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ABSTRACT

Background: Mentoring by experienced faculty can provide opportunities for nursing students to grow personally and profes-
sionally in their pursuit of establishing a clinical specialty focus. At a Midwest pre-licensure nursing (pre-licensure clinical
nurse leader) program, faculty sought to assist students in pursuing knowledge and experiences within the Women, Children, and
Family Nursing (WCFEN) specialty.

Methods: After completing an application process, selected scholars were matched with a faculty mentor to discuss student
objectives/goals, project work, and engage in post-program employment opportunities conversations. At program end, both
scholar and mentor completed satisfaction surveys.

Results: Surveys revealed the WCEN scholar pilot program proved beneficial for both student scholar and faculty mentor. Small
program changes would improve the scholar experiences.

Conclusions: A WCFN Scholar program provides nursing students’ access to experienced faculty mentors who provide encour-
agement, assist with problem solving, and offer professional development advice, and networking. Faculty mentors reported
personal satisfaction knowing they were supporting new nurse development in the WCFEN specialty.
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1. INTRODUCTION pre-licensure general entry masters nursing program, stu-

With the focus on student-centered learning, a critical com-
ponent of improving academic outcomes is student-teacher
relationships. Positive student-teacher relationships can be
facilitated by opportunities for frequent student and faculty
contact. While the advisor role is helpful, often students
possess an area of clinical interest which may not be the
advisor’s area of expertise, thus leaving the student wanting
more. Literature identifies that when students feel supported
by their teachers, attrition rates decline, academic success
increases, and students feel motivated.['! At one Midwest

dents desired more of a connection with and support from
faculty in a particular clinical interest area. There was no
program that offered the opportunity to gain mentorship from
an expert clinician in the area of Women, Children, Family
Nursing (WCFEN).

2. BACKGROUND

In the 2011-2015, College of Nursing’s (CON) Strategic
Plan, the idea of nursing scholars was introduced in the pre-
licensure general entry master’s nursing program to increase
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the awareness of nursing roles in community/public health,
behavioral health and older adult health specialties within
the student body. The goal was that students who expressed
an interest would be mentored by an expert in the field of
community/public health, behavioral health and older adult
health specialties who could assist in providing a broader
range of experiences in the community/public health nurse
role. These opportunities would focus on disease preven-
tion through primary health care prevention and community
reinvestment programs. It would be a formal program with
an application process, meetings between student and men-
tor, and the reporting of outcomes at the completion of the
program.

It was determined that after the success of the program with
the CON community public health department, that this type
of program could benefit students with interests in other pop-
ulations. Since no program of this type was available to
students with a passion and desire to engage in opportunities
to advance their WCFEN health interest, it was decided to
pilot the program. This paper describes the purpose, pro-
cess for implementation, student scholar perspectives and
faculty benefits of a WCFN Scholar pilot program where fac-
ulty were matched with pre-licensure general entry masters
nursing students in a mentoring relationship.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

A review of the literature published from 2004 to 2019 was
conducted using key words prelicensure nursing student, un-
dergraduate nursing student, mentoring, and nurse faculty
mentor. Four key themes were uncovered in the literature in-
cluding student-teacher relationships, mentoring of students,
immersion of student in professional culture, and benefits to
students and faculty who participate in a mentoring relation-
ship.

3.1 Student-Teacher relationships

In this era of student-centered learning, one component that
is critical to improved academic outcomes is student-teacher
relationships. Positive student-teacher relationships foster
student learning and growth.['-3 Further, positive student-
teacher relationships can be facilitated by opportunities for
frequent student and faculty contact which is considered to be
one of the best practices of undergraduate education.* Lit-
erature identifies that when students feel supported by their
teachers, they feel more motivated, attrition rates decline,
and academic success increases.[!-5-6] Notably, Al-hussami
and collegues!® found that the degree of improvement in
GPA was positively related to the amount of time spent with
faculty.
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3.2 Mentoring of students

Mentoring is one strategy that nursing faculty can use to
develop stronger relationships with students. Mentoring is
described in the literature as a relationship between a less
experienced person and one who has more experience with
the goal of supporting the professional development and
socialization of the less experienced person into a profes-
sion.”l To support professional development, the mentor
will share knowledge, experience, wisdom, and perspective
within a context of mutual respect and trust.!?! Through fac-
ulty mentoring of students, faculty begin to see students as
individuals,'® and gain knowledge about the student experi-
ence. This helps to better meet students’ needs, understand
their challenges, and creates a civil, caring learning environ-
ment.[%3-8] At the same time, students learn more about a
faculty member when given the opportunity to form a mentor-
ing relationship outside of the classroom. They learn about
their area of expertise, the path of their career, and their
professional roles. This process of mutual discovery helps
students to realize that faculty care about them which in turn,
builds trust.”3! In a review of the literature, Ingraham and
collegues,!!! found that students in a mentoring relationship
feel supported and cared for throughout their studies and
this resulted in improved academic outcomes measured by
student success and faculty morale.

