
 
 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Role of Mentorship in Shaping College Students’ Sense-Making Processes:  
A Qualitative Analysis of Co-curricular Experiences 

 
Jessica A. Robinson, M.S.Ed.,  

 
Mentor: Perry L. Glanzer, Ph.D. 

 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the way in which good mentorship 

relationships aid in the sense-making processes that shape students’ development of a 

larger narrative.  Through specific practices, mentors guided their mentees’ sense-making 

processes by providing wisdom, alternate perspectives, and good questions, which caused 

their mentees to reframe their current circumstances, and a more cohesive narrative to 

take shape.  

Multiple means of data collection were used to inform and enrich my study, 

including two different means of gaining responses from my participants: open-ended 

surveys and interviews. This data was analyzed using the grounded theory method 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  

In presenting my findings, I tried to maintain the uniqueness of each mentorship 

narrative while maintaining consistent themes than ran across all the narratives. I 

concluded this study by offering specific suggestions for mentors in Christian and secular 

institutions of higher education. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 

 
Charles, a graduate of a four-year, private, denominational college, upon 

comparing periods of his life with and without mentors, mentioned, “This is my first year 

without a non-academic program mentor in my post-undergraduate education. I think, in 

general, my years with a non-academic mentor have felt more full and meaningful than 

those without.” As he counted the years with a mentor and without a mentor, he noted, 

“If we’re keeping score that’s seven years with an academic mentor, and three without. 

This year was a very academic year, and even though it’s been a good year, it really just 

feels like I’ve done a lot of ‘stuff’.” He compared this year to “Jumping through 

hoops…” explaining that it felt less meaningful when he was not in a mentorship 

relationship, giving context to the idea that being mentored may provide a space to make 

deeper meaning out of life experiences. When asked about the way that this meaning 

occurred, Charles talked about his experiences with his mentor in the following manner, 

these were full forty-five minute long sessions that engaged my critical thinking 
skills, caused me to become humble, and forced me to think about my current 
situation, whatever that was at the time, in a different way. He had an agenda and 
he wanted to work through the entire list—I needed down time after these 
meetings to process what had been said. Sometimes I was angry, sometimes I was 
glad, but moreover, I was grateful that I had a partner in my journey to help me in 
my formation. 
 
Professionals who work at educational institutions have a unique opportunity to 

speak into the lives of their students in a different manner than the students’ friends, 

parents, or siblings. Due to the professionals’ presence in the students’ lives and their 

ability play a visible role in the daily community of the institution, these adults are able to 
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serve as mentors who demonstrate a passion, care, and value for the daily lives of 

students. Like the Evangelist character in John Bunyan’s work, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 

adults who work at educational institutions, administrators and faculty members serve as 

guides along the students’ journeys, both inside and outside the classroom, offering them 

guidance, supportive attitudes, alternate perspectives, and narratives from their own lives 

providing these students with a partner in their development to help them move from 

orientation to graduation. Braskamp, Trautvetter, and Ward (2006) maintain, “Addressing 

questions about the ‘good life’… is a part of student development” (p. xviii). Charles’ 

reflection, above, demonstrates the way his mentor functioned as caring adult who was 

able to walk with him throughout his emerging adult formation.  

Despite the positive aspects of Charles’ story, not every student is as fortune as 

Charles is, in being able to name a specific mentor figure who has impacted his or her 

development. Glanzer and Hill (2013), interviewed one-hundred-ten students at various 

colleges and universities across the United States and discovered that only fifty-five 

percent of these students were able to name a mentor. Almost twenty-five percent of 

these participants provided an inkling of a relationship that has the potential to become 

something of what Charles has described, while ten percent of students were unable to 

clearly discern one specific person in their lives who has influenced them (Glanzer & 

Hill, 2013). The remaining ten percent provided clear and distinct narratives like 

Charles’, above. For example, Tim, a sophomore at a private liberal arts college in 

Southern California, commented, “There’s…I mean, I think that with the guys in 

Montana, it’s like we had a standing relationship for like, two or three years. And so, I 

mean, like, I feel like there are people who that kind of…it’s kind of growing into that, 
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but it’s not quite to the point where it’s like [a mentorship relationship]…” (Glanzer & 

Hill, 2013). Here, Tim is able to provide hunches about the presence of a mentor figure, 

or figures in his life. Tom, a senior at a private liberal arts university in the west, cannot 

even do that. He remarks, “You know not, not really. I haven’t developed that close of a 

connection with my professors to talk about that kind of stuff. You know, I’ve developed 

a few connections where I can go and talk about, you know, classroom material and how 

it applies to—and career searching advice, but never about deeper purpose meaning of 

life, or religious topics like that” (Glanzer & Hill, 2013). Tom cannot name a specific 

person at his institution who influenced his personal formation in a significant manner. 

While some students have had transformative mentorship experiences both inside and 

outside of the classroom, many students have not had this same opportunity. In turn, 

these students are left with a different experience within their time during their 

educational journeys. 

While some students find mentors via leadership positions or taking part in 

various campus organizations, others find their mentors due to their mentors’ reputations. 

Moreover, in this ever-fragmenting world, good mentors exist as people in the lives of 

their mentees who model the “good life” for them, coaching them, and helping them to 

make sense of their situations. Through this repeated process of sense-making, the 

mentee’s larger narrative forms and various commitments are made from there, that 

become embedded into the life philosophy of the mentee. While previous studies have 

demonstrated the positive impact of mentoring to growth in student academic 

performance, critical thinking skills, persistence, and career development, not all 

mentorship experiences are provided to the students automatically. In all reality, not 
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every student will graduate with the ability to say that he or she has been mentored by an 

older adult in the community of the institution. 

Christian Smith (2011) conducted a study in which he interviewed two-hundred-

thirty young adults whom he classified as “emerging adults,” defined as a new, growing 

developmental stage of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds who have a distinctly different 

life script than those of previous generations (p. 3). More specifically, he identifies a 

specific section of emerging adults, whom he designated as “Eighteen- to twenty-three-

year-olds who passed beyond the high-school era and have entered into young emerging 

adulthood, striking out on their own, and encountering many new challenges and 

experiences” (p. 17).  Due to the emerging adults’ distinctly different narrative from 

previous generations and unique contextual circumstances, they have lost the past scripts 

that helped the adults of their parents’ generation get to where they are today. They have 

lost specific guides, or maps, to help them make larger, more moral commitments both in 

who they are, currently, and who they want to become in the future. Smith (2011) 

comments, 

it is not that emerging adults are a morally corrupt lot… the problem is that many 
of them are lost. They do not adequately know the landscape of the real world 
they inhabit… they need some better moral maps and some better equipped 
guides to show them around. (p. 69) 
 

Where the larger religious philosophies once served as maps for these emerging 

demographic, these aids in the college students’ formation have been lost due to the 

uniqueness culture of the emerging generation.  

 Furthermore, questions of meaning and purpose lie at the heart of this transition 

period in the lives of young emerging adults. As the larger culture no longer provides a 

common, overall map that once provided a way to find meaning and purpose, many of 
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our educational institutions no longer reinforce a particular guiding narrative for their 

students to follow. As was mentioned in Charles’, Tim’s, and Tom’s reflections, many of 

these students have lost a relational, human presence in their lives that could serve as a 

means for the formation of the type of map described above. In Kronman’s (2007) work, 

Education’s End: Why Our Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of 

Life, he observes, “To care about something is, in ordinary, parlance, to take an interest in 

the welfare of who or what one cares about, for that person or thing’s own sake” (p. 25). 

Some of the current population of undergraduate students will not encounter 

professionals at their institutions who care for or take an interest in their welfare, moral 

commitments, and larger life direction.   

Without maps or guides, college students are left searching for a larger way of 

making sense out of their circumstances, as they encounter new experiences that are 

distinct from their pre-college lives. Due to the uniqueness of their current culture, 

college students are left a bit more lost and unstable than previous generations. In turn, 

they appear to be without mentors who could serve as a helpful partner or guide in their 

process of constructing a narrative that helps them make sense of their developmental 

processes. Mentors both inside and outside of the classroom can exhibit and impact their 

students’ sense-making, standing in the ever-widening gap between emerging adulthood 

and the “lost-ness” associated with this new demographic. 

 
Thesis 

 In this study, I will examine the possible role of mentors outside the classroom 

context, focusing on relationships created between administrators and student life 

professionals and students, specifically examining qualities of good mentors, the nature 
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of the mentorship relationship, as well as the effects of this type of relationship on the 

mentee. While a great number of studies (see chapter two) have pursued the faculty 

member’s ability to influence his or her students’ sense of vocation or calling, fewer 

studies have focused upon the student affairs practitioners’ roles as mentors in the lives of 

the students they serve. In this study, I gathered narratives that promoted answers to the 

following types of questions: (1) How do students make sense of mentors?, (2) What 

does the collaborative relationship look like between student and mentor?, and (3) How 

do students perceive what mentors give to them?  

 I wanted to understand if, and therefore, how, mentors influence students’ ways of 

understanding their current contexts and promoted significant means of formation for 

their students. I wanted to understand what, specifically, these mentors provided for their 

students in order to help them make deeper, more moral (and in turn, meaningful), 

commitments in a vastly different moral, philosophical, and sociological landscape than 

that which previous generations experienced. Much of this study needed to be examined 

from the students’ perspectives, in order to understand what exactly students, classified 

later as older, emerging adults1 gained from their experiences with their mentors, and in 

turn, what mentors provided for their students that meet their mentees’ stated or unstated 

needs. 

To do so, I examined a set of recent, former students, later termed “graduates” 

who self-identified as having had successful mentors with whom they were able to write 

a cohesive narrative or “life map” in reflecting on their college experiences. Due to the 

vast amount of literature on the faculty mentor’s role in helping a student discover his or 

                                                        
1 In contrast to the younger, emerging adults interviewed by Glanzer and Hill (2013) referenced in 

my primary analysis. 
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her vocation (a subset of meaning and purpose), I studied the role of the co-curricular in 

providing mentors who worked as student life professionals and administrators at 

colleges and universities across the United States.  The student life practitioner’s role as 

mentor lacks definition and needs more direct study. My study aimed at bringing this 

crucial aspect of an administrator’s role to the forefront of our thinking, especially in 

terms of the potential impact that mentors can have on a college student’s identity 

development. Thus, I will be focusing on the mentorship provided by student life 

professionals for the students at colleges and universities within the United States of 

America.  

 
Key Terms 

 
 For the purposes of this study I followed the undergraduate experiences of 

“emerging adults,” as defined by Christian Smith (2011), above. More specifically, I tried 

to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of young, emerging adults, eighteen- to 

twenty-three-years old delimited in terms of the “student” status I placed on my sample. I 

defined “student” as a person, ages eighteen to twenty-three, enrolled in full-time classes 

at a college or university in the United States of America. To accomplish this task, I 

examined college graduates, ages twenty-three to twenty-nine, who were able to reflect 

on their experience at various institutions during their first entrance into adulthood. I 

chose to gather experiences of older, emerging adults due to their capacity to reflect on 

their entire undergraduate experience as a cohesive narrative, because of their separation 

from it. In researching mentorship from the mentee’s perspective, I explored the larger 

narrative, and traced various patterns through these narratives, in order to understand 

what mentors provided for their participants. While a corporate need for mentorship 
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exists across institutions, each student’s experience is extremely personal and unique to 

his or her specific context. Thus, I worked from the personal to the corporate to trace 

larger patterns of human connection that inspired a more intentional means of making 

sense of periods of transition within emerging adulthood. 

As was mentioned above, I focused upon the co-curricular dimensions of the 

undergraduate’s life, meaning anything outside of the larger curriculum or classroom 

setting. While faculty members are described as mentors, any time a faculty member is 

portrayed in this manner, he or she is acting outside of his or her curricular role and is 

taking part in the co-curricular realm of higher education. Thus, the co-curricular 

specifically functions to help students to define themselves, understand their contexts, 

and make meaningful commitments in their formation of a guiding “life map,” helping 

these younger, emerging adults to understand one of the deeper purpose of the 

undergraduate experience. Glanzer (2013) reflects upon the way the co-curricular aids in 

the moral development of the college student, as he explains, “If we want students to 

recognize and understand the moral dimensions of life… we need to begin [the process 

of] moral education… with helping students identify and map the moral elements of their 

different identities and the associated moral visions” (p. 183). It is the role of the co-

curricular to partner with the classroom environment in helping the undergraduate student 

negotiate the circumstances that impact and influence their formation, cognitively and 

affectively, inside and outside of the classroom, which provide avenues for their holistic 

development. In this search for consistency in an inconsistent context, both curricular and 

co-curricular approaches must motivate the student towards growth in understanding a 

cumulative purpose, end goal, toward their larger life pursuits. This study focused upon 
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co-curricular mentors in this process, due to previous emphases placed upon the effects of 

faculty members’ mentorship on their students’ formation of larger, vocational goals.  

As was described in the introduction, the cultural landscape of emerging adults 

looks vastly different than that of previous generations. Christian Smith (2011) describes 

this difference in the following way,  

Six points of distinction characterize the [generation of] emerging adults, 
including (1) the dramatic growth of higher education, (2) the delay of marriage, 
(3) the changing job market, (4) the emerging adult’s increasing availability for 
prolonged financial support, (5) the growth in affordability of birth control, and 
(6) the rise of postmodernism. (p. 13-15) 
 

What has been lost, then, is a larger, overall map or meta-narrative that provides a larger, 

overarching story, concluding with fulfillment of a larger purpose that charts a pathway 

to meaning-making within the lives of undergraduate students. Any cogent narrative has 

a beginning, middle, conflict, resolution, and culmination with an interesting cast of 

characters that begin the story unknown to one another, end the story in some type of 

community that holds each person accountable to deeper commitment made throughout 

the progression of the narrative. Joseph Campbell (1949) in his seminal work, The Hero 

with a Thousand Faces, calls this meta-narrative a “monomyth,” defining this term as the 

process of viewing the “Mere humanity” (p. 178) of the characters in the story—the 

cohesion of the narrative being dependent upon this element, not on the “Ultimate failure 

of the characters or their ability to achieve superhuman success” (p. 178). Drawing upon 

distinct narratives in literature and popular culture, Campbell (1949) explains that 

audiences are entertained and engaged in a larger story by following this construct, as 

they invest themselves in the characters’ meaning-making processes, watching the 

transformation unfold in front of their eyes. As a result, these “good,” fulfilling stories 



10 
 

bring deeper significance to the viewers’ lives, causing them to understand their 

circumstances as more than a meaningless string of events, providing a logical outline for 

the meaning of the situations that occur to the individual throughout the course of his or 

her life. Throughout this study, I traced the various points of contact that mentors made 

with their mentees, and ways that these conversations helped to create this larger outline, 

which, in turn, formed the basis of the mentees’ sense-making processes during their time 

in college.  

More specifically, the concepts of meaning and purpose served as the deeper 

principles upon which this study’s metric of “good mentorship” is founded. Numerous 

studies, especially recently, have investigated the definition of these two terms, yet little, 

conclusive results have emerged from their endeavors (Glanzer & Hill, 2013). Nash and 

Murray (2010) differentiate these terms as they write,  

For us, meaning is all about those interpretations, narrative frameworks, 
philosophical rationales and perspectives, and faith or belief systems that each of 
us brings to the various worlds in which live, love, learn, work, and worship. 
Purpose has to do with pursuing certain goals, reaching resolutions, seeking 
results, and realizing particular objectives and ends in those worlds. (p. xx) 
 
Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) locate the search for cohesion in a spiritual 

quest, which launches the formation of a larger life map or narrative (pp. 27-48; Glanzer 

& Hill, 2013). Parks (2011) summarizes the goal of the quest for cohesion as being 

fulfilled in obtaining “A sense of connection, pattern, order, and significance” (p. 14). 

Frankl (1949) writes, “[A person’s] search for meaning is a primary force in his [or her] 

life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of instinctual drives. This meaning is unique and 

specific in that it must and can be fulfilled by him [or her] alone; only then does it 

achieve a significance which will satisfy his [or her] own will to meaning” (p. 31). He 
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continues by explaining, “A gap [exists] between what one is and what one should 

become…. [humans are] responsible and must actualize the potential meaning of [their 

lives]… freedom and responsibility are two sides of the same coin” (p. 31).  While 

meaning may provide a map for students to journey from matriculation to graduation, a 

sense of movement toward an end goal (beyond the institution or undergraduate 

experience itself), propels or motivates them towards this final destination.  

For the purposes of this study Glanzer and Hill’s  (2013) definition of meaning, 

was used, which is as follows: “[meaning is] the map students use to chart their journey” 

(p. 1). Maps function organize our world and help us chart our journey from one place to 

another (Glanzer & Hill, 2013, p. 2). While the normative, cultural means to find 

meaning has been lost amidst the changing philosophical and sociological movements; 

this meta-narrative has been replaced by an individualized search for consistency that 

students are trying to find during their time in college. This consistency is demonstrated 

in specific values, beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes that the mentors modeled for their 

mentees, providing a snapshot of the “good life” that becomes attractive to the mentees. 

 Though the terms meaning and purpose are to be used together, and cannot, in 

fact, be separated, Glanzer and Hill’s (2013) following definition of purpose was used in 

this study, which is, again, as follows: “[purpose is] the larger destination students find at 

the end of their journey” (p. 2). To expand upon this definition, Frankl (1949) comments, 

“A gap [exists] between what one is and what one should become…. [humans are] 

responsible and must actualize the potential meaning of [their lives]… freedom and 

responsibility are two sides of the same coin” (p. 31).  While meaning may provide a map 

for students to journey from matriculation to graduation, a sense of movement toward an 
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end goal (beyond the institution or undergraduate experience itself), propels or motivates 

them towards this final destination. Alternatively, Mariano and Damon (2008) define 

purpose as “A stable and generalized intention to accomplish something that is 

meaningful to the self and engage productively with some aspect of the world beyond the 

self” (p. 213). Similar to Frankl (1949/1984), Mariano and Damon (2008) intrinsically tie 

the search for meaning to the search for purpose. Thus, purpose must bring worth or 

value to the process of the forming the life map and this endeavor must prove productive 

to the larger journey the student is following (Glanzer & Hill, 2013, p. 3). Though these 

two terms have been separated in previous literature, I used them together, understanding 

that they each provide distinctive, yet inseparable components to the students’ process of 

moral and spiritual development during their younger, emerging adult years.  

 Finally, mentors, coaches, guides, or shepherding figures are positioned to have a 

direct and tangible impact upon the meaning-making process of the individual student. In 

the area of mentorship, a multitude of research has emerged toward creating a coherent 

definition of the term mentor. Yet, despite the amount of research conducted, a 

conclusive or specific definition of this term has not yet been reached. Gloria Crisp’s 

(2009) study, “The Conceptualization and Initial Validation of the College Student 

Mentoring Scale (CSMS),” explains that the concept of mentorship is fairly loosely 

defined, noting that specific requirements have not been placed upon this phenomenon, 

specifically in terms of length of time the relationship lasted, way of forming the 

connection, and formality of individual time spent in “mentorship meetings.” Campbell, 

et. al.’s, (2012) study, “Mentors and College Student Leadership Outcomes: The 

Importance of Position and Process,” asserts defines mentorship as a relationship with a 
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valued other, helping students engage in the community in a larger, more intentional 

manner (p. 596). More recently, Stamm and Heischmann (2010) define the term mentor 

as “A person who brings about a process of influence” (p. 1). Parks (2011) defines the 

role of a mentor as “The champion of the competence and potential that the young life 

represents” (p. 129). For the purposes of my study, I brought all four of these definitions 

together, defining the term mentor as an older professional, working at the university, 

who stands outside of the life situation of the young, emerging adult, who seeks to 

influence this student in a transformative manner—providing a coaching figure in the 

mentee’s sense-making process, due to his or her presence as a model and practice of 

specific behaviors that have a tangible effect on the life of the mentee. 

 
Outline of Study 

 In this study, I explored the way that good mentorship shapes a given college 

student’s growing understanding of his or her current circumstances, through examining 

specific qualities of these mentors. In the second chapter, I will examine the current body 

of literature present on the college student’s identity development, sense of meaning and 

purpose, faith formation, and cultural context (specifically examining the educational 

landscape as part of this context), in order to understand the impact that student affairs 

professionals could have on the creation of a larger life map, or narrative while in 

college.  

While a great deal of literature exists on meaning-making, mentorship, vocational 

discernment, and the role of a student affairs professional as an advisor or career service 

personnel, very little literature exists on the role of a student affairs professional as a 

moral or spiritual mentor. Second, and from another angle, a great deal of research has 
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been done as to the role of a “good” mentor, but a lack of definition exists as to the 

meaning of this term. Third, the previous research into the components of a good mentor 

has continually generated thought-pieces and literature pursued from the perspective of 

the mentor, not the mentee.  

I will continue my study in chapter three, by describing the methods I used to 

understand the qualities of good mentors, and their impact on college students’ sense-

making and development of life narratives. Like I have mentioned before, this study was 

conductive from the mentees’ perspectives, in that I examined narratives from twenty-six 

different post-undergraduate, later emerging adults who have had an appropriate amount 

of time to reflect upon the impact of their mentors throughout their undergraduate 

experiences. These participants self-selected as having had “good mentorship 

experiences” outside of classroom discussions and lectures, and felt that these 

relationships have transformed their lives in significant ways. Through open-ended 

survey exercises and in-depth interviews, I gathered a rich array of qualitative material to 

explore the hunches I gathered from my literature review, examining twenty-six stories of 

“good mentorship experiences,” tracing the larger life script self-selected “good” mentors 

provided for a set of emerging adults.  

In concluding this study in chapter five, I will provide specific ways that my 

findings (presented in chapter four), may inform student affairs professionals’ emphasis 

on mentorship and development of personal qualities that pertain to being a good mentor. 

It is my hope that this study will help student affairs professionals to understand the 

potential impact they can have on the students in the programs that they administrate. 

Mentorship has the ability to provide a context in which transformation can take place, 
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through tangible demonstrations of support, care, and consistency in the lives of their 

mentees. I hope that the descriptions of the narratives I will present in chapter four will 

empower student affairs professionals to become the figures that are desperately needed 

by the students at our higher education institutions. By examining this process of human 

connection, it is my hope that student affairs professionals will feel more equipped to act 

as mentors in their students’ lives. Finally, I truly hope that these stories will inspire 

student affairs professionals to guide the space and time necessary to foster these 

relationships, as they serve as a vital element in the sense-making of our students.
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review  
 
 
This chapter will assess relevant literature by examining the way in which 

mentorship has: (1) been defined, (2) impacts the identity development of college 

students, (3) affects the formation of the mentee’s guiding narratives, (4) provides him or 

her with a larger sense of meaning and purpose, and (5) functions in the larger 

sociological and educational landscape. The body of literature referenced is drawn from 

the fields of developmental psychology, spirituality, meaning and purpose, and sociology, 

in order to provide a setting in which I can place my specific study. After analyzing the 

relevant research, I will situate my study within the specific intersection of mentorship 

and the role of the co-curriculum in the process of the mentee’s identity formation. 

 
Mentorship Literature 

The literature present on the effects of mentorship is vast and ever-expanding. 

Despite this breadth of research, many studies have commented upon an inherent flaw in 

research on mentorship: the lack of an explicit, clear definition of this phenomenon. 

Gloria Crisp (2009), in her review of the current literature available on mentorship of 

college students, supports this statement, “Currently, there is no widely accepted 

definition of mentoring as a recent review identified more than fifty definitions of 

mentoring, varying in scope and breadth” (p. 178). The definitions present in her study 

include both formal and informal mentorship, short- and long-term mentorship, and 

purpose of mentorship. Thus, without a clear and explicit definition of mentorship, it is 
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difficult to provide student affairs professionals with a larger definition regarding their 

role as a mentor.1  

Relatively little literature exists on the role of a student affairs professional as a 

moral or spiritual mentor for the students involved in their departments. Kuh (2009) 

writes, “The college experiences that matter most to desired outcomes are those that 

engage students at high levels in educationally purposeful activities” (p. 687). Situating 

the role of a mentor in engaging college students in a deeper understanding of meaning 

and purpose, Welkener and Bowsher (2012) promote their understanding of the current 

cultural situation, maintaining that there “Never has… been a better time for student 

affairs professionals… to embrace their partnership in helping students discover their 

meaning and purpose” (p. 9). As student affairs professionals provide a context for their 

students’ identity development, they partner with the student, helping him or her to 

understand the deeper meaning and purpose they are gaining from their experiences.  

While student affairs professionals can function as key individuals who hold a 

place of influence and impact in the lives of their students, a lack of definition exists on 

the mentorship role that these professionals may fulfill. Many more studies aim at 

understanding roles that student affairs professionals take on when acting as supervisors 

to student leaders, advisors, instructors, career counselors, and co-facilitators as partners 

with the faculty in the creation of the learning environment, but little literature is 

available on the role of mentors in student affairs leadership. One study, titled, “The Role 

of the Campus Professional as a Moral Mentor,” gives context to this role in the 

following description, “A professional practicing in the field of student affairs, concerned 

                                                        
1 For my own definition of this term as it appears in my study, please see the “key terms” section 

of the previous chapter.  
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holistically with student development, of which a significant part is moral development” 

(Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, & Stewart, 2012, p. 84). However, this study is still lacking in 

description of exactly how or what the specific mentorship relationship entails. Future 

studies are needed to define this role from a grounded theory perspective, assessing these 

relationships and providing personal qualities for campus professionals to foster when 

engaging in mentorship relationships with their students.  

