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Introduction, Purpose, & Research Questions
Advisor support has been shown to be crucial to graduate students’ long-term success (Sheehy, 2019) and especially important in enhancing graduate student satisfaction, productivity, and degree completion (Golde, 2005; Sheehy, 2019). Advisors play a major role in graduate students’ academic and social integration; two factors that have been reported as key in contributing to student persistence in agricultural and life science disciplines (AgLS) (Westbrook & Allen, 2007; Sowell et al., 2015).

Recruiting and retaining minoritized students in AgLS has been a challenge for many colleges of agriculture (Warren & Alston, 2007; Westbrook & Alston, 2007). In fact, according to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), during the 2021 – 2022 academic year only 3% of bachelors, masters, and doctoral degrees were awarded to Black students at each educational level (US Department of Education [USDE], 2023a, 2023b, 2023c). A historically male-dominated field (Enns & Martin, 2015), minoritized students are underrepresented at all levels in AgLS. Advising, mentoring, and support networks are needed to combat discrimination within the field (Cropps, 2023; Cline et al., 2020).

There is a gap in the literature that seeks to understand how and why Black women are so severely underrepresented in AgLS at all levels (i.e., undergraduate, master’s, doctoral, postdoctoral, and faculty). As much of the scholarship on advising focuses on advisors’ perceptions and how they make meaning of their work, there is a need for more understanding of advising experiences of minoritized graduate students. The findings from this study can be used to inform practice by providing recommendations for advising that can challenge and hopefully lead to changes in institutional practices and norms of the dominant culture that negatively influences Black women’s experiences and persistence in graduate education. Further, this study can inform practice by providing recommendations for preparing doctoral students and current faculty to advise and mentor students from cultural backgrounds different from their own. The purpose of this study was to examine the participants’ advising experiences in AgLS disciplines at Historically White Institutions (HWIs). The research question that guided this study was: How do intersecting marginalized identities shape Black doctoral women’s advising experiences in AgLS disciplines?

Doctoral Advising and Mentoring
There is some confusion and difficulty in differentiating between mentoring, advising, and other training relationships from each other (Cobb et al., 2018). Quite often, roles like teacher, supervisor, counselor, and advisor have been used interchangeably with the term mentor (Cobb et al., 2018; Levinson et al., 1978; Mertz, 2004). In fact, Johnson et al. (2007) asserted that advising and mentoring are the two most often conflated terms and called for academia to make a clear distinction between the two. Scholars also note, however, that many of the functions of both advisor and mentor overlap and intertwine (Jones et al., 2013), which contributes to the confusion and conflation.

Doctoral advisors’ goals include helping students reach their academic and professional goals, meeting curriculum requirements set by the department and institution, and guiding dissertation research and writing (Burt et al., 2019; Rose, 2005). Doctoral advisors also play a major role in socializing their students into the department and discipline (Lee, 2008; Weidman & Stein, 2003). Research has shown that poor graduate advising can have a deleterious effect on students’ experiences, success, and motivations (Burt et al., 2020; McGee et al., 2019; Perez et al., 2019). Students have reported advisors demeaning their academic abilities (Burt et al., 2019; Gildersleeve et al., 2011); race-, gender-, and other identity-based microaggressions; and stereotypes (Felder & Barker, 2013). Types and levels of advising support may vary widely depending on a faculty’s departmental role and the power afforded to that role (Wofford, 2022). Junior faculty pursuing career advancement may not have access to the same resources, time, power, and networks to share with students as mid-career and senior faculty, which can lead to unmet student needs and expectations (Harding et al., 2023). 

