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Abstract

This article examined ongoing mentoring training. This qualitative study
analyzed interview responses from 20 mentors from 13 international
locations in a global higher education initiative to determine how
ongoing training affects mentors’ abilities to assist higher education
students in achieving their educational goals. The study results showed
the benefits from ongoing mentoring training, including mentors better
understanding their roles and responsibilities, mentors gaining
knowledge, and mentors receiving ongoing support. Results also showed
the importance in ongoing mentoring training of volunteer mentoring
needs and mentoring training creativity. Furthermore, the study showed
that ongoing training positively impacted mentors, that it identified
contributing mentor volunteers, and that ongoing training advanced
effective mentoring practices. The study also contributed findings to the
literature including that mentors themselves contributed to best training
practices, volunteer mentors may need more mentoring training, and
ongoing mentoring training showed global transferability. As institutions
of higher education take greater initiative and demonstrate innovation in
providing structured ongoing training for mentors, mentors can be more
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knowledgeable and confident in their mentoring skills and students will
have increased opportunities for success.

Implications for practice or policy:

e COVID-19 highlighted the need for effective mentoring in higher
education.

e There is potential for transferability of mentoring training practices
in global organizations by higher education leaders.

e The study recommended identifying opportunities for developing
creative and improved best practices in mentoring, such as mentor-
to-mentor training sessions and just-in-time WhatsApp training.

e  Volunteer mentors may have unique needs to consider in mentoring
programs.

e Best practices will also include strengthening mentor confidence,
understanding roles and responsibilities, and providing answers to
mentor questions.

Keywords: best practices, mentor, training, volunteers, qualitative

Introduction

Mentoring for higher education students continues to be a priority for colleges
and universities as they seek to increase retention and improve the student
experience at both traditional and online institutions. Mentors fill an important
role for college students as they provide opportunities for transformational
learning with long-lasting benefits that impact their lives beyond college
(Bettinger & Baker, 2014; Ragins & Kram, 2007). The Council of Graduate
Schools provided Zelditch’s (1990) definition of mentors and how they
contribute to the student experience,

Mentors are advisors, people with career experience willing to share their
knowledge; supporters, people who give emotional and moral
encouragement; tutors, people who give specific feedback on one’s
performance; masters, in the sense of employers to whom one is apprenticed;
sponsors, sources of information about and aid in obtaining opportunities;
models, of identity, of the kind of person one should be to be an academic.
(As cited in Gaffney, 1995, p. 1)
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As they seek to help students in these roles, mentors also serve as role
models for students and provide encouragement as they navigate their
educational experience (Jacobi, 1991; Nora & Crisp, 2007). As educational
advisors instead of educators, they do not provide academic instruction,
grades, or scholastic evaluations for students, so they are able to support
students’ progress and development without pressures related to academic
performance (Rees Lewis et al., 2015). The impact of COVID-19 on higher
education and the sudden change to online learning has further highlighted
how critical effective mentoring is for students in times of uncertainty
(Considerations for Institutions of Higher Education, 2020). Mentors play an
important role in the lives of students, but just as they help students achieve
transformational learning in their academic experience, mentors also need help
to reach their own highest potential and effectiveness in their mentoring role.

Mentor Training — The Key to Success

Mentor training has been referred to in academic literature as “the key to
success of mentoring programs” (Ehrich et al., 2004, p. 535). That success or
failure depends on what training is given, how often, and how it is received by
mentors. Mentor training can cover a range of goals depending on the
program, including familiarization with the sponsoring organization,
technology training, and improving overall mentoring skills. Ideally,
mentoring training is ongoing and emphasizes leading approaches (de Metz &
Bezuidenhout, 2018). Cultural and diversity training also provide mentors
with a better understanding of and empathy for all students (Butz et al., 2018;
Castellanos et al., 2016). Mentor training should help students plan for the
future through professional development and establishing a vision for their
post-college life (Poor & Brown, 2013; Renn et al., 2014; Smith-Ruig, 2014).

As valuable as mentor service can be to student success, tools for
innovative and effective mentor training are not well researched in academic
literature. In a study of over 300 academic articles across three disciplines,
more than 15% of articles cited lack of training as a concern (Ehrich et al.,
2004). Without necessary training, mentors may not fully understand their role
or how they can best help students (Bear & Jones, 2017; Bowser et al., 2014;
Kramer-Simpson, 2018). They may not know where to go when they need
help. They may need to learn new skills of mentoring technology (Homitz &
Berge, 2008). Without resolution to their problems and concerns, they may
not choose to remain as mentors for a long period of time. Mentor training can
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minimize some of these challenges as they arise. Training prior to or in the
beginning of the mentoring process can help establish common understanding
and goals between mentors and students as they start to work together
(Anderson et al., 2014; Behar-Horenstein et al., 2010; Sanyal & Rigby, 2017).
Mentor training may occur in person or online, synchronously or
asynchronously, or individually or in groups to optimize the learning
experience.

Research offers several possibilities for what mentor skills to teach, but
mentoring instruction could include basic student advising or skill specific
advising, providing understanding about educational programs and helping
students learn where to find school resources when they have questions, and
student goal setting and future planning (Henry et al., 2011). In addition to
teaching traditional mentoring skills, more structured mentoring programs
may add to mentoring by teaching skills such as student acceptance, support,
and empathy (Lunsford, 2011; Martin & Bok, 2015; Mondisa & McComb,
2018). Providing training skills may also help advisors better understand
individual student needs and how mentoring approaches can support those
needs (Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016). Diversity and gender training were also
recommended to improve mentor understanding of and interaction with
students (Butz et al., 2018; Castellanos et al., 2016; Dahlvig, 2010).

