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The Role of Mentoring in Innovative 
Progressive Institutions

Laura Wenk

IntroductIon

Many of the institutions in the Consortium of Innovative Environments in 
Learning (CIEL) were designed, as was Hampshire College, with the 
expressed intention of educating individuals to be creative and indepen-
dent thinkers who find their own purpose (Patterson & Longsworth, 
1966). Central ideas for these institutions include (a) individualization of 
a student’s educational path; (b) the application of knowledge through 
projects done under the aegis of a faculty advisor or a committee; and (c) 
increasing social justice through active engagement. For each of these 
shared components and many other curricular issues and goals for stu-
dents that are peculiar to each institution, faculty mentorship plays a major 
role in student success.

We often say that student work is fostered through close “advising” by 
faculty, staff, and peers. The conversations we had with students in 
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completing this project challenge us to revise our understanding of the 
faculty role from that of “advisor” to “mentor,” as the advising role at 
many institutions is transactional. That is, advisors give approval for course 
registration, study abroad, field study, and so on. A mentor engages with 
the students’ questions and individual goals, learning about their intellec-
tual life. The conversations can lead not only to discussions of different 
possible paths through the institution, but also to the ways one can create 
a life post-college. That is not to say that mentors simply point to courses 
and other experiences that support students’ thinking—they challenge 
students’ thinking and ask them to stretch in new directions. Understanding 
the role of mentor as distinct from advisor can highlight the components 
of this aspect of our work and lead to the strengthening of mentorship.

I want to be clear that I am not talking about the romanticized view of 
a single mentor who takes a student under their wing. As you’ll see, our 
students have rich mentoring networks. Yet, faculty play unique roles that 
support students in planning their programs of study and making meaning 
of their experiences in and out of the classroom. Mentorship is an impor-
tant ingredient in developing integrative thinking.

As with any teaching-focused institution, the models of progressive 
education featured in this book all require and encourage faculty mentor-
ship of students. But just how mentorship best benefits students and can 
be developed effectively in an institution requires understanding more 
about the student experience in that institution. In particular, what kinds 
of interactions, programmatic features, and institutional practices bring 
about the best features of faculty mentorship? And how might lessons 
from a select few CIEL institutions considered here provide deeper under-
standings of the potential for mentorship in a broader range of institutions?

The main thrust of this chapter is on the student experience of mentor-
ing in the students’ own words, but I start briefly with my own experience 
as a faculty member mentoring students at Hampshire College. Then, I 
share the reflections of one Hampshire student as they moved through 
their four years considering the role one faculty member played in their 
academic career. Then I highlight other examples of how mentoring at 
CIEL institutions has provided students with (a) emotional and psychoso-
cial support; (b) direct assistance with career or academic development; 
and (c) role modeling. Finally, I explore the institutional structures that 
appear to foster mentoring relationships, and leave you with ideas that, I 
hope, can enrich faculty mentoring of students at your institution.
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Faculty ExpErIEncE oF MEntorIng

My favorite part of my job is mentoring undergraduates. My early experi-
ences as a teacher and advisor often put me in a position where the expec-
tation was that I would dispense information and advice. Of course, I 
often do just that. But as I work with students in and out of the classroom, 
I have learned to listen as much as I speak, to tease out their ideas, to chal-
lenge them, and to see where their thinking goes. I love listening as their 
ideas unfold. And I find it rewarding to guide them as they ask their own 
questions and devise methods for gaining purchase on them. And I marvel 
at the portfolios of work they produce and the sophistication they show in 
understanding their own strengths and challenges. I believe the growth 
that results from the mentoring relationship is not unidirectional—I learn 
a great deal from my students. I’ve developed new courses as a result of 
the questions students have brought to me. Mentoring keeps me learning; 
it has made me a better teacher and advisor—and likely, a better person.

StudEnt ExpErIEncE oF MEntorShIp

More important than the faculty experience of mentorship is the ways it 
supports student growth. McKinsey (2016) makes the case that mentor-
ship entails helping an individual move from one stage of life to another, 
work that clearly goes beyond the role of a course instructor or advisor. 
This idea is derived in part from the developmental literature—from our 
understanding of what it takes to transition to college, move through it, 
and then consider the next steps after graduation. She talks about “men-
toring in, mentoring through, and mentoring onward.” At each of these 
phases in a student’s college career, our actions can support them as they 
undergo enormous psychosocial, intellectual, and identity changes.

By way of demonstrating the ways mentoring relationships might look 
over time, I share the views of one Hampshire College student that was 
interviewed at the end of their fourth year. They described some of the 
important roles their faculty mentor had filled. She was instrumental in 
mentoring them in, through, and onward (McKinsey, 2016). Their rela-
tionship began as their professor, the instructor for their first-year seminar, 
oriented them to the college, and helped them feel as though they 
belonged.

In order to make sense of the student’s experience, it is necessary to 
understand some Hampshire-specific curricular elements. Hampshire 
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students move through three Divisions in their four years at the College. 
Division I is the first-year program, and a time of exploration across the 
disciplines. Division II is the middle two years in which a student works 
with a committee of two faculty to design and complete an individualized 
concentration that culminates in a reflective ePortfolio. Division III is the 
final year in which a student is mentored by a committee of two faculty to 
complete a robust full-year project demonstrating their ability to answer 
complex problems and further develop skills in their area of 
concentration.

