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“Under-prepared” students?  On a commuter campus with a large 

percentage of adult students who’ve either never been in college or haven’t been enrolled in years, with about the same number of young students who may or may not be ready academically, and  with many  students of every background who aren’t ready emotionally or socially, that term covers almost every freshman who enters.  But we need to keep them, we need to help them succeed academically, and we need to help them achieve the growth and independence they have come to us to find.

I

 teach at Jefferson Davis Campus of Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College.  It is known locally and affectionately as “J.D.”  In my position as writing instructor in the Learning Lab, I have the opportunity to know students well and personally.  Because I work with them individually and don’t give them grades, students often feel that I am as much “friend” as teacher and share their triumphs, troubles, and fears as well as their problems with papers, literature, and grammar.  After ten years at my campus, I can flatly state that I have dealt with only a tiny number of people who were not capable of gaining the academic skills necessary for college success.  I have known, however, a much larger number of students who didn’t succeed because they didn’t believe they could.  The ultimate frustration to me and to the classroom teachers has been that nothing we said or did convinced some of them.  If those students had stayed and taken advantage of all the help available to them, they could have made it.  If they had stayed and made it, they could have grown, enlarged their world, and developed their dreams.  Out of that frustration came the idea that these students-on-the-edge might listen to other students. Authority figures, the frightened new folk imagine, could never have fought their fight.  But another student?  One who’d been in their shoes recently and succeeded?   From that idea was born Connections-J.D.

Connections-J.D. is a mentor program that links second-year students one on one with new students throughout the new students’ first semester.  Sometimes, at their request, the two will stay paired for the entire first year.  “Ah,” you say, “another mentor program.  Complete with the headaches of finding mentors, training them, overseeing them.  And sometimes they still don’t do very good jobs with their new students, so how does the program help with the under-preparedness?”  But Connections has had, over the five years of its existence, a retention rate averaging 88% with its new students, much higher than that of the campus or the college as a whole, and perhaps higher than freshman retention at your college.  This rate has existed even though the great majority of the mentees falls into that group of students most unfocused, least goal driven, and certainly most under-prepared – the undeclared, undecided major.

How does this mentor program help the under-prepared?  First and most importantly (and we really could end with this point), Connections furnishes the new student with an instant friend.  The friendship begins at the time that the new person signs up for the program, whether at pre-registration, High School Days, or registration itself and even online. Our mentor contacts the new student by e-mail, postcard, phone, and/or in person regularly.  Across the summer that may be only a few times; during the regular semesters, the required contact is weekly until midterm and biweekly after that.  Many mentor/mentee pairs choose to meet more often for a break at the library, the Learning Lab, the cafeteria, etc. The times and places of meeting are left entirely up to the two to work out, but mentors report regularly to the sponsors and keep an ongoing journal of the relationship.  In the Connections-J.D. Mentor Handbook, mentors are expected to share: 

1. Immediate and highly proactive friendship

2. Their ears (those listening skills)

3. Warm, sincere encouragement

4. Their personal experience in college
5. Their knowledge of the college world, classes, etc.
And our mentors know how to be good friends.  These students are first nominated by faculty to be mentors and then invited to join the program.  The faculty is given exactly two requirements for the student mentors we seek: first, the person has to have been enrolled for two consecutive regular semesters, and second, the person must exhibit caring, helpful behaviors toward other students.  That’s it.  Part time, full time, old, young, Honors Forum, C student, every flavor and stage imaginable – our mentors are truly a mixed bag, but they all possess the ability to care about someone else.  To the struggling new student, that is the bond that is absolutely vital for success.

“Fine,” you say, “now the new student has what amounts to a personal cheerleader telling him he can do it.  Exactly how is that going to help the poor fellow coming in without the academic skills—and absolutely no clue as to the study skills—required for college work?”  You’d be amazed at the difference the mentor/friend can make!  Connections does not require that mentors be tutors, but sometimes things turn out that way.  If a new student weak in math happens to link with a math whiz mentor, that is a lucky, lucky new student.  But even if that doesn’t happen, the mentor will do several things to help. After registration the mentor is armed with the new student’s schedule, enabling the mentor to ask very pointed questions about progress in the mentee’s courses and to pass on study tips when the mentor knows the classes well himself. If he doesn’t know about a particular course, a mentor will find friends who do and pump them for information.  He will tell his mentee about the campus resources that are there to help.  He will personally escort the mentee to the instructors in the Learning Lab if necessary.  He will suggest a study buddy or a study group.  Mentors explain tricky things that new students don’t want to show ignorance about, like where the instructor’s office is and the fact that having a frank talk with that instructor is a must.  He will take the mentee to the instructor’s office and show how to make an appointment.  He will emphasize to the new student that under no circumstances is he EVER just to give up and quit going to class.  The mentor will report the academic struggles to one of the sponsors, who will make suggestions and counsel the new student.  And if all else fails, the mentor will be sure that his mentee goes through the process to withdraw from the class in time to save his grade.  It is the rare student indeed who manages to flunk out with that kind of attention and interest.

