaching for Excellence (ACE)
program and the results suggest that these programs can have a significant impact on
students’ academic performance and retention. The intervention is effective in improving
overall academic performance, pushing students toward degree completion, and encour-
aging academically at-risk students to stay in school. Furthermore, studies show [11] the
significance of having a tutoring, coaching, and mentoring system in place to boost student
retention and help them improve their academic and learning performance, as well as to
assist teachers in receiving accurate feedback to improve their teaching process. These stud-
ies emphasize the significance of putting in place a system that uses coaching, mentoring,
and tutoring to help students in higher education attain greater levels of learning.

According to the findings of [12], opportunities for professional development, aca-
demic confidence, broadened thinking, promotion of a collaborative atmosphere, and
the significance of goal setting in academia have all been found to have a beneficial in-
fluence on the mentee. Based on these beneficial outcomes, it has been proposed that
mentoring is an essential activity that should be encouraged in higher education through
frameworks that are specific to each setting. Reflective analysis was conducted in response
to the research question, ‘How can academic mentoring/coaching impact the professional
development of a mentee?’. Five primary themes concerning the impact of educational
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mentoring and training on the professional development of a mentee were found. Ca-
reer progression and broadened thinking, enhanced intellectual confidence, collaborative
working, skills development, and goal setting and action planning were included among
the topics.

Knippelmeyer and Torraco [13] presented a theoretical model for mentoring in higher
education, which depicts higher education as a context in which informal learning may
be reconceptualized as mentoring for junior teachers. They have studied and explored
literature relevant to faculty mentoring programs in higher education in order to develop
this proposal, stressing the relevance and advantages of mentoring in higher education [14].
They also addressed how higher education institutions may help establish mentorship
programs and how they can be conducted successfully using the notion of informal or
accidental learning. Later, they reached the conclusion that organizations may learn to
overcome the hurdles to mentoring relationships and implement programs into their daily
work routines that would help them succeed in the future. Once mentorship has taken
place and the protégés have realized the real worth of the growth that occurs within the
mentor–protégé relationship, they can pass on their mentoring knowledge and experience
to someone else rising through the ranks of academics, resulting in a continuous cycle.

In a study of the determinants of high-quality and effective mentorship among aca-
demic staff in a Ghanaian public research university [15], it was identified that institutional
career assistance, assistance from senior faculty, and support from peers all influence aca-
demic mentorship in the University of Ghana, which further reflects the higher education
system in a developing country. Correspondingly, the data suggest that management and
coworker support would have a favorable influence on the professional responsibilities
and lifestyles of junior and rookie academic staff, resulting in higher academic quality.
In higher education institutions, good social interaction among co-workers and between
management and workers will lead to successful faculty engagement and between faculty
and their university. Furthermore, the data show that healthy social interaction among
academics leads to effective cooperation and information sharing in the form of coworker
mentorship and institutional support. As a result, universities in developing nations might
enlist the help and expertise of senior or experienced faculty or faculty members in the
form of mentoring in order to boost their institutions’ exposure or competitive advan-
tage. Similarly, these findings would also lead to our intension ‘Mentoring and Coaching
as a Learning Technique in Higher Education’, mainly based on the efficacy of student
coaching and mentoring.

Thus, previous studies indicate the significant importance of coaching and mentoring
in higher education. Furthermore, online learning is a relatively new social activity that
is increasingly being used to replace both distance learning and traditional face-to-face
classes [16–19]). This has been a considerable change in higher education due to the
Covid-19 pandemic, which is also considered in our research as shifting to online learning
has been a challenge for many students who are used to learning in physical classrooms [20].

3. Methodology

The research question that is being addressed in this study is “What is the impact
of coaching and mentoring on students’ engagement during online learning?” with the
hypothesis regarding the relationship of coaching and mentoring with students’ engage-
ment in online learning. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were adopted. Primary
data were collected through a self-administered questionnaire that was distributed among
150 undergraduates from third year first semester, covering five different disciplines: engi-
neering, management, technology, computing and information technology, and music in Sri
Lanka Technological Campus who were hoping to enter an internship program. A sample
size of 120 duly filled questionnaires were collected online. The sampling technique was
simple random sampling where out of the population of undergraduates who received
the service of their academic mentors through individual and group mentoring sessions
were drawn into the sample within a period of three months in the year 2020 during their
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first fully delivered online learning semester. Quantitative analysis was done with these
collected questionnaire data. Furthermore, to support the findings of the quantitative
analysis, 20 in-depth interviews were carried out within the said sample via an online
mode, which were qualitatively analyzed. A Likert scale of 1 to 5 was used in collecting the
data in the questionnaire, where 1 indicated extremely disagree and 5 indicated extremely
agree with the given statements. A descriptive analysis of the quantitative data was done
along with the regression with the use of SPSS version 20.