Mentoring and Ongoing Training

Even less researched than initial mentor training is the topic of ongoing
training for higher education mentors. What this ongoing training provides and
how often the training occurs depends on the program and on mentor and
student needs. However, what seems clear from the research literature is that
ongoing training is very rare. In Jacobi’s (1991) foundational article on
mentoring, she identified eight authors who had provided original definitions
on mentoring. Of those articles, six of the eight authors had referenced
training, but not specifically ongoing training. Over 20 years later,
Gershenfeld (2014) categorized published academic studies from 2008-2012
that identified mentoring support in undergraduate mentoring programs. Of
these 20 program study descriptions (Gershenfeld, 2014, Table 3), only two
studies cited “ongoing support” in the study (Gershenfeld, 2014, pp. 378-379).
However, the ongoing or follow up training in these studies referred to peer
mentoring, and not the classic senior mentor/junior protege mentoring
definition (Lev et al., 2010).
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In another article, Dawson (2014), reviewed how 16 mentoring concepts
are explained in the literature and reviews two mentoring models:
Supplemental Instruction and Peer Assisted Teaching Scheme. Although both
models recommended an initial training session, Dawson stated, ‘“Neither
model incorporates ongoing training, although this is present in some other
models” (p. 142). Dawson (2014) did not reference additional information
about the other models. These most recent literature reviews seem to show that
academic studies have not made significant progress in advocating for ongoing
mentor training practices and documenting any effective change or successful
practices resulting from mentor training.

There is a large body of literature regarding ongoing mentor training and
youth mentoring (DuBois, Holloway et al., 2002; Karcher, 2008; Miller, 2007;
Osterling & Hines, 2006; Rhodes et al., 2009), but the ongoing mentoring
training studies seem to end when the students leave for college. While not
explicitly stated, these articles provide additional support for the important
need for ongoing mentor training in higher education, but other than age of
students, the research is silent on why there is such a significant difference in
discussion of the topic once the students have moved from high school to
university studies.

The Value of Ongoing Mentoring Training

Despite the lack of research on the topic, it is clearly important for mentors to
have regular, ongoing training after an initial training (Butz et al., 2018; de
Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Mondisa & McComb, 2018; Raposa et al.,
2017). Butz et al., (2018) advocated the importance of ongoing cultural and
diversity training so that mentors can better understand why they may or may
not discuss certain issues with minority mentee students. In contrast, Martin
and Bok (2015) argued that ongoing training for racial and cultural issues may
be too costly for mentor programs when the outcome is not likely to positively
influence mentor approaches. They suggested selection of more open-minded
mentors was a better alternative. Training can help advisors adjust their
advisement style to student needs and expectations, increasing student
satisfaction with the mentoring experience (Anderson et al., 2014).

As mentors begin their interaction with students, they will have questions
arise and may find themselves in scenarios not covered by the training.
However ongoing training benefits still outweigh the potential negatives
(Henry et al., 2011). Ongoing training provides an opportunity for mentors to
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ask questions, resolve concerns, receive direction from mentor program
coordinators (if applicable), and share experiences with other mentors.
Ongoing training allows mentors to stay current with any program or
university changes. Ongoing training also helps program representatives
develop a relationship with the mentor and provide feedback. This relationship
can encourage mentor retention as mentors feel valued and appreciated by the
mentoring organization, resulting in an increased commitment to their
volunteer mentoring positions (Raposa et al., 2017).

Types of Mentors and Ongoing Training

Types of mentors can influence what kind of ongoing training is most needed.
Types of mentors in a mentoring program could include volunteer mentors,
paid mentors, peer mentors, senior mentors, internal mentors and external
mentors, among other possible mentor types. Volunteer mentors, in particular,
are in need of training as they are often less experienced or familiar with the
mentoring environment. Many volunteers do so because they asked (Nesbit,
2013). Volunteer mentors may need to be recruited to participate as mentors
in a mentoring program. In a study conducted by Poor and Brown (2013), the
mentoring program invited all alumni to volunteer and participate as mentors,
and many did. While there may have been some oversight by the university
mentoring program, these were self-selected volunteers, and the study did not
indicate additional mentoring training.

Training can also contribute to volunteer retention. As much as
universities focus on student retention, organizations are more likely to retain
volunteers as they look to recognize and value the volunteer experience (Hager
& Brudney, 2008). Training and efforts to help volunteers develop career
skills can improve their experience in the organization and encourage them to
continue in their volunteering efforts. Hager and Brudney (2008) explained an
effective way to keep volunteers: “Our study shows that [organizations] that
adopt the practices most directly concerned with satisfying volunteers reap the
highest rates of retention” (p. 26). In addition, as an organization, volunteer
programs can support volunteer retention by providing necessary funding for
volunteer programs, encouraging a culture that supports volunteers, providing
meaningful experiences for volunteers, and fostering recruitment for new
service mentors (Hager & Brudney, 2008).

Program administrators need to carefully consider how training will be
conducted for both maximum efficiency and cost effectiveness. For example,
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who will be the most successful in training the mentors with the skills and
tools they need to learn? Program leaders must ask if an internal coordinator
is best qualified to train mentors or if an outside trainer would provide better
instruction (Ehrich et al., 2004). Cost is also a consideration in training
mentors and may be one of the reasons research studies show initial training,
but not follow up training (Martin & Bok, 2015).

Challenges of Ongoing Training

There are logistical challenges to ongoing training for mentoring
organizations. After conducting an initial training, it may be difficult to
organize mentors for ongoing training meetings. If mentors are satisfied with
their interactions with mentees, they may not feel the need for additional
training. Volunteer mentors may feel like they are already giving their extra
time to the mentees and may not want to spend additional time in training.

There is also the consideration of who will train the mentors. Mentor
programs and universities can face turnover that makes it challenging to
manage training processes (Putsche et al., 2008). Turnover can also lead to a
lack of documentation for mentoring training that has taken place (Putsche et
al., 2008). If program administration is not consistent, paperwork on who has
been trained, what training they have received, and training plans for the future
may be compromised.

Ongoing technology training can also be problematic. Mentors may have
to learn new technology or program-specific technology for which they need
regular training (Ensher et al., 2003; Shrestha et al., 2009; Williams et al.,
2012). With the COVID-19 immediate transition to online classes, higher
education instructors faced significant challenges to adapt to online or remote
learning strategies (Cahapay, 2020; Thompson & Lodge, 2020) and mentors
may face similar difficulties with technology. If ongoing training does not
occur, the mentors may not use the technology and may not be able to help
their mentees receive all possible mentoring benefits. If mentors lack
confidence in their technology or other skills due to lack of ongoing training,
they may also be less likely to be fully participative in their mentoring role
(Williams et al., 2012).
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Implications for the Current Research and Research Question

Throughout mentoring literature, training is identified as important to mentor
success (Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016; Renn et al., 2014; Smith-Ruig, 2014).
Current research does not provide enough data or recommendations for how
ongoing mentor training should occur. Without a research foundation for
ongoing mentor training, more research studies like this study need to be
conducted to show the effects of ongoing training on mentoring practices and
to provide practical implications for facilitating this additional training for
mentors. This study will add to the research on ongoing mentor training and
will provide additional insights about how mentors use their training to help
students. The research question for this study is:

How does ongoing training affect mentors’ abilities to assist higher education
students in achieving their educational goals?