The student remarked:

She is just an incredibly caring person, and so she would care for her stu-
dents as individuals … and that means a lot to me. [She] cares about her 
students in a holistic way which is similar to a parental relationship.

Of course, mentorship was not just about a sense of belonging but also 
of extending students’ understanding of their academics. This student 
came to Hampshire College with an idea that they were interested in 
media studies, but without much depth of understanding of the field or 
what types of courses and experiences would support their learning, and 
certainly without fully understanding how the Hampshire curricu-
lum works:

I came into college thinking I knew what I wanted to study, and she helped 
me understand what that really was… It made me think about what I was 
doing here. I think that I thought [media studies] was more like film stud-
ies… But what media studies really is is like a study of culture and a study of 
culture’s effect on society—media’s effect on society.

Not only did she support their intellectual questions, she shared infor-
mation and resources available at the college. As this student moved into 
their second year, in which they organize a committee of two faculty to 
guide them in the development of their educational plan for their indi-
vidualized concentration, their mentor got to know them, their interests 
and goals. She supported them in reaching their academic goals and find-
ing the resources and opportunities that mattered:

I was writing academic papers different than I’d ever written before. I mean, 
she consistently connected me to library research help and writing help. And 
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she always lets me know about grants and places that I can submit my work. 
She has always encouraged me to go to—I don’t know if ‘mixers’ is the right 
word but—events where people are talking about their Division II’s or 
talking about Division III’s, so it’s creating like a community of scholars.

Their mentor also brought her own students together to build their 
intellectual communities:

She’s had several—it’s kind of like group advising, but it’s more like she’s 
had social gathering for all of her advisees. So, we’re going to a barbecue at 
her house with a lot of other students. It let me get to know, first of all, more 
of the people that she is working with, but also her family. So I got to meet 
a lot of people.

Throughout their work together, the student still felt seen as an 
individual:

I think that she’s never let me get away with anything…she has made it clear 
again and again that nobody’s going to take my work seriously if I don’t, or 
nobody should, at least. I remember early in my Division III, there was a 
moment where she was saying how a piece of my work affected her and what 
it made her think of… which made me think about my work in a different 
way. And especially as a media studies student, it’s like you have to be think-
ing about how the audience is going to react to the thing that you put forth.

As they completed their studies, their mentor helped mentor them 
onward: “And then with postgraduate planning, [she] again has been 
really helpful.”

All in all, as the student reflected on the importance of this relationship, 
they considered the way that the structure of Hampshire’s curriculum 
supported the development of a mentoring relationship:

I mean, I think it’s supported by like, allowing me to choose my commit-
tee … even though I ended up being like a media studies student and a 
theater student—I could still have an institutional relationship with this fac-
ulty member, even as my work diverged from hers… My Division III is 
documentary theater and so it involves interviews and a lot of the stuff that 
I’ve learned from media studies. It addresses concepts of mass culture and 
how people decode media but it’s not straight media studies, but it is 
applied. The classes I took with her did a good job of teaching me the meth-
odologies I needed.
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At Hampshire, it’s all about reflection—from how you talk about the assign-
ments that you do, to your evaluations, to your retrospectives, to your port-
folio, it’s all about—it’s not just about moving forward. It’s about moving 
forward while understanding what you did. You can’t just move for-
ward blindly.

This student’s mentor not only helped them understand the field, she 
helped them learn an important methodology that was useful in a more 
interdisciplinary piece of work. And she helped the student make sense of 
the intersections by supporting their reflection and meaning making. But 
the relationship did not simply happen by chance. The institution created 
the structures that ensure mentoring relationships happen for all students.

Why FocuS on Faculty MEntorShIp?
From 2017 to 2019, we spoke with 54 students in their final semester 
before graduating from one of seven CIEL institutions about their experi-
ences of mentorship. In one set of interviews, we began conversations by 
asking students to draw a mentoring map. We gave them a paper divided 
into four quadrants, each one representing a different potential area of 
need: (1) Understanding/Navigating your educational path, (2) Academic 
skills and knowledge, (3) Wellness and academic/social balance, and (4) 
Postgraduate planning. We first asked each student to identify the people 
who had supported them in each of these areas; then we asked them to 
examine all four quadrants of their map and to identify their pri-
mary mentor.

Two striking results emerged from these conversations. First, students 
had robust networks of mentors, or what Higgins and Thomas (2001) call 
“mentoring constellations.” Rarely was there an empty quadrant. Figure 1, 
for example, shows a typical map. Students could identify so many sup-
ports because we have created institutions that are highly relational, rich 
in both “planned” and “natural” mentoring. McKinsey (2016) makes a 
distinction between planned mentoring, where mentors are recruited and 
assigned to students, and natural mentoring, which is more spontaneous 
and occurs organically.

