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CHAPTER 6

Transformative Mentoring Relationships: 
Engaging Student Voices to Create 

Emancipatory Change in Curriculum

Edgar F. Lopez and Adrian H. Huerta

Introduction

Since March 2020, the COVID-19 global pandemic has caused many 
unforeseen circumstances and drastically impacted the higher education 
field. Faculty and students experienced major disruptions in their instruc-
tion, mentoring relationships, and other activities as they were forced to 
rapidly transition to an online platform (Levine et al., 2021). Additionally, 
many graduate students have had to navigate the intense political climate 
and manage financial difficulties, housing insecurity, racial discrimination, 
and low access to high-quality mental health services, further disrupting 
their learning across institutions. As such, many graduate students have 
considered withdrawing from their institutions altogether due to the 
added strain, stress, and disproportionate impact of the pandemic on com-
munities of color (Hagedorn et al., 2021).
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The pandemic exacerbated challenges to financial stability and well-
being for students, especially low-income and racially minoritized popula-
tions (Reimers, 2022). Now, more than ever, graduate programs and 
departments need to primarily focus on supporting graduate students of 
color and provide resources to maneuver through challenges that contrib-
ute to their overall low persistence and degree completion (Lopez, 2021; 
Gardner, 2013). For instance, graduate students of color have suffered 
heavy financial losses yet are expected to persist with minimal financial 
support, including underpaid labor and high student debt, which impact 
their academic persistence (Cadenas et al., 2021). Rosenthal et al. (2021) 
conducted a survey highlighting how the COVID-19 pandemic negatively 
impacted graduate students’ mental health. They found the pandemic 
increased already high levels of stress among students and forced them to 
create new routines for survival, all while balancing full-time work, family 
needs, and academic responsibilities. Another factor in the low persistence 
and degree completion rates for students of color is the quality of mentor-
ing relationships that help students navigate their academic journey 
(DeAngelo et  al., 2021). As colleges and universities transitioned to a 
virtual learning platform, it transformed and complicated how graduate 
students could develop or maintain faculty-student mentoring relation-
ships. Overall, circumstances associated with the pandemic have derailed 
graduate students’ daily lives. However, research is yet to explore the level 
or extent of the impact of these challenges.

Many students have managed numerous demands and obstacles besides 
their academic responsibilities. Before returning all operations and instruc-
tion fully to in-person, graduate programs and departments should under-
stand the challenges these graduate students faced during the global 
pandemic. This chapter captures the unique challenges graduate students 
of color encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic and provides sev-
eral recommendations on ways graduate faculty and departments can 
implement and refine support systems to meet student needs. Additionally, 
we highlight the transformative mentoring relationships with faculty that 
have greatly impacted these graduate students throughout the pandemic 
and share their experiences as a catalyst to create emancipatory changes in 
the graduate curriculum. For this chapter, we specifically highlight the 
experiences of Latina/o/x doctoral students as they are historically under-
represented in academia (Gardner, 2013), contributing to their low repre-
sentation of faculty roles across institutions (Kamimura-Jimenez & 
Gonzalez, 2018). The number of full-time Latina/o faculty in 
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degree-granting postsecondary institutions is less than 5% across institu-
tion types (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020; Quezada & 
Louque, 2004). The underrepresentation of Latina/o/x doctoral stu-
dents and doctoral recipients will impact the ability of colleges and univer-
sities to diversify their faculty to meet the increased demands of diverse 
undergraduate and graduate students.

Literature Review

According to the Council of Graduate Schools (Zhou & Gao, 2021), in 
Fall 2020, more than 1.7 million students enrolled in graduate programs 
across 558 US graduate schools. Each year, nearly 26,000 students earn a 
Master’s or Doctoral degree in the United States (United States Census 
Bureau, 2017, 2018, 2019). However, Latina/o/x students have and 
continue to be virtually absent in graduate education and underrepre-
sented in degree completion (Pérez Huber et al., 2015). One critical com-
ponent to explore is whether Latina/o/x graduate students have access to 
opportunities for faculty-student mentoring relationships. The quality of 
graduate school preparation and faculty-student mentorship of Latina/
o/x graduate students is a growing area of concern for graduate depart-
ments and university leadership (Hackmann & Malin, 2019; Brunsma 
et al., 2017). Additionally, more research is needed to fully understand 
how the COVID-19 global pandemic impacted graduate education.