Methods
Research Context and Study Design

To answer this research question, the authors studied BYU-Pathway
Worldwide (“Pathway”). Their educational program, PathwayConnect, is a
rapidly expanding low-cost higher educational initiative that helps students
begin or return to college (BYU-Pathway Worldwide, 2019). In 2020,
PathwayConnect was offered in more than 500 locations in 152 countries and
in all 50 states of the United States (BYU-Pathway Worldwide, 2021). The
program currently enrolls more than 33,000 students worldwide. Once
students have completed three semesters (one year) of PathwayConnect, they
can receive a completion certificate and then finish an online degree at a
college or university or leave with better job options. The volunteer service
mentors facilitate the weekly Pathway meetings, support Pathway students,
and are critical to the students’ success in the program.

Pathway’s vision to use volunteer teams of service mentors for students
provides a unique learning atmosphere where students feel increased support
and connection. Pathway service mentors are volunteers and much of their
learning about mentoring depends on self-training. Pathway’s sponsoring
religious organization provides the eligible volunteers around the world to
serve as full-time and part-time service mentors in the program. The mentors



“We Are Teaching and Learning with Each Other” 9

have a common value system and faith with many Pathway students (but not
all students) and an expectation for “shepherding” or caring for students in
their Pathway groups, or mentoring to their individual needs.

A characteristic of the Pathway program is the weekly academic gathering
event (student meetings). One day a week, in Pathway locations worldwide,
volunteer service mentors facilitate the Pathway weekly gatherings, where
students meet online or in person. In these groups, students teach each other
and discuss their weekly learning assignments. Pathway service mentor
locations include domestic groups, international groups, and online groups.
There are two versions of PathwayConnect: a standard version for students
who speak English fluently and a language version for students who have
intermediate English skills.

The Pathway context is an excellent opportunity to study ongoing
training. In 2020, the large-scale learning initiative enrolled more than 33,000
students. At the time of this study in 2019, there were more than 26,000
Pathway students, assisted by 2,500 mentors. Pathway students are
particularly in need of mentoring as the program is designed to help prepare
those who may not be ready for college or those who are returning after an
absence. Finally, the mentors are volunteers, and thus not typically educational
professionals with a background in educational tutoring/counseling, and thus
training is very important for them.

Because the research questions are qualitative in nature, and because the
population being studied is diverse, and has perspectives and experiences to
share that will inform the research question, a qualitative interview approach
was appropriate. Qualitative research is also “interpretive, experience based,
situational, and personalistic” (Stake, 2010, p. 31). This research study reflects
a qualitative process based on theoretical assumptions to examine a designated
social phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2017), in this case ongoing training
and mentoring practices in higher education. The richness of qualitative
research and interview data (Dahlvig, 2010; Rabionet, 2011) also provide
insight and themes regarding the benefits and challenges of ongoing training.

Participants

The participants were volunteer service mentors (“mentors™) in the Pathway
Worldwide program. They serve as mentors for an average of a period of two
years or longer. The Pathway mentors in this study had served as mentors since
at least April 2019. Most mentors in this study served with a spouse, but some
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served with another mentor in a mentoring team. In some circumstances
Pathway mentors served alone.

Mentors vary in their permanent residence location. Some mentors were
from the local areas they served in. Other mentors had been asked to volunteer
in locations far from their homes. They are expected to contribute
approximately two to three hours a week to Pathway service, although
mentoring time may vary depending on class size and needs, and location
circumstances. The volunteers come from various backgrounds, and had
relevant life experience, but there are not specific professional requirements
to serve as a mentor. In this study, 50% of mentors were previous Pathway
students. All participants spoke English for the Pathway program
requirements. Some mentors spoke English as a second language.

For this study, there were at least two participants from each of the seven
international Pathway areas (see Table 1). Twenty mentors, 10 women and 10
men, were interviewed in 13 countries. Mentors were almost evenly divided
in length of service. Thirty-five percent had served more than two years, 35%
had served at least one year, but less than two years, and 30% had served less
than one year as mentors. Of the mentors interviewed, 80% received some
form of ongoing training after their mentoring service began. For the purposes
of'this study, ongoing training was defined as one or more instances of training
after the initial training. The researcher continued to interview additional
mentors until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Table 1. Study mentors

Pathway International Area Area Mentors
Number Interviewed

Africa, Southeast Africa West, Middle East Africa, Area 1 2

North Area

Asia, Asia North Philippines Area Area 2 4

Brazil Area 3 2

Caribbean and South America, South Area Area 4 2

Europe and Pacific Area Area 5 4

Mexico Area Area 6 3

South America Northwest and Central America Area Area 7 2

Data Collection

Data collection consisted of qualitative interviews conducted from August-
October 2019. First, the researcher conducted a pilot study survey in January
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2019 (never published or approved for publication by an IRB) with
approximately 500 Pathway volunteer mentors to better understand
organization training practices. For the current study, the Pathway
organization provided the researcher with contact information for the potential
study participants. The researchers received IRB approval from the sponsoring
institution for the interview study. The mentors were randomly selected and
emailed regarding participation in the interview. Mentors who agreed to be
interviewed arranged a time to speak with the researcher by Zoom call
(Version 3.6.5; Zoom Video Communications, Inc.; 2019). The purpose of the
interviews was to understand how ongoing training affected mentors’ abilities
to assist higher education students in achieving their educational goals.

In the interview, all participants were asked questions in a semi-structured
format. Some married mentors were interviewed together and one or both
participants had the opportunity to respond to each question that was asked.
Interviews were recorded on the researcher’s computer. Interview data was
professionally transcribed by a third party for analysis and stored on the
researcher’s personal computer. The researcher continued to interview mentor
participants until the data reached theoretical saturation.

