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The Importance of Mentoring to Distance Graduate Students

Introduction

Distance education is becoming increasingly more popular as these processes and techniques make higher education available to additional learners.  Enrollment increases in online courses have outpaced enrollment increases for higher education in general for several years with over 3.9 million students taking an online course during the fall 2007 semester (Allen & Seaman, 2008).  One of the most attractive aspects of online learning is that it allows adults to pursue their education, arranging it around their everyday lives (Vrasidas & McIsaac, 2000). 

Distance education, built upon a unique relationship between learners and instructors, calls for a qualitatively new pedagogy (Huang, 2002).  Online learning presents many obstacles for adults who have little else but classroom exposure for their learning environment.  Smith (as cited in Bernard, Brauer, Abrami, & Sturkes, 2004) is quoted as stating, “With an increasingly diverse range of pedagogical methods being employed by academics, little that students have previously learned in traditional classrooms has prepared them for the era of online learning” (p. 43).  For beginning students, universities have created a number of opportunities designed to transition the new recruit to university life.  Each of these efforts, whether at the undergraduate or graduate level, is designed to increase the retention percentage of each new group of students.

Conceptual or theoretical framework

Literature has suggested that university students are developing the skill sets needed to succeed in an online learning environment, but authors agree that as universities plan and deliver their academic programs, they need to address this issue in a formal way (Oliver, 2001).  Stokes, Basford, and Cannavina (2004) found that students lack the educational readiness for interactive learning media.  They also report that these students have the transferable skills and enthusiasm to enable the use of those skills in future learning situations.

One of the strategies for graduate student success that has been almost ignored for distance students is mentoring.  Interest in mentoring, both scholarly and popular interest, has increased dramatically over the past two decades.  The American Psychological Society (1999) stated that “one of the most rewarding and important relationships a researcher can have is with his or her mentor” (p. 1) and that “scientists are in need of mentors at many stages of their career but particularly in undergraduate and graduate study” (p. 18).  Tenenbaum, Crosby, and Gliner (2001) found that three factors (networking, instrumental, and psychological help) explained 63% of the variance in advisement satisfaction.  The researchers also found that practical help influenced students’ scholarly productivity.  Yet with this increased interest and stated importance of the mentoring process in graduate education, there is a dearth of literature in the mentoring of distance students.

Methodology

The population for this study is students who began their distance-delivered graduate program during Fall 2009 and for the two subsequent recruitment cohorts.  Each student admitted to the cohort was provided with a faculty advocate to serve as his or her point of contact and mentor to the degree program until the student formally selected his or her graduate committee chair.

For the complete longitudinal study, data will be collected from three consecutive recruitment classes at specified intervals during their respective graduate programs.  Reported in this poster are the initial findings from two iterations of the instrument administered to the initial cohort admitted in May 2009 and who began the degree program in August 2009 with a face-to-face orientation program.  

Data was collected from students just before their orientation meeting and three weeks after the start of their first semester.  Students were emailed a link to an online instrument designed by the researchers.  The first section of the instrument consisted of items developed by Dreher and Ash (1990) and modified by Tenenbaum, Crosby, and Gliner (2001).  These items focused on the extent the student’s advocate or mentor had completed various psychosocial, instrumental, and networking needs.  Students indicated their responses using a Likert-type scale ranging from not at all to great extent.  The second part of the instrument included items that addressed the role of graduate advisors and department heads in serving as mentors to the students.   

Results

After two administrations of the instrument, distance students reported low levels of interaction with their faculty advocates.  However, students reported mentoring relationships with others in addition to their assigned faculty advocate.  Students indicated that the department chair, the graduate student coordinator, and other faculty had served as mentors to them.  When asked if they felt their advocate had fulfilled the needs of the student mentee, one student answered “No, but I have not asked many questions either.  I have asked questions of other advisors and they were very helpful.”  All other students who answered this question indicated that their advisor had met their needs as a mentee. 
 
Conclusions

Students in the distance degree program, while reporting low levels of interaction with their assigned mentor, reported mentoring relationships with other members of the faculty at the cooperating universities and that these relationships were perceived as important to their success.

Implications

Even in the initial stages of their pursuit of a graduate degree, distance students sought out interactions with mentors, both assigned and not-assigned to them individually.  As mentors to students, faculty must be cognizant to the importance of these mentoring relationships – both perceived and real.  Further research is needed on mentoring at the graduate level for both resident and distance students.  In addition, research is warranted on the mentoring received from relationships outside of traditional roles such as graduate committee chairs.
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