Defining Mentoring

Mentoring is one critical component of socialization within graduate pro-
grams (Bagaka’s et al., 2015). Numerous scholars have defined mentoring 
and its significance for students in academic spaces. Hackmann and Malin 
(2019) define mentorship as an interpersonal relationship with a more 
experienced person who guides and supports a less experienced person 
through a developmental process. Hayes (2005) explains mentoring as an 
intense relationship between novice and expert that promotes a newcom-
er’s socialization and self-efficacy through teaching, socializing, coaching, 
protecting, challenging, and role modeling. The mentoring relationship 
aims to guide the novice individual to eventually become a fully participat-
ing member of an organization or profession (Hayes, 2005). Lambie et al. 
(2014) define research mentoring as the process of a more research-
experienced individual facilitating research training, modeling appropriate 
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research behaviors, and supporting the student in developing research 
skills. Wright-Harp and Cole (2008) define mentoring as a critical process 
whereby an individual facilitates personal, educational, and professional 
development through mutual respect and trust. Mentoring can signifi-
cantly enhance and increase student outcomes, including their sense of 
belonging and academic self-efficacy, compared to students who are 
unmentored (Holloway-Friesen, 2021). Mentoring can make students 
feel they matter and are worth investing in, improving their academic 
motivation and self-esteem (Huerta & Fishman, 2014, 2019). Thus, men-
tors become understanding of cultural diversity and assist in the retention 
of graduate students to their degree completion.

Importance of Graduate Faculty Mentors

Variations across graduate fields matter and especially for students in the 
science fields who primarily are located in research labs or off-site field 
labs, whereas students in humanities and social sciences focus on indepen-
dent research projects or advance scholarship with faculty mentors 
(Calarco, 2020; Ramirez, 2017; Gardner, 2010). As graduate students 
persist in their academic field toward degree completion, faculty can facili-
tate supportive mentoring relationships and help students broadly under-
stand the field, nuances of the sub-fields, and the social norms of academic 
performance and expectations (Thomas et al., 2007). Graduate faculty are 
considered gatekeepers as they hold significant power in creating or with-
holding opportunities for students to succeed in graduate education and 
the professional opportunities that follow (Posselt et  al., 2020; McCoy 
et al., 2015; Griffin, 2012; Noonan et al., 2007). They have access to sup-
portive networks or resources that can advance graduate students’ aca-
demic abilities for success (McCoy et al., 2015). However, when faculty 
actively withhold opportunities or disinvest from their mentoring relation-
ships with students of color, it can lead to students being under-prepared 
or discouraged from pursuing career pathways, including faculty roles 
(Posselt et al., 2020).

Graduate faculty can and should promote a supportive learning envi-
ronment as they are vital influencers and role models in promoting stu-
dent retention in graduate programs (Christe, 2013). Faculty-student 
mentoring relationships are critical in promoting graduate student social-
ization, preparing disciplinary scholarship engagement, conducting 
research, and developing faculty career pathways (Felder, 2010). 
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Additionally, these relationships can help increase cross-cultural compe-
tency (Thomas et al., 2007), enhance emotional commitment and invest-
ment in success (Baker & Griffin, 2010), and provide structured mentoring 
training to prepare for future careers (Griffin, 2012). Due to the nature of 
graduate education, faculty members play a significant role in their stu-
dents’ socialization. Acevedo-Gil and Madrigal-Garcia (2018) define 
socialization as the process of gaining the knowledge, skills, and values 
needed for career prospects. Perez et al. (2019) define socialization as how 
individuals acquire support to become members of at least one social 
group and understand the complex standards and rules. Mentors are cru-
cial to supporting students in the graduate education socialization process 
by first introducing them to the norms, values, and beliefs necessary for 
success within their respective fields of study (Lunsford et  al., 2013). 
Although graduate mentoring relationships have proven to show benefi-
cial outcomes, research has noted the difficulties that graduate students of 
color encounter in finding and maintaining supportive mentoring rela-
tionships with faculty.

