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Summary
Mentoring first-year students, by both faculty members and peer mentors, has emerged as a key 
activity to support students’ success. As a developmental relationship that offers career/instrumental 
functions as well as psychosocial support, research has demonstrated that mentoring can foster a 
successful transition to college, role modeling, personal development, academic success, higher GPAs, 
improved retention rates, and more learning (Bierema & Merriam, 2002; Campbell & Campbell, 1997;
Colton, Connor, Shultz, & Easter, 1999; Harmon, 2006; Keup & Barefoot, 2005; Logan, Salisbury-
Glennon, & Spence, 2000; Schwitzer & Thomas, 1998; Scott & Homant, 2007; Sorrentino, 2006; 
Terrion & Leonard, 2007). Given the importance of mentoring to the experiences of incoming students,
there is a need to assess mentoring in FYE programs. However, the term “mentoring” suffers from 
conceptual confusion, so efforts to “assess” mentoring without developing a clear sense of what 
mentoring means are preemptive. This session reports on one college’s approach to define the meaning
of mentoring in their FYE. Utilization of this approach can assist other institutions who utilize first-
year mentoring with enrichment and assessment. 

The problem and purpose statement
A thorough review of the literature illustrates there is a great deal of conceptual confusion about the 
meaning of mentoring. Merriam’s opinion that “the phenomenon on mentoring is not clearly 
conceptualized, leading to confusion as to just what is being measured or offered as an ingredient for 
success” (1983, p. 169) is still prevalent in the more recent literature on mentoring. Consider, for 
example, the peer mentoring relationship. According to Harmon (2006), “explaining the concept of 
peer mentoring has not been easy, often due to the great confusion over the varying peer educator roles 
on college campus” (p. 56). In addition, Campbell and Campbell (1997) suggest that the literature 
surrounding mentoring has not clarified the definition of what mentoring is, resulting in a “confusing 
array of studies loosely aligned with the concept of mentoring” (p. 728). It is argued that this ongoing 
ambiguity over a term that encompasses so many roles challenges researchers who study mentoring 
and makes it difficult to explain what is a mentor (Harmon, 2006). Therefore, this session reports on 
one institution’s approach to define the meaning of mentoring in their FYE and offers it as a case study
for use at other institutions.

Method
One, the various definitions of mentoring in the literature and the functions associated with them were 
reviewed. A model (D’Abate, Eddy, & Tannenbaum, 2003) was chosen that provides an extensive 
listing of 23 functions with definitions that could be used for survey-item development. These 23 
functions of “developmental interactions” were adapted and expanded to 26 functions (using the 
college’s published materials on FYE program offerings and input from a pilot test with a 10-person 
holdout sample) that more closely represented FYE activities as well as the institution’s context. The 
list of functions adapted for faculty mentors appears in Table 1; a similar set was adapted for peer 
mentors.

Two, a set of surveys were developed (using 5-point, Likert-type scales from strongly agree to strongly
disagree) based on the functions described above. Faculty mentors were surveyed using a websurvey; 
peer mentors, however, completed a paper-and-pencil survey during a weekly seminar course that they 
attended as part of the FYE program. Faculty were asked, “What was the meaning of mentoring in 
your experience of the FYE?” And “Referring to the same functions, which are better suited to the role
of a peer mentor?” Peer mentors were asked, “From your own experience as an FYE peer mentor, to 
what extent do you agree/disagree that this is what peer mentoring means?”
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Third, the data was analyzed based on a 53% response rate (faculty) and a 49% response rate (peer 
mentors) by examining frequencies, means, and distribution of responses. The hope was that the data 
would shed light on questions such as: What is the meaning of mentoring in the faculty’s experience of
the FYE? And what is the peer mentor’s role? Tables 2 and 3 summarize these findings. 

Findings
To summarize, Table 2 is based on the faculty’s own experiences as mentors (with the exception of the 
column to the far right which is discussed in the following section). As a faculty, they agree that 
mentoring includes providing feedback, teaching, sharing information, directing, academic goal-
setting, advising, encouraging, aiding, academic goal-tracking, modeling, problem solving, 
introducing, and observing. However, they do not agree on whether or not mentoring includes 
socializing, affirming, confidence building, providing practical application, helping on assignments, 
calming, collaborating, advocating, personal goal-setting, personal goal-tracking, befriending, 
sheltering, or supporting. For example, “academic goal setting” received a mean score of 4.54 (N=40) 
with 36 participants (93%) moderately/strongly agreeing that the faculty mentor helps the student 
establish academic goals, but “befriending” received a mean score of only 2.84 (N=39) with 36% of 
participants moderately/strongly disagreeing that the faculty mentor befriends the student by 
developing a strong connection with him/her. 