In contrast to the literature cited above, a vast amount of research has been 

conducted on the role of faculty mentors in shaping a student’s clarification of calling and 

vocation. One study asserts that a faculty member’s attitude is “Known to have important 

consequences for student development” (Lindholm & Astin, 2008, p. 199). While vague, 

other studies have shown a direct link between heightened senses of vocation, resilience 

through trauma, and relationship to a specific and ongoing faculty mentor (Banyard & 

Cantor, 2009). In other studies, faculty mentorship has been explicitly tied to a deeper 

capacity for heightened leadership qualities and more rapid development of various skills 

and attributes helpful in establishing a career trajectory (Campbell, Smith, Dugan, & 

Komives, 2012). Despite the importance of articulating these specific, tangible benefits of 

mentorship, these studies focus exclusively on the role of the curricular in the individual 

student’s development. My study was aimed at filling this gap, specifically looking at 

ways that mentors in the co-curricular arena are able to function in aiding the students’ 

sense-making processes. 

Finally, little literature is present furthering Parks’ (2000/2011) study on the way 

mentorship aids in forming a deeper sense of meaning and purpose. Parks (2000/2011) 

sought to study this effects of mentorship on meaning and purpose, and provided some 
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details on the way that the mentor affects the students’ identity development. However, 

my study aims to take her study further, understanding various patterns or themes present 

within these relationships that serve as a context for transformation. Parks (2000/2011) 

focused more on the struggle to define the larger narrative of faith formation while in 

college than the mentorship experience. In furthering Parks’ (2000/2011) study, I hoped 

to examine the context in which this faith formation occurs, while making connections 

between the qualities of a good mentor and the identity formation process of the mentee. 

Yet another study defined the purpose mentorship of student leaders in the 

following manner, 

Students need advisors and mentors to provide a safe place for them to reflect and 
make meaning of their experiences as they make this significant journey. These 
“threshold people” (Daloz, 1997) are critical to the affirmation and support 
needed to develop self-confidence and shape a leadership identity and are critical 
in the Kegan (1994) model of the subject-object shift. (Komives, Owen, 
Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2006, p. 418)  
 

The goal Komives, et. al.’s, (2006) study was to frame the role of mentors within a larger 

definition of leadership instead of simply placing a larger focus on the meaning and 

purpose students derive from their daily situations. While mentors can have a large 

impact over our leadership identities, our every day experiences are also endowed with 

meaning. My study aimed to explore the “every-day-ness” of these experiences, as was 

separated from students’ leadership potential. While some of these mentorship 

relationships blossomed from student leader to supervisor relationships, I framed these 

two relationships as distinct yet interconnected. Potentially, student leaders could engage 

in a dual roles with their supervisors—engaging in relationship with these figures as 

supervisors and as potential mentors. Future studies could aid in this definition process by 

examining the way that students choose to make meaning out of their ordinary 
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experiences and the ways that conversations with mentor figures affected this reflection 

and formation process. Future studies focusing on student life mentors of non-student 

leaders could also help provide some clear distinctions in the effects that mentors can 

have on their mentees outside of the context of a supervisor-to-student-leader 

relationship. 

 
Developmental Literature 

As a part of the emerging adult generation, questions of meaning and purpose are 

deeply rooted in the lives of college students. As described previously in the above 

paragraphs, the larger culture has lost a larger narrative that can provide meaning in times 

of transition, and with it, many higher education institutions have lost an overall focus on 

moral and spiritual education that could sustain their students through this process. In 

light of this reality, this section will examine current constructions of developmental 

literature, framing the process of students’ identity development within the larger body of 

literature. Special consideration will be given to the role of mentors in the larger scheme 

of developmental research—looking for connection points between the presence of a 

mentor within a student’s sense-making process during his or her undergraduate 

experiences.  

Perry (1970) examined the way moral development occurs through a student’s 

process of discerning and making various moral commitments during his or her college 

years. Perry (1970) understood that students must choose to commit to something larger 

than themselves if their daily decisions are to become meaningful in this time of 

transition, unless they choose to “escape” or “retreat” from this process. In examining 

ways that students disengage from a larger, moral formation process, Perry (1970) 
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demonstrated that the college experience could be confusing and disarming for many 

students. In response to this, Perry (1970) argues that the university must do three things: 

(1) help the student mature by presenting various moral options for the student to “try 

on,” (2) expand the student’s “life map” by helping him or her process the effects of the 

different commitments made, and (3) to support the student when he or she gets 

confused, frightened, or chooses to “escape,” or “retreat” from this process until he or she 

feels safe, once again, to continue in this journey (Perry, 1970). While Perry (1970) 

provides clear signs for student affairs professionals to look for when mentoring students, 

his lack of clear definition of commitment to a specific purpose or end goal leaves the 

process of formation of a moral “life map” unclear. Then end stage of Perry’s (1970) 

developmental process is the manifestation of a commitment. My study sought to explore 

the various commitments made by students as a result of this process, and aimed to put 

meat on the bones of Perry’s (1970) developmental journey.  

In this same vein, Kohlberg (1981) examined the question, “What is the purpose 

of a person’s life or existence?” Echoing strains of Frankl’s (1949/1984) autobiographical 

understanding of the purpose found within the human story, Kohlberg (1981) captures the 

dual role of the university: to aid, publically, in the process of private or individual 

formation. Kohlberg (1981) argued that it is the duty of those in positions of authority in 

the educational system to foster higher levels of capacities of moral reasoning in the 

students who attend their institutions. Ultimately, Kohlberg (1981), made a distinction 

between moral principles that “Are not culturally universal, but morally universal” (p. 

98)—situating students in a larger, more general narrative. In this framework, he allowed 

students to define the various pieces of these principles for themselves, granting freedom 
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and autonomy to the student to fashion his or her narrative as he or she saw fit. Similar to 

Perry (1970), Kohlberg provided an outline for student affairs professionals to follow—

my study aimed at making the role of a mentor in this search for meaning a bit clearer, by 

examining specific qualities present in “good” mentors that support this process. 

Following Kohlberg (1981), Kegan’s (1982/1994) work, In over Our Heads: The 

Mental Demands of a Modern Life, followed the process that a student undertakes when 

learning to make deeper meaning from his or her experiences. In his study, Kegan 

(1982/1994) noticed that two forces were constantly at work in the life of an adolescent: 

(1) a desire for differentiation from others, and (2) a secondary, yet just as powerful 

desire to feel “at home,” even completely submerged in one’s situation. Kegan 

(1982/1994) asserted that an adolescent must learn to balance these two desires 

throughout their time at any given institution. He continued by emphasizing a similar 

distinction between the public and private lives of students, arguing that they must learn 

to reconcile the “self” in both arenas within the search for identity, in order for 

adolescence to be complete (Kegan, 1982/1994). He describes this process of 

development as one that the individual must undertake, thus disassociating this process 

from a community or larger network of support. While Kegan (1982/1994), insists that 

students come into contact with “meaningful others” in their process of development, he 

did not fully develop the specific importance or tangible reality that those connections 

provide for the students. Smith (2011) explains that students are searching for tangible, 

meaningful relationships that can provide a more authentic reality than the changing 

whims of the world. It is the role of those who work with students in the co-curricular, 

then, to be that authentic, supportive voice that can help the student learn to view his or 
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her role as a pivotal piece in the social network that makes up a society. Further research 

into this vital role and the way that mentors help students understand their functions on 

our undergraduate campuses, specifically in situating students in their search for meaning 

and purpose within this landscape, is needed to help student affairs professionals deepen 

their connection to students, and bring heightened meaning to their profession. My study 

was aimed at accomplishing this task. 

Following Kegan’s (1982/1994), initial thoughts, Marcia Baxter-Magolda 

(1999/2001/2004/2009) constructed a theory about the process of meaning-making in 

young adulthood, which she titled “self-authorship.” In her theory, Baxter-Magolda 

(2004) claims that this stage of development must equip emerging adults to discover 

“The capacity to internally define a coherent belief system and identity that coordinates 

mutual relationships with others” (p. 8). The theory of self-authorship echoes Kegan’s 

(1982/1994) earlier work in trying to bring together both the cognitive and affective 

components of identity development. However, Baxter-Magolda (1999/2001/2004/2009) 

goes further than Kegan (1982/1994) in providing narratives that frame the sharp contrast 

between one’s internal, guiding voice, and the larger, external voices of those around the 

individual. In the theory of self-authorship, Baxter-Magolda (1999/2001/2004/2009) 

claims that a student must become the author of his or her own life to be fully “self 

authored,” and place an utmost importance on entering into relationships with meaningful 

others in order to grow in this process.  

While Baxter-Magolda’s (1999/2001/2004/2009) theory situates the study in an 

educational context, points students towards a specific end or purpose, places the 

students’ process of identity development within a specific meaning-making process, and 
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emphasizes the roles of meaningful others, she describes this identity formation process 

as a rather individualistic endeavor. Baxter-Magolda (1999/2001/2004/2009) separates 

the search for personal significance from a student’s larger understanding of his or her 

role in the community in which he or she lives. In a society that has placed a heightened 

value upon individualism, in which a larger philosophical ideal of “each person for 

himself” is taking shape rapidly, Baxter-Magola’s (1999/2001/2004/2009) theory may 

only prove to heighten a sense of independence, rather than foster an ethos of 

interdependence for the members of these institutions. As student affairs professionals, 

we must seek to aid in the student’s meaning-making capacities by helping him or her 

assess ways in which he or she can bring specific commitments to bear on the larger 

society in which he or she lives. Following my comments on Perry (1970) and Kohlberg 

(1981), this study aimes to provide specific examples of the ways that student affairs 

professionals can fill out their roles as mentors in response to their students’ 

development, by examining ways that good mentors provided alternate perspectives on 

their current contexts and aided in their sense-making processes. 

Taking a more spiritual approach, in his work, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of 

Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, James Fowler (1981/1995), widened 

the approach taken by Perry (1970) and Kohlberg (1981) to include a focus on faith 

development while in college. Like Kohlberg’s (1981) moral development theory, Fowler 

(1981/1995) attempted to put forth a universal scheme of the spiritual quest that college 

students undergo during their time at a given institution. Despite his overtly Christian 

background apparent within his prior writings, Fowler (1981/1995) sought to create a 

larger faith theory that brought together various ideologies of meaning-making that any 
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religion could support. In this study, Fowler (1995), defines faith as, “The way humans 

go about making and maintaining meaning in life” (p. xii). In his updated edition, more 

specifically, Fowler (1995) defines faith as a “Human phenomenon, an apparently 

generic consequence of the universal human burden of finding or making meaning [of 

our experiences]” (p. 33). In contrast to his definition of faith, Fowler (1981/1995) 

defines religion by stating that any given belief system provides a larger narrative to 

inform the process of meaning-making. Fowler (1981/1995) explains that the search for 

faith is universal and not necessarily connected to any specific religion. Thus, he holds 

that even those who do not hold to a specific faith tradition will experience some type of 

meaning-making process throughout their college careers. Fowler’s (1981/1995) research 

provides the foundation to my study, in that I am examining the mentor’s role in 

supporting or guiding the larger faith-formation process that causes the student to make 

sense out of during his or her time at a specific institution. In turn, my study aimed to 

provide tangible descriptions of qualities of good mentors that impacted the responses of 

their mentees and facilitated the formation of a more cohesive life map for them to 

follow. 

Sharon Daloz Parks (2000/2011) sought to increase Fowler’s (1981/1995) earlier 

definition of faith formation by specifically focusing upon the quest for meaning and 

purpose that a student undergoes during his or her time in college. Using spiritual 

language to define the search for meaning and purpose, Parks (2000/2011) defines faith, 

“Not as a particular Christian virtue or set of beliefs, but as something that all human 

beings do” (p. 12). More specifically, Parks (2011) comments that the process of faith 

development includes identifying distinct patterns of significance in the world around the 
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individual, and from there, composing meanings from the patterns previously identified 

(p. 14-16). Parks (2000/2011) studies the process of meaning-making in the lives of 

college students, examining the answers students provided to her from the specific 

interviews she conducted. From her research, she concluded that the developmental 

process students must go through includes first, a recognition of the “Espoused and 

inherited forms of meaning taken from authorities, to a wilderness of relativism,” 

(Glanzer, 2013, p. 15) and “Then to the committed, interdependent mode of composing 

meaning, affirmed by a self-selected class or group” (Parks, 2011, p. 70). Echoing 

Smith’s (2011) distinction, Parks (2000/2011) explains that emerging adults, while in 

college, undertake their own meaning-making journey, in order to discover a deeper 

identity while seeking a place of significance in the larger society.  

Parks (2000/2011) situates both self and others in a broader relationship as she 

demonstrates the students’ need for mentors, what she terms, a “mentorship community” 

that can provide guidance in the pursuit of personal meaning and purpose. In describing 

the importance of creating conditions of belonging, Parks (2011) explains, “It is vital to 

recognize that a network of belonging that serves young adults as a mentoring 

environment may offer a powerful milieu and a critical set of gifts in the formation of 

meaning, purpose, and faith” (p. 127). In contrast to the other theorists mentioned, not 

only does Parks (2000/2011) provide a role for both the individual and the community in 

the meaning-making process, but she also nestles her theory in the pivotal point of 

identity development—providing a network of belonging, letting students know that they 

are not autonomous individuals, but rather are part of a larger community. In this type of 
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community, students receive deeper understanding of their narratives, knowing that their 

individual lives must play a part in the larger story around them. 

Parks (2000/2011) does not provide enough details of the qualities of good 

mentors, or the functions of the actual mentorship relationship itself. While she mentions 

the need and purpose of mentors, she does not describe the particulars or content of those 

relationships that aid in the student’s meaning-making process specifically enough to 

provide professionals working at institutions with a specific set of guidelines to equip 

students in their identity development. In the transition to adulthood, with so many 

narratives competing for an emerging adult’s attention, mentors in the co-curricular must 

provide an over-arching sense of clarity within their institution’s narrative for their 

mentees, in order to situate the student’s sense-making processes in a larger context. 

Student affairs professionals are called to place the student’s narrative in conversation 

within the larger narrative of the institution, and then within the larger narrative of human 

transformation in order help our students become aware of their place in an inter-

connected society. Thus, my study aimed to examine the way that the mentorship 

relationship functioned as a space to hold the connections being made between the 

narratives mentioned previously, and aimed at calling out qualities present within good 

mentors that supported this process. 

 
Meaning and Purpose Literature 

Nash and Murray’s (2010) work, Helping College Students Find Purpose: The 

Campus Guide to Meaning-Making, examines the ways in which faculty and staff can aid 

students’ search for meaning and purpose. Using the philosophies of existentialism and 

postmodernism, Mash and Murray (2010) look at the way humans are connected in this 
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search of meaning-making (Glanzer, 2013, p. 16). To Nash and Murray (2010) the 

“Existential struggle is that we need to create a meaning in a life that has no intrinsic 

meaning” (p. 36). Following Smith’s (2011) commentary on the existential nature of the 

student, Nash and Murray (2010) argue that the current landscape has become devoid of 

meaning because of the loss of the larger, societal meta-narrative. At this point, Nash and 

Murray (2010) explain, students are left, searching and wandering in a larger landscape 

littered with compelling, though meaningless narratives that constantly war for their 

attention. 

In contrast to Parks’ (2000/2011) work, Nash and Murray’s (2010) study lends 

itself to the students’ personal search for spiritual significance which has been defined by 

the popular phrase “spiritual but not religious.” Nash and Murray (2010) seek to equip 

students with a larger narrative or direction in which they are able to situate themselves, 

but may, in turn contribute to the overall, compartmentalized and individualized terrain of 

multiple, competing narratives available within the current landscape. While Nash and 

Murray (2010) aim to be empowering, too much emphasis may be placed on the role of 

the student as driver in his or her search for meaning and purpose, without providing 

context for the larger narrative in which students may find themselves. In this description, 

Nash and Murray (2010) may cause a greater degree of confusion in the individual’s role 

in creating deeper meaning and purpose and the role of a larger, more external narrative 

in shaping this reality, while lacking a clear definition of either side’s role in this process 

(Glanzer, 2013, p. 17). Furthermore, my study seeks to provide clarity for the way in 

which this search occurs, using Nash and Murray (2010) as a launching point for further 
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details to the method by which mentors function in their mentees’ synthesis of personal 

meaning and purpose. 

In 2011, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm published a study that assessed the spiritual 

dimensions of college students, using the general principle as follows, stating, “No 

assumptions would be made about the student’s religious or spiritual perspective (or lack 

thereof). All students—regardless of their particular theological or metaphysical 

perspective or belief system—should be able to respond in a meaningful way” (p. 41). 

Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) define spirituality in broad terms, in the following 

manner, “[Spirituality is the way] students make meaning of their education and their 

lives, how they develop a sense of purpose, the value and belief dilemmas they 

experience, as well as the role of religion, the sacred, and the mystical in their lives” (p. 

40). Their research intended to understand the interior lives of students and the spiritual 

struggles they encounter while taking part in a university system. 

Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) have similar aims as Fowler (1981/1995) and 

Parks (2000/2011), and dislodge the spiritual quest from any specific, overarching meta-

narrative. They seek to understand the students’ individual quests for meaning and 

purpose by looking at their personal, individual narratives of spiritual formation. 

However, this separation confuses the overarching role of the mentor, in the sense that he 

or she could function as more of a personal counselor than any type of a guide or 

resource to a larger, process of sense-making or narrative formation. In contrast to the 

aims of Astin, Astin, and Lindholm’s (2011), I sought to understand the ways that 

mentors can function as a guide to the larger formation of a “life map” for these students, 

rather than an individual counselor. Their study demonstrates the heightened 
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individuality of our spiritual narratives, and further demonstrates the need for studies on 

the place of the community within their identity development. 

 From a more clinical angle, Wong (2012), in his textbook, The Human Quest for 

Meaning: Theories, Research, and Applications, brings together various trends to 

understand the ways that meaning is sought, processes, and incorporated in order to 

understand the central role of meaning in human life. From a clinical perspective, Wong 

(2012) seeks to bring flesh to the ways that humans discover their meaning and purpose 

from their various life experiences. In describing his basic assumption, Wong (2012) 

describes the purpose of  “Our philosophy about what constitutes the good life, “ as 

“Determin[ing] how we make choices and how we live” (p. 53). He distinguishes 

between hedonism, “Those people who believe that the good life is to eat, drink, and be 

merry” (Wong, 2012, p. 53), and “Those who believe that the purpose of life is to serve 

God will devote their lives to fulfilling God’s calling” (p. 5). In his definition, Wong 

(2012) differentiates between creating and discovering meaning, examining the process 

of the development of personal meaning from situational, or more hedonistic 

understandings of meaning, to global, more values-centered, concepts of meaning.2 

While I believe that Wong (2012) offers a helpful framework for the development of 

meaning, I struggle with the fact that he does not provide a larger narrative for humans to 

use in making sense of their every day experiences. In my study, I tried to understand the 

qualities of good mentors in terms of their impact upon students’ sense-making 

processes, in order to promote a more holistic understanding of the purpose or function of 

                                                        
2 For a diagram illustrating the framework of Wong’s (2012) development of meaning, please see 

Appendix A. 
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the mentorship relationship within the lives of students at colleges and universities across 

the United States of America. 

 
Sociological Literature 

Sociologists claim it is important to understand that the culture of emerging adults 

has undergone a great shift from the culture of previous generations. Robert Wuthnow 

(2010) mentions, “Social relationships have not so much declined but taken on new 

forms. The life worlds that young adults inhabit today are more porous than the ones 

people lived in a generation or two ago. We move around more--or at least stay 

psychologically mobile because we seldom know how long our [current situations] will 

last” (p. 38). Wuthnow (2010) does not believe that each and every student is lost, nor 

does he invalidate the role and purpose of community in a postmodern society, but rather, 

he examines the changing nature of the contextual landscape, presenting a more balanced 

understanding of this phenomenon. While it is true that social relationships have taken on 

new meanings in the culture of emerging adults, Wuthnow (2010) claims that the porous 

nature of the current society does not automatically drive these students away from one 

another (p. 28). Instead, Wuthnow (2010) states mentors can stand in these places to help 

these younger, emerging adults hold their lives together, providing the psychological 

holding space necessary to engage a student in this transformative work (p. 28). 

Contextually, the changing, sociological landscape has affected the larger sense of 

community within the educational landscape, leading to an even greater need for mentors 

than has existed previously. 

Examining the specific affects of the changing sociological landscape and its affet 

upon the educational domain, James Comer (2004), writes,  
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the sense of community has slipped away gradually, often in the name of 
progress—a house in the suburbs, a television set, and such—the downside of the 
loss was not fully appreciated. Communities are important in supporting the 
development and preparation of children for adult life. Because of the application 
of scientific and technological knowledge to all aspects of life, good family 
functioning, child rearing, and development are more essential today than ever 
before. But in the absence of a sense of community, such outcomes are more 
difficult to bring about. These convergent factors have contributed greatly to our 
crisis in education. (p. 84) 
 
In presenting this sociological picture, Comer (2004) describes a crisis—as the 

skills needed to enter adulthood have gone up, the contributions of communities that aid 

in the development the student, child, youth, or adolescent have weakened. The 

commoditization of education, described by Comer (2004), above, and importance of 

gaining the very worldly possessions noted in his description, have only strengthened the 

crisis presented, instead of actively seeking to diminish it.  

Institutions of higher education are critically situated to help students fashion 

larger, guiding life narratives as expressed in specific behavioral commitments in the 

confusing landscape of a multitude of differing narratives that emphasize different values 

and end results. Universities are equipped with student affairs professionals who are 

positioned to take the time needed to act as guides for their students, becoming a listening 

ear for them, asking good questions, and providing them with both the challenge and 

support they need in order to fashion their own guiding narratives.  

Providing more specific detail for the adaptive change institutions need to pursue 

in providing intentional spaces for these important relationships to occur, John Tagg 

(2003) presents a new and different framework for institutions to buy into, a framework 

he names “the learning paradigm.” Tagg’s (2003) paradigm of education emphasizes 

institutional moving away from a credentialing system to a system that values growth and 
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development of each individual student. He writes in contrast to a prevailing “instruction 

paradigm” of education, that views students as those who hold punch cards in their 

university experiences and simply checks off boxes until they graduate. This paradigm is 

rather anti-relational and against much of what has already been put forth in this review 

thus far, but it is rather evident in many colleges and universities across the United States.  

Tagg (2003) highlights the importance of not only the personalization of 

education, and he emphasizes the role of the institution in creating a context to guide the 

student’s search for a coherent, guiding life map that helps him or her make sense out of 

his or her situation. He emphasizes the necessary pieces of a student’s participation in a 

larger process of reification, or further understanding of the effects of the mission of the 

institution upon his or her individual development. Speaking specifically in terms about 

mentorship relationships, Tagg (2003) mentions, “Participation and reification are 

complementary, reciprocal processes. Both are required to negotiate meaning. Without 

reification, activity is not participation; it is random movement” (p. 256). In other words, 

as a tangible piece of the institution, the mentor must protect this reciprocal process, 

causing it become evident the life of the individual student in order that he or she may be 

able to discover meaning in his or her own, specific circumstance, creating larger life 

commitments from within this space. 

It was the aim of my study to understand the importance of mentoring 

relationships in the student’s quest identity development, specifically focusing upon the 

qualities of a good mentor who provided a context for the formation of a narrative that 

supports the growing commitments made by the student. I chose to examine this 

relationship from the perspective of the narrative of identity development in which 
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students discover vices, gifts, personalities, and passions. Furthermore, I was specifically 

interested in the role of student life personnel as mentors, as they functioned as “moral 

mentors” for the students present at undergraduate institutions. While I agree that the 

curricular and co-curricular must work together, in this process, research has focused so 

heavily upon the role of faculty members to the extent of short-changing the pivotal role 

of the co-curricular in providing mentors as partners in the students’ sense-making 

processes. 

 
Summary of the Literature 

In terms of my specific study on the qualities of a good mentor and the effects of 

mentorship on a college student’s development of a guiding life narrative, I focused upon 

the role of the co-curricular in providing moral and spiritual mentors in the lives of 

undergraduate students.  

First, while various studies have sought to understand of the role of mentors in the 

larger community of higher education, many of these endeavors have been conducted 

from a theoretical perspective. In my opinion, these studies have not focused closely 

enough on starting their theory from the ground up, from the perspectives of the college 

students themselves. Beginning with a theoretical perspective, the specific narratives of 

the impact of mentors on a student’s journey of identity development has been lost in the 

larger, normative landscape. Thus, my study aimed to garner specific narratives to fill this 

gap, and continue Park’s (2000/2011) studies on the way in which the community can 

affect the students’ meaning-making processes.  