The networks that these students detailed are exactly what Felten and 
Lambert (2020) describe as the important sets of connections that drive 
student success in college, supporting students’ academic and personal 
growth, as well as graduate school and career planning. Some of the 
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Understanding/Navigating your 
educational path (navigating the institution 
or curriculum – including adjusting to 
college)

● Professor who was also first year 

advisor

● Academic support staff member

● Alum in alumni support network

Academic skills and Knowledge

● Professor/ first year advisor

● Writing professor

● Writing center staff member

● Community engagement staff member

● Dance program intern (an alum)

● Off-campus mentor (through a 

program for mentoring BIPOC 

students)

Wellness and academic/social balance

● Friends/peers

● Community engagement staff member

● Dance program intern (and alum)

● Off-campus mentor (through a 

program for mentoring BIPOC 

students)

Post graduate planning (grad 
school/career)

● Academic support staff member

● Dance program intern (and alum)

● Off-campus mentor (through a 

program for mentoring BIPOC 

students)

● Friends

● Community engagement staff member

● Career Office staff

Fig. 1 Example of a mentoring map from a student at Hampshire College. It has 
been re-created with the titles and names of relationships rather than the individu-
als’ names

connections were ongoing, while others were more fleeting, but occurred 
at important moments, such as academic decision points, moments of 
needs in a project, or times of personal strife. Some were with peers or near 
peers, and others with staff or faculty. Their effects are likely long-lived 
and some of these relationships will surely endure post-graduation.

The second interesting point that came out of the mapping exercise is 
that although students identified a number of individuals as their mentors 
in each quadrant, when asked to identify their primary mentor, nearly all 
identified an important faculty member rather than their peers or staff.

In a 2014 analysis of the Gallup-Purdue study, Ray and Marken report 
that far more important than any other aspect of an institution, connec-
tion with faculty mattered. Those individuals who had a professor who got 
them excited about learning, cared about them as a person, and encour-
aged them to pursue their goals and dreams were more than twice as likely 
to be thriving in their careers and in all aspects of their lives as those who 
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did not have such faculty support. Working on a sustained project and 
having an internship were also highly impactful experiences. But few stu-
dents across the country had the combination of all these components.

What many of our progressive institutions do is to ensure highly rela-
tional faculty mentorship coupled with projects designed to address stu-
dents’ own questions or individualized educational planning to support 
their growth on their own goals—what Ray and Marken (2014) call a 
winning combination. What we can surmise is that what students do and 
how they do it is critically important. It is incumbent, then, on those of us 
in higher education to consider how we can foster these high-quality expe-
riences in our institutions, and to do so in an equitable way. These experi-
ences should be built into the institution for all students to experience, not 
just the honors students who more regularly have access to research expe-
riences with faculty (Mintz, 2021).

If mentors are not provided, we are depending on students’ abilities to 
find a mentor. Considering the research by Lareau on unequal childhoods, 
we might imagine that students who are more likely to develop meaning-
ful relationships with faculty are middle-class students with college- 
educated parents. These are students who have experienced the kind of 
concerted parenting that taught them that they are entitled to ask for what 
they need and that gave them the skills to do just that. The Strada-Gallup 
data support this supposition. Seventy-two percent of white students cited 
a professor as a mentor in college, compared with only 47% of students 
from traditionally underrepresented racial groups. And, first-generation 
students were also less likely than students with a college-educated parent 
to have had a professor as a mentor. Some research also points to gender 
differences in student reports of having a relationship with a mentor, with 
female students less likely to report being mentored than male students 
(Johnson, 2007). Without an institution-wide program that ensures men-
torship for all students, we are likely widening the inequities that plague 
our society.

Many colleges have developed, or are in the process of developing, peer 
mentorship programs. These are important in adding to a student’s men-
torship network or constellation. But they do not replace a faculty mentor. 
In the 2018 Strada-Gallup Alumni Survey, 64% of respondents say their 
mentor is a faculty member. But only about a third of students agreed that 
they had a mentor who encouraged them to pursue their own goals. 
Despite years of understanding the importance of faculty mentorship, 
institutions struggle with the costs and pressures that make robust faculty 
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mentorship a relative rarity. How do we build such relationships in a sus-
tainable way? It will take some work at most institutions to consider just 
how to build faculty mentoring into the institutional structure. The 
faculty- to-student ratio can mitigate against mentoring (Johnson, 2007).

What othEr cIEl StudEntS had to Say about thEIr 
Faculty MEntorS

Faculty mentoring matters across all institution types. What can we learn 
by listening to student voices at progressive institutions? First, we can see 
examples of the ways students discussed the supports they received. Our 
students discussed supports along three categories of mentor functions 
that Jacobi (1991) identified: (1) emotional and psychosocial support, (2) 
direct assistance with career or academic development, and (3) role mod-
eling. Second, by looking at the contexts in which students received these 
supports, we can understand the institutional structures and practices that 
led to the development of these mentoring relationships. Our institutions 
are deliberate in how we structure our curriculums to necessitate faculty 
mentorship of students and create relational cultures.