Mentoring is a reciprocal relationship that benefits both the mentor and the mentee, can happen organically or formally, and must have an alignment of goals to thrive (Rasheem, et al., 2018). Mentoring has been characterized as providing instrumental and psychosocial support. Instrumental support consists of sponsorship, coaching, exposure and challenging work (Kram, 1985). Psychosocial support that mentors provide can include role modeling, counseling, acceptance and confirmation, and friendship (Gave & Cullen, 1998; Kram, 1985). Black doctoral women at PWIs have reported experiencing hyper (in)visibility; social and academic exclusion; gendered racial microaggressions; poor advising, mentoring, and socialization; and a lack of sense of belonging (Cropps, 2023, 2025; McGee & Bently, 2017; Patton, 2009). Mentoring has been shown as an effective strategy to decrease attrition and increase persistence, strengthen academic achievement, foster positive community building, and enhance sense of belonging for Black women matriculating through graduate programs (Kendricks et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2018). Therefore, access to quality mentoring relationships is crucial for Black women’s overall graduate experience and departmental satisfaction (Crisp et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2007).

A student’s advisor may be a mentor, but not all advisors are mentors (Cobb et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2014). Advisors usually guide students by providing instrumental support, while mentors provide instrumental and psychosocial support (Cobb et al., 2018; Kram, 1985). Though doctoral students are assigned an advisor, there is no guarantee that the advising relationship will evolve into a mentoring relationship (Malone & Harper, 2022).

Cross-race advising and mentoring has been studied (Barker, 2011; Grant & Ghee, 2015; Noe, 1988; Ortiz-Walters & Gilson, 2005; Rasheem et al., 2018) with varying findings. Noe (1988) found that gender played no part in effectiveness or quality of mentorships. Conversely, Ortiz-Walters and Gilson (2005) found that race and gender was of no importance to white mentees but was important to mentors. More recently, Grant and Ghee (2015) found that having same-race/gender and cross-race/gender mentors were important to their success in the academy. 

Conceptual Framework
I used Griffin’s (2019) Equity-Minded Mentoring Model (EM3) as the conceptual framework. The EM3 considers how mentoring outcomes may not be equitably realized for minoritized students and highlights how social identities and organizational structures shape all aspects of mentoring. Specifically, Griffin explained equity in mentoring across four areas: access to mentorship, expectations of who provides mentoring, quality of interactions, and the role of power dynamics in mentoring. To enhance equity in mentoring, Griffin asserted that mentors must authentically honor identity, recognize the power of bias, and cultivate trust with mentees. The EM3 calls for institutions to disrupt existing conditions that have systemically excluded minoritized students and disproportionately expects mentoring to come from minoritized faculty (Griffin & Reddick, 2011). With support from the above literature, I assert that advisors should attempt to move toward mentoring relationships with advisees and that this model can help in that endeavor.

Methodology
Critical narrative inquiry was deemed most appropriate for this study. Critical narrative inquiry questions how narratives intersect with power and their positionality (Allen & Hardin, 2001). Following IRB approval, participants were recruited from 1862 land-grant universities. Potential participants were identified using key informants and snowball sampling. Six participants took part in the study. Data was collected via zoom interviews with three rounds of interviews. Participants also completed a demographic questionnaire and wrote a personal narrative, where they answered two open-ended questions about their doctoral journey. Interview audio, interview notes, and observations were transcribed and checked for accuracy. Due to the small numbers of Black doctoral women in AgLS, I will not provide the specific discipline of the participants.

Analytical Approach
I conducted two cycles of coding. I used initial, simultaneous, and narrative coding  during the first cycle. During initial coding, I read interview transcripts line by line for familiarity with the data. Simultaneous coding allowed me to assign multiple codes to content that may have more than one meaning (Saldaña, 2013). Narrative coding allowed me to explore intra- and interpersonal participant experiences and actions to better understand their lived experiences (Jones et al., 2014). During the second cycle of coding, I used focused coding to organize the data around the most salient categories (Saldaña, 2013), then used those categories and codes to develop themes for a written narrative about the participants. To meet the criteria for trustworthiness, I used member checking to check for accuracy, engaged in prolonged engagement with my participants, established an audit trail, and obtained rich descriptions from participants to allow for second decision span generalizing (Patton, 2015; Creswell, 2007; Kennedy, 1979). I recognize the privilege I have experienced as a Black woman who was advised by a Black man who understood equitable mentoring and advising and was open to hearing differing standpoints than his own. 

Findings
Three overarching themes were found during analysis: (1) Advisor is Just an Advisor, (2) The Advisor-Mentor, and (3) Intrusive Advising/Mentoring. Due to space, I will present a small amount of data from each theme.