Challenges in Finding and Maintaining Supportive 
Graduate Mentorship

Graduate students of color in academia have historically encountered a 
series of challenges such as few or limited opportunities to interact with 
faculty members of color, a sense of isolation and loneliness, racial vulner-
ability, and (un)intentional acts of intolerance (Smith et al., 2016; Gay, 
2004; Brown II et al., 1999; Bonilla et al., 1994). Unfortunately, there are 
multiple instances in the popular press and empirical scholarship of faculty 
members behaving poorly toward graduate students of color (Williams 
et  al., 2018; Espino, 2014; Gildersleeve et  al., 2011; González, 2007; 
Solórzano, 1993). One remedy to counter toxic and hostile spaces for 
higher education institutions is to help Latina/o/x graduate students 
develop positive mentorship relationships with faculty. In a recent study 
on mentorship among Latina/o doctoral students, Acevedo-Gil and 
Madrigal-Garcia (2018) found Latina/o faculty members can act as vali-
dating role models to mentor doctoral students and build on their aspira-
tions, especially those who aspire and envision themselves in a tenure-track 
faculty position.

The high student attrition rates are often attributed to structural barri-
ers that impede students of color from advancing, such as solely navigating 
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adverse campus climates within hostile or unsupportive academic depart-
ments (Griffin et al., 2010). Graduate students of color often experience 
difficulties finding suitable and sustainable faculty mentors, especially in 
predominantly white institutions, who may not have multicultural compe-
tencies or training (Felder, 2010; Thomas et al., 2007). Additionally, these 
graduate students struggle to find faculty members who are capable of and 
willing to provide the scaffolding needed for scholarship and navigating 
alienating graduate-level spaces (Slay et al., 2019). Scholars have argued 
that same-ethnic faculty mentors paired with students can improve adjust-
ment, program satisfaction, and supportiveness in personal and career 
development (Santos & Reigadas, 2002). However, there are simply not 
enough faculty mentors of color in higher education institutions 
across the US.

Latina/o/x Graduate Students

Latina/o/x graduate students are severely underrepresented in graduate 
education (Pérez Huber et al., 2015). For instance, they represent nearly 
6% of the student population in doctoral programs (Acevedo-Gil & 
Madrigal-Garcia, 2018). Despite multiple federal and institutional efforts 
to increase graduate student diversity, the result is little change in degree 
attainment and degree completion. Nearly half of entering Latina/o/x 
doctoral students withdraw and do not complete their programs (Bagaka’s 
et al., 2015; Espino, 2014). In 2019, only 2.5% of Latino men and 2.8% 
of Latinas earned a doctoral degree out of the total reported recipients, 
respectively (United States Census Bureau, 2019). However, with the 
COVID-19 global pandemic constraining educational opportunities and 
exacerbating numerous challenges (Reimers, 2022), more research is 
needed to explore in-depth the experiences and repercussions that Latina/
o/x graduate students have encountered and their efforts to navigate to 
degree completion.

Latina/o students across these graduate fields often experience inade-
quate scholarly socialization and faculty mentorship (Ramirez, 2017). 
These efforts matter how students develop professional skills and learn 
their respective disciplines’ norms and values (Lechuga, 2011). They 
require more individualized support to understand their graduate pro-
grams holistically to learn how to navigate and optimize their professional 
outcomes. Many Latina/o/x doctoral students experience racial and eth-
nic marginalization and negative interactions with faculty, hindering their 
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socialization processes (Acevedo-Gil & Madrigal-Garcia, 2018). 
Additionally, they struggle to find individualized support or even oppor-
tunities to engage with quality faculty mentors to elevate their socializa-
tion into the academic realm (McCoy et al., 2015). Latina/o/x doctoral 
students often experience cultural isolation, feelings of disrespect, and a 
need to constantly prove their worth as they encounter racism, institu-
tional inequities, and negative socialization experiences (Acevedo-Gil & 
Madrigal-Garcia, 2018; Gardner, 2008).