Second, while many studies demonstrate the need for and importance of 

mentorship, an adequate definition has not been agreed upon for the term “mentor.” 
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Although mentorship has been shown to be an effective tool for development in both 

qualitative and quantitative studies, what actually occurs in a transformative mentorship 

relationship is still unclear. Even though Parks (2000/2011) maintains, “The power of 

mentoring relationships is that they help anchor the vision of the potential self. They 

beckon the self into being” (p. 81), few additional details exist as to how and why this 

relationship actually supports students in this larger search. The narratives I gained from 

my study sought to provide the details needed to flesh out Parks’ (2000/2011) statement. 

Third, current research is not as focused upon on the dynamic role of community 

in the life of the mentee in growing his or her identity development, as it is on the theory 

of what it means to be a good mentor. Many of the developmental theories of self-

authorship have situated their studies in the students’ isolated search for creating “an 

internal foundation” that will guide their meaning-making processes. While an internal 

foundation is helpful to the process of identity development, a student must realize his or 

her role in a larger network of community members. The human purpose is not solely 

about maintaining a personal purpose, or end goal that promotes our own interests—

rather, we are called to first look to the meanings we find in a community of meaningful 

others and join in a larger purpose that promotes a sense of total human flourishing. Thus, 

my study was designed to emphasize the role of community in this process via the means 

of mentoring relationships, looking at the essential qualities of good mentors that 

specifically impacted the sense making and, in turn, formation of the mentees’ larger, 

guiding life “maps” or narratives. 

Fourth, mentorship has been defined as important, but little research exists on 

what actually occurs in that relationship. While undergraduate mentorship has been 
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linked to other, positive developmental processes, such as enjoyment of life, sense of 

well-being, and pursuit of vocational calling, the means by which these relationships 

accomplish these tasks has not been studied. Much of what causes transformation to take 

place as a part of participation in these types of relationships remains unknown. Through 

my coding process, I traced patterns present within different narratives of the mentorship 

process, looking at what actually occurs in these relationships, in order to provide more 

details that will flesh out other students’ foundational work in this area. 

Fifth, the impact of these relationships on the students’ identity development, 

framed specifically from their perspective, has not been emphasized as much as 

generalized theory has been put forth from normative viewpoint. These normative claims 

have not been fully supported by tangible reflections from students who have been 

transformed by relationships. In essence, most of the literature present on mentorship 

stems from a largely theoretical perspective, but this theory needs to be “tested and 

documented” from the lives of the mentees themselves, in order to provide context and 

support for the claims made within the literature. While many of these ideas about 

mentorship may be logical and built from a platform of “common sense,” data to confirm, 

alter, or contextualize these claims would provide clarity and consistency to this body of 

literature. 

 
Specific Guiding Studies 

Throughout my research process, I isolated three studies that will serve as models 

for my study on the effects of mentorship in the co-curricular. These articles serve as a 

culmination in examining the literature that has already been put forth on the topics of 

identity development, meaning and purpose, mentorship, and spirituality. 
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First, Perry Glanzer’s (2013) article, “Building the Good Life: Using Identities to 

Frame Moral Education in Higher Education,” provides context for my student when 

considering the larger purpose of universities. Echoing other researchers in this field, 

Glanzer (2013) describes the essential role that universities play in defining moral 

formation for their students. In this article, Glanzer (2013) shares, “Emerging adults either 

have not been educated about the historical range of moral philosophies and traditions, or 

they do not know how to draw upon them when actually asked to engage in moral 

reasoning” (p. 178). In other words, Glanzer’s (2013) work highlights the quintessential 

importance of engaging in a study like this at this point in time in history—prompting a 

new sense of both timeliness and urgency to be placed upon studying a student’s meaning-

making processes and the role of a mentor in serving as a guide for this process. 

Second, Welkener and Bowsher’s (2012) article, “Soul-Building: Students’ 

Perspectives on Meaning, Purpose, and the College Experience,” stands as a model for the 

substance they provided for the terms meaning and purpose. Not only did Welkener and 

Bowsher (2012) situate their study in the tangible experiences of the students they 

interviewed, they sought to examine specific instances and experiences by which students 

gained a deeper sense meaning and purpose during their university years. Their framework 

for the discovery of these definitions has caused me to be more careful with my 

assumptions by teaching me to listen to my participants with a careful ear. In this pursuit, I 

am trying mirror their methods, in bringing about a complex understanding of the 

mentees’ thoughts, feelings, and words, as they bear on the overall research agenda in 

trying to discover the specific qualities of good mentors, and gain insight into the ways 

that these figures influenced their narrative-writing process.   
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Third, Healy, et. al. (2012) in their study, “The Role of the Campus Professional 

as a Moral Mentor,” define the role of a campus professional as a moral mentor, defined 

as “A professional practicing in the field of student affairs, concerned holistically with 

student development, of which a significant part is moral development” (p. 84). In this 

study, key roles of a mentor are stated and then backed up with various sources of 

literature from the field of mentorship, in the following manner,  

the role of a moral mentor is grounded in a relationship with students. In 
relationships, student affairs educators… must be willing to ‘live out loud’—to be 
authentic, genuine, and evaluative without being viewed as judgmental when 
discussing dilemmas and decisions. At the same time, they must discern the 
appropriate boundaries for themselves and the students. They give testimony to 
the fact that the skills and understanding of moral choices are lifelong and 
evolving. (Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, & Stewart, 2012, p. 86) 
 

Despite Healy et. al.’s (2012) lack of grounded theory research from the perspectives of 

the students, their framework of student affairs professional as moral guide brings the two 

worlds of mentor and student affairs professional together that I tried to uncover in my 

study. 

 With this review of the current literature as a back drop for my study, I will 

continue by laying out the methodology I used, with the goal of the study being to 

address the five specific summaries of the literature, examined earlier in this chapter. It is 

my aim to make clear the connection between the role of the co-curricular mentor who 

helps the student to create a picture of the “good life” for him or herself. It is my hope 

that the narratives revealed in the interviews I pursued will create a set of themes that will 

help other student affairs professionals understand the potential effects of good 

mentorship, and the qualities that a good mentor exhibits for the purpose of guiding the 

college students’ identity development in their emerging adult formation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methods1 

 
As an exploratory study, I chose to approach this thesis from the 

phenomenological tradition, trying to explore the various impacts that mentors can have 

on their mentees. As a grounded theory, I was interested in gaining a set of narratives that 

provided potential answers to my questions about the effects of mentorship, directly from 

the population of the students that I was seeking to understand. The participants in this 

study shared specific language that clarified the ways in which their mentorships 

experiences supported, challenged or guided their meaning-making processes, and 

provided examples of the reasons for why and how these relationships affected them in 

the way that they did, making clear the specific qualities of good mentors. Due to the lack 

of specific grounded theory work on the lived experiences of mentees, I wanted to be 

open to learning about this phenomenon from the mentees’ perspectives, gathering 

narrative summaries from their reflections on their experiences. 

I chose to use the phenomenological tradition in order to, as Husserl (1913/1939) 

comments, “To interpret the ways in which individuals consciously understand their life 

experiences,” more specifically, mentorship relationships. Following the model presented 

by Alfred Schutz (1963), I aimed to capture the lived experience of students who have 

had transformative mentorship experiences that have helped them to make sense out of 

their current experiences and make lasting commitments as a response to their good 

mentorship relationships.  

                                                        
1 Outline of this section provided by Dr. Nathan Alleman (2013). 
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In particular, I chose to use the grounded theory approach put forth by Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) in order to allow the findings and interpretations to rise from the mentees 

themselves. I was not interested in trying to place any sort of outside framework on these 

interviews; rather, I was interested in getting at the research area through stimulating 

questions on the intersection of the topics of identity development, sense-making, and 

mentorship. While I formed different hypotheses, put forth as “preliminary expectations” 

based upon the contextual ideas I found in my literature review, I was hesitant to apply a 

more deductive approach to this process due to my desire to listen to the mentees 

themselves talk about their mentorship relationships, and make conclusions after coding 

this data 

In generating a body of knowledge on the lived experiences of mentees, I 

followed the framework that many developmental thinkers have used previously, 

including Chickering and Reisser (1969/1993), Fowler (1981/1995), and Parks 

(2000/2011), and Baxter-Magolda (2000/2004/2009/2011). These scholars used open-

ended survey methods and in-depth interviews to gain information about the daily, lived 

experiences of the participants in their studies. While other scholars have focused upon 

identity development from a more theoretical point of view (e.g., Nash & Murray, 2010; 

Kronman, 2009), it was my hope to merge these two fields by using the theoretical 

frameworks for identity development by examining the function of mentorship as a 

vehicle for the mentee’s personal transformation. In this study, I used my literature 

review, theoretical insights, and general hunches (i.e. what seemed to “make sense”), to 

create an interview guide to propel my research.  
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I had four tentative expectations, or preliminary hypotheses, on what I hoped to 

find regarding this research endeavor. Through my literature review, I put forth four 

different components to “good” mentorship: (1) “good” mentors are those who have 

shown interest in the personal lives of their mentees, (2) the access to mentors is different 

for each student, not everyone can readily identify a single person who has filled this 

role, while others may be able to identify two to three figures present who function as a 

supportive guide in their identity development process, (3) mentors exist as caring, non-

familial, adult figures in the lives of their mentees, and (4) these figures have helped to 

situate the students’ lives in a larger context or narrative that provides them with a 

guiding purpose, even if they cannot recognize it. 

 
Preliminary Expectations 

Before proceeding with the description of the study, it is important to make clear 

certain biases and expectations I have regarding this concept. First, it is important to 

understand that I am a Christian who values and believes in the larger Christian meta-

narrative. While this devotion comes from personal conviction, I am not trying to create 

an explicitly Christian framework of the purpose of mentorship or qualities of good 

mentors within my study. While I will conclude my project with specific 

recommendations for Christian higher education, I was not trying to create an explicitly 

Christian study. Rather, I was trying to understand the ways good mentors in the co-

curricular may help students grasp hold of a larger narrative that can guide their sense-

making processes. In all reality, faith formation and spirituality studies within the lives of 

college students have become disconnected from a larger, guiding narrative, leaving it up 

to the student to create his or her own structure for this process. Scholars like Parks 
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(2000/2011) and Fowler (1981/1995) have defined faith as a personal experience of 

meaning-making. Moreover, in our ever-changing postmodern culture, spirituality has 

lost its larger meta-narrative through which its meaning and significance can follow, and 

it, too, has become an individualized quest. Thus, students are left to create their own 

narratives and engage in their own sense-making processes in a landscape dotted with 

many demands for their attention. While this study avoids being explicitly Christian, it 

will, due to my bias, be implicitly Christian in nature, and proves a valuable distinction to 

be made in light of this context. Following Glanzer’s (2013) article on building the “good 

life,” I focused upon the role he terms as “coaches” or “mentors” in the students’ growing 

identity formation, looking at specific practices they used to embody what it means to be 

a “good” mentor.  

It is also important to note that I solicited specifically, “good” mentorship 

experiences. However, I did not define what “good” meant for the participant—I wanted 

my participants to create their own definitions of this term and apply it to their own 

experiences. I used this lack of definition as a way to help my participants begin thinking 

in a narratival fashion, even before the interviews started. It was my aim to study 

examples of good, tangible narratives of mentorship relationships, which have resulted in  

providing students with a sense of hope, significance, meaning, and purpose that have 

sustained them and projected them into their post-graduate lives. 

Second, I hoped to understand the dynamic role of community in the life of the 

mentee. To become the author of one’s own life, a student must realize his or her role in a 

larger network of community members, foregoing an exclusive focus on an individual, 

isolated search for personal fulfillment. This exploration represents a fuller understanding 
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of the “good life” that Smith (2011) points to as he comments, “To live a good life, in 

other words, means progressing on some kind of journey to become something more than 

what we already are” (p. 100), within a community of others. Moreover, Welkener and 

Bowsher (2012) mention, “All educators need to be about the business of promoting the 

exploration of meaning and purpose, or ‘soul-building,’ if it means providing 

opportunities for such a transformative, deeply personal, and enduring learning 

experience for students” (p. 10).  In this study, I looked for distinct ways that good 

mentors in the co-curricular have provided avenues and outlets for this type of 

transformational work to occur, specifically focusing upon the personal touches that the 

mentors gave to these relationships in order to aid in their success. 

Third, Healy, et. al. (2012) understand that a successful mentor must not only 

navigate his or her formal role as an educator or student affairs professional but must also 

navigate his or her role as a mentor. While both roles are important, it is all too easy for 

one to take precedence over the other. Thus, in my study, I explored ways those working 

in the co-curricular have expanded their professional roles and have functioned in a 

deeper, more meaningful capacity, especially in the lives of their student leaders. I 

expected the moments in which these students’ supervisors functioned as mentors to be 

the most transformative in the lives of the students who engage in student leader 

positions. 

Finally, I believe that the key to this study involves hearing from the students 

themselves, listening to their insights, and building description of the process of 

mentorship from the ground up. As I have noted previously, a great deal of theory has 

been generated regarding the importance and impact of mentorship that has looked at this 
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relationship externally. In contrast to the external theory on mentorship, I wanted to study 

this phenomenon internally—from within the mentorship relationship. It was my aim to 

collect narratives from the mentees themselves to provide evidence, or counter-evidence, 

to the theoretical claims that have been made about this construct previously. In turn, I 

traced significant patterns and themes that ran through each narrative, defining avenues 

for further development of a larger theory of mentorship that emerges from the voices of 

the mentees themselves.  

 
Methods 

 First, I took the initial hunches I gained from my literature review and created a 

preliminary narrative structure to the mentorship relationship. I understood that any good 

narrative has a beginning, middle with conflict promoting growth of the protagonist, 

culminating with an end or resolution to the narrative. Thus, entering this study, I 

understood that mentorship relationships must have a beginning, or means of connection, 

a process in which mentees and mentors got to know each other, and formed a 

relationship with room for personal or professional conflict to occur. At the end of these 

relationships, some type of conclusion to the learning experience occurred. I also made 

room for the possibility that some relationships could keep going in a formal manner or 

continue to impact the mentee’s lives in an informal manner. Thinking narratively, I 

created a guide that would take me through the “story” of each participant’s mentorship 

experience, beginning with the creation of the mentorship and ending with what the 

mentee continues to apply to his or her current context, at present, learned from the 

mentorship relationship itself. 
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From this larger structure, I created an interview guide with specific questions 

aimed at bringing detail each of the areas listed above, beginning with an opening set of 

questions on meaning and purpose to frame the study for my participants. I wanted my 

participants to go deeper in their thought processes that focusing specifically on life-skill 

development, opening with a set of questions on meaning and purpose. This seemed to 

frame the conversation nicely. In order to get my participants thinking about the narrative 

of their mentorship relationships, I created a six-question Google survey that asked the 

participants the following questions:  

(1) How did you meet the adult(s) in your undergraduate experience that you 
would like to speak about in your interview?, (2) What type of relationship was 
created between you and this person (these people)?, (3) Were there any 
difficulties within this relationship?, (4) What did you enjoy about this 
relationship?, (5) What did this relationship teach you in terms of your larger life 
purpose?, and (6) How did this/these relationship(s) end or propel you in a new, 
different, or changed direction? 
 

In asking these questions, I specifically used the term “relationship” instead of mentor, as 

I wanted my participants to define the word mentor later, throughout the in-depth 

interview process, in order to provide a larger, richer context in which they were able to 

place this word. As I fleshed out my interview guide (located in Appendix C), I created 

questions that caused my participants to give examples of their experiences, providing 

tangible evidence to provide support for the larger narrative I was seeking to create. To 

do this effectively and well, I posed indirect questions to my participants to begin the 

interview, first examining meaning and purpose in order to frame the study (as was 

described above), and then asking in general about older adults in the community who 

functioned in a supportive or caring capacity. As the interview grew more specific in 

focus upon a single relationship, I asked the participant to define the term “mentor” for 
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me, and made note of where and when this definition matched to the story that the 

participant narrated of his or her mentorship experience. 

In order to generate participants to use in this study, I created a list of fifty 

different graduates of varying types of institutions who I knew may be interested in 

participating in this study. While these were graduates with whom I was already 

connected, they were not close friends of mine, nor were they people whom I myself had 

mentored. Furthermore, I tried to gain a large diversity within my participants—exactly 

thirteen were male; exactly thirteen were female. Five of these graduates attended large, 

four-year public universities, five of these graduates attended smaller, yet still public 

four-year universities, six of these students attended denominational institutions that were 

not CCCU schools, two of these students attended community colleges, and eight of these 

students attended bigger-name CCCU schools. In these attempts to diversify my 

population, I was hoping to provide general evidence about mentorship, not related to a 

specific type of institution or person. Out of the original fifty responses using Facebook, 

and out of these, only twenty-six told me that they did have good mentors who were not 

faculty. However, it is interesting to note that thirteen of these responses asked me what 

type of position a “non-faculty” mentor would fill on a college campus.  

I chose to interview post-undergraduate “emerging adults,” ages twenty-three to 

twenty-nine, in order to provide them with enough space from the mentorship experience 

for reflection to occur on the impacts of this relationship on the identity development on 

the participants of my study. There is a certain amount of time I believe necessary to 

understand the undergraduate experience and draw conclusions of the impact certain 

people or events had on the life of the student. While I am not legalistic about the amount 
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of time needed for reflection, it seems apparent that one year of separation from the 

experience can aid in the mentee’s reflection on the impact of the mentorship experience 

in his or her life.  While I interviewed two seniors, they were students who reflected on 

mentorship relationships that ended at the beginning of their sophomore year at the 

institution. Thus, two years of reflection had passed for these two seniors. Furthermore, I 

tried to isolate stories of those who are able to comment about the tangible effects these 

mentorship relationships had on the personal trajectories of the students in my study. 

From my sample, most of the graduates interviewed reflected on at least two 

mentors present to them during their college experiences. Some graduates only reflected 

on one mentor, while three different graduates reflected on three different mentorship 

relationships they were an active part of during their time in college. In this set of 

graduates, twenty-four relationships were created due to the graduate’s involvement on 

campus as a student leader, while twelve relationships blossomed due to a different type 

of connection. Thirty-three of these relationships were considered to be as a positive 

experience, while three of these relationships were looked upon as negative. It is 

important to note that the stories of the negative experiences paralleled the stories of the 

positive relationships in a directly inverse manner. Furthermore, ten graduates 

interviewed could recall specific pieces of wisdom bestowed upon them by their mentor, 

while the remaining sixteen could not remember specific pieces of wisdom, but rather 

explained that the wisdom provided to them by their mentors had become more of a 

“philosophy” gained by the mentee that has now been incorporated into his or her larger 

life experiences.  
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Ten mentors functioned as Student Activities staff members, mostly in student 

group advisor roles, ten functioned as Campus Ministry staff members, seven functioned 

as Academic Support members, mostly as Academic Advisors, seven functioned as 

Residence Hall Directors, and two functioned as senior-level Student Life Administrators 

(Deans of Students). In addition, three mentors also functioned as professors to their 

mentees in an addition to their larger, predominant, co-curricular role. Again, two-thirds 

of these relationships were built from relationships that stemmed from the graduates’ 

leadership roles in a specific campus organization, campus ministry, or residence hall 

position. While neither subset of relationships (those that started from leadership 

positions, or those that did not), became more meaningful than the other, those that 

started from student leadership positions had a pre-set context from which they were able 

to build to keep these relationships connected. In the remaining twelve relationships, four 

of these relationships began due to the reputation of the staff member, seven grew from 

pre-assigned connections of academic support, mostly due to assigned academic advising 

relationships that blossomed into mentorship relationships, and two were initiated on the 

part of the mentee as a means of “following up” on a previous family connection between 

mentor and mentee. 

 The specific process by which these interviews were conducted from the initial 

list of twenty-six was as follows: first, I emailed the twenty-six different contacts I made 

who self-selected as having “good” mentorship experiences while pursuing their 

undergraduate degrees. Self-selection was important in my study, because I was not 

trying to define “good” for my participants. Rather, I was trying to measure and 

understand their definition of “good mentorship” and how this concept has played a role, 
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positively and negatively, in their emerging adult formation. Once I heard back from each 

participant regarding his or her answer, I sent the Informed Consent document for the 

participants to sign and email or fax back to me. Once I received their signature on this 

document, I emailed them the six-question Google form described above.3 After they 

submitted their survey responses, I scheduled an interview with them, and proceeded to 

record the interview either by meeting with the participant in person or interviewing the 

participant over the telephone. I tried to interview all participants in person, but due to the 

costs of travel and the limited time I had for this project, the method using the telephone 

described above was necessary in thirty percent of situations I encountered. To this end, 

sixty percent of my interviews occurred in person, while forty percent occurred over the 

phone.  Furthermore, these interviews lasted between thirty and ninety minutes, and were 

conducted from November 2013 through January 2014. 

After completing the interviews, I engaged in a grounded theory coding process, 

in which I assigned a code to each answer in both the google survey and the interview 

transcriptions. I sought to organize these codes into various categories, synthesizing at the 

various attributes or characteristics that make up a certain category. I then developed 

these categories in terms of various properties or definitions that remained consistent 

across the category. Throughout this entire process, I maintained what Corbin and Strauss 

(1990) describe as extensive “code notes” (p. 73) that became the three larger themes that 

supported the discussion of the findings I gathered from this analysis.   

As I waded through these thirty-six different stories, I created a three-part 

narrative, that examined the following questions: (1) What do mentors provide for their 

                                                        
3 Please note that these questions are in the research guide, located in the Appendices section of 

this document.  
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mentees? (2) What does the relationship look like between mentors and mentees? and (3) 

What do mentees gain from these relationships? Within these three lenses, two or three 

different themes began to emerge, each with their own set of sub-categories. While I 

realized that the effects of mentorship are specific to each participant, I worked from the 

specific narratives to the general mentorship landscape, starting from the mentee’s 

experience, and ending with the larger area of mentorship in the co-curricular, in order to 

provide a coherent narrative, drawing from the various mentorship experiences I 

gathered. Please note that once the interviews were completed and transcribed, I took a 

step back from the details, in order to review the specific guiding hunches I had gained 

from my literature review, and came back to the data with fresh eyes. 

In analyzing the data, I transcribed each interview, and coded it, using “invivo” 

coding as well as finding support for codes that were apparent in the literature review I 

conducted and described in chapter two of this document. In using the grounded theory 

method, specifically focusing on the open coding process, I sought to raise codes from 

the data, first looking to what the mentees, themselves, were saying. I used this same 

approach with the open-ended survey responses that my participants provided for me, 

looking for overall patterns and themes that emerge from the entire collection of data 

produced by this study. It is also important to note that I paid attention to institutional 

context when coding, understanding that institutional culture has an impact on the means 

by which a student is connected to mentors present to his or her experiences. In this same 

vein, I also considered the extent of involvement of the student on the campus, and the 

way that the students’ emotional connectedness to “what was going on” at the institution 

affected access to mentors at their institution.  
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Attempting to protect the participants involved in my study, I removed their first 

and last names, allowed them to choose their own pseudonyms. I also changed any other 

identifying information that may help an outside reader to identify specific participants. I 

used my personal computer for this project in order to put specific measures into place 

that protected my data. My computer is password-protected and I changed this password 

on the first day of each month to protect the data from potential hackers. In essence, I 

tried to make myself the sole person who had access to this data.  

 
Trustworthiness 

In terms of the validity and trustworthiness of my research process and the 

findings brought forth from it, I provided appropriate measures of credibility as I sought 

to use data gathered from two different sources (open-ended survey and in-depth 

interview) with multiple researchers present (Glanzer & Robinson). I used several 

different sites to conduct this research, not simply focusing upon one specific institution 

or institutional culture, but widened my focus to include seven public state universities, 

private, two private, two community colleges, and eight faith-based institutions, six 

CCCU schools, and two denominational schools who are not members of the CCCU. 

Two students transferred and spoke about their experiences of being mentored at two 

different universities, and multiple graduates from certain universities were used. In order 

to be intentional about maintaining this diversity, I interviewed no more than five 

graduates from any single university. I also sought to obtain a diversity of participants in 

terms of gender and ethnicity. Twelve of my participants were female and fourteen were 

male. To promote an understanding of ethnic diversity, I solicited interviews from two 

international students and two students whose major ethnicity would not be considered 
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white. While all of the participants in the study labeled themselves as “Judeo-Christian,” 

I was not seeking after a specific tradition or denominational, Christian identity. 

I adopted well-established research methods to conduct this study, including the 

use of survey methods and in-depth interviews. In my interviews, I promoted the honesty 

of participants by using a variety of techniques, such as active listening, following up on 

hunches, probing for deeper insights, and asking questions in a different ways, in order to 

look for consistency and clarity between my participants’ interviews. After each 

interview was transcribed, coded, and processed, I followed up with my participant 

regarding any further thoughts that needed to be clarified before my findings were 

finalized. This “follow up” process served as a way of clarifying my data and provided 

more detailed evidence for the themes that were emerging from my data set. Anything 

that caused my findings to be changed, edited, or corrected was updated in the results 

section of this thesis document (chapter four). I also included data that did not fit with my 

overall hunches to protect the uniqueness of each narrative of the mentorship experience. 