Emotional and Psychosocial Support

Years of research on belonging at college makes clear that a sense of 
belonging is crucial to students’ adjustment to college, retention, and aca-
demic success (Strayhorn, 2012; Felten & Lambert, 2020; Bowen, 2021). 
As we have seen, no one person is responsible for a student’s sense of 
belonging; it is improved by having broad networks of connection (Felten 
& Lambert, 2020; Packard, Walsh & Seidenberg, 2004). Yet there is at 
least indirect evidence that college faculty have a profound effect on a 
student’s psychosocial well-being through a mentoring relationship 
(Jacobi, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977).

When first arriving at college, students need a sense of acceptance or 
welcoming that encourages their participation. McKinsey (2016) charac-
terizes this phase of a mentoring relationship as “mentoring in.” It is a 
component of orientation to a college or to a discipline or activity. Our 
students note aspects of their relationships with faculty that led them to 
feel accepted, encouraged, and supported. One student said:

[I]t’s a lot harder for a young person who’s trying to figure out why they’re 
even doing this or what’s driving them to do this, and it’s scary and there’s 
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all this self-doubt and just trying to figure it out…There are thousands or 
millions of other college students who are just alone in that process and I’ve 
had all this help and all this encouragement from [my mentor]. I have grown 
probably so much more than I would have anywhere else.

Not only did students’ mentors become a part of a student’s network 
of support, they also often took on almost a surrogate parentship as stu-
dents forged new and important relationships in their first years at college. 
For example, this student said:

My first year, he was my adviser… As freshman, so you’re coming, you’re 
nervous, but you feel like, I got this or maybe I don’t. And taking his class 
and having him as my mentor was—I feel like set me on—put me on the 
right path because I could easily [have] messed up my first year, because I 
had so much respect for him and he believes so much in me and what I was 
doing and … he would always encourage me. It was like there was this 
watching eye for me and no matter what, they got me. I got that feeling 
from my first year. So, I felt like he was a parent in college. I didn’t want to 
disappoint him, so I would stay on track.

CIEL students often noted that their faculty mentors were not only 
people with whom to discuss academic interests but that they also dis-
cussed their emotional life—perhaps not in great detail about the content, 
but certainly about how they were doing in general and how their emo-
tions affected their work. In that way, faculty were invited in to be part of 
the support system that allowed students to practice the skills associated 
with resilience. Such a sense of care gave students the safety to take risks, 
and develop strategies for decision-making and personal growth, includ-
ing new ways to manage their emotions. One student said:

I just feel like every time I have a meaningful relationship or a meaningful 
connection with [my mentor] I feel like incredibly rewarded and it makes 
me look at everything more optimistically and even more practically and 
makes—makes me slowly, but surely, make wiser decisions about what I’m 
doing and what I want to do and who I want to surround myself with.

Another student related:

I think just like having someone that I feel so supported by in the decisions 
that I’m making for myself at college. I feel like [having] someone in the 
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back pocket cheering me on has just really allowed me to take more risks 
with what I do and feel more confident about what I’m doing and being 
able to do lots of things.

And a third student recounted:

He’s also encouraged me to be a little less critical of myself, kind of get out 
of my own way so that I can be doing my best work without overwhelming 
myself, which I think is also really important. I tend to be a perfectionist 
student, and so I need that voice sometimes to be like, “It’s okay. You’re 
doing it. Don’t get too worked up over it.”

These three students give us a glimpse into how mentoring relation-
ships led to important exploration and growth—epitomizing what Bowen 
(2021) describes as the connection between relationship and resilience. 
After all, resilience not only requires one to sit through the discomfort of 
failure, it requires supportive feedback. Faculty can let students know that 
we often learn more through our mistakes than by getting things right the 
first time. And we can offer the support and gentle correction that increase 
resilience.

Our students credited their mentors with taking them seriously and 
treating them as the adults they are:

[My tendency to take a leadership role] grew and thrives here and that’s 
probably because here people take me seriously—like there are adults who 
take me seriously and I don’t feel like I’m treated like an undergrad college 
student. I feel like I’m treated like someone who wants to be engaged 
and around.

Another said:

I didn’t know that I will have people who will have my back, not just when 
I’m in front of them but they talk about how to evolve me with each other. 
So that really meant a lot because I didn’t know what to expect at all. It 
made me feel like I’m important, my work is important. Because I feel inse-
cure about my writing, about speaking out loud because of accent. And he’s 
like, “What? You shouldn’t be because—” And not just saying it but mean-
ing it—“you are smart. You are important. You are here. If you were 
 supposed to know everything, you wouldn’t have been here. You’re here for 
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a reason and to learn. That you must do. You must not stop yourself because 
you feel like you don’t know something.”

And another student’s response not only highlights the importance of 
the emotional support they received, but it also exemplifies the concomi-
tant growth in metacognitive skills that they developed. This student 
learned a critical thinking process from their mentor that they were able to 
apply elsewhere:

I think just like I have learned a lot more about trusting my own gut and 
things, like I said, a lot of what [my mentor] has done for me is lots of listen-
ing and me working it out and then validating how I feel. And so, I feel like 
I’ve come to trust my own initial judgments more. I don’t feel like I need to 
go to her as often and say, “I have no idea what to do about this’ and have 
me talk it out. I’ve learned to be like: ‘I’ve worked out in situations like this 
before. I’ve thought about things critically in this way and kind of trust-
ing myself.”