Theoretical Framework

Laura Rendón (1994) developed validation theory as a lens to provide 
researchers with a more in-depth understanding of low-income and first-
generation undergraduate students in higher education. Validation theory 
argues university personnel must take proactive steps in fostering diverse 
students’ academic and social development through intentional support. 
These institutional agents must build relationships with students to 
observe and understand how students encounter complex issues (Rendón, 
1994). These validating relationships are crucial to acknowledging stu-
dents as valuable members of college communities (Rendón, 1994).

Validation theory consists of six elements (Rendón, 1994). The first 
element places the onus on institutional agents to actively reach out to 
students to initiate an enabling and supportive environment to foster their 
academic and interpersonal development. In the second element, students 
build on their self-worth and empower themselves to persist in their learn-
ing when institutional agents recognize their knowledge, assets, and 
potential to succeed. Without this validation, students may feel deprived, 
discouraged, and disconnected from the college environment. The third 
element depicts validation as a critical component for student develop-
ment. When validation is constantly present, students feel more confident 
about themselves and their capabilities. This validation empowers them to 
participate in college life. The fourth element highlights validation can 
occur anywhere, as institutional agents can come from various roles. It can 
range from in-class agents such as faculty and teaching assistants to out-of-
class people such as significant others, family members, friends, and other 
campus staff members. Regardless of the position, these validating agents 
can actively support students throughout their higher education journey. 
The fifth element posits validation as a developmental process without a 
specific ending. Early exposure and frequently receiving validation can 
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contribute to students’ richer academic and interpersonal experiences at 
their college campuses. Similarly, the sixth element asserts validation is 
most impactful to students when they receive it as early as the first few 
weeks of entering college. More specifically, these validating moments can 
significantly benefit nontraditional students (e.g., first-generation college 
students) who may feel lost in navigating campus resources and college life.

Building on Rendón’s work, this study highlights how institutional 
agents facilitate students’ goals and shift the onus of responsibility from 
students to institutional agents to ensure they succeed in higher educa-
tion. Institutional agents can include admissions representatives, academic 
advisors, teaching assistants, and faculty members. Thus, graduate faculty 
members can play a crucial role in supporting Latina/o/x doctoral stu-
dents as they navigate academic and social infrastructures. Using valida-
tion theory can help understand how graduate faculty can actively engage 
with doctoral students and provide ongoing structural support in learning 
how to navigate graduate education programs. It is important to deter-
mine what graduate faculty can do to support a new model of student 
learning and development that is more appropriate for the rapidly chang-
ing racial and ethnic composition of graduate students entering the acad-
emy. This chapter elevates previous scholarship that used validation theory, 
as most prior studies focused on institutional agents and undergraduate 
students (Dodson et al., 2009; Gloria et al., 2005; Huerta, 2022; Jehangir, 
2009)  or community college students (Alcantar & Hernandez, 
2020; Bragg, 2001).

Methodology

We conducted a qualitative narrative research study to explore the in-
depth experiences of Latina/o/x graduate students, from navigating their 
doctoral programs to the unique challenges during the COVID-19 pan-
demic  (Bruce et al., 2016). We used purposeful sampling to recruit 40 
participants based on the following criteria: (1) self-identify as a Hispanic 
or Latina/o/x, (2) currently enrolled in a doctoral research program in a 
social science discipline (e.g., sociology, education, psychology), and (3) 
have completed at least one year of their doctoral  program. The first 
author shared a recruitment flyer with numerous graduate program coor-
dinators and social media accounts (e.g., Facebook, Twitter). All 40 par-
ticipants came from five different doctoral-granting research-intensive 
(R-1) universities on the West Coast. Eighteen participants self-identified 
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as men and 22 as women. We assigned each participant a pseudonym to 
protect their anonymity in the study. Before the interview, participants 
completed a demographic questionnaire that asked about their race, eth-
nicity, gender, and educational background.