In addition, I listened to three negative mentorship narratives and created a specific set of 

codes for these experiences. I did not choose to create a “catch-all” category for this data 

because I believe that each case is different and has something unique and subtle to teach 

us about the uniqueness of the mentorship relationship. In providing nuances within the 

relationships I studied, I tried to be as clear and coherent as possible. It is my hope that 

my process will demonstrate a logical, coherent, and cogent line of thinking that walks 

the reader through my thought process in a competent manner. From here, I hope the 

patterns and trends I found emerging from my data is apparent, evident, traceable, and 

coherent 
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 While I realize that I am extremely passionate about this subject, I also realize 

that I cannot be unbiased or completely objective in this study. I am predisposed to 

believe that all mentorship relationships, if given the time and space needed to work, will 

work, and will, in fact, benefit the mentee, providing a safe space that promotes mentees’ 

identity development and sense-making processes. Furthermore, I am predisposed to 

view this as one of the major roles and purposes of the co-curricular arena. These biases 

surfaced from time to time during my study,4 but to prevent them from affecting the 

neutral stance I tried to maintain, I used four different strategies to try to remain as fair as 

possible. These strategies are as follows: (1) I examined positive as well as negative 

mentorship experiences, (2) I asked participants to self-select and define their own 

mentorship experience as positive or negative, (3) I followed my hunches when doing my 

interviews, with open-ended questions in order to provide new directions or surprising 

findings within my research, and (4) I avoided asking people whom I have personally 

mentored to avoid any type of role conflict in this process.  

 With these strategies in mind, I will now turn my attention to the findings I have 

drawn from my interviews, with special attention to making clear my process and helping 

the reader understand my study, holistically, from start to finish.   

                                                        
                      4 For more information on my biases toward this project, please see Appendix D where my “researcher 
positionality statement” is located. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Findings 

 
Jay’s Story: The Impact of Mentorship on Identity Development 

 
Jay, an international student, had a difficult time during his undergraduate 

experience. Then, he met his mentor, Director of Student Activities, through some of his 

friends that were in student government. Though he never did anything with the office of 

New Student Programs or Student Activities, he had a lot of friends that were involved in 

the office. Commenting on their first meeting, Jay notes, “We got along really well the 

first time, and we bonded mainly through tennis—I played tennis in college—and he 

loved playing tennis too. Eventually, we started meeting occasionally and we became 

even better friends after I graduated from college.” 

As an international student, Jay had a difficult time connecting with others at his 

undergraduate institution who seemed to have it “easy.” He commented, “You know, I 

was an international student in college, I didn’t have the luxury to call my parents 

whenever I wanted. Even Skype wasn’t that popular then. I didn’t have an adult—I 

needed an older, wiser voice in my life.” With a tone of sadness, he describes his 

situation prior to meeting his mentor, “I wanted someone who understood and would be 

real with me. It was important that they took the time to listen to me. It was hard to find 

that, but somehow, this guy ended up filling that role.” Jay’s mentor did just that for him: 

he provided a space where Jay could be listened to, heard, and understood. 

In this chapter, I will examine the results of my interviews, detailing the narrative 

of mentorship relationships, by examining three different sections of this narrative: (1) 
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the way mentors functioned as models of the good life, (2) the advocating nature of the 

mentorship relationship, and (3) the sense-making of the mentee that resulted from this 

type of relationship. Through this structure, I will seek to incorporate different narratives 

from the other interviews that demonstrate the way that each of these themes occurred in 

a positive manner. After this section, I will work through three different stories from my 

interviews in which a lack of these themes became apparent due to a negative mentorship 

experience. I will conclude this entire section where I began, by examining Jay’s 

concluding message to his mentors, and the overall conclusion that are able to be drawn 

from his story. I will specifically look at the tangible impact that the mentors had on their 

mentees, in causing deeper meaning, and in turn, purpose to proceed from their 

relationships.  

Before proceeding, I will turn my attention back to Jay’s story, to provide a 

complete narrative of one student’s mentorship relationship. It is my hope that this story 

will serve as an example to which larger elements of other mentorship relationships can 

be compared, contrasted, or discussed. In using this story, I am not assuming that each 

relationship will look exactly the same, I am simply providing this narrative as an 

example of what one interviewee described as a “good” mentorship experience from 

which I am able to frame the larger narrative of mentorships.  

 
Jay’s Story, Continued… 

Echoing the story of many college students on our campuses, Jay wanted 

someone who would sit with him, be present to him, and help him to navigate the 

messiness of the transition into emerging adulthood. His mentor figure modeled a quality 

or trait that Jay wanted to develop, especially apparent in the way that his mentor 
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connected with those around him. When speaking of the qualities that attracted Jay to his 

mentor, he noted, “I really admire the way he works with students, even though he is at a 

higher level. He is not an entry-level professional. He’s been in the field for fifteen plus 

years—he’s still connected with students and that’s really hard, because it’s a lot of work 

to keep connecting on the ground level to students.” It was important to Jay that his 

mentor remained available and consistently present for his students over a number of 

years, communicating a sense of longevity and long-term connectedness to his students. 

When asked why this mattered, Jay explained that he felt “transient” as an international 

student, and his mentor’s long-term presence in his life reminded him of the rootedness 

he longed to feel. 

Furthermore, Jay commented that his mentor made himself available to him, 

describing this concept as follows, “He just made it clear that if I ever needed something, 

he would stop by, or say, ‘you can stop by and meet with me.’ It wasn’t a routine type of 

relationship, it was more so based on, ‘hey, I have a need, I trust you, and I can go to you 

for anything.’” Being an international student with a more complicated story and less 

access to resources, Jay’s began to understand that the openness and availability on 

behalf of his mentor helped him to navigate the larger university culture. It was this 

connection, Jay explained, that helped him feel like he belonged at the university, and 

caused his time at the university to get “easier.” 

Because of this consistency, Jay noticed a connection between the mentor’s 

personal and professional life, “He really helped me, not because he told me what to do, 

but because he did it. I saw this in the way he lived, and in his friendships—it became 

obvious to me.” Due to his mentor’s integrity, Jay found that he could trust the words of 
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wisdom or advice imparted to him. Jay told me that these bits of information ranged from 

anything as mundane as providing a “how to guide” for getting a money order to pay a 

speeding ticket, to writing résumés, to deeper concepts, dealing with suffering and grief. 

While a freedom existed in their conversations, Jay’s reflection points to a deeper 

principle behind this freedom, as he continued, 

I just didn’t feel dumb when I asked them things like that. You know, a lot of it 
with the man was that he had gone through hardship in life. We’d talk about what 
is suffering, to what’s the importance of grief in a culture that doesn’t value grief. 
I literally can remember having this conversation with him. What does it mean to 
worship? Does it only mean being at church singing a worship song, or does it 
mean that your whole life is worship? It helped me to understand about the things 
I take for granted, but I got to think critically about what it means to worship, and 
what it means to grieve, so there were a lot of spiritual conversations, too. 
 
Jay continued by explaining that his mentorship became more meaningful and 

valuable as suffering entered their relationship, because of the mentor’s applied wisdom 

offered from a place of experience. In the mentor’s vulnerability and exposure of his 

humanity, a deeper sense of integrity was revealed and spoke to Jay’s heart. In this 

mutual space of honesty, compassion, and truth-seeking Jay was able to find someone 

who connected to his humanity, his loneliness, and his struggles as an international 

student, even though the struggles were not the same. Jay explains,  

you know, through previous mentors I have had, those are people who do not 
necessarily have it all together. However, I have learned tremendously from that. 
You know, my mentor went through a divorce, and obviously, culturally, and 
even in the church, that’s something we react to. Some people are very critical; 
some people are very supportive. There are all kinds of reactions—when he went 
through that, that was devastating for me because that’s someone I really look up 
to and I have a lot of sympathy for people. But I didn’t, you know, respect him 
less, I thought, “wow, I can really learn from what he’s going through right now. 
He’s really grieving and I want to be there for him.” But I think there are certain 
things that he went through because I would love to hear about and learn from, 
because you never know what they will prepare you for. 
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Through this relationship, Jay saw his mentor’s sentiments as a possible cautionary tale 

and potential learning experience. His mentor’s vulnerability opened his eyes to other 

parts of life that Jay was not prepared for, and allowed him to get a “snapshot” at what 

may lie in his future, be it positive or negative. In turn, Jay described a process of 

welcoming this insight, and using it to prepare him, cognitively, for his life post-

graduation.  

Jay described that his mentor was also willing to challenge his perspective, 

especially his perspective on leadership. Jay reflected,  

I guess I grew up with this mentality that leaders are these powerful people that 
can control the masses and systems and organizations and stuff like that. Because 
of the way that he modeled his leadership to me, my thinking on leadership after 
that. I learned from him that leadership is actually very much a servant leadership 
mentality where you really, really want to like, work with people because that is 
what matters. People matter. That’s what I learned from him. 
 

Jay noted that his thinking about leadership changed, and through being exposed to this 

alternate perspective, he began to realize the importance of being a leader through both 

word and action. Jay recollected, “My mentor lived out his values through the way he led, 

and this really meant a lot to me. I could trust it.” This means of modeling, Jay believed, 

helped change his thinking about leadership, and like he explained to me, helped him to 

“lead differently,” and may have, according to Jay, propelled him toward the field of 

student affairs, a field where Jay thoughthe could make a difference as a leader in the 

lives of college students. Jay described this as he said, “I used to think that leaders were 

the ones with all the money and all the power. After I met my mentor, I realized that 

people could lead in a different way, and I am now investing in my own student leaders 

on a Residence Hall.” Commenting on his current sense of meaning, Jay noted, “I am 

making a difference in my day to day, mostly through my work with students, right now. 
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I do think I chose this profession more so for the impact that I could have on the students 

I get to work with. I only pray that I may have the same impact on one student that my 

mentor had on me.” Thus, Jay’s understanding of leadership changed dramatically and 

became more meaningful as he embarked on his career as a result of his mentorship 

relationship. 

 From this experience, Jay also gained a more fully developed sense of his identity 

as a human being, and a leader of college students. In describing the way that his mentor 

helped him to do this, Jay notes,  

my mentor helped me to understand that the things I am going through are 
normal. There are other people out there that are struggling with the same things I 
am. So I guess I got a sense that I am not alone. It was really hard for me in 
college to find those relationships. Sometimes, especially with international 
students, you go through a series of things in life that force you to mature. 
Sometimes talking to people that are older, you feel that they get you because you 
feel they have gone through more hoops in life that force you to mature. I wasn’t 
a typical freshman living life like I am everything awesome. I was like, ‘I’m here 
because I really earned it and really wanted to come. There’s a reason why I went 
through a whole visa process, and embassies and financial aid.’ 
 

An older, wiser person demonstrated that he believed in Jay, and was willing to process 

through his circumstances with him. Thus, this mentoring relationship helped to affirm 

Jay, and empowered him to make sense out of his narrative. Through this process, Jay 

began to see a new sense of purpose for himself, and in turn, this made his experience 

more meaningful. He explained, “I think my mentor showed me that I can be purposeful 

with what I do—doing things with a purpose was really meaningful to me.” Through 

creating this bond, then, Jay was given a sense of hope that provided a concrete reality for 

him to step into. Jay concluded his interview, “I hope that, then, I continue to take time to 

care about young people. He showed me that that was possible.”  
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 Drawing from Jay’s narrative, and bringing to mind the twenty-five other 

interviews, I gathered three larger themes from my coding. First, mentors functioned as 

models of the good life for their students. While the appealing aspect of the “good life” 

was different for each participant, each participant found something attractive within the 

mentor, whether or not he or she realized it at the time. Second, mentors functioned as 

supportive guides or “coaches” for the larger process of formation for their mentees. 

They created spaces in which mentees felt safe enough to be vulnerable, and through 

providing alternate perspectives, via asking good questions, listening to the mentees’ 

struggles, or suggesting different options, a relationship of trust and support was built 

between the two parties involved. As a result of this trust, mentees emerged from this 

relationship with a more fully formed narrative and “life map” of where they wanted to 

head or the type of person they wanted to become.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I will continue to trace the themes I saw 

developed in Jay’s story throughout other mentorship narratives. I will begin by 

examining the way that students found their mentors, continue by studying the ways in 

which mentors modeled the good life, carry on by tracing the “coaching” nature of the 

relationship, and conclude by following the mentees’ narrative-writing and reframing of 

their life circumstances or trajectories as the result of the relationship. 

 
How Mentees Found Their Mentors 

While students who are involved in activities on campus have more access to 

mentors or are more aware of their need of mentors, not every student who is involved on 

campus will connect with their mentor. Sometimes, mentorship relationships are created 

based on the reputation of the mentor.  Jay’s story demonstrated this in the way that he 
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explained that he had not met his mentor through any type of service to the Student 

Activities department, but Jay was attracted to this person because of the reputation that 

his mentor had with his friends, especially in terms of his openness and willingness to “be 

involved” with them. Matthew’s mentorship relationship also began this way, as he 

described the way that he felt attracted to the Vice President of Student Life, “You want 

the VP to know who you are. From there, I got swept into the idea that the VP knows my 

name! I got swept into his leadership class. It’s probably how people feel here, being 

known by the VP or the president.” As this class continued, Matthew described the way 

that this feeling of being “known” by someone important blossomed into a sense of trust 

and incorporated larger, longer discussions. “It was his reputation as the VP around 

campus that attracted me. Maybe it was shallow, but that’s what initially got me there.” 

Furthermore, only one of my interviewees noted that this was something she was 

looking for, the twenty-five other graduates explained that this was either something they 

were subconsciously seeking, or were not interested in, at all. Most of my interviews 

echoed Hannah’s answer to this question, as she said, “This relationship was really 

something that happened. I don't think I typically go through my life, thinking about 

meaning and purpose.” Others, like Matthew, mentioned,  

I definitely didn’t come into my mentor’s office and say, ‘I need your help in my 
development,’ but I think I was at an age where I was very hungry for truth that 
impacted my daily life and my daily living. 
 

On the surface, this instant connection or attraction between mentees and mentors may 

seem like a coincidental, or accidental occurrence, but looking deeper, sometimes, this 

connection was being sought out by the mentee. Lauren, explained, “When I was in high 

school, I was told that finding a mentor was a good idea. It was stressed that she should 
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be female, older, wiser, and not part of the college scene.” Michelle confirmed this as she 

said, “In my church, growing up, I was told that I should find a woman who was married, 

to help me find a husband,” but she continued by explaining that the mentor did so much 

more for her than to help her find a husband. Jordan pointed out, “I knew this was a good 

idea since my freshman year—I had been told that it was important, and I pursued it with 

my older peers. My junior year was the first time I had a Student Life supervisor as a 

mentor.” Thus, while some mentees may be propelled by an unconscious desire to fulfill 

their “search for truth,” other mentees are trying to find fulfillment on a word of advice 

that had been passed on to them by a previous mentor, or mentoring experience.   

While some of these relationships may be developed based off of personality 

connection and chemistry, Lisa told me that it took time for her to get to know her 

supervisor, providing credence for the idea that there is no set pattern for how mentoring 

relationships emerge. As she got vulnerable, she felt the freedom to answer her 

supervisor’s questions in a more honest manner. She commented, “I really realized that it 

was deeper than a surface level relationship that I got into. It took some time, and it took 

some humbleness on my part. I hard to let my mentor work on my heart and let her help 

me, and let her see my weaknesses.” As Lisa allowed this to happen, she described that 

she become more comfortable with her supervisor and a mentoring relationship began at 

that point. Jordan’s story brings light to this concept as well, as he explained the 

randomness of the connection. “I signed up as part of a spiritual life mentorship program. 

I told them what I wanted in a mentor. I knew him before I thought he seemed cool, but I 

didn’t I think we’d mesh well.” When asked when the relationship became a mentorship 

relationship, Jordan confirmed that it occurred when he felt like he could be more 
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vulnerable with his mentor, after spending three months meeting with him weekly. “It 

took a while, because I thought we were so different, but I really had to understand that 

he cared and simply saw things a different way.” As Jordan was able to trust his mentor’s 

care for him, he was able to be more vulnerable, and came to accept his perspective more. 

In return, Jordan was able to see that they, “meshed better than I thought we would. He 

did a lot of listening, and I think that’s when I started to realize that this was a good thing 

for me to be a part of.” 

Six of these relationships also began because a difference existed between the 

mentor and mentee’s personalities—which the mentee found attractive. Luke described 

this in the following manner, “You see, I’m a pretty high energy person and I talk a lot. 

There was something about him and his sense of presence. He was quiet, and wasn’t 

there to tell us what we were supposed to do. I was really inspired by that.” Luke’s 

mentor offered something different to him, something different, inherent to his 

personality, than he already had: a sense of quietness in his character. This, in turn, 

inspired Luke, and showed him that he could function in life in a different manner. “I 

could walk around campus and talk to him about what was going on. But I could also be 

quiet with him. I’d never really been quiet before,” Luke explained. Brian confirmed this 

as he said, “My mentor was not the same as me. I was not a Christian when I met my 

mentor, and he was. He talked a lot about his faith, and that was something I wanted to 

know more about.” Thus, not only did differences in personality draw mentors and 

mentees together, but differences in interests sometimes created some sort of attraction 

between the mentor and mentee. Sophie, a graduate from a large, public, state university, 

explained,  
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I do not think I was looking for this type of relationship at all. We do not usually 
want to be put in situations where we have to reflect on ourselves and our 
character traits. In fact, at eighteen, I wanted a mentor who would show me where 
the cool places were to hang out—not to cause me to look at myself more deeply. 
This came as a total surprise to me, but was exactly what I needed at that point in 
time.  
 
When mentees and mentors worked together in a supervisory capacity, the 

mentorship relationship developed from the employment relationship. Tim explained, “I 

was hired by her past Resident Directors to be an RA in a certain hall on campus. The 

first bit of our relationship wasn’t about her personality at all, it was assigned.” Manuel 

told me, “I met my mentor because he became the BSM director at the place where I 

served.” Tim also noted that he felt blessed to have had a mentorship relationship with his 

supervisor. “This was not something that everyone received simply by being an RA. I 

think our personalities really synced and we hit it off from there.” Hannah commented, “I 

was an RA, so it was automatic, but I really felt like he paid attention to me. He really 

cared and was sincere about my life more than just being his RA. That’s when I was 

comfortable calling him my mentor—when I knew it went beyond a supervisee-

supervisor kind of thing.”  

Still, three of these mentees were attracted to their mentors by means of the 

mentor’s reputation. In this situation, the mentors had gained a reputation around campus 

where they were known by certain qualities that the mentee found attractive. In my 

examples, these were qualities like openness, hospitality, and connectedness. Commonly, 

these types of mentors paid attention to their mentees and surprised their mentees by their 

interest they took in them.  

Sometimes mentees found their mentors accidentally, almost subconsciously, 

seeking for those who would provide practical wisdom in their daily struggles. Still 
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others grew from either personality characteristics that were similar or different, based on 

something that the mentee wanted to learn from the mentor. Some of these types of 

mentorship relationships took longer than others to create, based on the willingness of 

both parties to be vulnerable. Lastly, others grew out of relationships that provided a 

context for this relationship, usually resulting in student leader to supervisor 

relationships. However, this relationship did not guarantee this type of mentorship.  

 
Mentors: Modeling Pieces of the Good Life 

“There was my college minister, campus minister,” says Brian, as he reminisces 

on his experience at secular, private institution on the East coast. “He was our advisor for 

FCA and I had the closest relationship with him more on a consistent basis.” Brian 

explains that this person “Seemed just like somebody who was a great, strong Christian 

and I wanted to learn as much as I could from him. I just kind of wanted to soak it in.” 

Brian was raised in a Catholic household that did not value public expressions of faith. In 

this, Brian described his desire to attach himself to a man who was more open than his 

father about issues of faith, and could speak with him about these topics in an open and 

honest manner. “I think I was specifically wanting to do this more with a man who I 

knew had kind of, like, was more mature than me and who had kind of wrestled with 

these thoughts of his own,” comments Brian, in reflecting on the way that his mentor 

modeled his larger Christian identity with him. Thus, to Brian, his mentor modeled a 

piece of the good life, as Brian was looking for a strong, Christian man to guide him in 

his faith development journey. To this end, Brian conceptualized the “good life” as 

something mature, or as having wrestled with challenging issues, and emerging from 

them on the other side.  
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Mentors modeled the “good life” both in their character, specifically resulting in 

the way that they shared their wisdom about their experiences with their mentees, and in 

the way that they functioned in the lives of their mentees, being mentee-centered and 

tangibly invested in the growth of their mentees. This section on the “good life,” then, 

will be split into two sections. The first will look at the specific pieces of the “good life” 

modeled by the mentors, and the second section will focus on the way that the mentors 

functioned in the lives of the mentees, providing insight into the “good life” for their 

mentees.  

 
The Pieces of the “Good Life” 

The pieces of the “good life” that mentors modeled varied, including the 

following: (1) modeling consistency between personal and professional roles, (2) 

modeling commitments to larger belief or value-systems that shaped lifestyle practices, 

(3) providing insight into development of “life skills” for the mentee, and (4) specific 

work-related advice, aimed at the mentee at a specific point in time. Thus, mentors 

modeled the “good life” in significant and less significant ways, demonstrating the 

importance of this type of behavior in both the essential, and less essential arenas of a 

student’s life. 

 
Consistency between personal and professional lives. Nearly fifty percent of 

interviews described mentors as modeling the “good life” in a dual capacity, in both their 

personal and professional roles, living a lifestyle of integrity for their mentees. “But I 

think there’s a different sort of mentor that applies to bigger life stuff. A mentor can be 

someone from whom you can learn big picture stuff, how to live well, someone who 
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models the good life for you. Someone you really can learn about the good life from,” 

noted Charles, as he reflected on his relationship with his student group advisor, who also 

functioned as the director of Church Relations at his private, denominational college. In 

describing this relationship, Charles explained, “He was the Director of Church 

Relationships, so there was always a question of how his vocation was serving in a 

particular context, and how we could be active in our vocations.” Charles commented on 

the manner in which his mentor led, and said, “He was an important person because he 

could keep the ship afloat—this was not just his job, he was good at doing it, both with us 

as his mentees, and in his larger career pursuits.” Thus, for Charles, his mentor modeled 

his integrity through both his professional and personal leadership. This was an important 

quality to Charles, and something he wanted to develop in himself, as he noted, “I was 

impressed by the way he was consistent in both spheres of his life. Though I did not 

know what I wanted to be at the time, in terms of a career, I knew I wanted to have 

integrity in my life.” Charles’ mentor modeled this integrity and consistency in his life 

and demonstrated various ways that Charles could have this same type of integrity, even 

though they were not at the same life stages. This was something that Charles could use 

at this point in his life—he did not have to wait to apply what his mentor was modeling.  

In another example, Matthew, a graduate of a private, secular university, 

describes his relationship with the Director of Student Activities as one where 

professional as well as personal competence was modeled for him. He noted, “I 

connected with my mentor interpersonally… she was my advisor, and we had neat, 

professional, student affairs-y types of conversations… but it was always business-

personal-business-personal.” To Matthew, this demonstrated a model of integrity, due to 
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the way that his mentor was so comfortable switching back and forth between her 

respective roles. Watching her caused Matthew to understand that, “She lived as if she 

had nothing to hide. I felt like she was a person who wanted to know me, and connect 

with me, not just know about me.” In contrast to the method in which Charles’ mentor 

demonstrated his integrity above, Matthew longed for consistency between the 

professional and private lives, wanting to understand the ways that integrity could be 

apparent in learning to, “Be a consistent person, and even though my mentor probably 

shared too much with me, at times, it was important for me to see that she was 

comfortable in both her personal and professional life.” This consistency of person was 

admirable to Matthew and something that he told me he still tries to model in his own 

work with students.  

 
Commitment to larger belief or faith systems. Some interviews described mentors 

as offering applied wisdom, defined as wisdom that has been learned through experience.  

“Really the aspect that stood out to me was that this person didn’t have a cookie cutter 

growing up experience. He had a lot of struggles, and I think I was very impressed by the 

fact that he was willing to share his vulnerability with me,” Brian shared. “And as a 

result, I tend to try to do that with the students I work with,” as he summarized the long-

term effect this type of openness had on his identity development. As was mentioned 

previously, Brian was not a Christian, and through this relationship, Brian told me later, 

he became a Christian. “It was through his openness, his wisdom, and his love that really 

helped me see a picture of Christ, not some perfect person, but a real, raw story. This 

story caused me to put my trust in this type of love.” Like Jay’s narrative, it is interesting 

to note that Brian’s opinion, or trust in his mentor was not negatively harmed by his 
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mentor’s vulnerability. In fact, this openness strengthened the relationship, drawing Brian 

to his mentor in a more intentional manner. “He was open with his story,” says Brian, 

“And so I think that make me feel like I could trust him.” This openness allowed Brian to 

understand the humanity of his mentor and, in turn, causes Brian to respect his mentor on 

a deeper level. This trust propelled Brian to make “The most significant decision of my 

life. It was also the most important decision I could have made. He literally changed the 

way I view myself, the world around me, and my place in this world.”  