I have heard faculty say that they are not equipped to support students 
emotionally, that they are not therapists. We can see here that one need 
not be a “therapist” to show caring, to listen, to reassure, and to point out 
the strengths we see in our students. As faculty mentors, then, we can’t 
shy away from this important role. It makes an enormous difference in 
students’ personal and academic growth.

Direct Assistance with Career or Academic Development

Perhaps this is the role we most identify with a mentor and certainly our 
students had much to say about the importance of faculty in guiding their 
learning, their academic path and their skill development, connecting 
them to internships and campus resources, helping them reflect and make 
meaning of their work, and affecting their ideas about possible futures.

Effects on learning:
Students spoke of the importance of specific feedback on their work 

and the way this drove them forward. Here is one example that is typical 
of faculty mentors’ effects on learning:

I think I’m a lot more confident in my work because I have somebody with 
their full attention on it telling me that it’s good. Or that it’s not good or 
this or that. Or telling me what I can improve on. Whereas, if I were in a 
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bigger university, I’d have feedback but it wouldn’t be as detailed or as 
well-informed.

And another student said:

I’m a completely different person, that’s for sure. I’ve grown into someone 
totally different. My professors have been really responsible for that, my 
friends, not so much. My friends were just kind of my comfort, but my pro-
fessors were the ones who were there to teach the classes, were there to help 
me understand the classes.

Academic paths:
Faculty often queried students about their interests and reminded them 

of things they had said or done in the past. They acted as sounding boards 
and offered their perspectives on student work:

She just has really challenged me to think about my academics in a really 
interdisciplinary way which I did not really do when I came to Hampshire. 
And having someone consistently be so connected to my academics and 
career, she’s been helping me with internships and summer things and 
things like that. So, someone closely connected to that for many years in a 
row has been so helpful… [She’ll say]: ‘Well, you did this second year,’ or 
‘You were thinking about this this semester,’ or ‘Bring in this thing from 
your internship,’ and just having someone that knows my academics so well 
and knows the path, especially I feel like my time at Hampshire, my academ-
ics have really gone on a very deliberate path thing from this to this to 
this to this.

Yeah. Absolutely. I think that it’s helped me to grow as a person, and I’ve 
done things—I wouldn’t have come into New College thinking I would 
start a farm. I wasn’t going to do any of that. But talking to people about 
sustainability, for example. That’s helped me. I mean, I was kind of inter-
ested. I dabbled in it before, I had the Green Club in high school, but 
wasn’t going to do farming, wasn’t interested in food or whatever beyond 
that. And so, all these conversations and just talking about that has given me 
a different direction that’s been relatively influential, at least in the past 
year or so.

In helping set academic paths, faculty helped shape students’ ideas 
about what was possible for them. Their feedback and encouragement led 
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students to consider possible coursework and career paths they had not 
considered before.

Possible futures:

I’m a first-generation student, and so getting a bachelor’s is a huge thing. I 
didn’t really have anyone pointing me and being like, ‘Oh, you should con-
tinue on to a master’s program’ until I was here and I was working with 
faculty who had gone through it and who assured me like, ‘You can do this. 
We believe in you.’ And just having that type of support here where I 
couldn’t get it at home is amazing, and it’s changed so much for me.

He told me like, “I see that you like teaching and someday I feel like you’re 
going to be a good teacher.” And I’ve heard that before but affirming that 
from a professor who teaches, I was sort of like ‘I don’t believe it.’ But later 
in my college career, I started taking interest in teaching, [they were] seeing 
something that I didn’t see before.

Academic and professional mentoring was not only accomplished 
through helping students consider possible future selves and encouraging 
them to keep going with their studies, faculty also introduced students to 
scholarly journals, associations, and authentic life experiences related to 
their academics.

He’s had me join the American Chemical Society … I’m going to go do a 
presentation at their conference in a couple of weeks but it also has career 
resources and whatnot. I worked with—or at least under his guidance … 
He’s had me instruct others on methodologies that I’ve developed for the 
project under the guidance.

But [my mentor] has been wonderful to work with. He’s really eager to 
share any and all knowledge he has in both the course setting but also con-
tinued in the personal struggles of being an artist or publishing tips or just 
other things that kind of come with the trade so that when I’m back out in 
the real world without the academic setting, I have a really good basis on 
what I’m doing with my chosen field of study.

Internships, resources, and other opportunities:

[T]here’s been a lot of pieces that are working with the community and 
working with youth outside of Hampshire and especially in summers. She 
has helped me connect with [community engagement staff] to put some of 
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those internships together and was the first person to tell me about the dif-
ferent types of funding that I could get for my summer projects which 
allowed me to do the things that I’ve done. The last two summers, I’ve got-
ten grants to cover my summer work with youth. So having someone to be 
able to connect me with those types of resources.