According to the faculty, the peer mentor’s role might be better suited to take on a number of 
mentoring functions (modeling, introducing, socializing, affirming, helping on assignments, 
befriending, supporting), regardless of the fact that faculty have sometimes included these functions in 
their own mentoring roles. This further clarifies the definition of mentoring for faculty as one that 
includes sharing information, teaching, advising, providing feedback, and academic goal-
setting/tracking, but that may not ideally include modeling or introducing students.

When compared to responses from the 22 peer mentors who also completed surveys (Table 3), findings
show that the peer mentor’s own experiences of mentoring in the FYE led them to similar conclusions. 
Their responses were highly skewed toward moderately/strongly agree with high mean responses for 
these same functions (helping on assignments, modeling, affirming, introducing, and socializing). 
Apparently, faculty and peer mentors agree that these functions are better suited to the peer mentor’s 
role, rather than the faculty mentor’s role. However, the faculty felt befriending and supporting were 
better suited to the peer mentors – peer mentors tended to be mixed on these functions, each with a 
mean response of 3.82 and responses distributed between moderately disagree to strongly agree. 

Implications for Practice
The meaning of mentoring varies by institutional context, so defining its functions is a critical, first-
step of assessment. If not defined, assessment efforts preemptively ask questions such as “How well 
did your mentor provide you with role modeling (or encouragement, or socialization)?” when those 
functions may not be associated with mentoring at that particular institution. FYE programs can use 
this same approach to open a dialogue about the meaning of mentoring at their institution; fine-tune 
their program materials, FYE orientations, and mentor training sessions (handbooks, training, 
pamphlets, lectures); help mentors understand what it is they are supposed to be doing when mentoring
first-year students; and/or as a first step in assessing mentoring (once you know the meaning of 
mentoring at your institution, then you can evaluate the extent to which each function is being carried 
out). 



First things first – FYE conference handout   

References
Bierema, L. L., & Merriam, S. B. (2002). E-mentoring: Using computer mediated 

communication to enhance the mentoring process. Innovative Higher Education, 26(3), 211-
227. 

Campbell, T. A., & Campbell, D. E. (1997). Faculty/student mentor program: Effects on 
academic performance and retention. Research in Higher Education, 38(6), 727-742.

Colton, G. M., Connor, U. J., Jr., Shultz, E. L., & Easter, L. M. (1999). Fighting attrition: One 
freshman year program that targets academic progress and retention for at-risk students. 
Journal of College Student Retention, 1(2), 147-162.

D’Abate, C. P., Eddy, E. R., & Tannenbaum, S. I. (2003). What’s in a name? A literature-based 
approach to understanding mentoring, coaching, and other constructs that describe 
developmental interactions. Human Resource Development Review, 2(4), 360-384.

Harmon, B. V. (2006). A qualitative study of the learning processes and outcomes associated 
with students who serve as peer mentors. Journal of the First-Year Experience & Students in 
Transition, 18(2), 53-82.

Keup, J. R., & Barefoot, B. O. (2005). Learning how to be a successful student: Exploring the 
impact of first-year seminars on student outcomes. Journal of the First-Year Experience, 17(1), 
11-47.

Logan, C. R., Salisbury-Glennon, J., & Spence, L. D. (2000). The Learning Edge Academic 
Program: Toward a community of learners. Journal of the First-Year Experience, 12(1), 77-
104.

Merriam, S. (1983). Mentors and protégés: A critical review of the literature. Adult Education 
Quarterly, 33(3), 161-173.

Schwitzer, A. M., & Thomas, C. (1998). Implementation, utilization, and outcomes of a minority 
freshman peer mentor program at a predominantly white university. Journal of The Freshman 
Year Experience, 10(1), 31-50.

Scott, C. L., & Homant, R. J. (2007). The Professional Mentor Program Plus: An academic 
success and retention tool for adult learners. Journal of College Student Retention, 9(1), 61-73.

Sorrentino, D. M. (2006). The SEEK Mentoring Program: And application of the goal-setting 
theory. Journal of College Student Retention, 8(2), 241-250.