 
Life skills. Sometimes, this applied “wisdom” concerned “small” but important 

things to mentees. In describing his relationship with his mentor, Thomas explained, “I 

didn’t know how to sew my clothes up, and so she taught me a little bit more about how 

to sew. She helped me to, or taught me how to use a sewing machine. She taught me 

those things that were important to me.” While this is not a concept that is as deep or 

profound as Brian’s dedication of his life to a particular religion or belief system, Thomas 

valued his mentor’s practical teaching. He explained, somewhat sheepishly, “It was a 

medieval student group, and we ran a festival every year. Somehow, I got tasked with the 

sewing job. I didn’t know how to sew, and she helped me learn.”  

Furthermore, Matthew commented about his first meeting with his mentor, and 

explained, “my mentor asked me to meet with her to plan an event. As a nineteen-year-

old freshman, I came in to her office late, with no pen or paper to take notes on, and with 

little idea of what was happening in this meeting.” Matthew continued by explaining that 

his mentor chastised him lightly, and asked him to bring a pencil and paper to each and 

every meeting from then on, on time, with definite thoughts about the meeting 
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constructed prior to the meeting itself. “This is something that sticks with me to this day,” 

Matthew noted.  

 
Professional skills. Similarly, Michelle explained to me that her mentor helped 

her understand various ways to work with friends. Being president of an organization, 

Michelle’s friends were in lower levels of leadership. When they were not meeting her 

expectations, she would talk about this with her mentor “I would ask her, ‘how do you 

deal with when your friends are the ones making you crazy and they are not doing the 

work they are supposed to be doing?’ She helped me learn about management and 

management of personality styles, and managing your friends.” Michelle further 

explained that her mentor would tell her stories about her previous leadership mistakes, 

and difficulties about working with friends, and methods she used to navigate through 

those situations. Thus, Michelle’s mentor not only spoke into her personal life, but 

through sharing applied wisdom, like Matthew’s mentor, caused her to understand her 

professional life in a deeper capacity.  

Thus, some mentors provided wisdom for their mentees that had been learned 

through experience, and in turn, provided alternate perspectives for their mentees. This 

type of “applied wisdom” helped mentees to grow in their respect and trust in the 

character of the mentor, and caused a sense of credibility to be built between the mentor 

and mentee. As this credibility began to be built, the mentees noted began to more fully 

consider the mentor’s wisdom, and apply it to their own lives. While most mentees did 

not remember specific pieces of wisdom shared by their mentors, mentees explained that 

the wisdom gained from their mentorship experiences had become a “lifestyle thing” in 

which the wisdom seeped into their lives over time, and had integrated into the way the 
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mentees currently perceive the world. Perhaps, then, mentoring may be something that is 

more “caught” than taught. 

 
Function of Mentors in the Lives of the Mentee. 

Mentors functioned in the lives of their mentees in three specific capacities, which 

are listed as follows: (1) for a specific purpose or goal, in providing a resource to meet a 

larger need in the life of the mentee, (2) to help the mentee understand what type of 

person they want to become, or (3) providing a place to promote the interests of the 

mentee. It is important to note that each of these functions, in turn, continued to model a 

larger aspect of the “good life,” helping the mentee understand that he or she could do 

this for another person due to seeing this happen to them. 

 
Resourcing role. Mentees perceived that mentors function for a specific purpose, 

for a specific time in their lives, and once that function has been fulfilled, the mentoring 

relationship either stops, or a new type of relationship emerges from it. In describing her 

relationship with her campus minister, Lisa noted, “My mentor’s goal was to get me into 

a church, and it was never, like, a constant thing, or meant to be a constant presence. He 

directed me towards a body of people who thought similarly to me, and he spoke my 

language. He did provide an immense amount of direction but it was always meant to 

keep me moving.” In this mentorship relationship, her campus minister modeled an 

ability to ask the hard questions and remain a committed Christian. “I was having 

questions about the inerrancy of scripture, the way the world worked, and the fact that I 

wasn’t having a thirty-minute quiet time in the morning bothered my friends and family. 

When I went to him, he told me that this was normal—something he did, all the time.”  
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Thus, Lisa’s mentor provided a tangible model of someone who was willing to 

ask the hard questions, and functioned as a means of connecting her to a larger 

community that could support this type of questioning. The mentorship ended after she 

had made a positive connection with a community that supported her. When describing 

the way in which the mentorship ended, Lisa noted, “I realized I needed to find a church 

that fit me and that I could be a part of. I started to attend a church I fell in love with and 

that spoke my language, at my mentor’s suggestion.” Thus, this mentorship functioned as 

a way for her to realize a larger truth about herself, and connect her with a community 

that could support this truth. Lisa and her mentor are still in communication, but it has 

blossomed into a good friendship, instead of a mentorship relationship, as the need for the 

mentorship relationship had passed.  

 
What type of person does the mentee want to become? In addition, Mary 

communicated that her Academic Advisor functioned for her as a mentor, as she 

explained, “We only met about four times, but she helped me not only figure out what 

classes I wanted to take, but what type of person I wanted to become.” She began to meet 

with her Academic Advisor as a required part of her freshman year seminar requirement, 

and came to her with questions about a course offered the following semester. “I was 

only with her for one semester, but through that experience she offered me advice in how 

I interact with others, in making sense of it. It kind of just gave me some perspective on 

that.” She described the way in which her advisor answered her question on the course, 

but continued by asking her directly, “Well, why don’t you tell me a little bit about your 

family life. I mean, are your parents together? What’s going on there?” Through the 

remainder of the sessions, the Advisor not only helped Mary to understand her course 
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schedule, but also helped her to understand, “My need for controlling every part of my 

course schedule. It was tied to my parent’s divorce. I needed to do something right to 

make sure my life wouldn’t fall apart like it had before.” Mary explained that once she 

figured that out with her mentor, she was able to relax about her courses. “The sad thing 

was, after this semester ended, I didn’t really make an effort to go back. I think maybe 1-

2 times, after that, but it was a very short thing that all my interactions with her were 

definitely very meaningful.” In some ways, the original problem that prompted Mary to 

see the Advisor had ended, and the relationship needed to end, as well. Unlike Lisa’s 

narrative, who is still in touch with her mentor, Mary is not, but still looks back upon this 

experience with fondness.  

  
A space to promote the interests of the mentee.  In almost sixty percent of the 

interviews, the mentees recognized that the relationship tended to be one-sided. Brian 

commented that his mentor did a lot of listening, and “Doing things that I enjoyed.” Brian 

explained to me that he had hurt his hand and never quite recovered from this injury. 

“I’m not a huge sports kind of person—because of my hand, but my mentor never forced 

me to play basketball which was what he enjoyed doing, which I could not do, but he’d 

say, ‘let’s go on a run.’ He knew I loved to run and chose to do that, instead with me. But 

some of those runs were where we had some of our best conversations.” In a positive 

manner, Brian’s mentor supported him and allowed the relationship to be focused upon 

his interests and development, rather than on what his mentor wanted to gain from it. 

In a similar pattern, Sophie explained that her mentor showed her support by 

listening to her, and “Never once, not ever, forcing his opinion on me. When I got into 

grad. school, I told him where I wanted to go, even though he did not want me to go 
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there, or think it was the best fit for me.” She told me that she informed him that she had 

made up her mind, “This is where I want to attend. He said, ‘okay, how can we help you 

get there?’” Thus, even in disagreeing with her choice, Sophie’s mentor still showed 

support for her perspective—again, contributing to a more one-sided relationship.  

Claire’s mentor, the Campus Minister at her private, denominational institution, 

was a Calvinist who did not believe that women should or could be in ministry. When 

Claire approached him regarding her perceived call into pastoral ministry, where she 

would be engaging in the possibility of preaching to mixed audiences. “When I first 

started meeting with him,” she commented, “He did not think women should be in 

ministry—nor did I. But as I got more and more into my Bible classes and this ministry, I 

grew in my understanding of what I wanted to do.” When she approached him about her 

new sense of calling and freedom, she explained, “He supported me, even though I knew 

he didn’t personally agree with me. He didn’t try to force his opinion on me, but he 

supported my decision.” In this example, like the previous two, the mentors supported the 

mentee’s desires even if they came into conflict with their personal ideologies, 

preferences, or opinions.  

Thus, mentors not only modeled the “good life” in specific areas that the mentees 

found attractive, but they also modeled the “good life” in the way that they functioned or 

took care of the mentee. In both of these ways, from the stories above, it is important to 

make clear that mentees were constantly observing, learning, and “taking notes” on the 

content and the form by which these types of relationships took place. 
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The Mentorship Relationship: A Coaching Relationship  

In describing his mentorship experience, Daniel explained that his campus 

minister helped him navigate a crisis-situation in his vocational formation. He noted,  

and then I had one experience where he really encouraged me to pursue 
vocationally ministry through youth ministry. That was foreign concept to me—
so I pursued that, and discovered that I was overwhelmed and over my head, 
ended up resigning from the position, and it was difficult to learn that. He met 
with me afterward and helped me process through that, in what I was 
experiencing. He encouraged me that this was not my one shot at vocational 
ministry, and assured me that God was not done with me yet. That was huge 
encouragement for me.  
 
The role of mentors, in this study, is compared to coaches in the lives of their 

athletes, in primarily two manners. First mentors functioned as supportive, guides for 

their mentees, paying attention to their needs, wants, strengths, and weaknesses, and 

second, mentors engaged in specific practices that demonstrated their care for the larger 

development of their mentees. This section will enumerate three of the specific strategies 

taken by the mentors to empower, support, and further the growth of their mentees, (1) 

being present, (2) calling out vices, and (3) calling out gifts apparent in the mentee. This 

section will conclude with a description of the way in which these strategies impacted the 

mentee. 

 
Strategies Used by the Mentor. 

Mentors functioned as guiding coaches for their mentees in specific ways that 

embodied the “good life” for which the mentee was searching. Mentors sought to 

advocate for their mentees, supporting them in times of trouble, and causing them to 

more fully point themselves towards a specific end goal or target. This was mainly 
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achieved through the mentors’ capacity to listen to the mentee and pay attention to what 

was going on in his or her specific circumstances.  

 
Being present. Daniel’s mentor acted as a spiritual counselor for him, helping him 

to see an alternate perspective on the situation. This was the type of guide that resembled 

Daniel’s conception of the “good life.”  “We did not meet regularly,” Daniel explained, 

“But when I came to him in the midst of my crisis, he helped me to realize that this 

wasn’t the end of the world—there is very much life after this process and the sky may 

not be falling as much as I thought it was.” In this experience, Daniel’s mentor supported 

him in a time of crisis, offering him hope and a different perspective on his situation. 

Rather than solely affirming Daniel’s positive qualities, his mentor sought to further his 

thinking by offering a different perspective during his time of crisis. Through his 

mentor’s patient support and affirming presence, Daniel told me, “It was helpful in that it 

provided me with a different idea about how my situation could end—it was really 

affirming for someone who was wiser to tell me that I had not failed, and that he was 

willing to wade with me through the process of getting out of my situation.”  

Furthermore, in Daniel’s mentorship relationship, his mentor listened to him, and 

communicated that he was respected by his mentor, and offered validity to his thought 

process. In this thought process, Daniel did not feel rushed to come to any sort of 

conclusion, rather, the mentor functioned to call out Daniel’s virtues and vices, at 

Daniel’s prompting. Daniel recalled, 

he was very good at listening. You know, he just listened to me connect what my 
thoughts were and provided me an external place to do this. He would speak but 
he never cut me off in terms of me expressing something. He would wait for me 
to show him where I was at in terms of waiting for me to move via my prompting 
or my thought process. When I seemed like I was about finished, he would offer 
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an alternate perspective on my situation. I would then consider what he had to 
say.  
 

This support functioned as a way to advocate for a change in Daniel’s employment 

situation and provided the confidence that Daniel needed to remove himself from an 

overwhelming environment. 

 
Paying attention: Vices. In addition to Daniel, most mentees perceived their good 

mentors as good listeners. “My mentor,” explained Sophie, “Was someone who 

unconditionally supported me in whatever I was struggling with. He provided me with a 

place to be heard and was fully present with me.” Her mentor was not solely interested in 

encouraging her, but also pointed out specific vices in her character. “He challenged me 

to take charge of my life, he would say, ‘you’re running the show here.’ No matter where 

I was going, he would tell me that he believed in me.” Sophie’s mentor would challenge 

her to reflect on both her virtues and her vices, as he would ask her good questions, and 

“Shook everything up,” to use Sophie’s words. “I had a way of not taking charge of my 

circumstances, and blaming others for things… and then sometimes, I would take too 

much control in my situation,” Sophie commented. In reply, her mentor would tell her, 

“‘No one causes you to feel a certain way. No one makes you do anything. So what can 

you do? What’s something that is in your control?” Sophie continued by describing the 

way that this empowerment affected her, by helping her see that she needed to take 

charge of her own life, and look for ways that she could become more responsible. “That 

was really moving,” she noted, “And I think that really changed how I view myself as a 

person.” Sophie concluded her interview by explaining that her mentor did not just make 

her “feel good” about herself, but caused her to question how she reacted to various 
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situations or circumstances in which she found herself. The result was that she became 

more aware of her responses and her reactions.  

As a second example, Jordan explained that he was a rather shallow person in 

college, frequently judging people on the way they looked or the clothes they wore. “She 

helped me to love people better—for just seeing people for their inherent value and not 

what they want to do, the clothes they wear, or their circumstances, or what they look 

like.” He described this process as one in which she would reflect back to him what she 

was seeing in him, both virtues and vices, and he would explain that these conversations 

dramatically impacted his formation. To this same point, Jordan explained that his 

mentor, through paying attention to the way he lived his life, saw that he got caught up in 

busyness, allowing his generosity with his time, money, and energy to become limited. 

“It’s funny because I never told her that,” he said. “She was constantly helping me to 

realign my priorities so I could become more generous with my time.” When asked how 

she did that, Jordan answered that it was through her questions, and the way she phrased 

her points. “She never told me I was too busy. Rather, she would ask me about how I was 

spending my time. Sometimes this frustrated me, as I did not want to admit that I was 

being super busy. Other times, I was excited to show her the progress I was making.” He 

completed his thought by pointing out the ways that she modeled generosity with her 

time, “This impressed me, and made me want to be more generous with my time—less 

busy with stuff that didn’t really matter.”  

 
Paying attention: Gifts. Over fifty percent of mentors encouraged their mentees 

by pointing out specific gifts that mentees had to offer, inherent to their personalities or 

skill sits. As an example, Jordan, in describing his relationship with his mentor, the 
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Orientation Director at his private, denominational university, noted, “She motivated me 

in my development by being willing to ‘step into my shoes’, and listened to what was 

happening in my life.” Through this listening presence, Jordan felt as if his mentor paid 

attention to him, as he described the way that his mentor sought to hear his story, no 

matter how different they were. Through this listening relationship, Jordan explained that 

his mentor would, like Daniel’s, wait for him to finish and then call out specific gifts 

being demonstrated by Jordan at that moment. Jordan recounted the way that his mentor 

helped him to recognize this by saying, 

when I was being hard on myself, she would say to me, ‘you know you may feel 
like you’re not doing anything. These are the gifts that you need to embrace and 
seek to live out because you change lives because of these gifts. She helped me 
understand that if I could receive this same message on a consistent basis, 
sometimes feeling supported, and sometimes feeling called out based on how 
readily I was demonstrating these qualities that she saw in me, then I could grow 
from there.  
 
 

 Summary. Thus, from the examples above, we can see that these mentors would 

not have been well-equipped to “meet their mentees where they are at” if they did not 

provide a listening ear that paid attention to the mentee’s circumstance and provided 

tangible means of “calling out” potential in the mentee’s potential areas of growth, in 

both positive and negative manners. Because the mentors in these examples were 

connected with, and knew the circumstances of their mentee’s they were able to speak in 

to the lives of their mentees, calling out gifts, and engaging their mentees in ways that the 

mentees needed to grow. Due to the relationship of trust that was built between the 

mentee and mentor, the mentors were able to challenge their mentees, and keep the 

relationship sound. These specific mentees valued the feedback and used it as a means to 

grow or develop, instead of rejecting it or hiding from it. Much like a coach must build 
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rapport and trust with his or her team, a mentor must demonstrate themselves to be 

trustworthy by offering specific guidance on ways to live the “good life” in a more fitting 

manner.  

 
Mentees’ Responsse to Their Mentors  

 Mentees responded to the mentors’ care in two main ways: (1), mentees grew in 

respect for their mentors and value of the relationship, and (2) mentees were able to be 

more intentional about incorporating the lessons received from their mentorship 

relationships into their daily lives. 

  
Respect for mentors. Mentees perceived that their mentors to communicate a 

sense of value and care for them—and grew to respect their mentors in return. This 

caused the mentee to respect the mentor in return. In describing this ongoing, mutual 

culture of respect and care, Sophie described the process through which she came to 

understand her mentor’s support in her life, as she said,  

he supported me through a lot. My best friend was diagnosed with cancer my 
senior year. I had to see her go through chemo when I was applying to grad. 
school. And when I got news that she had passed away right after coming here, I 
realized that he was the only person I wanted to talk to. So, I emailed him, and I 
said, ‘Here’s what’s going on in my life, I want to give you an update about 
what’s going on. She passed away… and classes are awful’ and his response back 
in the email was, ‘everything else is going to be fine. Just make sure you’re taking 
care of yourself, and don’t fail to think about Jenny. Don’t just put it aside. I 
know this is something you need to really, just, feel out and make sure you are 
feeling it out.’ He’s been there through every step since I met him. I really don’t 
know how I could have been as reflective without him.  
 

Due to this consistent presence in her life, Sophie began to understand that she also 

valued him and grew to respect him more.  
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In a similar manner, Jordan described the way that his mentor impacted him by 

saying, “At moments, she would express that she as impressed by me, or cared about me, 

by what I was contributing to our relationship. This made me feel more valued in the 

sense of like… ‘what I am doing is being noticed, and I am so glad about this.’” In both 

of these examples, mentees demonstrated a heightened sense of value of the relationship 

gained from their reflection on the mentor’s care, support, and willingness to engage with 

them. In these examples, as the mentor communicated value for the mentee, the mentee, 

in return, respected the mentor in a greater capacity. 

 
Intentionality as a result of the relationship. Emily described her mentor as 

someone who would take the time to listen to her. “I’m a really good listener,” she said. 

“It’s something I pride myself on. In most of my relationships, I would do about ninety 

percent of the listening.” However, this relationship was different for her. “My mentor 

would listen to me for ninety percent of the time, and I thought it felt odd at first, I really 

did feel like she cared about me.” Emily told me that this trust took a long time to build, 

but eventually, she became aware of the way that her mentor’s listening ability caused 

her to feel valued in a way that her friends or her community were not valuing her. “I 

finally had a place to talk—talking to her was like writing in my journal. I could say 

whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted. It was lovely.” Thus, in these examples, these 

mentors, like Daniel’s mentor, showed them that they were valued and appreciated, not 

for the way they functioned in their leadership position or in the community, but for the 

way that they functioned as another human being. This, in turn, caused the mentees’ 

confidence and trust in the relationship to grow, and helped the mentees to process their 
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circumstances in a more intentional manner. This process resulted in a deeper sense of 

value for the relationship to grow and mature, as well.  

 
The Process of Narrative-Writing: The More Fully Developed Mentee 

As a response to the coaching relationship, the mentees I interviewed were left 

with a more fully developed narrative and a clearer trajectory, both by supporting the 

mentee in his or her process, but also by offering other perspectives. This mutual 

partnership in the process of the creation of a larger narrative was not formulated by 

means of direct advice, but formed as gentle, guiding questions or comments. Through 

this relationship, the narrative began to develop, and the relationship functioned as a 

space in which that narrative could develop. 

 This section will examine the ways that mentors impacted the formation of the 

mentees’ narratives in the following manners: (1) the ways in which mentors both 

challenged and supported the mentees’ existing narrative formation, and (2) the ways that 

mentors offered alternate perspectives on these situations.  

 
The Challenging and Supportive Pieces to Narrative Writing.  

Mentors functioned as both challenging and supportive partners in this journey. 

The form that this type of assistance took depended upon the needs of the mentee—good 

mentors were described as those who could read the mentee and provide the exact type of 

impact needed. To describe a supportive example, in describing her mentor, Emily notes, 

“My mentor was so supportive, she was always on my side. I would explain some 

situation and how I failed in it. She would help me to reframe it by explaining to me how 

great I was, and ask me questions about the full reality of my situation.” Through this 
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relationship, Emily gained a more fully developed perspective on her current 

circumstances, and learned to reframe things in an advantageous light. “She helped me to 

see that the time in college was really important and meaningful for me,” she noted, as 

she explained that her mentor caused her to reshape her expectations of the purposes of 

her college experience. Emily explained, 

she was able to see beyond the ivory tower in some ways, but helped me to realize 
that this time in college was important in its own right. I did not have to ‘know’ at 
the end of my four years here what I needed to do or become. Rather, it was 
important that I was doing what I was doing right now. 
 

Emily illustrated the way that her mentor helped her to see that this time in college could 

teach her not to be so hard on herself, that she was not the awful person she made herself 

out to be in her head. In doing this, Emily was able to engage more deeply in her classes, 

in her relationships, and in her time in college, so that it would become very special to 

her. 

“I was pretty hard on myself,” explained Emily. “I would explain that in some 

friendship, I was lax, and she would explain that I was really busy—she had a way of 

helping me to forgive myself or be honest with myself in a way where I didn’t have to 

feel guilty.” Through this relationship, Emily considers that she gained a new sense of 

identity, in that she learned the importance of having someone who would challenge her 

to think about herself as one who could act in a different way. “I did not think it was 

possible to act or think differently… but through these conversations, I saw that my 

development was meaningful. It’s the kind of thing I carry with me the way you would 

carry a character in a book that just becomes part of your life.” Throughout the process of 

meeting with her mentor, she became aware of the ways that she automatically 

understood her circumstances. Through her mentor’s patient listening, and offering 
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alternate perspectives in the form of good questions, Emily began to see her situation in a 

different manner, and began to make different decisions from there. “I can still remember 

the first time I talked with a friend for 80% of the conversation—I was so proud of 

myself. I went running to her to tell her the good news. We went and bought ice cream to 

celebrate.” Mentors can function as people who help their mentees creatively brainstorm 

about their life story. In this process of brainstorming, a different possibility for the next 

chapter in a story can develop. Without a space in which this can happen, or a guide in 

the process, Emily would have been lost in the larger process—the character of her 

mentor provided the means necessary for her step in the journey.  

To bring to mind a challenging example, Claire explained that she hurt a friend 

badly during her experience with her mentor. In describing this experience, she noted, 

“There was one thing I did that was pretty crappy. There was one guy on campus… he 

was kind of a, um, I don’t know if I want to say flamboyant, but he was kind of 

polarizing.” She explained that he was not well-loved on campus, but very interesting, 

and this caused her to make a poster with his face on it, trying to get students to attend the 

campus ministry because he would be there. “‘Choose which one you like better,’ the 

poster said. It was really snotty and really horrible,” Claire commented. “My mentor 

called me into his office, and he was like, ‘no, this isn’t what we’re about’. People should 

come to this, because, it was something like because of community, or something like 

that, not because this person may or may not there.” Claire continued by describing how 

she felt called out, but not hurt by his words. She knew she had hurt a friend’s feelings, 

and needed to go apologize.  
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“He did it in a nice way,” she noted, and explained the impact that this had on her 

larger formation as she explained that she “Did not want to be like that—I was ashamed 

of what I had done, but more than that—this helped me to understand myself as a 

different type of person.” Astounded at her possibility of being rude and mean like that, 

she concluded by explaining that she committed to treating others well from that point 

forward, allowing herself to treat those around her with a minimum level of respect due 

to their status as human beings. “I would not have realized this if he hadn’t called me out 

or modeled that same type of respect for me in this process.” 

Thus, both examples, though opposite, demonstrate the way that a mentor can 

help a mentee form specific commitments that guide their journey into adulthood. As the 

mentor matches the appropriate levels of challenge and support, framing these larger 

learning processes in a way that the mentee can handle, the mentee is then able to take the 

next faithful step in his or her development. 

 
Alternate Perspective 

Like Emily, Phoenix’s mentor offered an alternate perspective to his situation, 

which helped him learn to make different choices about his future. In commenting on his 

mentor relationship, Phoenix explained that his mentor’s alternate perspective became 

pivotal when he broke up with his girlfriend. “He told me, ‘I’m not saying that you need 

to get back together with your girlfriend, but I promise you that there is nobody that you 

won’t have this problem with. Do you realize that this may be some idea you have about 

how these things ‘should look’?” Phoenix learned that there is not a perfect rule to a 

relationship, but rather, that he valued the girl he was dating, and understood his 

immature perspective toward her. “I would not have realized that if my mentor had not 
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asked me that question. The girl he was talking about is now my wife, and we needed to 

get past that hurdle to learn to be together.”  