[W]ell I think I was lucky to have a plethora of mentors in so many different 
ways and even when I was studying abroad, I met, I had so many professors 
in that experience who were from the place I was studying and weren’t 
Hampshire related that were extremely impactful. So, I think, and I was 
encouraged by Hampshire professors to take that experience and to kind of 
take that risk and so I think that having been pushed to do that and then 
having met those people, I kind of attribute that to my Hampshire profes-
sors in a lot of ways.

I’m currently doing Word Fest, and he told me to apply to that… It’s a play 
writing workshop for playwright scholars, students from the five colleges, 
and they each submit 10 minutes of their play. When they get accepted, they 
present, they get to present the play.

Reflection and meaning making:

It’s kind of helped me make sense of how things fit when I don’t see them 
fit, even like during my pass meeting, I was like: ‘Well, I kind of went from 
this to this and like this. So, none of it connects.’ She has kind of been some-
one that has challenged me to think about, well, all of it connects in this way. 
It’s helped me think about my academics as a whole and how I can bring 
everything that I’ve learned into one thing.

Faculty as Role Models

At times, we as faculty might not realize the impact that we have on stu-
dents by sharing the stories of our own paths and by openly demonstrating 
our love of learning, our passions for our chosen fields, or sharing our own 
scholarship. Listening to student voices about the importance of working 
in the company of devoted faculty highlights our function as role models. 
Here is what three students had to say:

I feel nervous about the plan to take time off [before grad school] and a 
little bit unsure of what I’m doing but I also think that that’s really normal. 
I feel really excited for graduate school, I feel like I don’t wanna rush it … 
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but with getting my MFA which is what I want to do, um, it feels like some-
thing I really don’t want to rush. My committee were really supportive of 
this. They both told me about what they did before graduate school. It was 
really—really reassuring that they did a few things before grad school. I 
didn’t realize.

I would say that they have been nothing but helpful. I mean like truly … 
they have done nothing but—how do I put it—like encouraged my commit-
ment to the concept of education. And I mean, not just through the course-
work they asked us to do, but also through them as role models, as like 
elementary as that might sound.

Yeah. He does inspire me to do my best work. [It’s] his free spirit. I don’t 
know. It’s really weird. Since the first day, I was just—he’s very passionate 
about what he does, about his work. I’ve seen his performance. I’ve seen 
him teach and how he responds to students.

Students might be inspired and impressed by faculty and their accom-
plishments, but that is not all there is to being a role model. There is a 
component of illuminating the path and making it clear that this is a path 
that is open to them as well. It is not an exclusive club, but a viable option. 
Students were heartened by the welcoming nature of their role models:

It’s had a tremendous impact on my life and being guided in a way I should 
get to where I’m trying to go … And I see that, and I have a chance to be 
mentored by this person who actually wants to invest time in me and not 
just saying ‘go research it on your own’ but telling me how you got there. 
And my path may not be the same as yours, but you’re still giving me 
resources and tools to say ‘this is how I got here, this is what I suggest.’ It’s 
been good.

I think absolutely it inspires me to do my best work just because as you walk 
up and down the halls of New College you have published works by the 
faculty in frames down the hallway but then their doors are also open and 
they are warm, friendly, and helpful. It’s an interesting dynamic of being 
around impressive people and then very inspiring faculty but also people 
who bring you in and want you to be successful as well.

It is helpful in trying to improve one’s own mentoring capacity to bet-
ter understand these functions of mentors. We can recognize our own 
relationships with students and practice the attributes of those who 
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support students across their academic and career paths and their social/
emotional lives, seeing ourselves as role models who can help students 
along paths that we see clearly, but might be invisible to a novice. If we 
want such experiences for all students, we must think institutionally and 
not solely about our own practices.

InStItutIonal StructurES that SupportEd MEntorIng

Students do not necessarily come to college knowing that a mentor is 
important or knowing how to find one (Lambert, 2018). That is one of 
many learned behaviors that lead to success at college. If our institutional 
structures do not support the development of mentoring relationships for 
all students, we are creating a hit-or-miss situation where one’s prior expe-
riences and current luck affect future resources and outcomes.

From our discussions with students, it became clear that the nature of 
mentoring was connected to program and institution structure as well as 
requirements and opportunities. There are differences in how mentor-
ships are set up on our campuses with different opportunities for contact 
and for different degrees of both informal and formal mentoring. Just 
what are the institutional structures that support mentoring? From our 
vantage points at CIEL institutions, these can be: (a) curricular structures 
and the practices that grow up around them, (b) physical structures, and 
(c) the structure of the faculty.

Curricular Structure

The type of work that faculty do with students varies by institution. In 
describing mentorship, students often noted how their work with faculty 
affected them as they developed their self-designed concentrations, ePort-
folios, and capstone projects. These were inflection points in the curricu-
lum that seem to support goal-setting, reflection, and the development of 
inquiry skills that required mentorship. Here is what students had to say 
about their experiences:

Self-designed programs of study:

“I think one thing that definitely helps is just the structure of having com-
mittees of choosing who you want to work with and again getting all of 
these combinations of people together…So having the ability to really sit 
down and think about who you want to work with and who would be 
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 beneficial to your project and who you think can offer you the best advice is 
certainly helpful.”

