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Abstract

The increase in online graduate programs and the mentoring of students at a distance have led
to the need to identify the challenges faced by online mentees and successful strategies used by
online mentors in online mentoring. This research describes strategies and challenges in the
online mentoring of dissertations in a doctoral program that was offered largely online. Data
from semi-structured interviews with 19 mentees who graduated and five mentors provided
insight into the strategies used by mentors, mentees and small groups and the challenges faced
during the process of online mentoring.

Introduction

Supervising or mentoring during the dissertation process plays an important role in students’
completion of dissertations (Lee, 2008; Maher, Ford, & Thompson, 2004). In doctoral
programs that are offered partly or completely online, the development of research skills and
mentoring of dissertations becomes more complex and challenging because mentors and
mentees are often not in the same location. In the United States, the number of graduate
online programs has increased dramatically since the turn of the century (Allen & Seaman,
2013, 2014). Blended and online doctoral education has also grown because of the increasing
number of professionals pursuing terminal degrees and the increased mobility of students. In
this paper we describe the mentoring of dissertations in a doctoral program that is largely
offered online, but in which students attend an on-campus session each summer. The analysis
of data from interviews conducted with 5 faculty members and 19 graduates provides insight
into the strategies that can be used during online mentoring by professors and students, the
challenges they face and the role of the institution in this process.

Literature review

Research conducted on doctoral mentoring categorizes mentoring activities as (a) educational
development, which is content-focused formal and informal teaching, institution-specific
program planning and advising, and provides opportunities for academic development; (b)
psychosocial development, which is the social and emotional support that helps the mentee to
persist, reflect on strengths and weaknesses and develop academically and professionally; and
(c) professional development which is institution-, discipline- and individual-specific advice
as well as opportunities and resources for becoming an expert in the discipline and integrating
into the academy (Burnett, 1999; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Hayes & Koro-Ljungberg, 2011). In the
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online environment, doctoral mentoring includes all of the above, but involves learning,
advising, encouraging, promoting and modelling independent of time and distance in the
online environment (Bierema & Merriam, 2002). Online doctoral mentors also have to
manage “the interface between people,” “their learning and developmental processes,” and the
“supporting technology” (Schichtel, 2010; p.251). They have to use multiple technologies and
types of communication; be learner-centred, and be timely and constructive when providing
feedback (Schichtel, 2010). However, doctoral supervisors or mentors have been found to be
influenced by their own experiences as doctoral students, and by their concept of research
supervision (Lee, 2008). Given that most mentors’ doctoral experiences were probably not
virtual, and that they had a traditional experience, it can be difficult for them to mentor
dissertations online. Major challenges to online mentoring have been identified as problems
of miscommunication, technical problems, privacy problems, difficulties in developing a
relationship online compared to in person, the need for multiple competencies such as the
technical, communication (written and spoken in the virtual environment), and managerial
skills (Ensher, Heun, & Blanchard, 2003). At the same time, the use of a cohort model has
been reported as a valuable model of doctoral supervision that helps students complete their
dissertations, overcome research challenges more easily and form relationships in diverse
groups (Burnett, 1999; Johnson & Huwe, 2003; Maher et al., 2004). There is a scarcity of
literature about online doctoral education, although research on traditional doctoral
education abounds. Simultaneously, the goals of a doctoral program, the complexity of
academic, research and professional development in the mentor-mentee relationship, and the
requirements of a doctoral dissertation make online mentoring in this context very different
from a corporate mentor-mentee process, about which much has been written. This research
attempts to explore the experiences of online mentors and mentees in a doctoral program in
order to identify strategies that might help others embarking on this process.