Terrion, J. L., & Leonard, D. (2007). A taxonomy of the characteristics of student peer mentors 
in higher education: Findings from a literature review. Mentoring & Tutoring: Partnership in 
Learning, 15(2), 149-164.

Acknowledgements: The author gratefully acknowledges the support of Skidmore College, its First-
Year Experience program, and members of its FYE assessment team (Michael Arnush, Beau Breslin, 
Leanne Casale, Mimi Hellman, Ann Henderson, Chris McGill), as well as the funding for this study 
provided by a grant from The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation in support of Skidmore’s FYE. The 
interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations, however, are those of the author’s and do not 
necessarily represent those of the College or the Foundation. 
Table 1: Single item measures for functions relating to faculty mentoring
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Faculty Mentor Activities Description and Item for Measurement
Learning Functions: The following behaviors may be exhibited by the faculty mentor to support the student’s 
learning.
Collaborating The faculty mentor and student work together in a collaborative manner.
Directing The faculty mentor provides direction to the student.
Academic goal-setting The faculty mentor helps the student establish academic goals.
Academic goal-tracking The faculty mentor helps the student track progress toward his/her academic 

goals.
Personal goal-setting The faculty mentor helps the student establish personal aspirations.
Personal goal-tracking The faculty mentor helps the student track progress toward his/her personal 

aspirations.
Helping on assignments The faculty mentor provides the student with help on assignments for the Scribner

Seminar in the form of task assistance or technical support.
Modeling The faculty mentor is a role model of appropriate learning-related behaviors for 

the student.
Observing The faculty mentor observes the student in a learning environment (e.g., Scribner 

Seminar) for developmental purposes (to offer suggestions or tips for improving 
learning).

Problem solving The faculty mentor works with the student to examine and resolve any problems 
that may arise related to the student’s learning.

Providing practical 
application

The faculty mentor provides experiences for the student to apply what is being 
learned in the Scribner Seminar 

Providing feedback The faculty mentor provides constructive criticism to the student.
Sharing information The faculty mentor shares information with the student that may help in the 

student’s learning.
Teaching The faculty mentor instructs/teaches the student to help him/her build expertise, 

skills, or knowledge.
Support functions: The following behaviors may be exhibited by the faculty mentor to provide support to the 
student.
Affirming The faculty mentor communicates with the student in ways that offer acceptance 

to the student.
Aiding The faculty mentor helps the student when s/he is facing challenges.
Befriending (connecting 
on a personal level)

The faculty mentor befriends the student by developing a strong connection with 
him/her.

Calming The faculty mentor tries to calm the student to reduce his/her anxiety/stress.
Confidence building The faculty mentor communicates with the student in ways that build the student’s

esteem/confidence.
Advising The faculty mentor provides the student with advice/guidance.
Encouraging The faculty mentor encourages the student.
Supporting The faculty mentor provides the student with personal support.
College transition/progression functions: The following behaviors may be exhibited by the faculty mentor to 
assist the student’s transition to (and progress in) his/her college career.
Advocating The faculty mentor acts as an advocate for the student in his/her college career.
Introducing The faculty mentor introduces the student to offices, people, departments, or 

services on campus to help him/her succeed in his/her college career.
Sheltering The faculty mentor protects the student in ways that will help him/her succeed in 

college.
Socializing The faculty mentor helps the student get oriented to life at college.
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Table 2: The meaning of mentoring in the FYE in the faculty’s experience and which functions are 
better suited to peer mentor’s role

Function of Mentoring This is the meaning of mentoring in my experience of the
FYE

This
function is

better suited
to the role of

a peer
mentor

(according
to the

faculty)

Moderately or
strongly

disagree (1-2)

Neither
agree nor

disagree (3)

Moderately
or strongly
agree (4-5)

Mean
response

Functions that are clearly 
part of mentoring: High 
means and consistently rated 
as moderately/strongly agree
Providing feedback 0% (0) 5% (2) 95% (37) 4.72 a 19% (7) c