4. Results

Out of the sample, 61% were male respondents and 39% were female respondents.
Regarding respondents’ understanding of the clarity of the purpose of the mentoring
sessions that they attended, 53% of the respondents extremely agreed that the purpose was
very clear to them and 33% agreed. The next set of questions inquired about their opinion
on the helpfulness of the sessions to re-look at the areas of concern that they need to work
on enhancing their engagement in learning. In total, 50% of the respondents extremely
agreed that the sessions helped to enhance their engagement in learning while 44% agreed.
In total, 60% of the respondents extremely agreed that their sessions with the mentors and
coaches were well designed and organized and the content of the discussion was clear
to them while 27% agreed. Regarding the adequate support provided by the mentors to
facilitate learning and the sessions helped the mentees to be more focused towards their
learning process, 47% of the respondents extremely agreed while 46% agreed. In total, 57%
of the respondents extremely agreed with the fact that the mentors encouraged them to
think beyond their comfort zones and it helped to realize their areas of improvement in
an online learning environment while 30% agreed. Furthermore, 40% of the respondents
extremely agreed that the mentoring session helped them to realize their true potential
and self-management techniques to be focused on their learning activities in the online
learning environment while 44% agreed. When asked about the impact of continuous
feedback and follow-up sessions, 44% extremely agreed that the continuous feedback and
follow-up sessions with the mentors encouraged them in working on their action plans and
accomplishing their intended academic and personal achievements and 42% agreed with
the given statements. In total, 40% extremely agreed that the mentoring sessions helped
them to be focused on their life goals and to enhance their capabilities in skill development,
such as critical thinking and problem-solving, especially in an online learning environment,
whereas 50% agreed. Moreover, 43% extremely agreed that they would recommend their
colleagues to receive the service of a coach or a mentor for self-development and enhance
engagement in their academic life. These findings are shown in Figure 1.

The regression analysis depicts an adjusted R square of 83%, indicating a good model
fit between the variables. The conceptual model tested the relationship of the independent
variables namely the purpose of the mentoring program, organization, and content of
the mentoring sessions; facilitation method of the mentor; mentor’s ability to encourage;
mentor’s communication method; and mentor’s knowledge on the impact of enhancing
the mentee’s engagement in being focused on academic goals. These kinds of conceptual
models with independent variables have been used in previous research related to coaching
and mentoring [3,21]. The p-value (p) in the regression depicts the significant level and if it
is less than 0.05, it indicates that the independent variable has a significant impact on the
dependent variable. On the other hand, the Beta (β) value depicts whether the relationship
is positive or negative between the independent and dependent variable as well as the
variable that has the most significant impact on the dependent. As per the regression
co-efficient analysis of this study, the mentor’s ability to provide adequate support to
facilitate learning and the ability to encourage (p = 0.05) were the most significant factors
that had a positive (β = 0.374) impact to enhance the mentee’s learning engagement.
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Figure 1. Analysis of the impact of coaching and mentoring.

Furthermore, the regression analysis on the relationship between the above-mentioned
independent variables and its impact on the mentee’s intention to recommend the mentor-
ing process to their colleagues indicated an R square value of 70%, confirming the good fit
of the model. The mentor’s ability to encourage the mentee to think beyond one’s comfort
zone (p = 0.032) and the knowledge/information gained through the mentoring session
(p = 0.004) were shown as the most significant factors as per the co-efficient results that
have an impact on the mentee’s willingness to recommend the mentoring services to their
colleagues. These quantitative results imply that mentoring in higher education institutes
creates a positive impact in students’ learning and development.