Context and research methodology

This study took place in a largely online doctoral program in education for adult professionals
from various educational environments. The curriculum comprises two years of required
online coursework and seminars as a cohort, yearly summer sessions lasting four days,
qualifying exams, and the individual dissertation process with a mentor. Compared to other
programs where students enter the program working with one mentor from the beginning,
students have the opportunity to complete coursework with 4-6 professors so that they are
exposed to foundational theory and research in the discipline, various ways of mentoring, and
different types of activities and projects. Students live and work in many parts of the United
States as well as abroad, therefore the initial coursework is necessary to ensure they are
prepared for independent research during the dissertation. During the second year, students
work with a faculty member with similar research interests. Students in the program are
working professionals, therefore their research is mostly research-relation oriented. Franke
and Arvidsson (2011) described doctoral research supervision as either research practice-
oriented or research relation-oriented. In the former, the mentor and student participate in a
common research practice and the mentor creates opportunities for the student to participate
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in the common research. In research relation-oriented supervision, the mentee chooses the
research problem that is related to the mentor’s research and research interests, but they do
not participate in a common research practice. The mentor guides the mentee’s activities,
learning, research, and dissertation. This latter model was used in the doctoral program that is
a focus of this research. Mentors used various technologies and strategies in the online
environment to guide students in the conceptualizing and conducting of research, analysis of
data and the writing of their dissertations.

This research was guided by a phenomenological framework that focused on capturing the
lived experiences of the participants, namely, the mentees and mentors in the program.
Phenomenology is appropriate for qualitative research in educational technology because
experiences in online environments are an important area of inquiry (Cilesiz, 2011).
Following the graduation of the first nine students, interviews were conducted with the five
faculty members who mentored the dissertations. Additionally, the dissertation experiences of
graduates of the doctoral program were explored using semi-structured interviews. A total of
24 students were contacted after graduation, of whom 19 voluntarily participated in the
interviews about their experience with online mentoring during their dissertation and the
challenges they had faced. The interview data were analyzed using an inductive analysis
method, where the researchers move from “specific to the general” (Hatch, 2002; p.161). After
transcribing the interviews, two of the authors coded the data independently and then
compared codes for percentage agreement. The data from mentors and mentees were first
analyzed as separate datasets and then combined. A constant comparative analysis was
utilized to compare data across interviews, looking for similarities and differences (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967).

Findings

The analyzed findings from mentor and mentee data are presented here in four areas -
mentor strategies, mentee strategies, peer strategies and institutional strategies.

Mentor strategies

The mentors and mentees described the role of the mentor and the strategies used by the
mentor in the online environment to be extremely important for both dissertation progress
and completion. Mentor strategies fell in the following areas:

Choosing and using appropriate technologies

Both mentors and mentees described the use of multiple synchronous and asynchronous
online media by mentors for different purposes such as group meetings, feedback on writing
and peer discussions that were valuable and contributed to the process.
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Providing structure but being flexible

Online mentors provided deadlines, collaboratively set goals with their mentees, created a
timeline, and explained clear expectations (Kumar, Johnson, & Hardemon, 2013). At the same
time, both mentors and mentees found it important to communicate if there were changes
and flexibility was needed.

Providing feedback

Mentees provided examples of the types of online feedback that they found valuable or not so
useful in the online environment from faculty. They preferred timely and candid feedback
that pointed out strengths and weaknesses in their research design and writing (Kumar,
Johnson, & Hardemon, 2013).

Providing resources

The mentors and mentees did not meet face-to-face, therefore it was important to model
writing and research design. Mentors found it important to provide examples of dissertations
and literature, and mentees confirmed that these were very useful to them. They also
appreciated the additional resources or contact with other researchers due to the mentor.

Providing moral support

Mentees sometimes had problems at the research site or with data collection and analysis.
They found it important to find ways to communicate with their mentor online when things
did not go as planned. Thus not only research support but sometimes moral support provided
by mentors was very valuable, mentors stated that being available and being able to listen
online helped the mentees.

Mentee strategies

Although the technologies used by the mentor and structure provided by the mentor were
crucial for online mentoring, mentees also needed certain strategies to be successful during
the process. Both mentors and mentees discussed the importance of communication, that it is
important to establish an online communication channel that works for both parties, but that
the mentee should take the initiative and contact the mentor, or provide updates to the
mentor, and not wait for the mentor to reach out. Similarly, the mentee also has equal
responsibility when it comes to organizing meetings and requesting feedback. Mentees
provided several additional suggestions about the management of research and writing that
can be useful when completing dissertations at sites that are at a distance from the university
(Kumar, Johnson, & Hardemon, 2013).