Data Analysis

After the data was collected and transcribed, data was analyzed using a holistic
and interpretive stance with an emphasis on key themes (Braun et al., 2019;
Spradley, 1979; Stake, 2010; Yin, 2017). Based on the Stake (2010) coding
method, data was sorted and classified by major categories related to the
research question. In repeated analyses of the data, additional themes emerged
from the categories. As themes emerged, they were sorted and resorted for
additional understanding, and topics and subtopics were identified. These
topics and subtopics were organized into key themes. The comprehensive
analysis and study discussion and findings resulted from further analysis and
synthesis of all the interview data.

Trustworthiness
This study relied on Guba and Lincoln (1994) recommendations for

trustworthiness for increased credibility of data analysis. First, the researcher
interviewed a diverse sample of service mentors from locations around the
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world. This sample provided diversity for participant response data. For
member checking, interview themes were reviewed and verified with Pathway
administrators for meaning and clarity using verbal confirmation. This review
ensures that information presented is correct in light of the broader context of
the Pathway organization and goals, without biasing the research by too much
management involvement. These administrators have the strongest
understanding of the Pathway program and were best positioned to provide
insight into whether the researcher fully understood the participants. The
findings and the participants’ responses were also sent to the original
participants to determine if they agreed with research interpretations. For peer
debriefing, findings were reviewed and discussed with colleagues and peer
scholars. An academic colleague also reviewed and coded some of the
interview data for comparison with researcher results. Based on the peer
debriefing coding outcomes, adjustments were made to the study analysis to
bring unity to the overall assessment of responses.

For negative case analysis, interview responses were compared to existing
Pathway data, including the January 2019 pilot study conducted by the
researcher, for potential differences in results. After completing the analysis,
the researcher coded approximately 20% (325 responses) of the text responses
from the submitted pilot data, specifically seeking to find areas of
disagreement with the study framework. The researcher recorded all
disagreements and contrary evidence in a research journal. Next, findings and
categories were evaluated in consideration of any contrary evidence. Then the
researcher provided the contrary evidence and overall findings to a peer for
debriefing in order to better understand the overall fit of the conclusion to the
data.

Limitations

While a random selection of international in-person mentors has been
interviewed for this study and the ongoing training examples are
representative of the sample group, in a rapidly expanding global education
program, ongoing training experiences for mentors will be different. With
more than 2,500 mentors in both in-person and virtual Pathway, many
different mentor experiences existed in the program. Ongoing training
experiences may be different depending on the mentoring area, method of
mentor participation (in-person or virtual), mentor background, training
received, and students mentored.
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Mentor training experiences were different depending on age, location,
gender, nationality, ethnicity, educational and professional background,
mentor partner, and other factors. While many Pathway student needs were
common to the responsibilities of a higher education mentor and could be
standardized in ongoing training, some needs were unique to the areas and
countries where the students lived, and individual student needs were different
in every class. Pathway mentors were expected to serve through two one-year
cycles of three Pathway semesters, but circumstances did not always
accommodate that expectation. The Pathway course structure was regularly
being revised to better meet the needs of students and mentors around the
world. With course and technical changes from one semester to the next,
regular ongoing training for all mentors was critical, but that same type of
mentoring training might not have been as important to an educational
program with fewer changes.

Also, this higher education program has religious principles as part of its
core principles and training. Similar values may not apply to other higher
education programs. Mentors’ volunteer service and commitment to Pathway
as part of their religious service may not be transferable. Pathway mentors and
students may also have a stronger mentoring connection because of the shared
religious commitment many have.

Limitations for this study also included that the interviews were conducted
in seven international areas in 13 different countries. Poor internet connections
to remote areas of the world did not always allow for as clear communication
in a Zoom interview as would have been available in an in-person interview.
Although all mentors spoke English—a Pathway requirement with all classes
conducted in English—some spoke English as a second language. While all
mentors were able to express their opinions, their ability to fully express
opinions in English or understand and answer questions may also have
limitations in the study. Language expression concerns were mitigated by
restating or clarifying questions and answers.

Results

This study examined how ongoing training affected mentors’ abilities to assist
higher education students in achieving their educational goals in an
international educational program. Study results showed what percentage of
mentors received training, what training was received, why the mentors liked
or disliked training, and how the training helped them mentor students. Based
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on the results of the interview coding and analysis, three main themes emerged
that showed the benefits of ongoing training for mentors: (a) benefits from
ongoing mentoring training, (b) volunteer mentoring needs, and (¢) mentoring
training creativity. These themes are described in the subsequent results.

Benefits from Ongoing Mentoring Training

Eighty percent of the mentors in the study had participated in ongoing training
since beginning their service in the mentoring program. While the content,
delivery, methods, and frequency of training differed from area to area, 90%
of mentors requested additional ongoing training opportunities. The results
showed that mentoring training benefits included: (a) mentors better
understood their roles and responsibilities, (b) mentors gained knowledge, and
(c) mentors received ongoing support.

Mentors Better Understood Their Roles and Responsibilities

One outcome of the training was that the mentors better understood their role
as a mentor. The ongoing training helped them realize their role was to
encourage and support the students, including to help them find the program
resources they needed. A mentor from Area 2 said, “I am not supposed to be
enabling them. I am supposed to be helping them become more self-
sufficient.” Training helped the mentors understand what their responsibilities
were with the students and gave them tools to provide better guidance for
them. Another mentor explained how critical the mentoring training was to
understanding her role to support students,

[T have] been a mentor to the students in encouraging . . . them and making
sure that ... they felt safe in . . . the class . . . . What I took from . . . . the
training [was] . . . . my role because I didn’t want to lose any of the students.”
(Area 5 mentor)

Having training also helped mentors feel valued in their mentor role as
they supported students.

