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Abstract: This paper on best practices explores existing opportunities to support both students and faculty 

through mentorship. The extension of experiences beyond the traditional classroom, for students, and beyond new 

faculty orientation, for new faculty members, can be supported by the incorporation of mentors. The added perspective 

of a mentor can be a valuable resource providing guidance, support, and meaningful connections to those who may 

often feel disconnected, even in a virtual environment. Faculty at NC State University have incorporated mentorship 

experiences in three different areas:  graduate distance education programs, community organizations, and faculty 

development; through these experiences, both students and faculty have a renewed sense of support and connection to 

the learning environment. 

 

 

  
Introduction 

  

The incorporation of mentors to supplement distance education programs is one approach to  

enhance the experiences of students and keep them engaged. The inclusion of practitioners as a resource within 

distance education learning environments is a strategic approach which supports the growth and development of 

students as they progress (Perry, 2015). Supporting the online learning environment by connecting students with 

experiences external to the course is one of many elements to maintain student engagement (Bartlett, 2017). 

Distance learning has evolved over the years and as technology provides outlets for instant connection, virtual 

mentoring is an opportunity for establishing a connection that could serve as a vital component to program 

recognition, but most important, for student success. 

As the demand for distance learning options expands, there are existing opportunities to implement creative 

strategies for student engagement in an online environment. While discussion boards, writing assignments, and 

online chat options continue to be the standard for online learning, why not expand the scope of the services 



afforded by online learning? This paper outlines three areas in which virtual mentoring can serve as a valuable tool 

for making connections with students, colleagues, and external constituents. The first program explored is in a 

doctoral graduate program where executive mentors are strategically selected to provide mentorship to the students, 

the second program identifies how external agencies work to support graduate learning through project outsourcing, 

the third approach to making virtual connections is explored through faculty development where upper level faculty, 

who teach in online programs, choose to make connections with new incoming faculty to provide an internal 

approach to mentoring. This paper will provide the strategies and techniques used to develop each of the three 

programs explored, it will discuss the issues and solutions that resulted from implementing the programs, and it will 

conclude with lessons learned. 

  

Executive Mentoring for Doctoral Students 

  

In an effort to provide executive level mentors to distance doctoral students, graduate faculty developed an executive 

mentoring program. Students enrolled in the program desire to be future executive leaders at community colleges. 

While the transfer of knowledge will likely occur without a mentor, the incorporation of a mentor will increase the 

engagement of the student (Trees, 2016). By including practitioners in the learning process, student engagement and 

community partnerships are strengthened, which leads to successful outcomes for both students and graduate 

programs. 

  

Learning Strategies and Techniques 

  

The foundation for the idea of incorporating executive mentors stems from creating ways to explore two questions 

proposed by The Carnegie Project, “what are the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that professionals working in 

education should demonstrably have,” and “How do we prepare our students to have them?” (Perry, 2015, 2). 

Designing a mentoring program for graduate distance learners took strategy, intention, and vision. First, program 

faculty considered a mentoring plan according to a shared vision, the strengths of external stakeholders, and 

connections were established between the program design and desired student learning outcomes. It was important 

to match students with selected mentors based upon the strengths of the mentors, the future professional goals of the 

students, and with the use of surveys. Strengths of both mentors and students were collected using a survey. The 

survey was based upon an adaptation, with permission, of a survey shared by one of our program’s external partners, 

the Aspen Institute who had designed a similar survey for their fellowship program. 

             Once matched, executive mentors received both printed material and a digital folder of documents inclusive 

of our outlined plan, objectives for meeting with the students once each semester for a three-year period, a bio and 

picture of their assigned student(s), and students participated in a virtual orientation program held on Blackboard 

Collaborate. Without reservation, mentors agreed to commit to serving the program and students for a three-year 

period. Plans for the timeframe were developed by faculty and shared in an orientation with the mentors, who 

currently serve in executive level administrative positions. Included in the plan are opportunities for the doctoral 

students to attend board meetings, legislative meetings, and have conversations with their mentor about the pathway 

to a leadership role, challenges associated with leadership and potential solutions, and an opportunity to network. 

Students also commit to learn about a specific challenge faced by the organization and take on the challenge as a 

project, incorporating research in the solution they propose. The executive mentoring program is a component of the 

students’ internship course and they are required to submit a portfolio describing accomplishments through the 

relationship. 

  

Issues and Solutions 

  

Initially there were a few issues that were identified within the mentoring program. Placing the student with an 

executive mentor who may supervise them in their current place of employment was a potential issue; a strategic 

matching process helped to avoid such a conflict. The executive mentoring program has been implemented for 

nearly one year; however, there have been challenges associated with the development of the program.  One concern 

is that the executive mentor commits to serving for a three-year period throughout the duration of the program, 

which is a lengthy commitment. Asking an executive level administrator to commit three years of their time to serve 

without compensation has been recognized as something that could potentially lead to issues with securing future 

mentors. As a solution, the program faculty are exploring funding options to provide stipends to those who serve our 



program in this capacity. After one semester, a survey was issued, which provided valuable feedback that allowed 

support for making positive program improvements moving forward. One suggestion, from the survey, was to 

incorporate an online tool for the sharing of resources among the mentors and students. While resources were shared 

with the group via email, this suggestion allowed us to create a space using Top Hat to incorporate a virtual 

environment for resources and communication. This allowed for file sharing and a space for exchanging ideas for 

those who are external to our organization and without access to our internal learning management systems. 