The authors used thick description, researcher reflexivity, adequate 
engagement in data collection, and member checks to ensure trustworthi-
ness (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thick descrip-
tions help describe participants’ experiences, which may often provide an 
opportunity for readers to relate or empathize with their experiences 
(Creswell & Miller, 2000). Researcher reflexivity helped us become aware 
of any potential beliefs and biases, which led us to peer debrief on multiple 
occasions for the purpose of exploring implicit aspects of the study 
(Creswell & Miller, 2000). The first author conducted two in-depth inter-
views with the same participants, using adequate engagement in the data 
collection as a strategy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). We transcribed the 
interviews, followed by writing analytical memos. The purpose of the ana-
lytical memos was twofold: (1) to  help process our framework around 
mentorship and the nuances of mentoring relationships for Latina/o/x 
doctoral students and (2) to organize our peer debriefing conversations on 
the logistics of the study. We also kept audit trails to organize all the pro-
tocols and procedures of the research design to illustrate how findings 
were based on participants’ narratives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This 
trustworthiness method helps clarify to readers the rationale behind every 
decision and shows a logical path of analysis. To ensure the accuracy and 
validity of the findings, the first author shared the transcribed transcripts 
with participants when requested. Additionally, the first author shared 
data points with participants to confirm results. The authors bridged and 
connected the data from interviews and online questionnaires to ensure 
triangulation of data sources.

Findings

Based on the narratives of our graduate student participants, we uncov-
ered two major themes in our findings: (1) prioritizing health and wellness 
and (2) advocating for students remotely.
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Prioritizing Health and Wellness

Due to the global pandemic, many graduate students reported experienc-
ing heavy losses or personal burdens that impacted their academic perfor-
mance and well-being. Victor, a third-year Latino doctoral student 
attending a public university, shared numerous moments where his mental 
health and well-being were compromised by his institutions’ failure to 
provide resources, validation, or support to aid him. As a first-generation 
and low-income graduate student, he experienced multiple forms of rac-
ism and discrimination from peers, faculty, and staff that made him con-
sider leaving his doctoral program. During the pandemic, he and his 
colleagues experienced numerous personal challenges, and they reached 
out to their graduate program for support and resources. However, weeks 
went by without any response.

All these challenges have been big enough to the point that one of my peers 
that I came in the same year… they committed suicide because of the lack of 
resources that the university has failed to provide… my friend sent a lot of 
emails asking administration to do something to help them out, and those 
emails went unanswered to the point that it took a toll on their mental 
health and they ended up taking their life.

Unfortunately, the situation eventually took a turn for the worse as one 
of his cohort members committed suicide. This recent tragic experience 
impacted Victor’s well-being and mental capacity. Victor’s graduate pro-
gram did not immediately acknowledge the tragic situation until the fol-
lowing month and failed to provide any form of counseling or therapeutic 
support to him or any other affected graduate student in the program. 
Instead, his program expected him to fulfill his responsibility in entering 
and completing his qualifying exams without any accommodations or 
interruptions. Victor felt frustrated his program and faculty did not pro-
vide opportunities to check-in or a reliable outlet to communicate his 
needs, primarily to support mental health and wellness.

Like Victor, other graduate students reported moments when their 
graduate program failed to understand the overwhelming pressure of 
managing their academic responsibilities while fearing for their lives in the 
pandemic. Many participants shared they had family members and close 
friends who tested positive for COVID-19, and a few had lost their lives. 
Luis, a third-year Latino male doctoral student attending a private univer-
sity, shared this experience with mental health issues that disrupted his 
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concentration throughout the pandemic. The one component where he 
felt his graduate program stepped up was providing free temporary access 
to therapy and counseling sessions.