Mentors Gained Knowledge

Another purpose of the ongoing training was to update mentors on curriculum
or program changes, or to provide them with important program notifications
for their students. With a constantly expanding and evolving educational
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program, regular updates were important to help mentors and students feel
confident about student progress and mentor responsibilities in the program.
These updates were shared through the live Zoom group or one-on-one
training that depended on the area, and also through weekly email updates that
were sent to mentors worldwide. Mentor reviews on the program update
training meetings were mixed. One Area 2 mentor described the ongoing
training meeting as “[an] update on policies . . . to me it’s not counted as
training.” However, this same mentor recognized the importance of having
program updates, “If there is some interesting feature or something that can
help a future student to be attracted to ... Pathway ... [or] it’s the latest policy
about Pathway . . . . those kinds of changes, I should know about through
training” (Area 2 mentor).

An Area 1 mentor described the informational training positively in that
it “gives . . . knowledge and helps you . . . [know] . . . new information.” This
mentor felt like a 6-month update was appropriate for new information. The
weekly email updates that were sent to all mentors also received positive and
negative feedback. An Area 6 mentor said, “The updates needed more
explanation and information.” An Area 5 mentor suggested that the weekly
updates should contain information that applies to mentor training in addition
to the student issues that would benefit the mentors as well as the students.

Mentors Received Ongoing Support

Ongoing training provided an opportunity for Pathway mentors in this study
to ask questions and have their questions answered. These question/answer
ongoing training opportunities occurred in Zoom and in-person group
meetings with other mentors. They also occurred in formal and informal
interactions between mentors and their supervisors. A program support line
was also available for all mentors to ask questions.

In the group training sessions, mentors could ask each other questions and
“[if] we needed questions answered, [program representatives] were there to
answer” (Area 6 mentor). Ongoing training sessions that allowed mentors to
ask questions and answer the questions mentors want to know helped mitigate
concerns. One Area 3 mentor said, “I was very anxious [about my
responsibilities]. So when I got the training, [ had my questions, and I [had]
my worries, [but] everything was solved during that conversation.” In another
training, the trainers showed the mentors where to find the information they
needed, “and then we were able to go and do it by ourselves” (Area 4 mentor).

Mentors were provided with organization or local representatives as a
resource, and mentors who referenced them as a training resource indicated
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that they were helpful at answering their questions. These training contacts
provided support and answers for additional questions that occurred between
trainings as a mentor in Area 2 shared, “There are some things that I don’t
understand, but I . . . emailed my . . . [representative] right away and then
[asked] them whatever Ineed to do . .. They . . . [answered] my question right
away when [ asked them.” An Area 4 mentor expressed appreciation that the
representatives were available to answer questions mentors didn’t find online
and an Area 7 mentor said his area manager was able to answer his questions
“1000%.” It was important for mentors to have resource support to answer
their questions and especially the many questions from students.

Volunteer Mentoring Needs

Pathway volunteers were similar to volunteers in other organizations, and they
needed the program background provided by the ongoing training. While 50%
of participants had been previous Pathway students, improving their
understanding of the program, their role as a Pathway missionary was a
volunteer position. An Area 7 mentor explained, “Training is [very] important.
[Pathway is] a volunteer job—not something you get paid for . . . . It would be
very problematic if there [was] no training.” Mentors wanted to feel prepared
for their mentoring responsibilities and how to most effectively help students.
An Area 5 mentor said, “[As volunteers,] we want to feel confident.”

Several of the volunteer mentors had opened new chapters of the Pathway
program in their cities, and for some it was the first chapter in their country.
Training was particularly important for these mentors because they were
establishing the program in their area and setting the pattern for how the
program would run. An Area 5 mentor explained the difference in being a
volunteer and being an employee as he established a new Pathway educational
program in his area, “If you’re an employee, you’re in a formal structure and
so you would probably . . . . have a manager or you have someone you report
to . ... If you’ve got problems, you know who to report to. Whereas here, as
volunteers, we report to other people who are volunteers who eventually report
to someone who is an employee. You might not have formal links [in place
so] . . . maybe the information doesn’t come.” An Area 3 mentor further
explained the challenges of being a volunteer, “[Some] may think, if] you’re
avolunteer, do your best and that’s enough. I don’t think that’s enough. I think
if we [had] a formal training . . . we could be better because we would know
exactly what is expected of us.”
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Volunteers juggled responsibilities as they tried to balance their
mentoring assignment to students with personal responsibilities. Another
mentor shared his experience as a volunteer opening a new area,

For the senior mentors [of my Pathway group] when I was a Pathway student,
Pathway was everything [to them]. For me, I have a job [and other
responsibilities] . . . but even through those challenges, we’re trying to keep
the program as best as [we] . . . can be running it. (Area 7 mentor)

The combination of being a volunteer, becoming a mentor, and
establishing the Pathway program in a new area made the need for additional
training particularly valuable to mentors. One Area 4 mentor explained,

The online training was good, and I think that it covered pretty much
everything, but as we were starting the program here, there were a lot of
things that we didn’t know about logistics and all the things that were not on
the online training . . . . We [did] not know where to go [for help].

Mentors reported that they frequently learned to be a mentor through the
process of mentoring.

Although some mentors disliked the repetitive nature of some of the
training, one mentor explained how the same principles that had helped her as
a nurse, applied to mentor training,

Whether or not I’m a volunteer, I need training . . . . You always need ongoing
reminders. In my former career, [ was a nurse, and we had training every year
that went over the same things. Things we did not do often, we retrained on
those every year. We had to be retrained on those things every year so that
we’d remember how to do it if we did need to use it . . . . That would be on
equipment . . . on processes, procedures . . . . And the [skills] that you [used]
all the time, you don’t really need to be trained on because you know how to
do it. So it’s the [skills] you don’t use all the time that you need the yearly
updates on. (Area 2 mentor)

Even repetitive training added value to a volunteer mentor program if
mentors understood the purpose of the training and how it could help them
assist students. Mentors also felt ongoing training added accountability and
goal-setting opportunities for their work with students.

Mentor volunteers were also self-sufficient. While many mentors in this
study wanted more training, whether or not they received it, they acted
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independently based on the knowledge they did have to provide the best
educational experience for their students. One mentor described her
experience: “We’re . . . the kind of people that if we needed help . . . [we’re]
not afraid to ask forit. ... We haven’t [had] a lot of hand holding . . . . but I
don’t think we’ve really [needed] it” (Area 5 mentor). An Area 6 mentor
explained that as mentors, “Every week we learn something different . . . .
Sometimes I [wish] I knew a little bit more, but on the whole, I think the doing
brings on more of the knowing.” Mentors were proactive in reading the
training manual or seeking out the training website as an Area 2 mentor
explained, “I’ve had lots of questions that have come up since [the initial
training] that [ just . . . went on the [website] and tried to look for.” If they did
not receive training, they sought out the answers they needed. They expected
training that supported their autonomy.

