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The Transformational Process of MentoringThe Transformational Process of Mentoring

Multifaceted mentoring activities are integral components
in student development.  What does it mean to be a good
mentor?  What does mentoring involve?  How effective
are you as a mentor?  Do research-active faculty have an
added responsibility when mentoring research students?
How can the mentoring process be enhanced to provide
for better student-faculty interactions and make the stu-
dent research experience more learning-centered?  What
type of mentoring style do you use and are your students
learning as much as they can with this style?  These issues
will be addressed in a mentoring workshop that is part of
the Research Responsibility Symposium planned for the
2002 CUR National Conference at Connecticut College.
The process of mentoring can be described and defined in
a variety of ways, however good and effective mentoring
can be distilled to a transformational process that is per-
sonalized, intentional, organized, and assessable.

Mentoring activities should work from the premise that
all students are individuals and, as such, the mentoring
process needs to be personalized for each student.  Some
students are very capable in their research abilities and
can take a project and go with it, meet every deadline,
provide a written summary weekly activities, and make
significant progress on the project.  Other students need
to have more intentional guidance with their projects,
clearer and demonstrated methods of how to do the
experiments or problem-solve, and these students may
not make much progress on the project.  As faculty mem-
bers at primarily undergraduate institutions (PUI), we
have just as much responsibility to focus on the teaching-
learning process as we do with the process of research
and scholarship.  

Taking a personalized approach involves being intention-
al in how mentoring is approached.  Not every good
teacher or researcher is a good mentor.  Being intentional
means taking time to work with each student, meet 
regularly one-on-one to assess progress, be available 
to demonstrate laboratory techniques and do the 
experiment, help analyze and interpret data and make
reasonable conclusions based on stated results, share and
encourage the students with their discoveries, and offer

support when the experiments do not go quite as
planned.  Being a good sounding board, showing genuine
interest in each project and in the students as individual
people, helping keep the students focused, and if 
necessary redirecting them back on course will help build
mutual respect that is keystone for any effective collabo-
ration.  The process of mentoring is also multifunctional
and promotes overall development.  Multifunctional
objectives and activities lead to functional diversity 
and adaptation.  Good mentors help students with 
experiments as well as offer career and personal guidance
when needed, and are good role models.  By being faculty
members we are role models whether we want to admit 
it or not, so we have an innate responsibility to be as
effective mentors as possible.

Approaching mentoring as a process of student develop-
ment that is personalized and intentional requires 
organization.  Just as every good experiment or project
involves careful planning, inclusion of controls and 
variables, timely experimental implementation and
assessment, so does the process of mentoring.  Taking
time to accurately define the problem, and working with
the students to ensure that they know what question they
are asking helps create that type of positive, interactive,
and progressing learning environment that we as teachers
and facilitators hope to achieve in the classroom.  As the
saying goes, prior planning prevents poor performance.
Lack of an organized plan for what the students will be
doing and how the faculty will guide this project leads to
frustration for both students and the faculty mentors.
Some planned chaos is good to challenge traditional
thinking, but too much chaos leads to ineffective, energy-
draining, and non-productive cycling.

Assessment

Every experiment and study generates results that require
analysis and interpretation, in essence assessment.  The
same type of questions that we ask students as they assess
our classes, we can also ask our students about their
research experiences and the mentoring process.  How
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well did the mentoring process work?  What worked
well?  What are areas that could be improved?  Did the
student, and did we as mentors, learn something from
this experience?  Every experience has a take-home mes-
sage, and as mentors we need to keep an open mind and
be flexible enough that we can listen to what the students
say, assess the validity of their comments, and be willing
to address their concerns and make changes to enhance
this experience.  After all, engaging in research activities
involves as much teaching as do our classroom activities.
Just as we need to share findings and results from schol-
arly work and research activities, we also need to share
and assess the experiences of mentoring.  For example,
consider having monthly mentoring round table discus-
sions with faculty in individual departments, divisions, or
even college-wide to discuss what works, problems
encountered, and trouble shooting strategies.  You may
even consider performing a more formal assessment of
your effectiveness as a mentor; that is, study mentoring
activities that take place during a summer research 
program, evaluate findings and share results with 
greater community through an article.  

Mentoring is a transformational process for both the 
student and faculty involved.  Effective mentoring is a
necessary core to faculty-directed student research 
collaborative projects.  Mentoring activities can also help
faculty become better teachers, lead to more productive
group meetings with student collaborators, and result in a
positive, challenging environment that invites student
involvement.  Ineffective mentoring can also result in the
production of a negative, non-student friendly environ-
ment that focuses only on the research project and ignores
the student development part of the project. 

So what type of mentor are you and will you be?  How
can you improve your current approach to enhance
developmental activities that lead to a positive environ-
ment?  As you consider these thoughts and travel 
down the mentoring pathway, remember that the
research process and student-faculty collaborations for
PUI faculty in teaching-focused institutions is not about
the end product, whether that be the student capstone,
the publication, or grant; but rather the objective in 
mentoring is about the journey from start to finish.  This
journey encourages student growth, faculty development,
and challenges to current beliefs that lead to a positive
experience for all involved.  As a car commercial says,
“Enjoy the ride.”  Keep growing and developing as a
mentor — you may be surprised that you learn as much
as the students you mentor.
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