I mean, the faculty checks in when you’re taking classes but other than 
that …. I didn’t see much else. I mean, I was already doing therapy. So, I’ve 
been dealing with my therapist and well, I gotta say though that [my institu-
tion] includes health insurance in your plan, like in your funding package, 
when this whole pandemic started, at least [my student health insurance 
provider] waved all co-pays on mental health assistance. So that was nice 
because I enjoyed a couple of good months of free therapy.

At his institution, graduate students were mandated to get tested and 
complete other requirements weekly. Before the pandemic, Luis had 
enrolled in therapy sessions though he still had a co-pay. Once the pan-
demic started, his graduate program and student health insurance pro-
vider collaborated to secure free services related to mental health for a 
semester. He said he felt these free services should have been placed and 
available a long time ago though he was relieved his institution made this 
major decision to prioritize mental health services, which was uncommon 
at other institutions.

As previously mentioned, many graduate students have experienced 
tragic moments from the pandemic, making it much harder to maintain 
their academic momentum or even concentrate, understandably. Mary, a 
fifth-year Latina doctoral student attending a private university, shared the 
loss of her grandfather due to COVID-19 and how it triggered fear for her 
own well-being, and that of her immediate and extended family.

My grandpa died of COVID complications in November, and then my dad, 
who was his son, got COVID … and then he had to go to the hospital the 
same day he buried his own dad. My dad was in the ICU for too long … and 
we didn’t know if he was going to die or not. I watched the news a lot, so I 
hear all these stories. And I felt like, because he had diabetes, he had heart 
problems, that he wouldn’t make it. So yeah, from December to February, 
it was really hard to do work [for my graduate studies].

During our interview, Mary had an emotional breakdown as she shared 
her fear and anger toward meeting academic obligations, yet feared 
another family member could pass away from the illness. She also shared 
her frustration with the underpaid labor as a researcher. With her father in 
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the hospital, she had to support her family as another source of income 
though she was barely paid enough to survive herself. She was forced to 
pick up another job to meet her family’s needs. Overall, these severe con-
ditions impacted her mental health, finances, and academic expectations.

Advocating for Students Remotely

Many faculty members are accustomed to checking in with students via 
in-person interaction, including during office hours, breakfast or lunch, 
and before or after class time. These spaces provided opportunities for 
graduate students to network and build rapport with specific faculty mem-
bers. Many graduate students even developed mentoring relationships 
with their professors, which was essential to better navigate their pro-
grams, create a support system, and prepare for their career pathways. 
However, the global pandemic eliminated or restricted these opportuni-
ties to connect in person.

Vanessa, a fifth-year Latina doctoral student attending a public univer-
sity, reflected on how her faculty instructor created space during class time 
to check in with students and encourage them to share their recent 
achievements or challenges.

She just opened up, and I remember in every class, she would create space 
either at the beginning or the end to check in. But to actually check in, not 
just to be like “Oh, how are you guys? Okay, cool. Let’s move on to what 
we’re going to cover.” She actually went around [the classroom], and stu-
dents felt comfortable sharing how they were doing, how they’re feeling, 
what they were struggling through very deep and personal things.

Prior to the pandemic, Vanessa’s faculty instructor would have in-
person instruction and humanize her graduate students’ experiences in an 
effort to be a validating and supportive mentor. These moments made 
Vanessa ask her professor to become her mentor and guide her through-
out her doctoral journey. After the rapid transition to an online platform, 
Vanessa and her faculty mentor moved their exchanges to email, text, 
phone, and Zoom. As a first-generation graduate student, there were 
plenty of tools and strategies Vanessa had yet to learn; but both knew it 
was essential to maintain the mentoring relationship despite 
circumstances.
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Given their position, faculty mentors have the capability to advocate for 
students at a higher level within the institution. By checking in with stu-
dents, faculty can learn about the conditions of their students’ well-being 
and shift their attention to specific needs. Rebeca, a second-year Latina 
doctoral student attending a public university, noted many graduate stu-
dents experienced heavy financial repercussions from the pandemic. She 
shared a critical moment when faculty and graduate students attended a 
virtual town hall meeting and advocated for students’ needs, primarily on 
their financial difficulties.

