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	Increasing Successful Interventions Through Online Mentoring 

	

	Introduction

	Low-income students, students of color and first-generation learners face significant barriers.  They also often get lost on their way to a degree. Mentoring can help them build connections and confidence that keeps them on track, especially goal based mentoring. Research has shown that students with clear goals are more likely to complete a degree; especially for underrepresented males, goals make a significant difference for whether they stick with their programs.

Recent studies have analyzed the barriers and the complexity of the “hoops” students must go through to attain those goals.  To get through the hoops, students often need a gentle push, and someone to help them to land safely on their feet. (Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulus, and Sanbanmatsu 2010).

Mentoring helps student succeed

According to a 2011 Stanford University School of Education study of a randomized experiment, students who receive executive style performance coaching that includes guidance on settings goals and time management, are significantly more likely to remain in college and graduate. Students were regularly contacted by a mentor who helped them develop a clear vision of their goals, guided them in connecting their daily activities to their long term goals, and  supported them in building skills, including time management, self-advocacy, and study skills.  As a result of this support, students were more likely to persist, and were much more likely to be attending the university one year after the mentoring had ended (Bettinger and Baker 2011).  

Mentoring students from first generation families is especially important.  Having not gone through the system, families do not know the steps that are needed to be taken, where to turn to for help or many times, what advice to give on homework assignments.  High school students in the Philadelphia-based Sponsor-a-Scholar mentoring and scholarship program improved their grades and enrolled in college at significantly higher rates compared with similar students who did not. Those students in the program, who had less family support, lower GPAs and low motivation improved the most (Johnson 1999; Center for Higher Education Policy Analysis 2009).

Preventative intervention is most successful when students are capable of envisioning a positive future and plotting the steps they need to take to reach their goals. They are at the right stage of development to best absorb and benefit from the skills of a strong mentor (Rhodes and Lowe, 2008).  Strong mentoring has also demonstrated significant positive effects on two early indicators of high school drop-outs: high levels of absenteeism (Kennelly & Monrad, Approaches to Dropout Prevention: Heeding Early Warning Signs with Appropriate Intervention, 2007) and recurring behavior problems (Thurlow, Sinclair & Johnson, 2002).  
Unfortunately, as more needs to be done to help these students, resources to support them are being stretched thinner. Budgets both at the community school level and at colleges are undergoing cuts. Mentoring programs need a way to scale up to increase results even in an environment of declining resources.  Online coaching has shown to be a more cost-effective method of achieving retention and completion gains when compared to previously studied interventions such as increased financial aid.  Online coaching also involves digital media that are already part of students’ lives, creating opportunities to reach students where they spend much of their free time: online.
Taking Mentoring Beyond Friendship
Programs need to have their mentors go beyond being just a friend who spends an occasional hour over lunch or a Saturday afternoon playing basketball. Support that helps a student change their trajectory needs to go beyond friendliness, to work with them to achieve measurable goals that they value in areas like academic preparation, social integration and career options.  

More training is needed to be developed to help mentors turn learning into practice. Research has clearly demonstrated, however, that a one-time training workshop has limited impact and that the best training works with people in a group over time to change practice.
Mentors should be able to stay easily connected and abreast of current issues affecting students. Programs need an innovative method to enable their staff to provide support to mentors.  Programs should provide training, content, support and an online platform to aid mentors as they assist students to take specific goal-driven steps. Mentors need ongoing support and a structured series of steps to suggest that students can take to reach goals related to life skills and success in school. A structured process for mentoring increases the effectiveness of the mentoring relationship (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, and Cooper 2002).

Structured advising on specific goal-driven steps is particularly advantageous to students with less social know-how such as first generation college students and those from lower socio-economic backgrounds.  These students typically do not know that they need help, don’t take the initiative to seek it out or don’t know what questions to ask. (Deil-Amen and Rosenbaum, 2003)

Programs will need to recruit and retain volunteer mentors who are intrinsically motivated and thus more likely to continue being a mentor. Volunteers need to be able to increase their level of dosage of their contacts without more scheduled meetings, travel and time.  Research shows students respond best to mentors who demonstrate emotional support, show respect to the students, are regularly available and dependable, are supportive of their needs and interests and show encouragement of their activities (Jekielek, et. al., 2005).

Sharing best practices

Mentors need help to continually improve and replicate best practices.  An online model would help mentors measure their success and to share what’s working and what’s not with other mentors in the program. “The growth of any craft depends on shared practice and honest dialogue among the people who do it" (Palmer, 1998). This style of professional networking would allow mentors the opportunity to share their successes and their problems.  It would enable peer to peer support. It also facilitates collegial reflection and a context for collaborative problem-solving.