Many students fight to find balance in their lives because of all the competing demands for their time after they begin college.  If those struggles are going to overwhelm them, it often happens during the first semester the students are enrolled.  Personal problems may already exist, but assuredly the problems are magnified by the additional stresses of college work.  Mentors are told emphatically during their orientation session that they are not expected to feel responsible for the mentees’ personal lives.  We must do that because quite naturally the troubled new student is going to want to share his problems with this knowledgeable new friend, and some of the problems are horrendous indeed.  What is more, the very personality that makes the mentor successful, that makes him a great friend, can pull him into trying to rescue a mentee.  However, mentors are given a series of steps to take when an overly dependent new student burdens his mentor with the major problems in that new student’s life.  First, mentors bring the problem to the sponsors.  Together, mentor and sponsors discuss what can be done to help and what steps to take next.  In addition, Connections works closely with student services counselors.  Mentors encourage their mentees to talk to one of the counselors and will accompany them if the mentees are more comfortable that way.  Thus far, the combination of mentor, sponsors, and counselors has worked perfectly, even when solutions were found outside the college.

There are some unique aspects of our program that, I believe, explain its success.  First of all, from the beginning Connections has had enormous support from both the academic and student services areas, and that makes a difference.  Very often mentor groups are directed out of student services with little faculty involvement or even familiarity.  A fellow instructor and I developed my original idea, received almost instant encouragement from both faculty and student services personnel, and Connections continues to benefit.  It takes work to maintain the close ties, but the effort pays.   Faculty are encouraged to nominate students as mentors.  We acknowledge all nominators quickly and gratefully.  I constantly remind faculty of students who are mentors.  I NEVER miss a chance to speak to a group, whether faculty, administrators, students, staff, or the public, about the program and its mentors.  In addition, we maintain a good relationship with the sponsors of other student organizations such as the Honors Forum, Phi Theta Kappa Honorary, the Student Education Association, etc., because more than one of those sponsors has promoted the idea of mentoring to student members before.  As previously stated, we also work closely with our student services counselors and dean, as well as with the coordinator of our special populations program; these people need to be very familiar with the makeup and nature of the group and the service it performs.  But the group continues to be directed from the academic area and the benefits of faculty loyalty and support cannot be overstated.

Second, Connections is mentor friendly by design.  The program stands or falls on the success of its mentors.  Most of our students, traditional and nontraditional, lead very full lives outside of the college.  They have jobs; they rush off as soon as their classes are over; many raise families on top of that.  They have no extra time, no extra energy, and never any extra money.  So Connections is about as loosely structured and undemanding as an organization can be to fit the needs of our campus. The only group meetings are a one-hour orientation session for new mentors and two come-and-go social get-togethers with plenty of food and drinks.  At mentor orientation, mentors receive the handbook, a brief and plainly written document written by the sponsors, for support and guidance. All meetings are scheduled across four-hour time periods and repeated on both a Thursday and a Friday in order to be more convenient.  Mentors also give up a two-hour block of time during one of the registration days at the beginning of a semester to come answer questions from new students, to guide the lost around campus, and to acquire mentees.  When a mentor has talked to a registering new student who then signs up for the program, the link is formed immediately.  Names, addresses, phone numbers, and the all important e-mail addresses are exchanged.  Because the mentor is there to help the person through the registration process, a good beginning to the relationship and an initial bond to the campus occur early and naturally.  When the mentor has guided his mentee through the process, he is through with his responsibility at registration. From then on, all contact between mentor/mentee is worked out by the pair at their convenience.  In brief, the mentor befriends his mentee and the sponsors oversee and support the mentor.

That statement leads to a final point on Connections’ structure.  The sponsors must be available for the mentors and must evaluate the program in an ongoing process.  One way we remain available is through our voice mail system.  Every mentor has our number – literally – and we promise that we will check messages regularly, even on weekends and holidays.  We count on mentors to keep us posted on new students’ progress and to help us evaluate Connections.  In their handbooks mentors have a thorough evaluation sheet to turn in at the end of the semester, blank paper for ongoing journals, and a page for recommending changes to the program.  The book also contains a brief evaluation form for the mentee.  Mentors are responsible for giving the sheet to their mentees, who then return them to the sponsors.  The feedback has been wonderful, and we have modified the program a number of times based on mentor recommendations. 

Almost all American colleges and universities have developmental programs, trained counselors, willing advisors, and learning resource centers to rescue and guide their under-prepared students to success in higher education.  So why does the problem still exist so widely?  Perhaps there is a component still missing from those answers.  Perhaps the under-prepared need to hear the voices of people who, twelve months earlier, fell into the same category – and succeeded.  Perhaps, after all, when giving up and disappearing seem the easy things to do, one person can best be encouraged to try again by one other person, a friend, a connection.   

          Patrick Lake, Editor
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