It was important to Phoenix that he had an advocate who valued his state of being, 

encouraging him that his humanity was normal. “I felt so messed up when I would walk 

into his office,” he mentioned. He commented that he had felt like he had tried to live up 

to varying expectations during his earlier college semesters that seemed like he could not 

fulfill. In describing this process, he noted, “I would walk into his office saying, ‘wow 

I’m really messed up,’ and then I would leave feeling okay, but not feeling any less 

messed up. I would leave, telling myself, ‘I’m okay, I’m still messed up, and I feel okay 

about that. And that’s all okay.” Thus, his mentor helped him to give deeper meaning to a 

life narrative, making sense out of the “Ugly, or dirty parts of my life. When I met him, I 

was a two-pack per day smoker, and had a difficult time not cursing anyone who I 

disagreed with.  He explained to me that I was a ‘hurting soul,’ to use his words, and I 

needed someone who was willing to sit with me in my hurt, and help me learn to become 

okay with that piece of himself.” 

When asked about how his mentor facilitated this type of thinking, Phoenix 

responded by explaining that his mentor asked him good questions to try to open up his 

perspective on the situation, that caused him to “Reflect on my walk home... I would just 

reflect for hours on the questions he asked me.” In this example, the questions outlived 

the relationship, and presented a means of reflection for Phoenix’s further development. 

“If I had met one more mentor who was simply mentoring me to make himself feel 

good,” Phoenix’s voice rose as he explained this point to me, “I would have walked out 

of his office. I had met too many ‘mentors’ like that. I wanted someone who would help 
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me get my thinking straight on my timing.” While he commented that he was surprised 

by the abruptness of his mentor’s question regarding his girlfriend, it was this question 

that sparked his interest in a different perspective, and caused him to behave in a different 

manner. This, in turn, changed his life’s direction, and caused him to live differently. “As 

I began to more seriously court my ‘now wife,’ I gave up cigarettes and realized that I 

could not get along in the workplace if I was continually cussing out those who I 

disagreed with.” While Phoenix would not attribute every decision made following the 

relationship to the mentorship itself, he did claim that it was “The foundation for this type 

of thinking, as it was the first time that the option to think about myself in this manner—

being okay that I was totally messed up—was ever valued by myself or those around 

me.” 

Similarly, Emily’s compared the questions that her mentor asked her to her time 

spent in journaling and reflection, “She asked me good questions that helped me process 

things in a way that I wouldn’t talk about with many people.” These good questions 

helped Emily and Phoenix to retell their narratives in richer, more profound ways, 

causing them to begin to look at their situations in a deeper manner. This means of 

communication helped mentees to see a deeper purpose emerge from their narratives, as 

Phoenix noted, “It gave me a journey, or the start of a journey that I am still on, now 

almost five years later, which has given me a lot of joy, and a lot to think about, and a lot 

of great relationships, and a lot of great freedom.” From this, Phoenix was able to see a 

deeper purpose for his life begin to emerge as a result of this relationship. Due to this 

awareness, his narrative became more meaningful, and has had tangible effects on the 

way he currently chooses to live his life. 
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The Dark Side: The Equal and Opposite Reality of Negative Mentorship Relationships 

Not all mentorship relationships functioned in a manner that would be considered 

by mentees as “good.” In describing his experience with a pushy, mentor-centered 

Residence Hall Director, David commented,  

this relationship happened pretty quickly, because I think that’s what he wanted it 
to be. He didn’t want it to be just a supervisor-supervisee relationship where he 
would tell us job expectations every week… he really wanted to be in a place of 
importance in our lives… but you could never challenge him directly, because he 
had a certain way of wanting to do things. 
 

This section will examine the ways that three different stories functioned negatively, in 

ways that affected the student’s growing sense of meaning and purpose for the worse. 

David’s story focuses upon the ways that mentors can succeed in pushing their mentees 

away—causing a rift in the relationship. Similar to David’s account, Lucy’s narrative 

presents evidence that mentorship relationships, if not mentee-centered can promote a 

lack of trust between mentor and mentee. Finally, Levon’s narrative demonstrates the 

crucial contrast between good and bad mentors, and presents this contrast as a function of 

integrity. 

 
David’s story: Too much, too soon, too fast. In his example, David articulates the 

manner in which a mentor with an already established connection to a mentee forced a 

relationship to happen, and was not flexible to the way that the mentee wanted the 

relationship to look. Unlike many of the previous examples, David’s example 

demonstrates the lack of openness on the part of the mentor, and the lack of value for 

David communicated as a result. When asked what he learned from this, David notes, “I 

think I’ve realized that if I ever am in a position where I will be in charge of people, that I 

have to be really careful about how my decisions are perceived, and how I am open to 
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people, both in how I navigate personal issues with people as well as how I handle things 

on the management side.” Thus, through the lack of attention paid to David’s needs and 

concerns, this negative example also demonstrates the importance of the mentors’ 

consistent openness to the mentee’s feedback, and the need for these relationships to be 

centered on the mentee. When asked about the effects of this type of leadership, David 

said, “We had these really boring staff meetings, and he would call us each out, 

individually, in front of the whole group. It was really embarrassing.” David explained 

that he did not feel safe to be himself or to begin to trust the relationship that was 

forming. “It really wasn’t about me in the end, it was all about him,” David concluded. 

“This made me not want to be an RA the next year, but instead, made me consider other 

ministry options.” As David’s mentor became pushier and pushier, David backed away 

due to this lack of perceived safety on behalf of the mentor. Thus, David’s narrative 

provides tangible support for the need for mentors and mentees to develop a mutual 

understanding of the purpose of their relationship, and the need for the relationship to 

progress at a rate by which the mentee is comfortable progressing. 

 
Lucy’s story: A lack of trust. Another interviewee shared the harm from a 

mentor’s negative actions or lack of empowerment. In communicating a negative 

example, Lucy explained that she became an over-committed college student during her 

senior year. Leading the Color Guard group, being president of her sorority, and student 

leader president of the campus ministry group, Lucy describes her senior year as being 

“too full for my sanity.” She explained that she had gotten herself in over her head, and 

without realizing it, “I was leading four different organizations, and it was too much for 

me to handle.”  
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She continues, “I can remember one day where everything was awful,” Lucy 

began. “We had a Bible Study going on that night, and we had a color guard practice, and 

we had a ritual for that sorority—all at the same time.” Coming to a realization that she 

could not do it all, she explains that she went to the band director and dropped out of 

band. He was neither affirming nor condemning of her decision, which did not leave a 

significant impact on Lucy. However, when she communicated this same message to her 

campus chaplain, she tells the following story, 

I called the advisor of campus ministries and I was going to say, ‘I can’t do that 
either.’ So basically I was quitting everything but the sorority. She basically 
flipped out at me on the phone and told me it was coming out of nowhere. That 
was not good, and I hung up the phone and called my pastor from home and she 
talked me through it. I never really went back to the campus ministry, and we 
never really worked through it. We still haven’t really spoken since. 
 
Thus, a negative reaction from a mentor that did not communicate a concern for 

the well-being of the mentee caused a sense of mistrust, and ultimately, a break in the 

relationship between Lucy and mentor. This experience parallels David’s experience in 

the above section, in that David’s mentor did not communicate a sense of value him, or 

his desires as a part of this relationship. In turn, Lucy, like David, chose not to be a part 

of that organization in the future, and severed the relationship with her mentor after the 

year had been completed. While David tried to reconcile with his mentor, due to “feeling 

convicted,” neither Lucy nor David is still in contact with his or her mentor today, and 

neither looks back on the experience with kind feelings. 

 
Levon’s story: A lack of integrity. Another interview demonstrated the way in 

which negative mentors have the ability to confuse or frustrate the larger narrative of 

their mentees. In describing his negative relationship with his mentor, Levon noted, “This 
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was one of the first examples that demonstrated to me that the people you think you are 

supposed to look up to and admire are often incredibly flawed. Sometimes, the people 

that have the largest impact on your life are not the most important people in the world.” 

Levon, a graduate from a four-year, private, denominational school, contrasted two 

mentorship relationships he had during college. One was the “pivotal” mentorship 

relationship that now serves as Levon’s measure of “good mentorship relationship.” The 

other served as a negative example, which functioned as a means of confusing his sense 

of purpose that was developing in his college career. “As I got to know the Dean of 

Students (the negative mentor), I was confused because who I knew him to be was not 

what I saw acted out in front of me,” Levon told me. Explaining that this relationship was 

built from a long-standing family friendship, Levon clarified, 

there’s a picture of him in our house. I’d always look to him for advice, and just 
kind of, he was sort of a family friends who we’d see three times a year, being 
someone who I knew for four years in college, a lot of it was stuff that I got to 
know about him that I really didn’t like and kind of confused me as to who I 
thought he was before and who I was getting to know now. 

 
He described the way in which he “got lost” in his identity development as a result, by 

commenting that the Dean’s model of “Being dean wasn’t the way I wanted to live my 

life. I always felt like he was doing me a favor, rather than actually caring about me.” 

Despite this negative example, Levon noted that he would have grown much more 

confused if he had not had “the pinnacle of mentors” to compare this negative experience 

to. “When I would have conversations with the good mentor,” Levon noted. “It was like 

we were really talking. It wasn’t like that with the Dean. It was really disappointing and 

confusing for a time.” Levon explained that he had considered going into higher 

education from the impact that he heard that the Dean was having, by word of his family, 
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prior to his experience with the Dean. “After this time of confusion,” Levon noted. “I 

realized that I was much more called to other vocations—I didn’t want to attach myself to 

something that doesn’t make students feel like people.”  

From this negative example, Levon’s mentor negatively impacted his larger 

narrative, or understood sense of purpose. Levon originally wanted to go into higher 

education, thinking that this would be a profession in which he would be able to thrive. 

However, by witnessing his mentor’s negative modeling, Levon grew weary, and chose 

other vocations in which other mentors were living out the “good life” in a more tangible 

manner. “I think what I learned from them can be summarized by the fact that I am still 

in touch with one of them on a regular basis. The other, I really don’t want to have 

anything to do with him anymore.” Like the previous two examples, Levon is no longer 

in communication with the negative mentor, as he is not interested in participating in the 

type of relationship that does not aid him in his quest for purpose.  

 
Conclusion: Jay’s Story 

“I would tell my mentor that I love him, that he is really important to me, in my 

growth,” Jay said as he closed his interview. “I would tell him that he should never 

change because he is great. I mean that, too, not in just the yearbook way, but in whatever 

parts of him make him who he is should not change or go away.” The qualities that Jay is 

referring to, his mentor’s openness, interest in students, and long-term connectedness to 

his leadership position, inspired him to adopt those himself, affecting his formation in a 

significantly positive manner. While not all mentoring relationships had a positive effect 

on the mentee, they almost always started with the mentor modeling a quality of the 

“good life” sought after by the mentee, and developed into a relationship of advocacy for 
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the mentee. The mentors paid attention to their mentees through listening to them, and 

called out specific gifts and vices they saw present in the mentee. Once a relationship of 

trust was established, mentees would apply their mentors’ wisdom gained from 

experience to their lives and grew in their sense-making abilities. They reframed their 

circumstances during those mentorship relationships and in turn, their situations became 

more meaningful. As their awareness grew, their sense of purposes continued to flourish, 

and they were propelled in a different direction, or were more substantially rooted in the 

direction they were already headed.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 
Discussion 

 I conducted this study with a specific emphasis in mind—to gather and analyze 

data pertaining to the role of student affairs professionals as mentors, specifically looking 

at the ways that mentors help mentees create and sustain larger life narratives that guide 

their formation. In my study, I examined the way that these types of relationships are 

created, maintained, sustained, developed, launched, and then reflected upon for years to 

come. As an interdisciplinary project, I examined the way that the mentorship 

relationship effects the psychosocial, cognitive, spiritual and moral development of the 

mentee, the way the mentee gathers deeper commitments on meaning and purpose, and 

the larger contextual, sociological nature of the relationship. Mentors tended to function 

as models of the “good life” for their mentees, acting as coaches in this time of formation, 

and as partners in the narrative-writing process. 

Each relationship, whether or not it fostered or discouraged development in any 

one of the five categories mentioned above, followed a similar pattern, which I list out in 

different stages. First, mentees were attracted to mentors due to some way that the mentee 

determined this person to model the “good life.” While each mentee found some 

characteristic that was modeled to him or her attractive, these traits were not necessarily 

the same for each mentee. Secondarily, the mentees described the process of establishing 

their relationships with their respective mentors as “surprising,” but exciting, enjoyable, 

and interesting. Most graduates I interviewed were surprised that their mentors would 



95  
 

have taken such a strong interest in their well-being. Through regular meetings with the 

mentor, both formal and informal, the mentees and mentors formed relationships in 

which mutual value, care, and respect for the other was apparent in the relationship. In 

this space, mentors shared wisdom learned from experience in an open, honest, and 

authentic manner in the form of “good questions” or counter narratives that declared 

alternate perspectives to the perspective that the mentee currently held. This advice was 

not always prescriptive, rather it was meant to challenge the mentee to live to his or her 

full potential. If a relationship of trust had been built prior to this occurring, then mentees 

would take the advice and apply it. If a relationship of trust had not been built, mentees 

described feeling “forced” and did not want to grow closer to their mentor. When 

reflecting on the impact of the relationship, mentees noted that their thinking about 

certain issues changed, they acted differently as a result of this relationship, and they had 

a radically different attitude toward the original conception of the “good life” that 

attracted them to the mentor in the first place. Thus, it seems as if mentors function, like 

Smith (2011) shares as a space to “Hold the development of the mentee together.” 

 From here, I will examine the ways that my specific study filled in some of the 

specific summaries from the literature that I discussed in Chapter Two of this document. I 

will then report one additional finding that my study uncovered, that was unexpected. 

After this task, I will present the set of limitations that came along with my study, and I 

will continue by offering several implications that my study provides, for Student Affairs 

in general, and more specifically, for the practice of Student Affairs and faith-based 

colleges and universities. I will conclude by offering my opinion on the timeliness and 

importance of this study, for such a time as this.  
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Summary #1: The Value of Reflection 

 Throughout this process, it has become apparent that the key to being a good 

mentor is the reflection on previous mentorship experiences. Twenty-four of my twenty-

six interviews, in response to my question, “What do you hope sticks in your memory 

from this relationship in ten years?” reflected on some crucial notion of “paying it 

forward” or doing for someone else what they had done for them through this type of 

relationship. Furthermore, fifty percent of my interviews reflected some notion of 

wanting to thank their mentors for their impact. Twenty-five percent of my interviews 

noted that they had already done this repeatedly, prior to this interview. Thus, this seems 

to provide evidence that reflecting on a mentorship relationship will demonstrate its 

impact, positive or negative, in the life of the mentee.  

 Lauren, a senior at a private, denominationally-affiliated university, noted, 

“Someone who is a good mentor should probably have good mentors as well. You 

know—these transformative relationships should be in a chain—backing it up, you 

know?” This comment provides further expectation in the lives of mentees that their 

mentors have experienced good mentorship and can teach from this position. While this 

study did not explore mentors’ perspectives, experience, or training, it is important to 

note that a certain “giving back” came up again and again as my interviews continued.  

 These findings also support the claim made by Welkener and Bowsher (2012), as 

they comment, “Relationships with family members, mentors, partners, and peers 

informed the ways in which they constructed these definitions” (p. 7). As my 

interviewees examined the way in which their mentors impacted them, they continued to 

explain that their vocations, conceptions, and perspectives were radically changed from 
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being in relationships with these people. Brian, a graduate of a private, secular, four-year 

university, explains that he would explain to his mentor the following sentiment,  

I think he kind of already knows this, but I would tell him, in a more direct way of 
saying, like, you literally changed my vocation and the way that I thought about 
how my life was going to look. I never thought in high school I would be in 
higher education. 
 

While Welkener and Bowsher (2012) present broad conceptions of faith, spirituality, and 

moral issues,  my findings not only supported this, but also demonstrated the way in 

which mentors can offer alternate perspectives within other subjects pertinent to the 

development of the mentee, such as career, vocation, and lifestyle choices. However, all 

of these other issues were located in the search for deeper meaning and purpose, the 

“soul-building” process that frame Welkener and Bowsher’s (2012) study. 

 
Summary #2: Definition of “Mentor” 

 Gloria Crisp (2009), as was noted in chapter two, explains that nearly fifty 

different definitions exist for the term, “mentor,” noting that a concise definition for this 

subject does not exist. While this remains true, certain words became apparent in both 

parts of my study, that provided a consistent range of definitions that my mentees were 

using to conceptualize this relationship. The words and their varying percentages are 

listed in the table on the next page. 

While fifty different definitions may exist for the term mentor, nine different 

qualities and characteristics with similar modifiers were consistent at least 30% of the 

time. Thus, common themes can be traced through these different definitions that build 

towards a role that mentors could fill. Further research would be helpful to discover or 

“fill out” each characteristic noted in the table below.  
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Table 5.1: How Mentors Were Described by their Mentees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. Furthermore, Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, and Stewart (2012) claim that a student 

affairs professional must function as a mentor who is “Concerned holistically with the 

entire development of the student” (p. 84). My study confirmed their research in the sense 

that successful mentor-mentee relationships functioned from the basis of concern for the 

mentee over any type of prescription from the mentor. In this, mentors followed the four 

hypotheses projected by Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, and Steward (2012), in that, (1) they 

sustained students in periods of discomfort, especially in the mentees’ times of crisis (2) 

they helped develop the mentees’ means of thinking critically about their situations, by 

engaging in discussion promoted by thought-provoking questions, as well as offering 

different perspectives or counter-narratives for the mentee to consider, (3) engaged in 

potentially difficult dialogue with their mentees, specifically by calling out vices or poor 

choices made by the mentee, and (4) understood resistance and retreat, especially in 

letting the mentees dictate the pace of the growing closeness within the relationship (p. 

83-86). Mentors communicated each trait differently, but consistently fulfilled all four 

functions as described above in the majority of my interviews. In fact, the relationship 

Descriptor Used Percentage Used in Study 
Encouraging/Supportive 100% 
“Model” 95% 
Willing to Pursue 
Conversation 

90% 

Asks good questions 90% 
Safe 80% 
Wise 75% 
Vulnerable or “Human” 75% 
Available 40% 
Present 30% 
Note: Specific modifiers were used more than once 
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began to turn sour when one of these four categories was not reached, as the relationship 

seemed inauthentic and disingenuous to the growth of the mentee. 

 Similarly, mentors consistently modeled pieces of the “good life,” according to 

the definition of the student’s perception of the “good life.” This provides evidence for 

Smith’s (2011) statement, as he notes, “To live a good life, in other words, means 

progressing on some kind of journey to become something more that what we already 

are” (p. 100), which is a quality that he demonstrates is tangibly modeled by a mentor or 

coach. While each of my interviewee’s narratives of their mentorship journey begins in 

this manner, the “good life” looked different to each student. I believe that this is where 

mentorship begins—mentorship relationships are not some mysterious connection that 

cannot be understood. Rather, the mystery involved is that we do not understand why 

certain people are tangible models of the good life to some, and not others. However, we 

must remember that this process is mentee-led; a person cannot force him or herself to be 

attractive to a potential mentee. 

 Furthermore, both Wong (2012) and Glanzer (2013), provide theoretical claims 

for the need for mentors to guide students’ formation in their development of the “good 

life.” My study supports this claim and provides evidence for the means by which 

mentors model different components of this lifestyle to their mentees. As mentors open 

themselves up to their mentees, they engage in a specific type of conversation that effects 

both parties in the relationship.  

In their study, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011), examine the process of forming 

a life map, in a spiritual sense. They conclude that mentors function as those who are able 

to hold the students’ life map together, or point out various directions for further 
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exploration of the “life map.” They also note a distinction between “spiritual” topics of 

conversation and “ordinary” topics of conversation. This concept was supported strongly 

by my study in most of the areas. However, my study provided more detail into the way 

that this life map was created, providing tangible examples to support the Astin’s 

foundational research. When asked about what mentors and mentees usually talked about, 

“life” was the most common answer—conversations were mixed together, and did not 

follow a prescribed pattern, in terms of their subject matter. In “good” mentorship 

relationships, the mentee would feel safe enough to vent his or her frustrations to the 

mentor, and the mentor would respond accordingly—either “calling out” the mentee’s 

virtues or vices, or helping the mentee to reframe his or her situation by asking a good 

question, or sharing a piece of wisdom that the mentor has experienced. Thus, in this 

way, mentors did function as people who helped students’ life maps come together.  

However, unlike the Astin’s and Lindholm’s (2011) study, a distinction between 

“spiritual topics of conversation” and “ordinary topics of conversation” was not made 

clear in the relationships I examined. This could mean that these topics were all seen as 

part of a larger spiritual narrative, or that mentors simply found it more important to 

support their mentees more holistically, without helping mentees to categorize their 

concerns. Everything that mentors and mentees spoke about seemed to be valued equally 

to the mentee—a process of categorization of topics did not seem to matter. While the 

mentors did help the mentees create some sort of a “map,” and may have contributed 

toward some sort of categorization process, this was not the overt purpose of these 

conversations, as experienced by the mentee. Rather, if the categorization occurred at all, 

it occurred after the fact, within the mentee’s reflection on the experience. Moreover, the 
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mentee simply valued having another, older, wiser presence to process through his or her 

circumstances. However, almost every person I interviewed wanted someone who could 

share in their discussions of faith.  Holding a similar belief system, both spiritually and 

religiously, seemed to create a deeper ease and comfort of conversation, no matter how 

“spiritual” or “religious” the mentors were. It is also important to note that this applied to 

those who were part of the Christian faith as well as those who considered themselves 

outside of this belief system. 

 
Summary #3: Dynamic Role of Community in Life of Mentee 

 Komives (2006), when describing student leaders, articulates their need for 

advisors and mentors to aid in their reflection capacities and meaning-making abilities. 

Terming them “threshold people,” she notes that they support and affirm the qualities 

they see developing in the students they mentor. In providing support through this 

transition, they also seek to “call out” both positive and negative qualities that impact the 

students’ development. My findings support this claim, as many of my interviewees 

commented on the way that they were surprised and impacted by the way that their 

mentors “paid attention” to them, noticing specific qualities that, then, the mentee worked 

to form more deeply. When examining negative qualities, mentors needed to form bonds 

of trust and commitment, demonstrating their care and value of the mentee before large 

amounts of “challenging” wisdom were presented.  

 Smith (2011) in his work describes the current culture of college students as 

“relativistic,” and not wanting to receive advice from larger, more experienced figures. 

My study did not confirm or deny these findings. I sought people who had mentors, those 

who wanted to receive the type of advice from others, and not those who claimed they 
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did not want these extra voices. In turn, my study demonstrated the need for mentees to 

feel and know that their mentors are advocating for their best interests. Once these 

qualities were communicated, mentees would choose to accept, reject, or apply their 

mentor’s wisdom. If this basic sense of value and response was not communicated, 

mentees would reject this wisdom, and seek to distance themselves from the relationship. 

Secondarily, this wisdom needed to be shared in an authentic and open manner, the 

experience of the mentor’s learning of this wisdom needed to be demonstrated in the 

presentation of the wisdom. This openness did not cause students to lose trust or respect 

for their mentors, in fact, it caused them to respect their mentors more, due to the 

experience shared. Mentees saw these moments as valuable learning opportunities in their 

relationships. This process does not bear on the philosophical standards of the mentee—

rather, it provided a means for the mentees to gain traction in a relativistic culture. 

To further this point, James Comer (2004) describes the way in which a “crisis” is 

emerging in higher education as the communities needed to help a student emerge into 

adulthood are fading. My findings demonstrated the possible preventative affects of 

mentorship towards this crisis, as those who had positive mentorship experiences 

perceived that they flourished as a result of those relationships, and those who had 

negative experiences chose to remove themselves from the toxic environment created by 

the mentor. In turn, some of these students struggled to “gather themselves” in their 

larger sense-making processes after these negative relationships came to a close. This 

causes me to wonder if these students are as prepared for adult life, without the presence 

of these sounding boards in their lives. Bringing Smith’s (2011) research to bear on this 

issue, it seems as though a study comparing those who considered themselves to have had 
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mentors and those who believed they did not have mentors could be helpful to shed light 

on the crucial differences between the two. 

