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Engaging Agriculture Faculty as Leadership Mentors of College Undergraduate Students 

Introduction 

Faculty-student interaction is a critical component of the students’ higher education experience (Kuh & Hu, 1999). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) highlighted the impact of faculty interactions on student learning and in their research synopsis, they stated, “Substantive interaction with faculty influences elements of students’ perceptions of the environment such as the scholarly-intellectual emphasis and the relational emphasis, which, as we observed in the between-college effects section of this chapter, has direct, positive impacts on learning” (p. 123). Astin (1999) stated, “Students who interact frequently with faculty members are more likely than other students to express satisfaction with all aspects of their institutional experience, including student friendships, variety of courses, intellectual environment, and even the administration of the institution” (p. 525). What makes this faculty mentoring program innovative is that it is flexible, purposeful, allows faculty the opportunity for service without direct benefits, and meets the personal development and leadership needs of the students.  

Methodology

[bookmark: _GoBack]While faculty programs exist that facilitate “mentoring” within the research or lab context, the question remains whether faculty will serve as mentors when they receive no tangible, direct benefits to research, promotion and tenure. This project sought to engage faculty in a new, innovative mentoring process. The goals of this innovation, specific to mentors, were to: 1). Determine whether faculty would willingly volunteer to work with students in a year-long, intensive, non-research program, 2). Identify the type and amount of support that faculty members prefer  3). Identify the potential mentor benefits associated with the mentoring process. 

This program was intentionally designed to allow maximum flexibility for faculty and students to develop a unique mentoring relationship. Mentors were initially recruited via an email request soliciting interest.  Students and mentors selected each other through a short interview process initiated by the student. Following mentor-student pairing, program administrators facilitated a two-hour mentor orientation workshop, which included discussion about the structure and timeline of the program, expectations of students, expectations of mentors, and available resources. The mentor role in this program was to provide guidance, offer ideas, and stimulate critical thinking about developing leadership goals and reflecting on leadership experiences. Mentors were not responsible for ensuring students met the requirements of the program, nor were they responsible for assisting with job or internship placement.  Beyond the orientation, the program administrators initiated limited contact with mentors but were available to answer questions and provide support as requested. Early in the yearlong process, a group meeting was held for mentors, students, and program administrators to be able to check in, share insights, and address any questions or concerns about the mentoring process.  

Results to Date 

In the first year of the program, mentors were recruited via an e-mail request for volunteers and nominations of faculty by department heads. The request outlined the purpose of the program and the essential mentoring component. There was little incentive for faculty to volunteer, other than the goodwill of contributing to the development of a student, because the program does not provide a stipend, research support, or other tangible rewards. Despite this, faculty willingly volunteered to work with students as mentors.  Twenty-six faculty members either volunteered or were nominated and agreed to serve as mentors. Of those, twenty-one were tenure-track, five were professional faculty; sixteen were male and ten were female. Of the 26 volunteers, four were at the dean level and six were department heads. Ten of the volunteers were paired with a student during the first year. During the second year of the program, mentors were not recruited.  Through word of mouth, two additional faculty members and a university administrator expressed interest in mentoring and were added to the list while one mentor from the previous year declined due to time concerns.  

Faculty were supported in this project with resource materials, an orientation session, and access to program developers.  Faculty mentors and students met frequently, usually twice per month, during the yearlong mentoring process.  Although the program administrators had limited contact with mentors, they did not express the need for more support.  Mentors indicated the mentoring experience was beneficial because it allowed them to get to know the students better and participate in some of the same experiences as the students.  Mentors indicated they had positive experiences during the process and appreciated the flexible nature of the program.  Each mentoring relationship was unique, based on the personalities and leadership styles of both the mentors and students. And, while the program is limited to one year, mentors made it clear they expect the mentoring relationship to continue beyond the official end date of the program. In addition to this continued mentoring relationship, mentors have committed to working with new students the following years.  

Future plans 

	As the program grows, additional faculty volunteers will be paired with students. An attempt will be made to prioritize matching faculty who did not have a mentee in the first or second years with a student during the program’s third year.  Because the response was so remarkable, mentor recruitment is not currently a high priority for program administrators, but in the third and fourth years, additional recruitment efforts will likely need to be made. Although tenure-track faculty members are not expressing a need for additional incentives, it would be ideal to develop a system by which mentors receive credit for their work with this program during the promotion and tenure review process. 
	
Costs 

The initial startup costs included the development of a mentoring website (~100 hours), time spent recruiting the mentors (~10 hours), time spent planning the new mentor orientation session (~40 hours) and time spent on mentor support (~20 hours). Small expenditures were made on advertising and marketing costs as well. The program developers offset the costs through industry, alumni, and supporter donations. Very minimal additional costs were incurred in year two since most of the components were in place after the first year. 
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