Theme 1: Advisor is Just an Advisor
Ebony, Errica, and Karla all mentioned receiving some level of instrumental support and said outright that they did not consider their advisor to be a mentor. They reported that they did not receive psychosocial support, meaning their advisor helped them with typical doctoral advising tasks: choosing classes, discussing theory and methodology, support for conferences, and dissertating.  I asked Errica to explain why she felt her advisor was not a mentor:

Working through theories and concepts and answering questions – those are advisor duties, and he does those well. But when it comes to being able to express concern about anything academic, professional, life stuff, anything; I don’t think that’s there. When it comes time for me to apply to jobs and different things, I’m sure he will be helpful in that process. But one of the things on my mind has been like if I go into academia and become a faculty member, how willing am I to join a department’s faculty and be the only Black faculty? That’s something I would share with a mentor. What insight could he even give me?

Junior Faculty’s Lack of Instrumental Support
Ebony had two advisors and while she did not consider either to be a mentor, she noticed marked differences between the two. Her first advisor was a junior faculty who she felt did not provide adequate advising/instrumental support. When asked about her experience with her first advisor, she reflected: “…finding out that your advisor wasn’t supporting you to where they should have; and there were things he should have done. There were deficits in my learning…it’s just been obstacle after obstacle.” 

Power Differentials and Lack of Trust
Karla indicated that while she received some instrumental support (i.e., writing support) after she reached candidacy, before candidacy she felt very alone and unsupported by her advisor (a junior faculty): 

I think part of it is her being new faculty and trying to get all her publications and stuff to be on track for tenure. She also shared that because of our close age, she doesn’t know what it looks like working with me. I ended up buying her a book on how to have difficult conversations.

Theme 2: The Advisor-Mentor
Jayei, Nahla, and Toni were all engaged in same-race advising relationships and all reported their advisor to be a mentor. They all reported receiving adequate instrumental support and described different aspects of received psychosocial support.

Instrumental Support
When asked about how she felt empowered by her advisor, Jayei had a lot to say. Most of her responses were about the instrumental support she received:

He allows us the autonomy to choose our own [research] project and choose the conferences [to present at]. Learning to write op-eds. Teaching us and training us on how we can publish our own voices so that we can be heard. That was empowering in itself. He opened up so many different avenues in academia where we can strive to achieve in. He has religiously kept up with our CVs [curriculum vitae].

Psychosocial Support
I asked Jayei if she had any specific expectations of her advisor because he was Black. She enthusiastically responded:

I thought I would be in a safe space, and I am. I feel protected, supported, and finally understood on this campus. I feel understood! I feel respected. I remember he kept asking me ‘Whatever it is [research] you want to do, just let me know. Bring an idea to the table.’ That was so foreign to me.
	
Theme 3: Intrusive Advising/Mentoring 
While I did not ask specifically about intrusive advising or mentoring approaches, some participants did describe practices their advisors used that would be considered such. For example, as previously mentioned, Jayei described her advisor “religiously” reviewing her CV. She explains further: “He has religiously kept up with our CVs and kept us on track with keeping up with them, revising them, adding to them, making them better over the years. Every week.” 

Discussion, Recommendations, & Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to examine Black doctoral women’s experiences with their advisors in agricultural science disciplines at an HWI adapting the EM3 as the conceptual framework. Using critical narrative inquiry, participants were prompted to describe situations and experiences with their advisor. I organized findings around three main themes: an advisor is just and advisor, the advisor-mentor, and intrusive advising/mentoring. These findings support and contribute to literature on advising and mentoring in agricultural sciences, cross-race advising and mentoring, graduate education, and Black collegiate women.