3.3 Immersion of students in professional culture

Along with teaching students how to provide safe, efficient
care to patients, an important component of nursing school
is to immerse the student in professional culture. Student-
faculty interactions, such as through mentoring, that help
to build a student-teacher connection can positively influ-
ence professional socialization.[! Mentorship in a students
preferred specialty area also facilitates student-to-nurse tran-
sition."”] When students have a positive mentoring rela-
tionship, it may be a powerful tool they’ll turn to again to
enhance career development.

3.4 Benefits of mentoring

Faculty can benefit from mentoring students. Faculty report a
sense of increased professional success and satisfaction with
their faculty role when they mentor students.!®! Dorsey and
Baker!®! also found that participation in mentoring programs
strengthened faculty leadership skills, enhanced their self-
worth, and motivated them to help other students. While the
faculty-student relationship provides many opportunities for
mentoring and may appear to be inherent to the role, mentor-
ing is a learned skill. McBurney!'!! recommends that mentors
first determine their own style of mentoring whether for ex-
ample, it is as advisor, confidant, coach, or sponsor. The
mentoring style will help determine the method of communi-
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cation and meeting schedule, which could be more informal
through e-mails or texts or more formal with regularly set
face-to-face encounters. Despite the style and frequency of
encounters, the mentor needs to help the mentee set specific
goals for the experience and using the mentor’s professional
connections, identify and assist with participation in expe-
riences to meet these goals. The mentor may also need to
build on skills that will enhance their effectiveness such as
active listening, giving honest feedback, and inspiring the
mentee.

4. PROGRAM

4.1 Purpose of the program

The purpose of the WCFN Scholar Program was to provide
faculty mentorship to pre-licensure generalist entry masters
nursing students with a passion and desire to pursue WCFN
as a specialty after program graduation. The goals of the
program were to 1) provide opportunities for growth for stu-
dents interested in the specialty of women and children, 2)
provide assistance in navigating academic/professional re-
sources, 3) expand the students college, university, and orga-
nizational networks, 4) role model professional etiquette, 5)
begin a foundation for scholarship, (eg., poster, presentation,
manuscript) and 6) assist in career planning, (eg. activities
associated with gaining first WCFN nursing position and edu-
cational options post-graduation) with the intent of reducing
“floundering” post graduation.

4.2 Program process

Our program was built to include the five major compo-
nents of formal mentoring practice in nursing education as
described by Dorsey and Baker:!®! set out to accomplish spe-
cific goals, has a coordinator to oversee it, has expectations
regarding the process, and has evaluation criteria. The fifth
criterion, selecting mentors, was based upon faculty mentor
expertise match with student clinical interest.

The WCEN Scholar pilot program began with the develop-
ment of an application process and program guidelines and
goals/expectations. The WCFN pilot program was open to
all interested students in good academic standing who were
prepared to work towards “rising above” ; self-directed, moti-
vated, flexible and held a passion for women’s and children’s
nursing. An announcement was sent via student emails to
those students completing their 4th of six terms in the pro-
gram. This timeframe was selected because students would
have completed some adult experiences and their women’s
health clinical. Thus the opportunity to develop a potential
area of interest would be highest. The application process
consisted of submitting a resume and cover letter addressing
1) the population of interest in women, children family nurs-
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ing and why this population, 2) past history of involvement
in women, children family activities and 3) post-graduation
plans for seeking a women, children, family career after
completion of the program.