 Parks (2000/2011) describes the ideal university campus as an interconnected set 

of mentorship relationships that function as a larger community. My findings give 

support for this claim, as most of my interviewees spoke of two different mentorship 

relationships they had while in college. It is interesting to note that none of my 

interviewees told me that they were “looking for a mentor,” rather, all of my interviewees 

explained that they subconsciously were seeking for someone, but were not actively 

pursuing this type of relationship. In fact, the majority of the twenty-six interviewees 

explained to me that this relationship was “just something that happened,” but ended up 

being crucial in their development. Four of these interviewees noted that they knew it 

was a good idea going into college, and were perhaps unconsciously attuned to seeking 

out these relationships. It is important to note, at this point, that almost seventy-five 

percent of the students that I interviewed were reflecting upon mentorship relationships 

that occurred as a response to a supervisor-supervisee relationship found between student 

leaders and their supervisors. Thus, those who are more “involved” may feel this need 

more strongly than those who are not. However, my findings demonstrated that not every 

mentorship relationship between a student leader and advisor becomes a mentorship 

relationship, and not every mentorship relationship between a student leader and 

supervisor is a positive relationship. This study provides evidence, however, for the fact 

that student leaders have more access to the “mentoring community” that Parks (2011) 

describes, and a regular context of scheduled meetings and time with their mentor for this 

type of relationship to develop, if that were to be the case. 
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Summary #4: What Mentees Perceive as the Benefits of Mentors 

 Wuthnow (2010) describes the context in which students find themselves when 

entering these relationships in the following manner, “The life worlds of our emerging 

adults are so porous” (p. 38). When this is coupled with Smith’s (2011), comment on the 

purpose of mentors, (described below), it becomes apparent that mentors have specific 

purposes and means of benefitting their students—offering some consistency in this 

fragmented, and ambiguous world. My study demonstrated that they provide narratives, 

structures, and frameworks through which these larger commitments are fostered. Smith 

(2011), notes, 

we know, sociologically that emerging adults benefit from relational ties to 
mature adults outside of their age group. Whether they realize it or not they need 
models, mentors and conversation partners with older, more experienced adults 
who care for and value them—who are different than their parents, and out of this, 
a larger understanding of the need and role of mentors develops. (p. 241) 
 
Sophie’s story provides support for this finding, as she lists the terrible crises she 

was undergoing in her transition to graduate school. She explains, “My best friend was 

diagnosed with cancer my senior year. You know, I had to see her go through chemo 

when I was applying to grad. school. And, you know, when I got news that she had 

passed away right after coming here, um, I realized that he was the only person I wanted 

to talk to.” As more than a sounding board, this mentor became a trusted confidant—an 

emotional refuge in times of trouble. Sophie’s mentor almost mirrored the God of the 

Psalms—someone to whom her anguished soul poured out her troubles. In this 

relationship, he remained a stable, Rock, built on a more solid foundation than the 

“porous culture” could provide. 
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My findings provide evidence for the idea that mentors facilitate a safe and 

hospitable environment for their mentees in which the person feels like he or she has an 

ability to be vulnerable. Seventy percent of my interviewees mentioned that they felt 

heard by their mentees when leaving conversations, sixty percent noted that they felt 

understood by their mentees, and fifty percent of my interviewee’s noted that they felt 

safe with their mentors. Phoenix describes this when he says, “I would go into 

mentorship meetings with the chaplain feeling messed up. During the process, I would 

realize just how messed up I was. I would leave meetings not feeling any less messed up, 

but realizing that I was okay.” Much like David in the Psalms, Phoenix felt as if he could 

cry out for help, venting his frustrations, safe in the loving care of this type of figure.  

Through his relationship Phoenix’s feelings changed. His mentor’s office became 

a place for safe, emotional vomiting, after which he would feel better. Pent-up emotional 

distress was making Phoenix sick and he needed to get rid of it. Thus, his mentor 

functioned as a receptacle in which he was able to put in qualities that Phoenix 

considered “messed up” about himself. In turn, the feelings were removed and the stress 

was relieved. 

 Through this relationship, Phoenix learned think more critically about his life 

situation. Almost forty percent of mentors facilitated further development into critical 

thinking by engaging their mentees in the consideration of alternate perspectives that the 

mentee could “try on,” to look at their situations in different manners. As this occurred, 

mentees began to accept Perry’s (1970) development of acceptance of the ambiguity that 

relativistic thinking promotes—in this maturation, mentees did not feel like that had to 

have all the answers, rather, they grew more comfortable with the quest they were already 
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on. To support this point, almost eighty percent noted that the largest different in their 

characters before and after meeting with their mentor involved some type of acceptance 

of the non-linear nature of life, and have incorporated that philosophy into their current 

practices. Mentors, truly, impact intellectual development by providing alternate and 

credible version of reality.  

My findings also supported the idea of “life map” development, as mentors 

caused mentees to reflect on their current life choices, behaviors, and value sets. To 

provide more specific details, each of my interviewees could mention a specific change 

that occurred in their thinking, as an effect of being in relationship with their mentor. 

However, only fifty percent could name a specific piece of wisdom passed on to them by 

their mentor, while the other fifty percent noted that this was more of a change in their 

attitude that has now been incorporated into some larger life philosophy. Despite this 

split, one hundred percent of my interviewees explained that they were putting the 

lessons learned from these experiences (whether they were negative or positive), into 

current practice. Thus, this provides evidence that mentorship relationships may help 

students begin to think more critically with others in community. 

These relationships supported Kegan’s (1982/1984) findings in that these 

relationships helped students to fulfill his two major tasks of adolescence in, (1) 

differentiating themselves from others, and (2) finding places to feel at “home” in the 

university environment. To this end, seventy-five percent of my interviewees used 

familial language when describing their mentorship relationships. Furthermore, the 

positive relationships were described as places where mentees could “Find their own 

voice,” while finding a person who would help them do so. When asked what they would 
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tell their mentors, each person who had a positive relationship with his or her mentor 

responded with a resounding sense of gratitude for this work in their lives. However, 

those who had negative experiences described a lack of safety, and a certain agenda that 

was placed upon them by their mentors. In this, they did not feel at home, nor did they 

feel like they could differentiate themselves from their community. 

Following this theory, my interviews also supported Baxter-Magolda’s 

(2004/2009) research in self-authorship, as these mentorship relationships offered their 

mentees time and space to process their internal voices aloud, as well as hear external 

voices into their development. These relationships, when positive, were described time 

and time again as “safe spaces” where “we could talk about anything.” Mentees 

commented on the mentors’ ability to actively listen to their processing without seeming 

inauthentic. The external voices of wisdom helped students to learn from their mentors’ 

experiences and not “make the same mistake twice” (Jay, a graduate of a four-year, 

private, denominationally-affiliated school). This also confirms Nash and Murray’s 

(2010) claim that mentors serve as spaces where students can flesh out their narrative, 

and bring the narrative into daily consciousness. 

Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, and Stewart (202) explain that two relationships are 

continuously in tension within the mentor-mentee relationship: (1) the professional, staff-

student, or supervisor-student leader relationship, and (2) the mentor-mentee relationship. 

They note, “Based on consciously developed beliefs, values, and principles that we hold 

personally and professionally, in practice this compass should guide our actions as 

persons of integrity” (p. 89). Thus, mentors in my study who have held a deep 

understanding of the purpose of their roles and have navigated between them with 
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integrity, have been the most effective mentors in my study. In fact, those who have not 

operated in both roles with consistency have critically damaged their relationships with 

their mentees. However, those mentees who did have conflicts with their mentors, in 

describing their relationships as “good” relationships, noted that these conflicts were 

mostly professional and that they were able to “get past them” relatively quick due to the 

trust that had been previously built in the relationship. The most excellent mentors 

modeled both the professional role and the personal role well, and served as an 

inspiration for their mentees. Most interviewees who had mentors like this ended up 

continuing in the profession of student affairs due to the inspiration they found from these 

relationships. 

 
Summary #5: Effects of Mentorship Relationship on Mentee 

 Both Barr (2003) and Tagg (2003) speak about a reciprocal learning process that 

must take place if the student will learn from his or her experiences. This process must 

take place if students are to reach deeper meaning in their everyday experiences. My 

findings support the idea of this type of reciprocal process that occurs between mentor 

and mentee, as interviewees described changes in thinking, and then resultant effects in 

their behavior from these relationships. “You want to know what I did as a result of my 

mentor’s wisdom in the area of my girlfriend?” Phoenix asked me in his interview, “I 

freaking proposed to her!” While I was a bit taken aback at the jump in time in the story, 

Phoenix’s comment demonstrates the reciprocal nature of the process. He continued by 

explaining that he had to take time to consider the wisdom directed toward him, and 

incorporated it into his life experiences. “It’s like I remember what my mentor told me 

every time I look at my wife,” and in this process, reification occurs. 
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In turn, my findings demonstrated that good mentors helped students take the 

“next faithful step,” pointing them in a specific direction. Mentors who expected too 

much development from their mentees harmed their relationships and caused the mentees 

to lose faith in the way they valued them and cared for them. However, the positive 

mentors, due to the way in which they helped illuminate the “next faithful step” for their 

mentees have continued to stay “close,” whether or not that is through regular 

conversation, or through fond memories to their mentees, and continue to have a daily 

impact on their mentees navigate different life circumstances. Thus, this could provide 

data to back up the long-lasting impact that mentors may have on their mentees. 

 
Additional Findings 

 Throughout the course of my study, I found one additional finding that I did not 

expect. Three graduates brought up and described negative mentorship experiences that 

they did not consider “good,” but significant experiences. These stories contained a 

similarly opposite reaction to their mentors as the narratives about good mentorship 

relationship. These relationships suffered either due to the “pushiness” or “high 

expectations” of the mentor, or suffered due to the lack of integrity shown to the mentee 

by the mentor. In turn, the mentee did not feel valued or safe and prematurely exited the 

relationship. When asked about significant effects, each interviewee could name at least 

two lessons gained from this experience, as areas to “watch out for” in their own 

development as mentors. It is important to note that these experiences did not cause a 

single one of the three to stray away from being a mentor themselves. However, these 

relationships did radically alter their conceptions of the profession of student life and 

gave them a bad taste in their mouths regarding this profession. 
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Through all of these findings, it has become clear that mentors have a crucial 

means of impacting their mentees, and must be aware of this potential impact, wielding 

their power carefully. This profession would do well to invest in further research as to the 

difference in impact between good and bad mentors, comparing the impacts and affects 

of these two types of relationships. 

 
Limitations 

 In this section, I will examine the limits I chose to place on the study, and from 

there, I will look at the limitations that appeared in the course of my study. 

 I placed two “delimiters” on my study: (1) in that students had to self-select as 

having “good” mentorships. I put this in place due to my desire to allow graduates to 

define for themselves what “good” looked like. Like successful mentors, I did not want to 

tell my interviewees what “good” meant. Rather, I wanted to understand the ways that 

mentors influenced their growth and development, free from outside influence. (2) The 

second delimiter I placed upon this study was the delimiter of “graduate.” This made my 

study easier, in the sense that it was easier for me to find participants, but it also made my 

study more difficult, in that some graduates could not remember specific influences or 

effects their mentors had on them. This could provide a clearer reason for the fifty 

percent of interviewees explaining that their mentors provided some sort of larger life 

philosophy for them, due to the space between the official “mentorship relationship” and 

the current time period. Thus, this functions as a limitation of my study. 

 Furthermore, four different limitations arose when I began my research:  

1. It was challenging to find student life mentors. I solicited fifty responses using 

Facebook, and only twenty-six told me that they did have good mentors who were not 
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faculty. However, thirteen of these responses asked me what type of position a “non-

faculty” mentor would fill on a college campus. This demonstrated to me that student 

affairs is not as widely known as I would like it to be, or as it should be. While this 

may bring more research to Smith’s (2011) point about students rejecting mentors, 

made above, it could also mean that student affairs practitioners are perceived by 

some to be functioning in a different capacity than in a mentorship capacity.  

2. It was challenging to work within the “good” concept. Most interviewees did not 

know what “good” meant until the interview and reflection process was underway. It 

is important to understand that this was and is a self-defined concept and will appear 

nebulous as studies on the “good life,” without a specific definition of the “good life” 

continue to be conducted. 

3. Over half of my interviews revolved around relationships that we created from 

student-leader-supervisor relationships. As I have mentioned previously to this 

section, a student-leader-supervisor relationship is not necessarily a pre-cursor to a 

mentorship relationship, not making it better or worse than any other type of 

relationship, this type of relationship sets up a context and a regular set of meetings 

from which this type of relationship could blossom. 

4. My study ended up, though it was not intended to be this way at the start, focusing on 

private, denominationally-affiliated colleges and universities. Institutional context 

does play a role. Further research would do well to study the institutional prominence 

of mentorship and the way that the culture at specific institutions shapes students. 

Truly, we cannot escape our context, and it must be kept in mind when examining 

and individual’s formation. 
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Implications 

 In this section, I will examine the implications of my study on the higher 

education landscape in America. Truly, human connection is the vehicle for deeper 

meaning and purpose. This lets us know that we are not alone, that others understand 

what we are going through, and can provide us with tangible examples who have “made 

it through” the transition into adulthood. Thus, this section will provide implications for 

student development theory in general, implications for practice, and implications for 

higher education and training of future student affairs professionals. 

 
Implications for Theory in General 

My study provides evidence for Perry’s (1970) approach to development, as I 

have seen twenty-six different ways that older, more experienced “guides” have helped 

their students move from dualistic to more relativistic thinking. It is not clear from Perry 

(1970) what type of guides students need in this process.  At times, he views them as 

problematic authorities, that may, in fact, get in the way of the mentees’ processing. 

While this occurred in the negative mentorship experiences, the positive experiences 

demonstrated a way in which mentors functioned as “springboards” for their mentees—

supporting them in their endeavors, and providing a foundation on which the mentee 

could gain leverage over his or her situation. It is important to note that this did not 

happen all at once, but that mentors continually sought to widen or expand their mentees’ 

points of view, one step at a time. While mentorship cannot solve every problem, it is 

representative of the role of a Student Affairs practitioner.  

Furthermore, my study supports Baxter-Magolda’s (2004/2009) understanding of 

meaning-making. As student affairs professionals, we must understand that our students 
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are constantly making meaning from their experiences, however mundane or life-altering, 

as can be seen in the examples of the support given to David in is crisis situation, and 

through the support Thomas’ received in his “sewing” situation. While it seems unfair or 

insensitive to place these two situations together, it is important to understand the impact 

that mentors can have in both the large and small areas of their mentees’ lives. Thus, we 

must be careful to model the type of moral behaviors that we want our students to accept 

and model. Furthermore, my study affirms both Kegan (1982), and Baxter-Magolda’s 

(2009) conceptions of the external-internal tension. Following Sanford’s challenge and 

support model, my findings suggest we must seek to be mentors who navigate these 

tensions fluidly, knowing our mentees well enough to know when we need to back off 

and when we need to step forward and asset ourselves. Lastly, my findings reinforces  the 

need that Parks (2011) spells out when she claims that mentors propel mentees in a 

certain direction. My study put flesh on her skeleton as I received twenty-seven different 

narratives of ways that that was done positively and three ways in which that was done 

negatively. Thus, we must be careful to understand where the mentee truly wants to go, 

or what direction he or she wants to head, and support him or her in taking that 

direction—while we build a foundation on “do no harm.”  It is our role, as mentors, to 

gently shepherd our mentees towards spaces of more substance, deeper meaning, and 

richer purpose. Much like Lisa’s mentor, we need to understand that we must function as 

a resource for our students, leading them to places that can support them for a longer 

period, and we must graciously step out of the way once our time has passed. We, too, 

need to use wisdom in our own actions with our mentees, to provide a space led with 

integrity. 
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Glanzer (2013) and Welkener and Bowsher (2012) demonstrate the need for 

mentors to be models of the “good life” for their students. Furthermore Barr and Tagg 

(2003) assert that the paradigm of the learning college will never get off the ground if we 

do not have tangible examples of this type of practice. Thus, further research be helpful 

in understanding how and why this occurs on a broader-scale, especially trying to 

understand if this type of community is specific to a certain type of school or not. It was 

interesting to discover in my study that four of the most meaningful relationships 

occurred as a result of two different religions or spiritualities meeting together who 

wanted to learn more about the other.  

 
New Directions: Faith-Based Higher Education 

 This conversation takes a decisive turn when examining Christian higher 

education. While seventy-five percent of the participants in my study were either 

Christian or were mentored by a Christian, further research remains to be done on the 

impact of explicitly Christian mentors, in explicitly Christian settings. I would predict 

that it would be more natural in these settings to talk about mentorship and its effects on 

meaning and purpose due to the common language that Christians can share about 

identity development and the “big questions.” If this study were to be conducted at only a 

specific type of Christian school, one would still need to be aware of student leaders and 

their access to deeper mentorship. Furthermore, attention would need to be paid on the 

effects of negative mentorship on a student’s theology, sense of well-being, and 

enjoyment of their current situation. Thus, I would recommend facilitating a more 

specific study, focusing on Christian college and universities, looking at the institutional 
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prominence of mentorship, the effects of bad mentors, in order to answer the question, “Is 

there something explicitly Christian about the practice of mentorship?” 

 
Implications for Practice 

In this section, I will follow the structure of the previous section, focusing on the 

general implications of my study and moving forward to the specifically Christian 

implications after the preceding task is finished. 

Welkener and Bowsher (2012) explain, “Indeed, all educators need to be about 

the business of promoting the exploration of meaning and purpose, or ‘soul-building,’ if 

it means providing opportunities for such a transformative, deeply personal, and enduing 

learning experience for students” (p. 9). For their words to become reality, we each must, 

as student affairs professionals, and faculty members alike, create relationships where 

soul-building can actually take place. As we seek to provide these opportunities, we must 

do so carefully, paying attention to what motivates and excites the mentee. Truly, mentor 

relationships are mentee-centered and are aimed at fostering the holistic growth of the 

mentee, causing them to continue writing their narratives in specific areas, and engaging 

in revision, editing, or reformatting in other parts of their lives. In some cases, mentors 

resemble the God of the Psalms—functioning as one who stores the “garbage” thrown at 

them by the mentee, helping him or her work with it, re-create it, and turn it into fuel for 

the remainder of his or her journey. We would do well not to forget that. Glanzer (2013) 

comments, 

after all, students need coaches and mentors who can give them insight into these 
roles and to order them in life. Students would then be able at least to understand 
moral conflicts, what they are and what they entail at all moral levels. Students 
would also be taught to think about life’s meaning in more expansive ways. Best 
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of all, universities may actually discuss and practice ethics in more sophisticated 
ways. (p. 183) 
 

I do wonder what would occur if student affairs professionals saw themselves as moral 

coaches for their students. While student affairs professionals would not be abrasive or 

rude, unless the relationship called for it, student affairs professionals would function as a 

coach, teaching their mentees, through modeling, like the mentors described in my 

interviews, through our wisdom that they have gained from experience. Furthermore, 

student affairs practitioners would act as coaches in a sports game, providing direction, 

while allowing the players to take full ownership of their roles, deciding the trajectory of 

the game for themselves. 

Perhaps, though, no one says it better than Healy, Lancaster, Liddell, and Stewart 

(2013), as they note, 

student affairs professionals have the opportunity to serve as moral mentors for 
their students. Doing this requires that we understand that one of the fundamental 
purposes in a college education is for students to find their purpose in life. We 
argue that perhaps our most sacred duty is to engage in the meaning-making 
process with students. When called to guide students in this important quest, we 
are asked to show up with authenticity with students, because the process of 
discovering purpose comes in the relationship between the mentor and the 
student. (p. 91) 
 

Mentors must take this role seriously, understanding that their mentees are watching our 

actions to this larger society. They are on an important quest, and are in the midst of a 

larger transition. As mentors go through this process with them providing both 

authenticity and accountability, they may, in fact, watch transformation occur before their 

eyes. 

 It is important to remember that the mentorship component of a student affairs 

professional’s role, though not discussed as prevalently, plays just as prevalent, if not 
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more prevalent of a role in the life of the student, as does his or her role as an 

administrator on campus. Mentors must realize the potential impact they have on the 

students they mentor, and seek to protect these relationships, while endowing their 

students with wisdom. As they do this, they must strive to be examples of the moral life 

for their students, be that in a Christian context, or a secular context. While this skill is 

not something that is natural, and may be something they want to avoid, it is learned and 

it comes through practice. As mentors, they must keep seeking out opportunities to 

deepen these types of relationships in order that they may make a difference in the lives 

of their students.  

 
Implications for Christian Higher Education 

 Each of Fowler’s (1981), Parks’ (2011), and the Astin’s (2011) studies addressed 

the faith journey as a spiritual question, choosing among options, and navigating a set of 

crises that students go through on their journey to adulthood. In their book, The Idea of a 

Christian College, Glanzer and Ream (2013), write, “What a Christian university should 

provide, however, are those who are best at thinking about and teaching others how to be 

the best at being a Christian in a particular field” (p. 76). Christian universities have an 

important role in teaching their students explicitly Christian wisdom and modeling what 

it means and looks like to live the explicitly “Christian” good life. To support this notion, 

Brian, noted, “I was looking for a good Christian man to show me how to live a good 

life,” thus providing evidence of the desire and need for Christian mentors. As 

community members begin to share this type of wisdom with one another, it is my hope 

and prayer that a spirit of reconciliation will emerge on Christian college and university 
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campuses as their students become a bit more like Christ through each and every 

interaction. 

Furthermore, it is my hope and prayer that each mentorship relationship will take 

on the following tone, as is recorded in the book of Hebrews, “And let us consider how 

we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, 

as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you 

see the Day approaching” (v. 26-29). As the current context becomes more and more 

pluralistic, students will need those who spur them on towards the higher things of this 

earth to encourage them to persist in the faith armed with truth and wisdom. 

 
Conclusion 

I want to conclude my study by calling to mind a statement the character Orual 

makes in C.S. Lewis’ final work, Till We Have Faces, (1956), “It was when I was 

happiest that I longed most...The sweetest thing in all my life has been the longing...to 

find the place where all the beauty came from" (p. 74). We, as human beings, are 

endowed with a larger, creative process of making meaning from the events that occur in 

the world around us. We are endowed with a sense of longing for meaning, purpose, and 

fulfillment that propel us on this spiritual journey of discovering deeper truths about our 

reality. Truly, this is a beautiful search and one that we are called to undertake together, 

in a community of mutually supportive relationships. Within this community, we 

understand our true callings as human beings, and learn to use our imagination to live 

accordingly.  
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Values that 
encompass 

cosmic meaning 
and ultimate purpose 

Service to others and 
commitment to larger 

societal and political cause 

Devotion of time and energy to the 
realization of personal potential 

Self-preoccupation with hedonistic pleasure  
and personal comfortwong 

 

 
 

 APPENDIX A 
 

Wong’s (2012) Developmental Framework of Meaning 

 
 Below is the diagram used by Wong (2012) in order to conceptualize the human 

development of meaning (p. 437): 

 Most 
comprehensive 

Least 
comprehensive 

Creating meaning: 
Choosing, acting, 
relating to others 

Discovering meaning: 
Reflecting on the 

givens of life 

Global Meaning 

Situational Meaning 
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APPENDIX B 

Research Guide 

 
SUB QUESTIONS:51 
 1. How does the participant define mentorship? 
 2. What contributed to a positive mentorship relationship? 

3. How did the mentor impact the student’s understanding of his or her life 
purpose and meaning while in college? 
4. What types of experiences and conversations (specifically) were most 
formative for the mentee in terms of meaning and purpose?  

 
SURVEY: 

1. How did you meet your mentor? What circumstances propelled you to find a 
mentor? Tell me what you remember about first meeting your mentor. 
2. What type of relationship was created between you and your mentor? What do 
you recall as pivotal experiences that helped you get to know your mentor more 
deeply? 
3. Did you experience any difficulties within your relationship? How did you 
respond to them? If you did not experience any difficulties in your relationship, 
why do you think this was the case? 
4. What did you enjoy about this relationship? What did you find particularly 
challenging or difficult? 
5. What did this relationship teach you about terms of your meaning and purpose? 
Did it change your understanding, confirm your understanding, or help you define 
your understanding more succinctly? In what specific ways did the relationship do 
this? 
6. How did this relationship end or propel you in a new, different, or changed 
direction? How do you interact with your mentor today? 

 
SPECIFIC INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 
• Opening Set: Overview of Meaning and Purpose2 

• Do you think there is a difference between finding “your purpose in life” 
and finding “the meaning of life”?  If so, what is it? 

• What gives your life meaning?  What makes life worth living for you?   
• Do you have a sense of purpose in your life, or is this something you are 

still trying to figure out?  Or maybe questions of purpose just aren’t all 
                                                        

1 Please see the Informed Consent document in Appendix C for more details on the sub-questions.  
2 Please note that these questions are taken from Glanzer and Hill’s (2013) interview guide used to 

guide my primary analysis. 
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that important to you right now.  [if they ask for a definition: Purpose has 
to do with your overall life goals]. 

• Can you talk a little bit about the role your parents have played in your 
[sense of purpose]/[search for purpose]/[lack of purpose]? 

 
 
 

• Set 1: The Creation of Good Mentorship Relationships 
 

• Can you “define” mentor for me? What, to you, makes a good mentor? 
• How did you meet your mentor? What attracted you to him or her in the 

first place? 
• What were you looking for in a potential mentor? 
• How did this relationship become established? 
• How often did you meet? How long did you meet each time you met? Was 

there any specific activity that you did together?  
• How long would you say that you were in this “mentorship relationship”? 
• Were you specifically looking for a person to aid in your development of 

meaning and purpose? 
 