First, half of the participants reported that their advisor was just an advisor. In this case, the participants were engaged in cross-race and cross-gender advising relationships that lacked psychosocial support. This finding supports literature that seeks to delineate advising from mentoring (Cobb et al., 2018; Malone & Harper, 2022). Additionally, this work supports research from Blake-Beard et al. (2011) and Thorne et al. (2021) who found that in cross-race mentoring relationships, psychosocial support was absent. However, sometimes, an advisor is and will be just an advisor. The advisor and/or the student may not wish it to be anything more. While not all advising relationships will evolve into mentoring relationships, advisors should still work to build trust in the advising relationship, provide equitable advising experiences, and level the hierarchy in advising relationships (Malone & Harper, 2022; Rademaker et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2019). Junior faculty are under immense pressure to earn promotion and tenure, which can lead to exploitation, abuse, issues involving student autonomy, and epistemic violence (Cobb et al., 2018; Harding et al., 2023; Nordberg et al., 2024). In this study, epistemic violence in the form of stealing research ideas and data occurred. Moreover, some participants felt unsupported in their research endeavors and in their professional goals. This supports research from Felder and Barker (2013) and Cropps (2023) on how Black students may receive subpar advising in cross-race advising relationships. 

Participants who indicated that their advisor was also their mentor were engaged in same-race advising relationships. This finding supports literature on why cross-race advisors were considered mentors and the importance of advisor-mentors. Participants with same-race advisor-mentors described an advising relationship characterized by trust, genuine support and care, and honest dialogue. This supports scholarship indicating that successful advising relationships should include care, trust, commitment, and open communication (Cobb et al., 2018; Mertz, 2004; Taylor et al., 2018). This research is also aligned with work from Cropps (2023), who found faculty advisor relationships to be key in socialization, academic success, and sense of belonging. Further, it supports prior research (Li et al., 2018; Barker, 2011) on the importance of same-race faculty-student connections. Many Black students echo my participants in expressing the importance of connecting with same-race faculty who understand their lived experience (Barker, 2011; Deo, 2020; Patton, 2009).

Finally, though not said by name, participants described the importance of intrusive advising. While most research on intrusive mentoring is in undergraduate and community college education, its hands-on, proactive approach may be helpful in graduate education. This approach requires advisors to know their student well enough to be able to take steps to avoid academic pitfalls (Rios, 2019). In graduate education, advisors must employ strategies to prevent students from getting too far behind in research and writing and becoming overwhelmed (Reader, 2018). Participants mentioned regular CV review, weekly advising meetings, and engaging in research with their advisors as proactive approaches from their advisors. These approaches support socialization strategies and allow students to feel more confident in moving forward in the doctoral program and reaching out for support when needed.

The first recommendation is for departments to provide and/or require training for faculty to learn equitable and anti-racist advising/mentoring strategies (Burt et al., 2021; Malone & Harper, 2022). Some participants in this study reported that their advisors who were junior faculty did not adequately advise them. Advisor training is often not part of doctoral training, and many advisors use what they learned as doctoral students to guide them (Burt et al., 2019). Departments could reinforce equitable advising and mentoring behaviors not only through training, but also by offering rewards. The second recommendation is for faculty advisors to find ways to share power and reduce hierarchical strain in the advising relationship (Malone & Harper, 2022). Advisors with privileged power and position can use their social capital to resist discriminatory norms, policies, and practices at the institution. Further, faculty advisors should openly discuss these norms (Malone & Harper, 2022), discuss expectations of the advisory role (Cobb et al., 2018), and encourage advisees to advocate for themselves to enhance self-efficacy and realize their own potential (Brown et al., 2022). However, advisors must also make explicit that they will advocate for them as well. Third, I recommend that faculty advisors take steps to evolve their advising relationships into mentoring relationships. Advisors will have to assess their relationship with an advisee to see if this is feasible. Though faculty may consider themselves a mentor, mentoring is bi-directional and reciprocal. As such, advisors must include the advisee in this discussion, as the advisee may not want to move forward with a mentoring relationship. Critical reflection on the advisor’s role and open discussion on what has been provided to the advisee thus far is encouraged to help move toward a mentoring relationship (Cobb et al., 2018). Craig et al. (2013) found that psychosocial support is important in enhancing inclusion. This finding shows it is essential for white faculty to learn these skills and be intentional in offering psychosocial support. Further research should include a larger study on the advising experiences of students of color and how faculty advisors make meaning of their roles as advisors and mentors. Embedding care and equity into advising will help us to cultivate better advising experiences for all students.
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