The findings of the in-depth interviews supported the quantitative data analysis
where the respondents indicated that their personal commitment to online learning, taking
part in assessments, finding their true potential, and most of all understanding their own
personalities enabled them to enhance their engagement and find new methods of learning
to be focused towards their academic goals. Furthermore, the findings from the interviews
indicated that the on-time submissions of assessments, satisfactory grading earned for
assessments, and increased grading in their academic performances were evident with the
personal effort made due to the support and encouragement received by their mentors
and coaches. These findings are aligned with previous research indicating that effective
mentoring enhances student learning and development [22]. Thus, the qualitative survey
results show that mentoring and coaching would be a positive influence for students in
their learning and professional development.

Furthermore, being able to develop a mentor–mentee relationship was mentioned as
an important element in the mentoring process for enhanced engagement. A respondent
mentioned: “it is indeed a good way to become closer to the faculty and if the method
of mentoring is undertaken in the delivery process it would encourage more active par-
ticipation of the students with interactive delivery even in the online learning”. Another
commented: “online learning may at times be hectic due to many technical issues faced,
however through the mentoring sessions it helped me to find alternative methods of learn-
ing and speak to my lecturers for additional support required”. This indicated that the
mentor was able to continuously encourage and motivate the student to find solutions
to the problems faced in online learning and still be focused on the outcome. It is also
supported by the comment of another respondent that the mentoring helped her to over-
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come her psychological fears and anxiety of not being able to adapt to online learning:
“I once suffered from depression where I was under medication and was able to recover.
However, with the change to a complete online learning environment due to the pandemic,
I experienced anxiety and was in fear that I may not be able to adjust. These mentoring
sessions helped me to look at my life with a clear vision, to manage my emotions and to be
focused on my academic and non-academic activities”. This mentor–mentee relationship
was a real support to the students as they suffered from various difficulties, such as a lack of
self-confidence, not having a clear idea of how to achieve his/her goals in the competitive
environment, how to manage their work-load, family problems, etc., and these problems
were much more significant with the online learning environment. Therefore, it is a good
approach to having coaching and mentoring as a learning technique to uplift students’
academic and professional development.

5. Discussion

As per the findings of the research, regression analysis reveals a fine relationship
between the independent variables: the purpose of the mentoring program, organization
and content of the mentoring sessions, facilitation method of the mentor, mentor’s ability
to encourage, mentor’s communication method, and mentor’s knowledge on the impact of
enhancing the mentee’s engagement in being focused towards academic goals and also the
impact of these independent variables on the dependent variable. These analysis results
are supported by previous research findings related to various fields [23–25]), emphasizing
the validity as well as the uniqueness of our research. Thus, this research area can be
used as a model by decision makers and policy makers to use coaching and mentoring in
their organizations.

As found in the results, the most significant factors of mentoring are the mentor’s
capacity to give appropriate assistance to enable learning and the ability to encourage.
These important characteristics encourage the decision makers for practicing coaching and
mentoring as a skill for providing encouragement and alternative support to the mentees.
There are also related findings regarding this kind of regression analysis that support
our results [15,26,27].

Furthermore, as supported by the qualitative and quantitative data analysis, coaching
and mentoring support [28,29] can be used for building professional development in
persons who are influenced by coaching and mentoring. In our research, as students
are engaged in online learning for a semester for the very first time in their lives, this
support and encouragement has been a real motivation for their academic and personal
development and mental stability. Based on the results and discussion, the following
conclusions and recommendations can be gained.

6. Conclusions and Recommendation

The findings demonstrate that taking part in mentoring and coaching is beneficial to
the undergraduates in terms of their academic engagement and that the effort spent in being
mentored or coached enhanced their confidence level and capabilities. Students whose
mentors provided an environment to explore individual strengths and capabilities reported
stronger learning and development. The study indicates that mentorship programs would
pave the path for desirable higher education student engagement in the online learning
environment. Thus, it is recommended that the higher educational institutes activate
a sound and reliable mentoring program where each student is allocated with a mentor
from the inception of joining the institute. Especially in an online learning environment,
a mentor is recommended to be given access to the academic performance data of his/her
mentees and the mentoring session to be conducted in a scheduled as well as a systematic
manner to provide continuous feedback and encouragement to the mentee. This study is
in general aimed at the impact of mentoring on student engagement in online learning.
However, it is recommended that future research may focus on the impact of mentor
skills and trust on student engagement in online learning and it will provide more in-
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depth findings on the skills that a mentor must develop for effective mentoring to suit
online learning.
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