  

Virtual Client Mentorship 

  

Re-imagining an approach to traditional project assignments in an online graduate program, one professor decided to 

outreach to community members to provide students with projects that will not only support their application of 

course material, but these experiences will also support local organizations within the community, build partnerships 

between the organizations and the university, and provide valuable networking opportunities that may not be 

provided otherwise in a distance education program. 

  

Learning Strategies and Techniques 

  

Increasingly organizations are disappointed that students exiting the university are entering the workforce without 

the proper skills to be work-ready (Hurst, Azevedo, & Hawranik, 2018).  In an effort to be mindful in equipping our 

graduate students with the skills needed, an advanced instructional design course was re-designed to incorporate a 

corporate client to mentor a group of students through an instructional design project.  The course is textbook free 

and requires groups of 3-5 students to complete a project and then present their final products to the class at the end 

of the semester.  The initial intentions of pairing the groups of students with a client mentor was to help students 

reach outside of what was learned in the textbooks during their program and to get real work experience.  Client and 

project expectations required students to be exposed to software, techniques, communicating with subject matter 

experts, and communicating with the client to negotiate expectations and deliverables. These skills would not be 

possible to learn from a book alone. Unintentional benefits the students received from working with the client 

mentors were a widened network, people who could offer jobs, people who could write recommendation letters, and 

real-life work they could showcase during an interview or add to their portfolio. 

  

Issues and Solutions 

  

Some issues arose during the implementation of clients into the course project. This section will detail the issues and 

how we currently have implemented solutions. One issue was managing client expectations in regard to the project 

size.  Additional facilitation from the instructor was needed to negotiate between the client and student group to 

ensure the project was large enough to earn 3 graduate credit hours and teach students new skills but not too large so 

that students would not be successful in fulfilling the requirements.  One solution that worked, for example, was 

negotiating with a client that the students could develop a skeletal outline of the three leadership training modules or 

complete one module fully.  The client selected having the students complete one module fully and it worked out 

well.  Another issue was helping students communicate with a difficult SME.  This took extra time for the instructor 

and the client, but the lessons learned were remarkable for the students.  This was also an example of skills needed 

for the job that are not taught in a textbook.  An unexpected issue was when a student in the small group offered a 

client that she had a connection with to be the group’s client.  The connection, however, was that the student worked 

for the client.  This created a climate within the group where the student self-selected herself as the project manager 

with a consistent concern of the group output quality because she wanted to be sure to impress her boss, rather than 

the team working as an equal group.  In hindsight, perhaps this should have been foreseen, however, going forward 

students are instructed not to select people they work with.  In conclusion, none of the issues have been 

unmanageable and overall the addition of client mentors in the classroom has been overwhelmingly positive for the 

students. 

 

  



Mentoring as Part of Faculty Development 

  

While virtual mentoring is needed to effectively support student success in distance education programs, not all 

faculty members are ready to be successful mentors or feel comfortable facilitating virtual client mentorship. 

Successfully implementing new instructional strategies such as executive mentoring and virtual client mentorships 

requires skills, resources, and training that are not necessarily part of traditional faculty preparation. When 

beginning as mentors or facilitators, faculty often experience a learning curve. Their transition to successful 

mentoring or facilitation can be supported in a variety of ways that include faculty development workshops, job 

shadowing and peer mentoring. 

  

  

Learning Strategies and Techniques 

  

Faculty new to teaching may need more intensive skills support before jumping into virtual mentoring.  Peer 

mentoring is highly effective in helping to put new faculty members at ease through reliance on a more experienced 

peer. Shadowing a virtual mentoring experience or setting up a virtual client mentoring experience will also give 

new faculty members more confidence to mentor on their own.  More seasoned and experienced faculty members 

may only need a workshop designed to introduce tips for successful mentoring or written tip or resource sheets.  

Ultimately with a couple of focused faculty development techniques, faculty can be successful virtual mentors and 

facilitating virtual mentorships. 

  

  

Issues and Solutions 

  

One issue with the development of faculty working with virtual mentoring programs is they may not see the need or 

have time for additional training. Faculty members are busy people who are already distinguished in their fields.  It 

is important to not only respect their expertise, but to make faculty development easily accessible and non-

threatening. Another issue may be a difficulty in convincing experienced faculty to serve as peer mentors.  This can 

be addressed by building in recognition and awards into the mentoring. 

  

  

Concluding Thoughts 

  

Challenges for first-time students and faculty alike often include the feeling of being overwhelmed in an unfamiliar 

environment. Mentors can help lesson anxieties and fear of failure. As progress is made by creating avenues for 

student success in a virtual learning environment, it is critical that consideration is given to the faculty who will be 

impacting the students. If new faculty are offered support through seasoned faculty mentors, the impact on student 

success has the potential to be even greater. The rippling effect occurs when faculty create virtual mentoring within 

distance courses, leading to increased opportunities for students to connect with leaders in their field, partnerships 

with community organizations, and overall success external to the classroom environment. 
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