Completed applications were reviewed and in-person inter-
views were scheduled with the WCFN faculty responsible
for oversight of the program. Interviews with two WCFN
faculty (the faculty responsible for oversight and another
faculty who agreed to serve as a faculty mentor) were held
over a two week period with initially five student applicants.
Upon completion of student interviews, the two interviewing
faculty met to discuss the interviews and make scholar selec-
tions. Since both of the interviewing faculty were serving
in the role of faculty mentor, student scholars were selected
based upon written submission, interview and faculty men-
tor expertise match with student interest. Notifications of
WCEN scholar selection were sent via email letters outlining
their selection and their faculty matched mentor, the length
of the program and expectations regarding maintaining eth-
ical conduct as outlined in the College of Nursing Student
guidebook and agreed upon meeting times which would be
negotiated between mentor-mentee. For the pilot program,
the mentor-mentee relationship continued formally until the
student graduated. For those applicants not selected, notifi-
cation letters included information about working with their
advisor to gain further WCFN opportunities/activities. It
should be noted that the program was limited by the number
of student applications and available faculty mentors and
finances should the mentor-mentee pair opt to attend outside
professional offerings. At the beginning of the program, a
flyer was created announcing the selected scholars with a
picture and brief biography. These were distributed to the
WCEN faculty department via email since some faculty work
remotely and they may be contacted to provide consultation
to the student/faculty pair. Having a picture and biography
enhanced the building of community and engagement among
students and faculty. The two faculty mentors selected and
reviewed articles on the foundational concepts of mentoring
which assisted in guiding the mentoring experience.

The mentoring relationship began for both faculty and stu-
dent scholars over an informal lunch as a way to get to know
one another. Following this initial session, each student fac-
ulty mentor pair met to determine individual goals and estab-
lish expectations. Regular meetings ensued to demonstrate
progress toward individual goals. Since each student’s indi-
vidual goals varied, anticipated outcome goals would be var-
ied. Outcomes could include narrowing area of professional
clinical focus, expanding professional education opportuni-
ties, participating in research, resume building or, submitting
a competitive abstract for presentation or publication regard-

ISSN 1925-4040 E-ISSN 1925-4059



http://jnep.sciedupress.com

Journal of Nursing Education and Practice

2021, Vol. 11, No. 4

ing their capstone project. Each student was asked to keep a
journal noting activities/experiences, thoughts/feelings about
those experiences, about the student/faculty mentoring expe-
rience and any other thoughts/feelings experienced through-
out the program.

Upon completion of the program, the foursome again met
over lunch to discuss the experience and gather recommen-
dations for changes. Just after graduation, the two WCFN
scholars were sent a five-question survey inquiring about
their perspectives regarding the program. The faculty men-
tors shared their perceptions regarding why they were inter-
ested in being part of the program and entering a mentoring
relationship.

5. RESULTS

Two student WCFN scholars were selected and paired with a
mentor with clinical expertise in the area of student interest.
Both participants were provided verbal informed consent
prior to sharing of their perspectives about participation in
an end of program survey. The first question the WCFN
student scholars were asked was “when did they know that
WCEN was the area they wanted to pursue post-graduation”?
Both students describe previous health care related volunteer
experiences that helped shape their interest in pediatric or
women’s health nursing. Student #1 relayed keeping an open
mind during the first year of nursing school but “continued to
be drawn” to pediatric nursing. This was validated in her role
as a nursing assistant in the neonatal ICU at the end of her
first year. Student #2 relayed her experiences as a volunteer
doula for eight years and knew that maternal-child nursing
was to be her chosen specialty prior to nursing school.

The second question asked about why they applied to the
WCEN student scholar program? Both students reported that
they “jumped” at the chance to interview for this program
as a way to receive advice, guidance, and information on
opportunities about this specialty. More specifically, they
sought guidance about their individual career plan and how to
reach their professional goals. One student thought it would
be a good way to learn more about appropriate conferences,
nursing research, and academia.

The third question asked about “whether they would encour-
age other students to apply to the program” and both students
highly recommended the program to future nursing students.
Student #2 commented that being mentored is a “wonderful
opportunity to focus your goals, learn from experts, and plan
for your future.”

The fourth question asked the student scholar about whether
“the program was of benefit and if so to describe what the
benefits were”. Student #1 benefitted from opportunities

Published by Sciedu Press

made available to her from her mentor that she would not
have found otherwise such as tutoring in the Simulation Lab.
Similarly, student #2 appreciated the help in finding pro-
fessional development experiences. She commented that
“the connections provided were enriching (research, a free
women’s health conference, etc.) and were opportunities I
would have been unlikely to have found without my men-
tor’s connections.” This student was also able to discuss a
particularly challenging patient assignment with her mentor
and later applied what she learned on the clinical unit. Both
students reported that setting specific goals in the beginning
of the program with measurable, attainable outcomes were
helpful. Student #2 reported that taking the time to reflect on
what mattered most and set professional goals helped her to
learn more about herself. She commented “I tend to think
that every area related to women and children is fascinating,
so it was imperative that I face this challenge (narrowing the
focus) sooner rather than later.” Students also agreed that the
program made them feel like there was “someone on their
team”. Student #1 elaborated, “Attending a large nursing
program can make you feel like a small fish in a big pond,
and the mentorship program really made me feel like some-
one actually cared about me as an individual and what would
happen to me in my career. That support made me strive to
do my best and get involved in more things to advance my
career.”

