From caterpillar to emerging butterfly: the metamorphosis of a tertiary mentoring program

Janet Depiazzi and Tim Perkins

School of Natural Sciences

Edith Cowan University

ABSTRACT

The School of Natural Sciences at Edith Cowan University initiated a Peer Mentoring Program in 2001 for its first year students.  The program was based on mentoring schemes from the University and specifically the School of Psychology.  Forty six students volunteered to become mentors from second and third year with 25% of the first year cohort self selecting to join the program.  Training was provided to all mentor applicants covering communication, interpersonal and coping skills.  Mentors were allocated up to two mentees based on age, gender and general interests.  The program was modified in 2002 and became mandatory for all first year students.  A strong and consistent message from evaluations showed that mentees found the scheme particularly valuable and supportive.

Introduction

Edith Cowan University operates a range of student support services at a centralised and School level. The University recognises that students making the transition to tertiary education may be faced with a variety of stressful experiences such as isolation and disorientation.  The School of Natural Sciences already runs a highly effective student support service which offers advice and information on a range of academic and non-academic issues.  However in order to provide a holistic support service it was decided to implement a mentoring program in 2001 for the School’s first year students.  In addition, it was hoped the mentoring program would reduce the School’s relatively high attrition levels, at one point reaching 30% in the Biological Sciences program.   

Background

The School of Natural Sciences received a grant from the Faculty of Communications, Health and Sciences in November 2000 to implement a pilot mentoring program.  After a period of research it was decided to base this program on two mentoring schemes operating at ECU; one at a University wide level entitled “Each One Reach One”, the other within the School of Psychology.

The program depended on students from second and third year volunteering to be mentors to the first year students.  Forty-six students applied to become mentors with approximately 25% of the first year student cohort self-selecting to join the program. Mentors were matched with a maximum of two mentees – allocation was based on gender, age and general interests.  A training and support program was devised to provide participants with a range of communication and interpersonal skills combined with coping strategies. 

In 2002 the mentoring committee decided to modify the scheme to make it mandatory for all first year students - this initiative was based on the conclusion that those students most in need of mentoring support had not joined the program in 2001.

Achievements of the program

A strong and consistent message from the evaluation was that mentees found the programme particularly valuable and supportive. Key elements for mentees were having access to the experience and friendship of their mentor.  This was couched in terms such as having “people on my side”, “a friendly face round campus” and “having someone to ask for advice”.  Mentors gained a sense of satisfaction in helping others.