“…you get paired up with an adviser—who really becomes your point of 
contact for your educational journey…Fairhaven has created that culture by 
having an adviser who is your single point of contact who really coaches you 
and mentors you through your educational journey.”

 ePortfolios
“Until I started to build my ePortfolio, I had no idea that there were themes 
that kept—that kind of drove my work and made it hang together in such a 
meaningful way. Building my ePortfolio has helped me understand what I 
am trying to do…I can explain my work better. It is different than saying 
what I’m majoring in. It is about explaining what drives me—what 
my work is.”

 Capstone Projects
A few CIEL institutions have robust universal capstone projects overseen 
by one or more faculty. The interaction around the project is substantial 
with a real focus on integrating the project with the students’ concentra-
tion, supporting the students’ individualized goals, and often pushing the 
boundaries of their understanding by focusing on interdisciplinarity and/
or a community engaged component. The capstone affords a substantial 
mentoring opportunity.

“Well… I think the fact that the thesis here at Hampshire is so independent 
and that you work closely with usually two people like that in itself has fos-
tered our relationship and the structure of Division III fostered our relation-
ship really well. We meet every week. Um, but it also really depends on the 
person ‘cause I, I got lucky enough to find two professors who were willing 
to be hands on and really close with me and I know that I as a student am 
someone who’s gonna seek that out from professors. So, I think in both 
ways, it was a lot of luck and a lot of having friends … who could kind of 
guide me towards people.”

And

“Div III was where I really saw my writing and my ability to really analyze 
grow. In all my course writing—and there was a lot of it—I felt like I was just 
writing for the professor, you know? And it was really rushed. Sometimes I 
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didn’t really have time to revise it at all. Now I think I really know what 
writing is about. I have learned so much that you can’t even see, ‘cause I 
might cut it out entirely. Even though I liked learning the stuff, it doesn’t 
fit. And my committee is really—I really credit them with giving me the kind 
of feedback that is helping me. They ask questions and I have to be able to 
explain why this is ‘in’ and that is ‘out.’ And they are always giving me inter-
esting things to read or telling me to meet with a research librarian or 
some such.”

The close relationship that forms through mentorship in an individual-
ized project is a rare thing. In many elite colleges, a capstone project or 
senior thesis might be available to a small fraction of the student body 
through an honors program. An institution with a selective senior cap-
stone ought to consider the gateways and barriers to inclusion in such a 
program. And, regardless of the specific curricular structure, there are 
other routes to connection between faculty and students. One such route 
is through informal work spaces, such as lounges, labs, shared dining 
spaces, et cetera.

Spaces

In some of our institutions, the spaces afforded greater contact among 
students and faculty—there were glaring differences between large institu-
tions and smaller (even schools within a large school). In smaller institu-
tions, there were more spaces, such as lounges or labs, that supported 
students’ congregating and working with or near faculty. Sometimes the 
classroom acted as that space when classes were constructed for greater 
collaboration. Informal contact is built into those schools’ structures and 
spaces and culture. Students often remarked on the value of the informal 
conversations afforded by collaborative work spaces—or even by the geog-
raphy of campus.

“I see him in class but more so I’ll usually do a lot of work… I kind of work 
upstairs outside of his office. There’s a little table there so I interact with him 
there a bunch.”

Or:

“I work a lot in the Collaborative Modeling Center. It is a great space—
really comfortable. And all the software—the programs I need are on those 
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computers. I could be working there on my project and the person next to 
me is doing something totally different. When one of the faculty who also 
work there—like the faculty who kind of oversee the space—come in we all 
get to talking. I love seeing the connections in what we do. Sometimes we 
end up just chatting—not really just about our work. It’s kinda homey and 
just nice.”

We can probably all consider ways to build collaborative spaces—in lob-
bies, alcoves, outside of offices—and make them available to students. 
Having them work near us is not only a gift to them, it makes for pleasant 
connections for faculty too. Connection is reciprocal and we should 
remember the joy and motivation for our work that we get as a result of 
our interactions with our students.

Faculty Characteristics

The student descriptions of their mentoring relationships show faculty 
who were caring, warm, compassionate, had an orientation toward help-
ing, and were generous with feedback. Even at our smaller institutions 
that are built on relational teaching, advising, and mentorship, there is 
variation in the quality of mentoring. And of course, there are differences 
in students’ receptivity to advice or in whether they “show up” for men-
toring. What works for one student might not work for another. It is 
worth noting that becoming a strong mentor can, like anything else 
learned, take time and attention regardless of institutional structure, but it 
is not out of reach for anyone.

At most institutions, faculty do have some advising responsibilities. 
Although I have made distinctions between mentorship and advising, 
advising is one route into a mentoring relationship and there is evidence 
that careful advising in the first year can lead to a mentoring relationship 
later (Johnson, 2007). What is more, advising is a space in which the 
importance of mentoring can be openly discussed. In Making the Most of 
College (2001), Richard Light discusses his recommendations to his first- 
year students. After hearing about their personal goals, he suggests that 
one additional goal in their first year, and in each subsequent year, ought 
to be to get to know at least one faculty member well and to allow that 
faculty member to get to know them. In interviews upon graduation, his 
students report that this was the single most important piece of advice 
they received. Despite the fact that advising structures vary across 
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institutions, professional development with regards to advising could sup-
port faculty in developing a relational approach themselves in addition to 
urging students to step up in developing mentoring relationships.