Question five focused on “what parts of the program worked
well and what could be improved”. From the interview pro-
cess and throughout the program, both students appreciated
having set questions and an agenda to plan and guide meet-
ings with her mentor, yet gained from casual conversation
as well. Both students agree that meeting once a month
is a good balance and having the flexibility to meet more
or less often was necessary to meet the mentees’ needs yet
not feel burdensome. Another component that worked well
was the lunches with both faculty and mentees. Student #2
thought this time was important to explore other areas of
women’s and children’s nursing, discuss relevant research
work, get to know the mentors better and “develop a trusting
relationship”.

To improve the program for future students, both mentees
firmly agreed that the opportunity to participate should be
available earlier in the curriculum. This would be beneficial
“in order to take advantage of more opportunities earlier on
and it would give more time to build a strong professional
mentorship relationship.” Student #1 felt that her options to
attend conferences were limited given the short time frame of
the relationship. Student #2 thought that the program could
culminate in a scholarly product such as a poster or paper that
would showcase the work of the mentee and contribute to the
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specialty of WCFEN. Rather than be an additional scholarly
activity, the project could meet the requirements for a class
assignment.

The last question asked about “what they would tell future
scholars about the program”. Both students felt that the men-
tor program was a great way to develop and advance their
professional career. For student #1, participation in the pro-
gram helped her to publish her capstone project and submit a
poster. For student #2, it was a good opportunity to “try on”
some of the various nursing roles available such as researcher
or teacher. She would tell future nursing students to apply
for the program because as a scholar, “you can develop a
mentoring relationship with a distinguished faculty member.
It is a wonderful step toward personal and career growth.”
With regards to the transition experience from student to RN,
one student commented that participation in the mentoring
program helped her to “critically consider opportunities laid
before me for expanding my role. I have a better sense of
the need to strategically break down these opportunities and
contemplate where my goals and strengths lie.” Her exposure
to the role of researcher with her mentor gave her the confi-
dence to apply for a research opportunity at her first job. She
said “I feel that I can understand and be an asset in research
in part because I had a little introduction to it with WCFN
nurse scholar program and my capstone project.”

Faculty mentors were asked about their perspective regard-
ing mentoring and why they wanted to be involved in the
program. When asked about why mentor? One faculty men-
tor stated that they “Wished they had had a mentor to help
identify a professional niche earlier”, while the other faculty
mentor state that “I had a mentor who helped me navigate
and get involved in the profession early on in my career and
this is a way to give back.” When the faculty mentors were
asked about how they approached the student mentor relation-
ship, both stated that they took a fairly structured approach
to meetings with having a meeting purpose, helping the stu-
dent scholar establishing goals early in the relationship, and
reviewing progress toward meeting on goals. Both faculty
mentors set ground rules for maintaining professionalism,
accountability, and confidentiality throughout the program.
Both faculty mentors were grateful for the willingness of
their clinical contacts to provide other types of clinical expe-
riences.

Faculty mentors described numerous benefits to serving in
the role of faculty mentor. One benefit was that it seemed
like such a simple thing to do, yet the rewards were great!
One student scholar offered to meet with an advisee of the
mentor who wanted to learn more about becoming a doula.
This scholar also assisted with data entry for the faculty men-
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tor’s research. The other faculty mentor talked about the
joy she felt in witnessing the excitement and enthusiasm of
the student scholar when her poster was accepted and then
because of a speaker cancellation coupled with her well writ-
ten abstract, her poster submission was elevated to that of a
podium presentation. This was an experience that the student
scholar may not have had if not enrolled in the program.

6. DISCUSSION

The results imply that there are several benefits to contin-
uing the WCFN Student Scholar program. These benefits
are a result of student scholars working with an expert in
WCFN and participating in opportunities for clinical, pro-
fessional, and personal growth. For the students, clinical
growth opportunities consisted of exposure to other clini-
cal experts, and/or other clinical experiences. Professional
growth opportunities included gaining assistance in navigat-
ing academic/professional resources, expansion of college,
university, and organizational networks, role modeling pro-
fessional etiquette, and opportunities to begin a foundation
for scholarship, (eg. poster, presentation, manuscript). Per-
sonal growth opportunities entailed working with other clini-
cal experts, learning how to acquire their first professional
nursing position, and investigating educational opportuni-
ties post-graduation. In addition, there is intangible value
that arises from the student-faculty connection itself, such
as knowing, trust, respect, and mutuality. These qualities,
when present, help students gain insight into their potential
and begin to grow personally and professionally.””! For the
faulty mentors there is a satisfaction in knowing that they
contributed to the field through improving the quality of the
workforce and guiding those with a clinical interest in WCFN
to pursue their professional goals.