Teaching 0% (0) 5% (2) 95% (37) 4.69 a 8% (3) c

Sharing information 0% (0) 5% (2) 95% (37) 4.59 a 44% (16) c

Directing 0% (0) 5% (2) 95% (38) 4.55 a 14% (5) c

Academic goal-setting 0% (0) 8% (3) 93% (36) 4.54 a 19% (7) c

Advising 3% (1) 3% (1) 95% (37) 4.51 b 24% (9) d

Encouraging 0% (0) 8% (3) 92% (36) 4.46 b 51% (19) d

Aiding 0% (0) 3% (1) 97% (38) 4.44 b 43% (16) d

Academic goal-tracking 0% (0) 10% (4) 87% (34) 4.36 a 11% (4) c

Modeling 5% (2) 13% (5) 82% (32) 4.28 a 83% (30) c

Problem solving 0% (0) 18% (7) 81% (31) 4.21 a 31% (11) c

Introducing 5% (2) 15% (6) 80% (31) 4.18 b 68% (25) d

Observing 0% (0) 18% (7) 82% (32) 4.13 a 11% (4) c

Functions that are unclear: 
No consistent rating pattern
Socializing 13% (5) 13% (5) 74% (29) 3.95 b 95% (35) d

Affirming 8% (3) 32% (12) 61% (23) 3.79 b 60% (22) d

Confidence building 10% (4) 15% (6) 75% (29) 3.79 b 51% (19) d

Providing practical 
application

8% (3) 38% (15) 54% (21) 3.77 a 33% (12) c

Helping on assignments 16% (6) 18% (7) 66% (26) 3.72 a 77% (26) c

Calming 14% (5) 24% (9) 83% (24) 3.61 b 57% (21) d

Collaborating 18% (7) 31% (12) 51% (20) 3.44 a 58% (21) c

Advocating 16% (6) 37% (14) 47% (18) 3.39 b 11% (4) d

Personal goal-setting 34% (13) 18% (7) 47% (18) 3.03 a 56% (20) c

Personal goal-tracking 33% (13) 21% (8) 46% (18) 3.03 a 33% (12) c

Befriending (i.e., connecting 
on a personal level)

36% (14) 26% (10) 37% (14) 2.84 b 84% (31) d

Sheltering 37% (14) 39% (15) 24% (9) 2.84 b 32% (12) d

Supporting 42% (16) 21% (8) 37% (14) 2.74 b 78% (29) d

Notes: Functions are listed in descending order by means. Values in parentheses indicate frequencies. 
Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number. a indicates N=40. b indicates N=39. c indicates 
N=36. d indicates N=37. Italics indicate functions better suited to the peer mentor’s role, according to 
the faculty mentor. 
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Table 3: How peer mentors rate the functions of mentoring in their experience of the FYE

Function of 
Mentoring

This is the meaning of mentoring in my experience of the FYE
Strongly
disagree

(1)

Moderately
disagree  

(2)

Neither
agree nor

disagree (3)

Moderately
agree

(4)

Strongly
agree

(5)

Mean
response

Learning Functions 
(N=22)
Collaborating 0 3 1 11 7 4.0
Directing 0 0 1 8 13 4.55
Academic goal-setting 0 2 4 12 4 3.81
Academic goal-tracking 1 0 6 14 1 3.64
Personal goal-setting † 0 4 6 12 0 3.36†
Personal goal-tracking† 1 1 10 10 0 3.32†
Helping on 
assignments 1 0 1 9 9 4.25
Modeling 0 0 1 4 17 4.72
Observing 0 0 7 10 5 3.91
Problem solving 0 2 1 10 9 4.18
Providing practical 
application 0 0 6 8 8 4.09
Providing feedback 0 1 3 13 5 4.0
Sharing information † 0 6 0 0 16 4.73†
Teaching 2 1 7 8 4 3.50
Support functions 
(N=22)
Affirming 0 0 3 2 17 4.64
Aiding 0 0 2 6 14 4.55
Befriending (i.e., 
connecting on a 
personal level) † 0 1 7 9 5 3.82†
Calming 0 0 5 9 8 4.14
Confidence building 0 0 4 7 11 4.32
Advising 0 0 2 4 16 4.64
Encouraging 0 0 1 3 18 4.77
Supporting † 0 1 7 9 5 3.82†
College 
transition/progression
functions (N=22)
Advocating 0 2 8 8 4 3.64
Introducing 0 0 2 5 15 4.59
Sheltering * 1 4 12 5 0 2.95*
Socializing 0 0 2 8 12 4.45

Notes: Except for the mean response, values indicate frequencies. Italics indicate functions better 
suited to the peer mentor’s role, according to the peer mentor. † indicates functions that are unclear if 
they are better suited to the peer mentor’s role, according to the peer mentor. Asterisks (*) indicate 
functions that are not suited to the peer mentor’s role, according to the peer mentor. 


