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The Importance of Mentor/Student Relationships: a CDL Student Perspective
By Kristen Yard, student, Center for Distance Learning

When I enrolled at SUNY Empire State College’s Center for Distance Learning program in 2008, I was terrified. I had been out of school for quite some time, had a new baby and was out of sorts. Cue my mentor, Elaine Franz. She had just begun as a mentor herself, so we joked about being “rookies” together. From that moment, I knew we would get along.

I am completely certain when I say I would not be graduating in May 2012 with a degree in something that I love had it not been for her. Franz helped me to see that I wanted a degree in creative writing — and not in business or medicine, as I had originally planned.

Throughout health issues, life problems and situations with classes, Franz has stood by me — an anchor in the chaos of being an adult student. When I walk across the stage this May and receive my diploma, it will be bittersweet; the first day I get to meet my mentor in person and also the day that I say goodbye to her and enter the world of aspired publication.

Distance learning is a challenge in and of itself, but SUNY Empire State College allows its students a safety net by offering this mentor program and allowing the mentor and mentee to collaborate on degree planning. I recently spoke with Franz regarding this vital relationship.
When asked why she thought the mentor/student relationship is important to a student’s academic success at SUNY Empire State College, Franz said the main point is the college’s nontraditional approach to the degree program.

“It is very important for each student (mentee) and the primary mentor to develop a good working relationship,” Franz said. “One of the mentor’s roles is to guide the mentee during the degree process by asking the tough questions to make the student really think about why he or she is pursuing his or her degree, as well as to why he or she wants to take certain courses. For example, how do these courses fit into the degree program and help to meet career and personal goals? If the mentee and mentor do not establish good communication, it is more difficult for the student to have a successful educational experience at SUNY Empire State College.”

In my case, Franz asked me those very questions when I was struggling through health issues, as well as the math and science classes I was enrolled in and wasn’t overly interested in, which in turn led them to be even more difficult. She asked me why I wanted to pursue medicine, pointing out my love for writing. I told her I wanted to help patients dealing with a health crisis. Franz told me that I could do that through my writing. She helped me to consider options I didn’t know I had.

The next topic in my conversation with Franz was whether or not the mentor/student relationship was more crucial for the distance learner, as opposed to a traditional student. Without hesitation she responded, “Yes!”

She explained, “Since there is no face-to-face contact, the mentee and mentor need to establish a rapport so that the student feels comfortable seeking help when needed. And mentors need to feel comfortable enough with their mentees to be able to give that much needed nudge when needed. If the mentor does not have an understanding of a particular mentee’s goals and/or life circumstances, the mentor is not able to be as effective in providing direction and support.”

Franz has gone out of her way to stay in touch with me throughout each semester for as long as I have attended. She has made it her job to know my career/academic goals and would ask about my family and health conditions. She encouraged me to explain my health issues (within my comfort zone) to professors, even though I feared appearing as just giving excuses if I fell behind. Franz learned my weaknesses and has guided me through self-improvement by focusing on my strengths.

As we wrapped up our conversation, I asked Franz what she enjoys most about being a mentor, to which she responded, “What I enjoy most is getting to share the educational journeys of my mentees. It is very rewarding when one of my mentees has had his or her degree program approved and then successfully continued on to complete degree requirements to receive his or her SUNY Empire State College degree. I also feel I have personally grown since becoming a mentor in 2008, from being able to share in each of my mentee’s journeys”.

2012 will be a big year for Franz, as she bids her first batch of mentees farewell. 

I jokingly refer to Franz as my “school-mom,” but there is a hint of seriousness to it, as well as a lot of respect. There have been times when she has taken care of something for me over the weekend so that I would, “stop stressing!” as she always advised, or has called me to check up because she was worried about me. College is difficult, and we at SUNY Empire State College are lucky to have a mentor program such as this.

There are many situations in which the student can turn to his or her mentor during their time at SUNY Empire State College and find support. The mentor is our personal cheerleader, invested in the educational goals of their mentee. Take advantage of this valuable resource. And if for some reason you and your mentor are not a good fit, contact your center’s student services for advice as to how to proceed.
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