Mentoring Training Creativity

Mentoring in the Pathway organization helped establish effective mentoring
practices. Pathway used a creative, informal training approach in its ongoing
training in several groups through the social media app, WhatsApp (Version
2.19.51; WhatsApp, Inc., 2019). WhatsApp is a messaging application where
the user sends messages, pictures, video, and other communication by internet
communication instead of by telephone connection. It is used worldwide, but
it is especially popular outside of the United States. A mentor in Area 3
described how WhatsApp worked for mentors, “It’s not formal training, [but]
we can write questions and our [training] leaders can answer them.” Another
mentor in Area 6 explained, “We can ask . . . [questions] on our WhatsApp . .
. and someone always responds . . . We can get an answer . . . usually within
minutes.” An Area 3 mentor explained the WhatsApp training, “In this group
we can exchange information among the [mentors] that [are] serving all
around Brazil. We have [mentors] in many places. So it’s a way of giving
some information . . . it’s not any specific training, but it’s to share the
information.” An Area 6 mentor described this training as “the most helpful
[training].” Mentors reported that most WhatsApp questions were shared at
the beginning of the semester and became less frequent as the semester went
on.

As previously discussed, one of the most important mentor training
concerns was knowing how to find answers to their questions and student
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questions, and having those questions answered. One mentor explained how
mentors are able to have these questions answered through WhatsApp,

The group in WhatsApp is helpful for us because when we have some
questions from the students, we can write these questions there. Then, the
leaders can answer these questions . . . . For example, [someone writes], “I
cannot get into my site. Can somebody send me the link, please?” Then, our
manager in the area sends the link. The manager ... tells us, “Are you talking
about your Pathway location in [city in Mexico]? To look at who is enrolling,
you need to [gives specific instructions].” [And he] sent another site [on] the
web.” (Area 6 mentor)

Local Pathway representatives provided mentors with a creative way to
find the answers they needed as they needed them through immediate training
in the WhatsApp group. They could then share this information with students.
Study results showed that ongoing training occurred for the majority of
mentors in the Pathway program. Even with ongoing training occurring, most
mentors wanted additional training.

Discussion

The central purpose of this study was to examine how ongoing training affects
mentors’ abilities to assist higher education students in achieving their
educational goals. The results of the study showed that the majority of mentors
had received ongoing training, that mentors reported that the training received
was beneficial to them in their mentor service, and that they desired additional
training. This discussion explains the benefits and the challenges of Pathway’s
ongoing training for its mentors in assisting students as supported by
mentoring literature. From the results, three additional themes emerged,
(a) ongoing training positively impacts mentors, (b) ongoing training identifies
effective volunteer mentors, (c) ongoing training advances effective
mentoring practices. The analysis of these themes is examined below.

Comparison and Interpretation of Findings

Throughout mentoring literature, training is cited as fundamental to mentoring
success (Bland, 2003; Braun & Zolfagharian, 2016; Ehrich et al., 2004). The
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results of this study are consistent with mentoring literature on the topics of
ongoing training and mentor perspectives on training as they seek to assist
students in learning.

Ongoing Training Positively Impacts Mentors

Ninety percent of mentors in this study requested additional training to
supplement training they had already received at the time they were
interviewed. These results showed details about how ongoing training
occurred in a higher education mentoring program, which is unique in
mentoring literature because there are few specifics about the ongoing training
experience for mentors (Butz et al., 2018; Mondisa & McComb, 2018; Raposa
et al., 2017). These results provided details of the ongoing mentor training in
the Pathway higher education program.

In this study, ongoing training was important to mentors understanding
their roles and responsibilities. Without adequate training, many mentors do
not understand their role and how they can most effectively help students
(Bear & Jones, 2017; Bowser et al., 2014; Kramer-Simpson, 2018). This study
showed the value of clarifying mentor roles (Black & Taylor, 2018). In this
study, it was important that mentors understood that one of their roles was to
watch over and guide students, not to teach program content. The training
helped them understand that the students were responsible for their individual
learning and the mentor role was to support the students in that learning. This
explanation of their supportive role alleviated concern for mentors that they
needed more content knowledge of subject materials to mentor students.
Ongoing training benefits from including role clarification as part of
mentoring support.

Mentors also valued staying informed through ongoing training program
updates. Research has emphasized the importance of sharing program
information and goals with both mentors and students (Cox et al., 2014; Martin
& Bok, 2015). For mentors in this study, ongoing training updates contributed
current information they needed to feel successful in facilitating their classes.
Although many mentors found the ongoing training for program updates less
important than other training, they recognized that the updates were necessary
information they needed to know. While weekly emails were sent to mentors
with certain information, there had not been a reliable schedule for ongoing
training program updates. The study showed a need for a predictable schedule
for program updates, specifically at the beginning of program semesters.
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Pathway’s ongoing training schedule differed from area to area across the
world, but consistency in ongoing training provided security for mentors to
know they could count on receiving new information or changes to share with
students.

Formal and informal trainings were most helpful for mentors when they
provided opportunities for mentors to ask questions and have their questions
answered. Some mentoring areas had found efficient methods to answer
mentor questions by asking for questions in advance of training sessions and
by providing opportunities for the WhatsApp groups to answer questions
almost instantly (Kutzik, 2005). For mentors in the study, whether or not the
training was helpful or not was directly related to whether or not they were
able to quickly and efficiently find answers to their questions and student
questions. There were more mentor and student questions as the program
began each semester and as new students entered the program. The results
showed that ongoing training needed to occur on a regular schedule so that
questions could be answered consistently. Ongoing training that resulted in
questions being answered was one of the most beneficial types of training for
mentors in this study.

