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MENTORING “QUICK-STARTER” GRADUATE STUDENTS

Introduction/Need for Innovation
	The agricultural education discipline utilizes mentoring relationships in teacher preparation programs (Peiter, Terry, & Cartmell, 2005), extension education (Phillips & Bradshaw, 1999; Rogers, 1997; Zimmer & Smith, 1992), and in faculty development programs at the university level (Eastman & Williams, 1993).  Mentors are those individuals knowledgeable in their field, established in an organization, and who serve to support the personal and professional development of a protégé (Lamm & Harder, 2009; Mincemoyer & Thomson, 1998).  Kram (1985) determined that mentoring relationships serve two distinct functions, career development support and psychosocial support.  
Williams (1997) suggested that new agricultural education graduate students work diligently to identify mentors and seek their input. For graduate students, one of the most important mentoring relationships is between student and advisor. While these relationships vary widely, many include both career development and psychosocial support. Typically the advisor-graduate student pairing is similar to an apprenticeship, where the student is socialized into the profession by the advisor (Bieber & Worley, 2006).  However, Allen, McManus and Russell (1999) found that career development and psychosocial mentoring provided by graduate student peers helped students cope with stress and successfully adjust to their new roles.  
Diffley (2007) acknowledged that being new to the academic environment can be intimidating and recommended students build networks of peers.  Joining a graduate student support group offers psychological support, as well as a chance to obtain valuable feedback from more senior students (Peters, 1992).  Peters declared that new graduate students should look to their peers as the greatest source of support because the doctoral program experience can be isolating without it.
Due to the importance of peer relationships among graduate students, a mentoring program was created in an agricultural education and communication department at STATE.  The program was developed in and continues to be managed by the departmental graduate student organization.  However, at the inception of the program, no written plan existed to help guide the mentor/protégé relationship.  As a result, generations of graduate student mentors have spent varying amounts of time, had varying levels of success, and uneven levels of commitment to the program.  The resulting relationships have therefore been inconsistent, and unfortunately sometimes unfulfilling. 
How it Works/Steps
In early summer 2009, the departmental graduate student association president paired incoming graduate students with mentors.  Assignments were based on the following criteria: 1) area of study of (communication, extension, leadership, or teacher preparation), 2) degree program (doctorate or masters), 3) previous professional experience of mentor and mentee, and 4) age.
The association president then arranged a brainstorming session with the mentors where they were asked to reflect about the support they received as new departmental graduate students.  Thoughts and advice were offered on how to build strong mentor/protégé relationships based on the previous experiences of the participants, both as former mentors and protégés. At the conclusion session, consensus was reached on items believed to be essential in shaping positive mentoring relationships.  Subsequently, a mentoring handbook providing a set of guidelines to help mould graduate student mentor/protégé relationships was created and distributed to the mentors. The handbook outlines elements such as recommended introductory email information, meeting frequency, discussion topics, and other potential discussion topics.
To assess the success of the brainstorming session and mentoring handbook, those graduate students assigned as mentors were asked to complete an on-line survey containing seven open-ended questions regarding their perceptions of how the session and handbook enhanced their mentoring experience. 
Results to Date/Implications
	Mentors reported the brainstorming session assisted them in feeling more connected to the other graduate students within the department, strengthened their ability to see different perspectives in regards to entering graduate school, and assisted in further defining their role as a mentor. The handbook itself had mixed reviews. Several mentors said they used their notes from the meeting more than the handbook, and one reported not looking at it at all. Of those that did refer to the handbook, they felt it held them accountable and assisted them in continuing their mentor relationship long term. Maintaining open and honest discussions about the role of mentoring within the department, building consensus among those involved on what the mentoring process should entail, and keeping an open mind when working with new graduate students were the results of the brainstorming session and assisted in making the mentoring program even more successful. 
Future Plans/Advice to Others
	The departmental mentoring program was enhanced by the process of creating the mentoring handbook.  Mentors commented that the brainstorming session offered a great deal of support and guidance for their relationships with protégés.  Because of this, the graduate student association plans to schedule an annual meeting where mentors can discuss strategies for making mentoring relationships successful and adding ideas to the handbook.   
Antidotal evidence suggests that the process of discussing mentoring relationships has a positive impact.  The mentoring handbook serves as the guiding document for the annual process of brainstorming and incorporating new ideas, and is a resource for mentors year-round.  Other agricultural education departments may benefit from implementing similar mentoring programs.  In doing so, these departments should encourage graduate student organizations to create similar handbooks tailored to meet the specific needs of new students in their respective departments.  The collaborative process of development achieves buy-in from mentors, while the annual brainstorming meeting provides limited but necessary structure, allowing (newly) former protégés and mentors alike to contribute to the program. Hopefully, former protégés then choose to serve as mentors themselves in future years due to their successful mentoring relationships.
Costs/Resources Needed
	Currently, the mentoring program operates at no direct cost to the mentors, protégés or department.  The primary resource needed to maintain the program is time.  While graduate students often do not have a wealth of this resource, time devoted to this relationship is beneficial to both mentor and protégé.  
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