Both faculty mentors used a blended style of mentoring,
with roles including that of sponsor, coach, and advisor as
described by McBurney.!!!! The roles changed depending
on the various goals of the student scholar. For example,
student #1 needed a sponsor to obtain tutoring experience
in the university’s simulation lab and then a coach to assist
with developing a presentation for a professional conference.
Student #2 also benefitted from the faculty mentor’s spon-
sorship to participate in research and attend a professional
conference. Both faculty also acted as advisors, sharing
their wisdom gained from years of experience to promote
professional growth.

Both student scholars preferred having a structure to the
meetings with an agenda and area of focus but they also
appreciated and found value in the casual conversation that
naturally occurred at meetings and at the two lunch sessions
with the other faculty-scholar pair. As found in the lunches
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shared with students described by Lewinski and collegues,!
the scholars in our pilot found that this time for mutual
discovery helped build trust. In addition, both WCFN schol-
ars initially participated in face-to-face bi-weekly meetings
with their faculty mentor which appropriately spaced out to
monthly meetings over time as students became very busy in
their final semester and they worked toward their goals. In
between these meetings, the pair used email to communicate
as needed. As described by Tsai and Helsel, the mentors
agreed early on the let the students “drive the ship” in the
relationship.!'3! This meant that despite busy schedules and
fewer face-to-face meetings, the mentors counted on the
students to be proactive to remain engaged.

The mentees were drawn to WCEN specialty prior to or dur-
ing nursing school and sought opportunities to validate this
belief. They applied to the scholar pilot program to find out
even more about this specialty and receive guidance from
an expert. With regards to the program itself, the mentees
found it to be beneficial and would recommend it to others.
The most significant reason they would recommend it was
because of the direction they received towards opportunities
that they would not have otherwise found on their own. This
is similar to the program described by Lewinski and col-
leagues'! where students learned of their shared professional
interests with faculty, leading to opportunities they might
never have had, including research.

6.1 Program recommendations

Recommendations for the program include offering the pro-
gram earlier in the student program of study to allow more
time for the student scholar/faculty mentor pair to work to-
gether. Consider steering the mentoring towards those stu-
dents who need it most; those most vulnerable and at higher
risk of attrition; those who perceive they have limited access
to resources or are less likely to navigate successfully. While
not a primary goal for this mentorship program, our results
further support the role mentoring can play as an evidence-
based strategy to increase student retention and enthusiasm

for their nursing program.!'#! It is important to continue to
include the opportunity to share a meal once mentor/mentee
matches have been made as a way to initiate the mentoring
relationship and to provide a relaxing environment for discus-
sion. Vianden!'? found that college students can be uncom-
fortable talking with faculty and may not know what to say
but meeting over a lunch and having goals for that meeting
was helpful to “break the ice” and helped set the tone for the
experience. A strength of this program was the intentional
mentor-mentee pairing based on students’ interests gleaned
during the interview process. As described by Nelson, et al.
the relationship is more of a partnership with the role of the
mentor as facilitator for the student. This role is enhanced
with thoughtful matching of mentorship pairs.['>! Future
program end evaluations could be given several months after
graduation to examine the relationship between participation
in the mentoring program and transition to the RN role.

7. CONCLUSION

Implementing a WCFN student scholar pilot program pro-
vided students with the opportunity to be mentored by a
clinical expert in WCFN. While the WCFEN student scholar
program was developed with the students in mind, there
were benefits for the faculty mentor as well. The individu-
alized attention the students received from an experienced
faculty member confirmed their belief that a clinical posi-
tion in the specialty of WCFN was the correct career path
post-graduation. Recognizing and supporting students with
an interest in WCFN can foster the pursuit of WCFN clinical
employment for these students upon graduation. Nursing
programs should consider strategies to incorporate informal
interaction as a way to strengthen student-faculty relation-
ships. These efforts will have a positive impact on the nursing
workforce and could help to reduce the nurse faculty short-
age.
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