Greater confidence for mentors was another benefit of ongoing training
the study highlighted. Mentors who understood program expectations for them
and their students could act confidently in their roles and responsibilities (Rees
Lewis et al., 2018). In this study, in times of doubt or fear about skills, mentors
have returned to the ongoing training they had received for encouragement in
the mentoring process. Ongoing training also seemed to give mentors
additional credibility with their students. An Area 4 mentor said, “[Training
helps students] feel [ can help them . . . . They feel confidence in me.” Mentors
felt more empowered to explain procedures and processes to their students
with answers from the training to support them.

Identifying Contributing Mentor Volunteers

Ongoing mentoring training programs need to be aware of and support the
unique needs of volunteer mentoring, including providing support for mentors
so they understand how to most effectively interact with students and be
cognizant of student needs (Brudney, 2016; Rees Lewis et al., 2015). All of
the participants in this study were volunteers. This study identified important
characteristics for volunteer mentors in higher education and qualities mentor
programs can use to identify potential volunteers who can best support
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students. Mentors needed to be service-oriented with a strong desire to
encourage student success. As one mentor said of her desire to help and
empower students, “I wanted to make sure that they felt . . . they could do this”
(Area 5 mentor). Mentors needed to be self-sufficient, including self-
motivated and self-reliant since minimal training is a concern for many
mentoring programs (Ehrich et al., 2004). An Area 6 mentor described how
she perceived the Pathway mentors in her area contributing their part to the
mentoring program, “Everyone is putting forth the effort to make this program
work well.”

Volunteer mentors also needed to be willing to learn. For some mentors,
this meant they had been previous Pathway students and could share their
program experience learning to help students. A mentor in Area 5 said, “Being
in their shoes before [as a student], it really helps me to help them.” Other
mentoring programs have also shown success in recruiting alumni volunteer
mentors (Poor & Brown, 2013). For mentors who were not previous Pathway
students, much of the training information was new. With 90% of mentors
requesting additional training, this program has selected volunteers who want
to actively learn more. The ongoing training provided in this study has shown
the importance of balancing the need for information and social needs in
volunteer learning opportunities (Edwards, 2012).

Ongoing Training Advances Effective Mentoring Practices

Research has provided little information about the details of successful
ongoing mentoring training, so identifying effective ideas in this area is an
evolving process. Several Pathway areas, taking their own initiative, have
instigated and developed mentoring training through WhatsApp social media
groups for informal ongoing training opportunities. In addition to training on
how to use the Pathway program, WhatsApp was also used for just-in-time
training for student needs as they occurred to provide solutions for common
problems. An Area 6 mentor explained how this training takes place,

Sometimes when . . . students [have questions] in that moment, and the
student is asking us about something, we don’t know the [answer]. We ask
quickly in the WhatsApp group . . . The questions appear in any moment
from the students, especially when the enrollment is open or when the
program is in the beginning.
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The creation of the WhatsApp group reflected what is described in other
learning scenarios as “just-in-time” training. In a corporate setting the
difference between ongoing training and just-in-time training was described
by Kutzik (2005). Ongoing training was basic skills training for new team
members or for team members who have new responsibilities. Ongoing
training is usually “delivered one-on-one (trainer to employee) or taught in
small classes scheduled frequently through the year” (Kutzik, 2005, p. 8). Just-
in-time training is for needs that develop quickly and for answers that are
needed in a short time period. Kutzik (2005) explained, “The function of just-
in-time training is to rapidly provide instruction for emerging . . . needs”
(p.10). Another example is a 2012 McCarthy study that showed Facebook as
an effective platform for mentoring and a positive learning environment from
the student perspective.

For Pathway mentors who had immediate training needs that required
quick answers, the WhatsApp group fulfilled that need for instruction that
could not be fulfilled in the traditional ongoing training setting. The mentors’
willingness to seek out new ways to learn and participate in their mentoring
practices created training that one Area 6 mentor described as “so effective.”
As an Area 3 mentor explained, “[The WhatsApp group is] good because . . .
like the Pathway students, [we] are teaching and learning with each other.”
This ongoing training development met an important training need for
Pathway mentor groups and, based on their feedback, became an effective
practice.

Contributions of Findings to the Literature

The findings on ongoing training strengthen existing research on the
importance of mentor training (Butz et al., 2018; Castellanos et al., 2016;
Ehrich et al., 2004; Poor & Brown, 2013; Renn et al., 2014; Smith-Ruig,
2014). There are very few specifics in the literature about what type of content
is most beneficial for mentoring training. This study adds to the literature
about specific training resources that are beneficial to mentors, including
reference resources, training contacts, group training, social media sites for
questions, and regular training updates. The findings on volunteer mentoring
add to the literature on volunteer mentoring characteristics and their ongoing
training needs (Brudney, 2016; Edwards, 2012; Hood, 2012). There is little
available research on creativity in mentoring training and best practices. This
study shows how an educational program identified effective training methods
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for mentors to better connect to each other to improve training knowledge and
to meet mentor needs to benefit students.

Mentors Contribute to Best Training Practices

For the mentors in this study, some of the most effective training came as they
answered each other’s questions in the WhatsApp group. Similarly, mentors
appreciated the opportunity to share ideas in group Zoom training with other
mentors. Those who did not have group training opportunities to share with
other mentors wanted more of those training opportunities. Mentors
themselves may be a program’s best resource for ongoing training instruction
as more experienced mentors share lessons learned with newer mentors, and
mentors discuss in a group how they solved a specific mentoring problem or
what mentoring ideas worked for them to best help students. For volunteer
mentoring programs such as the program in this study, these mentor-to-mentor
training sessions require organization, but could also minimize training costs
from additional staff, which is often a concern for mentoring programs (Martin
& Bok, 2015).