When COVID really picked up and we realized that this is going to be 
something that we are going to have to deal with for the long run, there was 
a town hall within the department and the students  [to discuss available 
financial resources]. We decided that those [departmental research] funds 
were going to be distributed equally to all the students. I think we each got 
like $500 or something like that, which was very helpful because it was hard. 
I wanted to be able to feed myself. I wanted to be able to pay rent, and it 
can be really stressful when graduate housing is increasing our rents signifi-
cantly and you don’t have a TA position over the summer. You don’t have 
income for like four months. So, it was helpful in terms of like, “okay, I can 
see that you guys kind of care,” but substantively, in those four months 
where I didn’t have any income, $500 is like nothing.

Rebeca, her colleagues, and certain faculty members advocated for 
more funding to alleviate some financial challenges. After successful advo-
cacy, the department was able to tap into a research funding source and 
distribute it among graduate students equally as a minor form of aid. 
Though it was insufficient for many students, Rebeca believed it was the 
start of the right direction as faculty members and other institutional 
agents began to remotely support students in partnership and collabora-
tion. Thus, faculty members can bring graduate students’ concerns to 
administrative meetings and help develop actions to respond to those needs.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has created many devastating outcomes and a 
long-lasting impact on graduate education and curriculum. Now, gradu-
ate departments and faculty mentors can (re)calibrate their priorities and 
implementation efforts to effectively improve the graduate student experi-
ence. Graduate students need faculty mentors and graduate departments 
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to advocate for their well-being, support, and resources. To adapt to the 
remote learning environment and for institutions planning to return to 
in-person instruction, graduate programs and faculty must advocate and 
create emancipatory changes in the curriculum, mentoring models, and 
equitable resources to ensure it does not compromise the health and well-
being of students. Additionally, though it is evident the global pandemic 
made access to in-person mentoring relationships unadvisable, faculty 
members can still expand their efforts to connect and build rapport with 
graduate students.

Many graduate students noted their mentoring relationship with fac-
ulty transformed and adapted remotely to continue checking in and share 
their personal challenges. Additionally, several faculty members advocated 
on behalf of graduate students and their personal challenges through 
administrative actions. These methods can be implemented and incorpo-
rated into faculty-student mentoring relationships to further support 
graduate students. Several other graduate students shared the lack of 
response from their institutions or graduate program that led to unfortu-
nate outcomes. Faculty members and graduate programs must be acces-
sible and available to graduate students, as many participants shared 
that they were unprepared for the switch to a remote learning platform 
while handling their other personal and academic challenges. Several par-
ticipants shared that their faculty mentors did an excellent job promoting 
resources and outlets such as counseling sessions to cope with the pan-
demic and other external situations (e.g., police violence, institutional 
scandals, etc.).

Validation theory and a narrative methodology guided the develop-
ment of recommended solutions for graduate faculty and programs to 
implement or adjust their policies and practices:

	1.	When developing the curriculum for classes, incorporate time for 
check-ins and explicitly state available (remote) student support ser-
vices on the syllabus.

	2.	Conduct routine checks (e.g., surveys) throughout the academic 
term to grasp a broad understanding of students’ current situations 
as it can help adjust the workload and pace of course assignments.

	3.	Encourage the faculty in the department to send out an email to 
students (e.g., those in coursework, qualifying exams, dissertation 
stage, etc.) to emphasize opportunities to connect via remote office 
hours, phone calls, or email as alternative methods to in person.
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	4.	Develop (virtual) outlets such as town halls to provide graduate stu-
dents and faculty to voice their concerns and create actionable 
solutions.

	5.	Develop feedback outlets for graduate students to nominate sup-
portive faculty members for mentoring awards.

These recommendations prioritize student well-being and validate their 
important contributions from their presence to their work. Additionally, it 
provides a roadmap for initiating changes within institutions and graduate 
programs to adapt to the (post)pandemic era. Overall, supportive and 
encouraging faculty and graduate programs with constant communication 
will positively contribute to graduate students’ empowerment and aca-
demic success.
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