One of our students had a suggestion about faculty hires and profes-
sional development with regards to advising. They said:

“I think when people are hired here or if this doesn’t happen, I assume this 
happens, but if it doesn’t happen, it probably should, that when people are 
hired here, when they’re applying to work here, that they expect to have 
relationships with students. It’s small and we’re all working on our own 
things. So, you don’t always have a support network of like, okay, here are 
the English majors, here at the science majors. While there will be some, a 
lot of times, your friends are not in your field—it really is your [faculty]” 
committee that becomes an important constant.”

We certainly see the results of faculty mentorship that goes beyond 
their advisees of record:

“…for professors that weren’t on my committee, I probably got a little less 
time with them because they had their own advisees, but I’ve never had a 
professor say, ‘No, don’t come to my office hours.’ You know, [this profes-
sor] was never on my committee, but she went above and beyond to help 
me out with the end of my Division III project and just knowing what 
was—what I wanted out of a project versus what was expected of me.”

And another:

“I think that Hampshire definitely makes it a lot easier than other types of 
schools… Hampshire—its kind of this smaller space that really encourages 
the student/faculty relationships that I was able to make those connections. 
And especially with faculty here being so open and willing to meet with 
students and having office hours all the time, and I think it’s been really 
beneficial in forming those types of relationships.”

A diverse faculty has a critical impact on the mentorship that BIPOC 
students receive. Greater faculty diversity most surely increases the likeli-
hood of all students finding faculty who see them and who support their 
work. And for white faculty who are mentoring students who do not share 
their racial, ethnic, or economic class background, it is crucial that we 
consider the ways we do or do not expect our students to be “like us.”
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In these interview excerpts, I shared a number of student quotes in 
which students were inspired by their faculty mentors and wanted to be 
like them. But what happens if students do not see their future selves when 
they look at the faculty? Felicia Rose Chavez (2021) reminds us that we 
can easily create academic cultures that marginalize students from tradi-
tionally under-resourced communities. We have to let our students’ voices 
be heard and support their growth—even if it means letting go of some of 
the ways of thinking, writing, and being that we have valued. I hope that 
sharing students’ quotes in this chapter has shown the importance of ele-
vating student voices. It is my strongest recommendation that as we work 
to increase mentorship on our campuses, we do it in concert with discus-
sions about diversity, equity, and inclusion.

cautIonS

In addition to the caution that mentoring does not simply perpetuate the 
culture of academia or of our disciplines if they are inequitable, there are a 
couple of other cautionary tales. There were big differences in what good 
mentorship meant to students and how they describe it. There is a differ-
ence in students’ level of expectation of contact. A mismatch can affect 
satisfaction. The best experience at one school might feel inadequate at 
others. which leads to dissatisfaction. Some colleges advertise a program 
with close advising and mentoring relationships. Students at these institu-
tions have high expectations, and an advisor who is not so available or 
approachable as expected becomes a disappointment. At other programs, 
the very same advisor might prove to be more than a student expected. 
Whatever mentoring structure your institution creates, the appropriate 
expectations need to be set through your claims to prospective students.

lESSonS

Thinking across the ways that mentors impact students, what stands out is 
the continuity that mentorship brings to the student experience. By work-
ing with a mentor over time, sharing their in- and out-of-classroom learn-
ing, students more thoroughly develop integrative thinking.

Even in this small group of progressive institutions, there is a good deal 
of variation along a number of dimensions that affect student need and 
opportunity for mentorship. For the most part, all participants we talked 
to had mostly positive experiences. The findings paint a compelling and 
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positive picture of what strong mentorship can do for intellectual and per-
sonal growth and the development of ideas of a future self. The differences 
in how mentorships are set up on our campuses offer a glimpse into the 
diverse opportunities for contact among faculty and students in both 
planned and natural mentoring.

For any institution, it is possible to increase mentorship by keeping in 
mind the idea of a mentoring network. Some of the ideas that emerged 
through our conversations with students are that we would do well to:

• Create spaces for informal contact.
• Consider the inflection points in our curriculums where more 

student- directed work can be added under the guidance of faculty.
• Have explicit conversations with faculty about what it means to men-

tor students.

It’s important for individual faculty to maintain an open stance during 
meetings with students, listening carefully for students’ interests, passions, 
and questions. These are well worth encouraging. As we learn more about 
our students’ interests, sharing information about resources and opportu-
nities on and off campus can create pivotal experiences for students. And 
faculty can look for opportunities for conversation outside of class—per-
haps lingering after class for conversations, encouraging students to come 
to office hours, or creating collaborative work spaces near their offices. 
And, though we are not trained therapists, there is a role for faculty in giv-
ing psychosocial support to students. Hearing the voices of students in our 
progressive institutions can give us all a better sense of the importance of, 
and methods for, building stronger faculty mentorship on our campuses.
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