Volunteer Mentors May Need More Training

The Pathway mentors in this study were all volunteers, as are all Pathway
mentors worldwide. Volunteer mentors may need more training because they
are volunteers and need organization support. Depending on their global
location, some Pathway mentors reported an absence of structured training
opportunities to help them establish and run their classes. Some reported
feeling challenged by significant personal responsibilities in their locations as
they tried to organize the Pathway program and mentor students. Others
reported not knowing where to go for help when they needed it. Twenty
percent of volunteers in the study reported not receiving ongoing training, so
more could be done to reach out to all volunteers. Mentoring organizations
with volunteers need to understand the needs of their volunteers and show
them they are valued and important to the success of the organization (Hood,
2012). This finding shows the importance that regular training evaluations can
provide with feedback to the organization of how they are doing at meeting
volunteer training needs and providing needed support (Black & Taylor,
2018).
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The Transferability of Mentoring Training across the World

This study was conducted in 13 of the 134 countries Pathway served in in
2019. Mentors did not feel that their international location significantly
affected the organization’s ongoing training process, compared to the benefits
of ongoing training and being supported as a volunteer. This finding suggests
that a mentoring ongoing training program potentially could be successful
across cultures and countries. This finding can also provide support to
educational institutions with diverse populations of students and mentors that
even with financial constraints, an effective mentoring program can be
advocated and implemented (Coles, 2011; Martin & Bok, 2015).

Implications for Future Research

While this study provided beneficial insights into improving ongoing training
for higher education mentors, more research is needed to continue to improve
mentors’ ability to help students. This was a small qualitative study of 20
mentors in a specific higher education program. The most significant
improvement to this study would be a larger qualitative or mixed methods
study of more mentors in multiple higher education programs who could
provide a greater source of data for analysis regarding their ongoing training
experience. The mentors studied in this research were serving in international
locations outside the United States, which may have affected their perspective
of mentoring. Additional studies could examine mentors in other areas. To
broaden the scope of this study, all mentors were interviewed through Zoom.
Conducting in-person interviews would eliminate connection problems and
could provide additional insights into mentoring. Interviewing mentors in their
native language could produce greater clarity and depth of response by
mentors.

This study did not collect student data to compare with the mentor data
collected. Student data could be collected as part of the study to compare
student perceptions of mentoring with mentor perceptions and how ongoing
training affects those views. Also, the mentors in this study were volunteers.
Research should be done to compare volunteer mentors to paid mentors and
how ongoing training affects their ability to help students meet their
educational goals. The mentors in this study had served as mentors for less
than three years. Additional studies could focus on lessons learned from long-
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term mentoring and how higher educational programs can better retain
mentors. As mentoring needs continue to increase for higher education
students (Allen & Lester, 2012; Gravel, 2012; Letkiewicz et al., 2014; Poor &
Brown, 2013; Villasefior et al., 2013), more research like this study is needed.

Implications for Practitioners

This study provides specific recommendations for higher education mentoring
programs as they develop ongoing training practices. COVID-19 challenges
to higher education have shown the need for more focus on mentoring
(Cahapay, 2020; Thompson & Lodge, 2020). Mentoring literature suggests
ongoing training but is very vague about specific ongoing training that will be
most helpful to higher education mentors (Butz et al., 2018; Castellanos et al.,
2016; Dahlvig, 2010; Henry et al., 2011; Lunsford, 2011; Martin & Bok, 2015;
Mondisa & McComb, 2018). This study provides more specific guidelines for
ongoing training for mentors, including regularly scheduled training meetings
and types of ongoing training for consideration. It also provides information
about what content is most helpful to mentors in ongoing training—
understanding their role and responsibilities as mentors, informing mentors
about program updates and changes, providing answers to mentor and student
questions, and strengthening mentor confidence.

For volunteer mentors, this study provides additional insight into better
understanding volunteer needs in ongoing training. This study also showed
important characteristics of volunteer mentors that can be used in recruiting
mentors who will best meet student needs. We recommend identifying
opportunities for developing creative and improved best practices in
mentoring as Pathway did with its mentor-to-mentor training sessions and just-
in-time WhatsApp training.

Conclusion

Ongoing training has the potential to have a significant impact on mentors and
the students they guide through the educational process. While ongoing
mentoring training has been recommended in previous literature, it has not
been explained in sufficient detail to provide meaningful assistance for
mentoring programs who want to use ongoing training to improve
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mentor/student interaction. Ongoing training provides direction, support and
validation for mentors, a continuing connection to the mentoring organization,
and assistance with student needs.

This research study provided a literature review of the background of
mentoring and ongoing training, the value of ongoing mentoring training, and
the challenges of ongoing training. This qualitative study analyzed interview
responses from 20 mentors in international locations in a global higher
educational initiative. The study results showed the benefits from ongoing
mentoring training, including mentors better understanding their roles and
responsibilities, mentors gaining knowledge, and mentors receiving ongoing
support. Results also showed volunteer mentoring needs and mentoring
training creativity. Furthermore, the study showed that ongoing training
positively impacts mentors, that it identifies contributing mentor volunteers,
and that ongoing training advances effective mentoring practices. The study
also contributed findings to the literature including that mentors themselves
contribute to best training practices, volunteer mentors may need more
mentoring training, and ongoing mentoring training has global transferability.

More research is needed on the student perspective of mentoring ongoing
training and how ongoing training affects the student/mentor interaction. More
Pathway mentors in this study provided an example of mentoring that could
possibly be replicated in other mentoring programs. More can be done
throughout higher education to channel the possibilities of mentoring to make
a difference in the lives of students and to help them achieve their educational
and career goals. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that transformative
mentoring must be part of elevating students in challenging times. As
institutions of higher education take greater initiative in providing structured
ongoing training for mentors, mentors will be more knowledgeable and
confident in their mentoring skills and students will have increased
opportunity for success research is also needed on the comparison of mentor
types, including paid mentors compared to volunteer mentors and peer
mentors. Ongoing training and mentor retention should also be studied in
greater depth and continued research is needed into how well training can
move across cultures. Research shows that undergraduate mentoring is a
significant factor in student achievement possibilities (Baier, Markman, &
Pernice-Duca, 2016). In addition to ongoing training for mentors, this study
of Pathway mentors has shown the value and importance of prioritizing
mentors in higher education learning environments because they can provide
critical support for students that compensates in the absence of an in-person
instructor (Velasquez, Graham, & West, 2013). Pathway mentors in this study
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provided an example of mentoring that could possibly be replicated in other
mentoring programs. More can be done throughout higher education to
channel the possibilities of mentoring to make a difference in the lives of
students and to help them achieve their educational and career goals. As
institutions of higher education take greater initiative in providing structured
ongoing training for mentors, mentors will be more knowledgeable and
confident in their mentoring skills and students will have increased
opportunity for success.
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