In addition, an online model would provide the opportunity for positive peer mentoring which “can positively influence overall academic development, knowledge acquisition, analytical and problem solving skills, and self-esteem.” (Kuh, G.D., Kinzie, J., Schuh J.H., and Whitt, E.J. )
Providing Measurable results

An online mentoring program should be able to provide real time information on how students are progressing on steps that predict success, so that data driven decisions can be made to intervene. The student could choose who he wants to help support him on the goal: friends, mentors, parents. Together the program and the mentor can see each day as he makes progress, or doesn’t, and cheer him on. 

An online Mentoring Community would also enable data-driven decision-making to adapt program strategies and intervene when students need help. It would also generate key outcomes data on mentoring contact hours, student and parent learning about how to reach a college degree, steps taken toward goals and other participation metrics.    

Data from an online mentoring community would enable programs to establish benchmarks to monitor progress toward meeting specific project objectives and that can be used in summative evaluation for assessing the likely contribution of the project to improving student outcomes.  Comparative evaluation and shared insights would drive continual improvements. Programs should employ listening strategies to gain insight to mentors’ and mentees’ needs and how to better meet them, including participant interviews, surveys and focus groups.
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Solution: EduGuide’s Mentoring Community tackles specific college success needs in a way that is scalable and replicable. EduGuide’s Mentoring Community uses online and offline systems to multiply the number of people that one staff person can support. It leverages mentors and peers to provide additional support. And it provides an open platform where scholarship, student support and other programs can collaborate. In short, it allows success programs to increase the dosage of their interventions without more meetings, travel and time. 

Students would get help from mentors as well as other students in their Mentoring Community.  They can choose any of the goals EduGuide has developed. They will get connected to others who are working on that same goal. Each student can see her progress, get reminders, tap step-by-step coaching on completing the step, swap advice with others working on the goal and hear how-to success stories from people who’ve already completed it. Mentors and friends cheer on her progress.



	Here’s an example of how it works:
As part of his support program, Rob gets help from mentors and other students in their Mentoring Community. He can choose any of the goals EduGuide has developed.  We’ll connect him to others who are working on that same goal. He can see his progress, get reminders, tap step-by-step coaching on completing the step, swap advice with others working on the goal and hear how-to success stories from people who’ve already completed it. Mentors and friends cheer on his progress.

In short, students get more support by: 
A. surrounding them with a circle of peers, and caring adults cheering him on, the kind of social capital that helps striving students succeed.

B. turning first points of contact into real relationships. When students attend an event or join a group, the Mentoring Community creates a space where mentors and peers can grow an on-going relationship with each student and be available when each needs it.

C. linking the people serving students, so they can share information and reinforce each other. 

D. forging new collaborations. That’s because participating programs have their own forums where they can capture best practices, tap each other’s materials and swap advice.

EduGuide’s innovative Mentoring Community would enable programs to stay connected with their students, parents and other professionals.

· Impact. More efficient way to mentor hard to reach.

· Reports. Data driven progress tracking.

· Safeguards. Keeping track of mentor activity.

· Resources. More than 1,000 articles, goals and college access materials

· Technical Assistance. EduGuide’s network of expertise.

EduGuide’s Mentoring Community tackles specific needs in a way that is scalable and replicable. The program uses online and offline systems that multiply the number of people that one staff person can support. It leverages mentors and peers to provide additional support. And it provides an open platform where scholarship, student support and other programs can collaborate. In short, it allows success programs to increase the dosage of their interventions without more meetings, travel and time. 

While EduGuide’s online Mentoring Community is an innovative new tool, it is built on results. EduGuide has developed assessments, materials, research, student stories and events around its five factors that predict student success which have been used with more than 100,000 students. A focus group study of first-year low-income, minority students at Michigan State University found that 54% said that they got advice from EduGuide that they “hadn’t heard anywhere else” and 69% reported that EduGuide “made me feel better prepared to succeed in college.” In addition, more than 80% of participants in EduGuide training report in post-survey evaluations that they have identified a specific step they will take to increase their success.

Founded in 2000, EduGuide is an award-winning nonprofit that specializes in equipping thousands of colleges, schools and programs with research and tools to guide first generation families to take more steps that predict success. Groups have used millions of their how-to guides and hundreds of their trainings to help more than 80% of participating families to identify something new they plan to do to boost their achievement. More than 1,000 organizations have requested information or presentations from EduGuides research on tools and tactics they can use to improve program outcomes. EduGuide’s Digital Disclosures study was the first-of-its kind to do an in-depth quantitative and qualitative analysis of the digital media habits of first generation students, their parents and the educational and outreach program staff seeking to engage them. EduGuide has been recognized for distinguished achievement by several national associations, by setting a national program record and by a televised dialogue with the U.S. Secretary of Education.
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