• Set 2: The Realistic “Stuff” of the Mentorship Experience 
• What did you usually talk about? How did topics grow or change? 
• Did you experience any difficulties or conflicts with your mentor? If so, 

how were they resolved? If not, why not?  
• If you did not experience any difficulties with your mentor, could you 

sense a deeper understanding of meaning and purpose from within the 
relationship? In essence, do you think an absence of conflict affected the 
deepening understanding of meaning and purpose you received from this 
relationship? 

• Did these conflicts affect your sense of meaning and purpose at that time? 
• How did your mentor cause you to feel, usually?  
• Did he or she change your thinking on certain issues, at all?  
• How do you think your mentor engaged with you? What did he or she do 

to cause you to feel or think certain things?  
 

• Set 3: What the Student Learned from this Experience 
• Looking back on this relationship, can you tell me a few significant ways 

you thought you grew or developed from this relationship, especially in 
terms of meaning and purpose?  

• What made these conversations so important to you? What was important 
about this relationship to you? 

• What do you see as the most beneficial piece of advice or wisdom with 
which your mentor left you? 

• What was your understanding of your personal meaning and purpose 
before, during, and after your mentorship experience? What about now? 
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• How did you feel after you left these conversations (during your 
experience with this person)? How do you feel, now, looking back on 
these experiences? 

• How did this relationship end? Is it still going? Has it changed now, since 
you have graduated from this institution? 

• What did you learn about yourself, the world around you, and your 
relationships with others from this experience?  

 
• Set 4. Results of Mentorship Experience on Life Purpose 

• What was the most valuable thing your mentor taught you in your 
experience with him or her?  

• Are there any other ways in which you felt like you grew from your 
mentorship experience?  

• Did you take what your mentor told you and put it into practice? If so, 
how did you do this and why did you do this? If not, why not? 

• What do you hope sticks as a result of this relationship? What do you want 
to carry into the future regarding this relationship? 

• Give me an example about the greatest effect your mentor had on your 
sense of meaning and purpose, or your sense of your place on this earth? 

 
• Set 5. Concluding Questions 

• If you could tell your mentor anything, today, what would it be? Why 
would it be that? 

• Is there anything else you want to tell me about this process for you? Is 
there anything else you want me to know about? 

• Is there anything that you have told me that you do not want me to use in 
my thesis?  
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 APPENDIX C 

Informed Consent Document 

 
Baylor University 

Certification of Informed Consent 
 Principal Investigators: 

Jessica Robinson, M.Div., Higher Education and Student Affairs Program  
Perry L. Glanzer, Ph.D., Department of Educational Administration 

 
Project Title: A Qualitative Examination of the Effects of Mentorship in the Co-Curricular 

on the College Students’ Guiding Narratives of Meaning and Purpose 
 
This form asks for your consent to participate in an educational research project regarding the 
effects on mentorship you experienced while you were studying at an undergraduate 
institution. For this research you have been asked to participate in a single interview and will 
be asked to journal through six questions regarding your mentorship experience.  You will be 
asked questions about your sense of meaning and purpose, the creation of this relationship, 
your perceptions and experiences within this relationship, the way this relationship affected 
your life trajectory, and how, reflecting on this relationship, these experiences have 
transformed you. Interviews will require between 45 and 90 minutes to complete. There will 
be no physical risks to you at any time.  It is also unlikely that you will experience any 
psychological discomfort due to the nature of the interview questions.  However, we will ask 
questions about your personal mentorship experiences and sense of belonging while in 
college, people who have been an influence on you, and questions about your growth and 
transformation as part of these experiences. We realize that while this information is not 
considered sensitive, we will provide every effort we are able to protect both your privacy 
and confidentiality in this process.  

 
Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may elect, either now or at any time 
during the study, to withdraw your participation without penalty or to decline to answer any 
questions that we pose.  As a consenting participant, your identity will be protected through 
generalized descriptions of you and through the use of pseudonyms.  You have been selected 
based on your self-selection as having a tangible, “good” mentorship experience while 
studying at an undergraduate institution. 

 
As a participant in an interview you are aware that this session will be audio recorded for 
accuracy.  Your anonymity will be kept by restricting access to interview data through the 
use of password-protected files kept on Jessica Robinson’s personal computer. The use of 
pseudonyms will only be known the principal investigators.  Audio files and list of 
pseudonyms will be kept in encrypted, password-protected computers. In all collected forms, 
your data will in no way be connected to you. Results of the study will be made available to 
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all individual participants. Please note that if the information collected in this study is used in 
future publications, you will be contacted to gain your permission for this use. 
 

Please direct all inquiries to Jessica Robinson (303) 817-4800, or 
Jessica_Robinson1@baylor.edu. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a 
participant, or any other aspect of the research as it relates to you as a participant, please 
contact Dr. Perry Glanzer, at (254) 710-7581, or at Perry_Glanzer@baylor.edu. You may 
also contact the University Committee for Protection of Human Subjects in Research, Dr. 
David W. Schlueter, Ph.D., Chair Baylor IRB, Baylor University, One Bear Place #97368 
Waco, TX 76798-7368. Dr. Schlueter may also be reached at (254) 710-6920 or (254) 710-
3708. 
I have read and understood this form, am aware of my rights as a participant, and have agreed 
to participate in this research. 
 
NAME (PRINT)________________________________________________  
 

NAME (signature)____________________________________________________  
 
 
Date_________________________________ 
 

 

mailto:Jessica_Robinson1@baylor.edu
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APPENDIX D 

Researcher Positionality Statement 

 
Introduction 

 In this reflection, I will examine my connection to my thesis topic: non-faculty 

mentorship on college campuses. After presenting my personal theology of the 

importance of mentorship, I will present my history with mentorship experiences, both at 

my undergraduate institution and in seminary. I will then examine three biases I have 

about the importance of mentorship. I will continue by applying these potential biases to 

my thesis project, by looking at two strengths and two weaknesses my biases bring to this 

project. I will then conclude with two tactics to try to avoid these “traps” that I could get 

into while pursuing my thesis project. 

 
Personal History with Mentoring 

 In this section, I will examine my personal history with mentoring, covering my 

various faith commitments, experiences, and personal values I uphold when it comes to 

this subject. 

 
Theology of Mentoring 

 First and foremost, I am a Christian who sees mentorship as a symbolic witness to 

the ultimate relationship in our lives: the relationship with have with Jesus Christ. 

Mentorship, to me, is a relationship that demonstrates the importance of a human 

connection, and witnesses to the incarnation. As God left the beauty of heaven, 
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descended into the messy-ness of this earth, he demonstrated a sense of love and care for 

his creation. I believe that it is our job to do the same for those we come into contact 

with—we are called to  “incarnate” ourselves into their world, getting into the “messy-

ness” of their lives. To me, it is these connections that display the greatest witness of 

love, time, and energy to those that come across our paths. To me, this is where the truest 

and most authentic form of education takes place. 

 
Mentoring in my Undergraduate Experience 

 With this in mind, it is only fair if I describe the communal effort Whitworth 

University, my undergraduate institution, took to create an institution that valued this 

type of work. Taking after what Parks (2000/2011), terms the “mentorship community,” 

Whitworth sought to infuse every conversation, class, or discussion with a sense of 

mentorship and learning to be a little bit more like the Great Mentor. The institution itself 

also created spaces on campus for these conversations to occur, both between faculty and 

students and non-faculty (staff and administrators) and students. It was these 

conversations that truly grew me and propelled me to become the type of person I am 

today. 

 
Mentoring in Seminary 

 This focus on mentorship and student development was something that I simply 

assumed would be present at Fuller Theological Seminary. Due to the overarching 

intentional focus on developing a mentoring community at Whitworth, I took for granted 

that every school would create the same type of community. When I got to Fuller, I was 

sorely disappointed as I began to understand their larger emphases on teaching and 
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research. Throughout the first two years I spent there, I wandered through courses, trying 

to find a mentor who could help me understand my life trajectory. Eventually, I found 

this mentor in my third year in the Student Affairs department. Through conversations 

with her, I began to develop a passion and calling to help students understand their role in 

society, their calling, and their deeper meaning and purpose. Because this mentor stood 

outside the classroom, I saw more potential to discuss other things than classwork with 

her. Thus, because I have seen mentorship done well and poorly, and am studying 

Student Affairs currently, I am biased towards this central role that this person played in 

my life and long to fill that place in others’ lives. 

 
Mentoring Biases 

 As I mentioned, above, I come to this project with a certain set of biases towards 

the subject of the importance of mentorship. In this section, I will describe three different 

biases I hold towards mentorship, and present these as transparently and authentically as I 

am able. 

 
Personal Strengths and Weaknesses 

 I am a person who connects one-on-one with others in a much more meaningful 

way than in a group setting. I prefer the one-on-one or small group connections much 

more than the larger group settings, and I believe I have been equipped and gifted to have 

these conversations. On the other side, I am not a “program” or “event” person. As I 

mentioned above, I am the type of person who gains a great deal of meaning out of my 

interpersonal relationships. I am a deep thinker, listener, and I care a great deal for those 
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around me. These strengths will guide my thinking and cause me to prize and work for 

these types of connections more than larger programs, events, or other agendas. 

Focus in my Graduate Apprenticeship 

 Secondly, creating and fostering mentoring relationships with student leaders is 

the focus of my apprenticeship. As the co-leader of the Youth Ministry Teams program, 

my role is less administrative, and much more focused on growing and guiding a student 

leadership team. In this, it is crucial that I mentor and get to know the student leaders. In 

turn, I watch them come to me for advice, discernment, and help on personal issues. As 

this is the heart of what I practice, I will be naturally biased to look for and examine these 

connections that I am already making. This is the lens through which I see the world, 

right now, due to my focus in my apprenticeship. 
 

Career Direction 

 Thirdly, due to my strengths, weaknesses, and gift set, I want to head this 

direction in my future career. I am fascinated with the way students develop deeper 

meaning and purpose and I want to help them do this more effectively. Thus, I am very 

interested in focusing upon two larger goals in my career: (1) Residence Life, and (2) 

creating spaces on campuses for these types of relationships to flourish. In a Residence 

Life position, I would be helping students by being a mentor for them, and enacting the 

values that I find so important. In terms of the overall campus principle, I try to create 

spaces for mentorship relationships to happen in everything I currently facilitate or lead. 

Thus, I cannot seem to escape my passions or interests in the deeper purposes of 

mentorship or creating communities where these types of relationships can occur.  
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Application to Thesis Project 

 I will conclude by applying these biases to my thesis project by presenting two 

strengths and two weaknesses that my personal history with this topic brings about. In 

watching for potential biases, it is important to generate specific strategies to combat 

them. After this task is completed, I will conclude this reflection with the specific tactics 

I will employ in order to accomplish what I have laid out in the above paragraphs.  

Strength #1: Importance of Mentorship. First, mentorship (both faculty and non-

faculty) has been proven to help students in their self-esteem, self-concept, involvement 

on campus, vocational discernment, and well-being. This has been studied quantitatively 

and qualitatively, as well. Thus, a great deal of evidence is supporting my interest and 

claim of importance when pursuing this study. However, I do not want this previous 

experience to blind me from potential negative experiences—I must be conscious of this 

when conducting this study. 

Strength #2: Interest and Passion in Mentorship. Second, my interest and passion 

about this subject will cause me to work more diligently and put more of my self into this 

project. While this can create weaknesses (see the next two sections), it can also lead to a 

more interesting study. I will try to let this passion fuel my work in this area and keep me 

listening to those who are telling me their own stories of mentorship. I will also try to let 

my passion show through my writing. I do hope it comes through.  

Weakness #1: Bias Toward Good Mentorship Stories. Third, I can see that having 

such a passion and interest in this field may create challenges when conducting research. 

I may be biased towards looking for specific candidates that can speak about good 

mentorship experiences. It may be difficult for me to avoid pushing those participants to 
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create an answer when either they have had a poor mentorship experience or they cannot 

name a mentor, at all. In other words, I will need to resist sharing my opinion with them 

until the research has been conducted. 

Weakness #2: Asking Leading Questions. Fourth, it will be difficult for me to 

avoid asking leading questions that I already know the answer to. I know that I want to 

prove a point about mentorship (due to my passion), and I know that research has been 

done to prove that mentorship directly affects the undergraduate experience. However, I 

also know that the successful key to a transformative mentorship experience has not been 

found. I must learn to accept that I am not trying to “prove” anything, but I am simply 

exploring various students’ stories to point out some experiences that some students have 

had in this area. The more open-minded I can be, with this study, the better and more 

informative it will turn out to be. 

 
Tactics Pursued to Avoid the Aforementioned Weaknesses 

 Thus, in response to everything that has been written, I will take the following 

two tactics to avoid my potential biases: (1) I will try to ask questions about negative 

mentoring experiences, as well as positive questions. Questions like these could include: 

“has anyone you would consider a mentor ever led you down a wrong path?” or “if you 

cannot name a mentor, why do you think that is the case?” (2) I will ask students to 

respond to a survey about their mentorship experiences with open-ended questions in 

mind. A great question to begin could be, “how do you define the mentorship role? What 

first comes to mind when you think of this role?” With these statements in mind, while I 

realize I cannot completely escape my biases, I will try to understand them on a deeper 
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level and learn to let them function in a healthy manner within this larger research 

endeavor.  
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	As was described in the introduction, the cultural landscape of emerging adults looks vastly different than that of previous generations. Christian Smith (2011) describes this difference in the following way,
	Six points of distinction characterize the [generation of] emerging adults, including (1) the dramatic growth of higher education, (2) the delay of marriage, (3) the changing job market, (4) the emerging adult’s increasing availability for prolonged f...
	What has been lost, then, is a larger, overall map or meta-narrative that provides a larger, overarching story, concluding with fulfillment of a larger purpose that charts a pathway to meaning-making within the lives of undergraduate students. Any cog...
	CHAPTER TWO
	Literature Review
	This chapter will assess relevant literature by examining the way in which mentorship has: (1) been defined, (2) impacts the identity development of college students, (3) affects the formation of the mentee’s guiding narratives, (4) provides him or he...
	Mentorship Literature
	The literature present on the effects of mentorship is vast and ever-expanding. Despite this breadth of research, many studies have commented upon an inherent flaw in research on mentorship: the lack of an explicit, clear definition of this phenomenon...
	Relatively little literature exists on the role of a student affairs professional as a moral or spiritual mentor for the students involved in their departments. Kuh (2009) writes, “The college experiences that matter most to desired outcomes are those...
	While student affairs professionals can function as key individuals who hold a place of influence and impact in the lives of their students, a lack of definition exists on the mentorship role that these professionals may fulfill. Many more studies aim...
	In contrast to the literature cited above, a vast amount of research has been conducted on the role of faculty mentors in shaping a student’s clarification of calling and vocation. One study asserts that a faculty member’s attitude is “Known to have i...
	Finally, little literature is present furthering Parks’ (2000/2011) study on the way mentorship aids in forming a deeper sense of meaning and purpose. Parks (2000/2011) sought to study this effects of mentorship on meaning and purpose, and provided so...
	Yet another study defined the purpose mentorship of student leaders in the following manner,
	Students need advisors and mentors to provide a safe place for them to reflect and make meaning of their experiences as they make this significant journey. These “threshold people” (Daloz, 1997) are critical to the affirmation and support needed to de...
	The goal Komives, et. al.’s, (2006) study was to frame the role of mentors within a larger definition of leadership instead of simply placing a larger focus on the meaning and purpose students derive from their daily situations. While mentors can have...
	Developmental Literature

	As a part of the emerging adult generation, questions of meaning and purpose are deeply rooted in the lives of college students. As described previously in the above paragraphs, the larger culture has lost a larger narrative that can provide meaning i...
	Perry (1970) examined the way moral development occurs through a student’s process of discerning and making various moral commitments during his or her college years. Perry (1970) understood that students must choose to commit to something larger than...
	In this same vein, Kohlberg (1981) examined the question, “What is the purpose of a person’s life or existence?” Echoing strains of Frankl’s (1949/1984) autobiographical understanding of the purpose found within the human story, Kohlberg (1981) captur...
	Following Kohlberg (1981), Kegan’s (1982/1994) work, In over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of a Modern Life, followed the process that a student undertakes when learning to make deeper meaning from his or her experiences. In his study, Kegan (1982/199...
	Following Kegan’s (1982/1994), initial thoughts, Marcia Baxter-Magolda (1999/2001/2004/2009) constructed a theory about the process of meaning-making in young adulthood, which she titled “self-authorship.” In her theory, Baxter-Magolda (2004) claims t...
	While Baxter-Magolda’s (1999/2001/2004/2009) theory situates the study in an educational context, points students towards a specific end or purpose, places the students’ process of identity development within a specific meaning-making process, and emp...
	Taking a more spiritual approach, in his work, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, James Fowler (1981/1995), widened the approach taken by Perry (1970) and Kohlberg (1981) to include a focus on faith develop...
	Sharon Daloz Parks (2000/2011) sought to increase Fowler’s (1981/1995) earlier definition of faith formation by specifically focusing upon the quest for meaning and purpose that a student undergoes during his or her time in college. Using spiritual la...
	Parks (2000/2011) situates both self and others in a broader relationship as she demonstrates the students’ need for mentors, what she terms, a “mentorship community” that can provide guidance in the pursuit of personal meaning and purpose. In describ...
	Parks (2000/2011) does not provide enough details of the qualities of good mentors, or the functions of the actual mentorship relationship itself. While she mentions the need and purpose of mentors, she does not describe the particulars or content of ...
	Meaning and Purpose Literature
	Nash and Murray’s (2010) work, Helping College Students Find Purpose: The Campus Guide to Meaning-Making, examines the ways in which faculty and staff can aid students’ search for meaning and purpose. Using the philosophies of existentialism and postm...
	In contrast to Parks’ (2000/2011) work, Nash and Murray’s (2010) study lends itself to the students’ personal search for spiritual significance which has been defined by the popular phrase “spiritual but not religious.” Nash and Murray (2010) seek to ...
	In 2011, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm published a study that assessed the spiritual dimensions of college students, using the general principle as follows, stating, “No assumptions would be made about the student’s religious or spiritual perspective (or...
	Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) have similar aims as Fowler (1981/1995) and Parks (2000/2011), and dislodge the spiritual quest from any specific, overarching meta-narrative. They seek to understand the students’ individual quests for meaning and pu...
	From a more clinical angle, Wong (2012), in his textbook, The Human Quest for Meaning: Theories, Research, and Applications, brings together various trends to understand the ways that meaning is sought, processes, and incorporated in order to underst...
	Sociological Literature
	Sociologists claim it is important to understand that the culture of emerging adults has undergone a great shift from the culture of previous generations. Robert Wuthnow (2010) mentions, “Social relationships have not so much declined but taken on new...
	Examining the specific affects of the changing sociological landscape and its affet upon the educational domain, James Comer (2004), writes,
	the sense of community has slipped away gradually, often in the name of progress—a house in the suburbs, a television set, and such—the downside of the loss was not fully appreciated. Communities are important in supporting the development and prepara...
	In presenting this sociological picture, Comer (2004) describes a crisis—as the skills needed to enter adulthood have gone up, the contributions of communities that aid in the development the student, child, youth, or adolescent have weakened. The com...
	Institutions of higher education are critically situated to help students fashion larger, guiding life narratives as expressed in specific behavioral commitments in the confusing landscape of a multitude of differing narratives that emphasize differen...
	Providing more specific detail for the adaptive change institutions need to pursue in providing intentional spaces for these important relationships to occur, John Tagg (2003) presents a new and different framework for institutions to buy into, a fram...
	Tagg (2003) highlights the importance of not only the personalization of education, and he emphasizes the role of the institution in creating a context to guide the student’s search for a coherent, guiding life map that helps him or her make sense out...
	It was the aim of my study to understand the importance of mentoring relationships in the student’s quest identity development, specifically focusing upon the qualities of a good mentor who provided a context for the formation of a narrative that supp...
	Summary of the Literature
	In terms of my specific study on the qualities of a good mentor and the effects of mentorship on a college student’s development of a guiding life narrative, I focused upon the role of the co-curricular in providing moral and spiritual mentors in the ...
	First, while various studies have sought to understand of the role of mentors in the larger community of higher education, many of these endeavors have been conducted from a theoretical perspective. In my opinion, these studies have not focused closel...
	Second, while many studies demonstrate the need for and importance of mentorship, an adequate definition has not been agreed upon for the term “mentor.” Although mentorship has been shown to be an effective tool for development in both qualitative and...
	Third, current research is not as focused upon on the dynamic role of community in the life of the mentee in growing his or her identity development, as it is on the theory of what it means to be a good mentor. Many of the developmental theories of se...
	Fourth, mentorship has been defined as important, but little research exists on what actually occurs in that relationship. While undergraduate mentorship has been linked to other, positive developmental processes, such as enjoyment of life, sense of w...
	Fifth, the impact of these relationships on the students’ identity development, framed specifically from their perspective, has not been emphasized as much as generalized theory has been put forth from normative viewpoint. These normative claims have ...
	Specific Guiding Studies
	Throughout my research process, I isolated three studies that will serve as models for my study on the effects of mentorship in the co-curricular. These articles serve as a culmination in examining the literature that has already been put forth on the...
	First, Perry Glanzer’s (2013) article, “Building the Good Life: Using Identities to Frame Moral Education in Higher Education,” provides context for my student when considering the larger purpose of universities. Echoing other researchers in this fiel...
	Second, Welkener and Bowsher’s (2012) article, “Soul-Building: Students’ Perspectives on Meaning, Purpose, and the College Experience,” stands as a model for the substance they provided for the terms meaning and purpose. Not only did Welkener and Bows...
	Third, Healy, et. al. (2012) in their study, “The Role of the Campus Professional as a Moral Mentor,” define the role of a campus professional as a moral mentor, defined as “A professional practicing in the field of student affairs, concerned holistic...
	the role of a moral mentor is grounded in a relationship with students. In relationships, student affairs educators… must be willing to ‘live out loud’—to be authentic, genuine, and evaluative without being viewed as judgmental when discussing dilemma...
	Despite Healy et. al.’s (2012) lack of grounded theory research from the perspectives of the students, their framework of student affairs professional as moral guide brings the two worlds of mentor and student affairs professional together that I trie...
	With this review of the current literature as a back drop for my study, I will continue by laying out the methodology I used, with the goal of the study being to address the five specific summaries of the literature, examined earlier in this chapter....
	CHAPTER THREE

	Methods3F1
	As an exploratory study, I chose to approach this thesis from the phenomenological tradition, trying to explore the various impacts that mentors can have on their mentees. As a grounded theory, I was interested in gaining a set of narratives that prov...
	I chose to use the phenomenological tradition in order to, as Husserl (1913/1939) comments, “To interpret the ways in which individuals consciously understand their life experiences,” more specifically, mentorship relationships. Following the model pr...
	In particular, I chose to use the grounded theory approach put forth by Strauss and Corbin (1990) in order to allow the findings and interpretations to rise from the mentees themselves. I was not interested in trying to place any sort of outside frame...
	In generating a body of knowledge on the lived experiences of mentees, I followed the framework that many developmental thinkers have used previously, including Chickering and Reisser (1969/1993), Fowler (1981/1995), and Parks (2000/2011), and Baxter-...
	I had four tentative expectations, or preliminary hypotheses, on what I hoped to find regarding this research endeavor. Through my literature review, I put forth four different components to “good” mentorship: (1) “good” mentors are those who have sho...
	Preliminary Expectations
	Before proceeding with the description of the study, it is important to make clear certain biases and expectations I have regarding this concept. First, it is important to understand that I am a Christian who values and believes in the larger Christia...
	It is also important to note that I solicited specifically, “good” mentorship experiences. However, I did not define what “good” meant for the participant—I wanted my participants to create their own definitions of this term and apply it to their own ...
	Finally, I believe that the key to this study involves hearing from the students themselves, listening to their insights, and building description of the process of mentorship from the ground up. As I have noted previously, a great deal of theory has ...
	Methods
	First, I took the initial hunches I gained from my literature review and created a preliminary narrative structure to the mentorship relationship. I understood that any good narrative has a beginning, middle with conflict promoting growth of the prot...
	From this larger structure, I created an interview guide with specific questions aimed at bringing detail each of the areas listed above, beginning with an opening set of questions on meaning and purpose to frame the study for my participants. I wante...
	(1) How did you meet the adult(s) in your undergraduate experience that you would like to speak about in your interview?, (2) What type of relationship was created between you and this person (these people)?, (3) Were there any difficulties within thi...
	In asking these questions, I specifically used the term “relationship” instead of mentor, as I wanted my participants to define the word mentor later, throughout the in-depth interview process, in order to provide a larger, richer context in which the...
	The specific process by which these interviews were conducted from the initial list of twenty-six was as follows: first, I emailed the twenty-six different contacts I made who self-selected as having “good” mentorship experiences while pursuing their...
	While I realize that I am extremely passionate about this subject, I also realize that I cannot be unbiased or completely objective in this study. I am predisposed to believe that all mentorship relationships, if given the time and space needed to wo...
	With these strategies in mind, I will now turn my attention to the findings I have drawn from my interviews, with special attention to making clear my process and helping the reader understand my study, holistically, from start to finish.