Group strategies

Peer support and feedback played an important role in the online environment, helping
students stay focused, share their research and finish their dissertations. During the first year
of the cohort-based program, students were organized into smaller online groups of 3-5
students with similar research interests. During the dissertation, similar online groups

Re-Imaging Learning Environments — EDEN Annual Conference Proceedings, 2016, Budapest 511
ISBN 978-615-5511-10-3



Online Mentoring: Strategies and Challenges
Swapna Kumar, Melissa Johnson

supported each other through the process, read each others’ drafts, provided feedback and
motivated their peers. In the online environment, these groups acted as virtual research groups
that mentees found extremely valuable to their progress, especially due to their family and
work commitments. Often, these groups were mentored by the same person, in which case the
mentor sometimes organized the online meetings and discussions, structured the peer
feedback and also provided feedback in a group setting.

Institutional strategies

In an on-campus program, students can go to different offices or meet people who will help
them with paperwork, but in an online program, resources and services have to be in place so
that online students can also successfully navigate the administrative requirements at the
academic institution. Mentees in the program in this study had access to an online advisor
who helped them in these areas, but they suggested that more online resources could be made
available. Information literacy instruction and guidelines for accessing library resources
online were provided and appreciated by mentees in this research. Similarly, workshops are
often available on a campus in academic writing or in Institutional Review Board (IRB)
procedures that are important for writing a dissertation and conducting ethical research.
Mentees in our research stated that online instruction or tutorials in such areas were useful to
them and should be available for students writing a dissertation at a distance from the
university.

Online mentoring challenges

Although the mentors had experience teaching online (ranging from 2 to 6 years), they were
mentoring dissertations online for the first time. The main challenge they faced was to
identify the types of communication that would enable them to provide feedback and have
discussions that conveyed what they wanted to say and mentor students successfully. For
mentees, time management, work-life balance, and the motivation to continue writing their
dissertations were the main challenges that were faced (Kumar & Johnson, 2014). These
challenges are not unique to the online environment. Five of 19 mentees expressed a need for
face-to-face interaction, and that they did not find online communication sufficient during
the dissertation process. However, the other mentees were quite satisfied with the online
interactions. Mentees also mentioned challenges with implementing research, data collection
or analysis, which are also not challenges that are exclusive to the online environment.

Discussion and lessons learned

The dissertation process is challenging for all students, even those who are mentored in an on-
campus setting and have the advantage of an apprenticeship model, working alongside their
research mentor. In the online environment, the mentoring process becomes even more
challenging because mentees cannot just meet with the mentor in their office. Online doctoral
programs in the United States constitute online coursework before the dissertation, making it
possible to establish certain methods of communication, build relationship between mentors
and mentees in a structured environment, and build community that can lead to peer support
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networks during the dissertation process. Although this research was conducted in a very
specific context and in a doctoral program, we believe that the results have implications for
graduate online mentoring and can be adapted by others wishing to engage in the online
mentoring of research and projects in an academic institution.

At the beginning of this research, the focus was on the strategies used by online mentors that
are successful and can help mentees in the online mentoring process. The results of the first
seven interviews with mentees, however, made it apparent that although mentor strategies
were important to provide structure, guide research and provide valuable feedback in the
online environment, mentees were also using strategies that were essential for a successful
process (Kumar, Johnson, & Hardemon, 2013). The results of interviews with the mentors
reinforced the mentee results, because mentors believed that despite the strategies that they
used, communication in the online environment and the process of research largely depended
on the mentee, their research, their organizational skills and their communication of progress.
These findings resonate with research on self-regulation (Zimmerman, 2001) and learning
presence in the online environment (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010), where learners manage and
self-direct their learning. While it is important to provide scaffolds and structure in the online
mentoring process, it is a collaborative endeavour with both parties contributing to its
progress. Identifying and communicating the roles of both parties in the online mentoring
process is important to the success of the process.

In the interviews with mentees that followed, other variables that influenced the online
mentoring process emerged. The program that was studied was cohort-based, that is, students
completed initial online courses as a group, and the online program was designed to facilitate
the building of community among the cohort (Kumar, 2014). Additionally, smaller groups of
students with common research interests were encouraged to work together and meet
regularly online. These strategies were found to have influenced the dissertation process
where groups of students continued to support each other. Mentors also continued to use
strategies that structured peer feedback and the sharing of resources. These small group
strategies provided an additional layer of support in the online mentoring process. Finally, the
online support services and online resources available at the institution were needed both by
the mentees as well as mentors for the process to succeed. Often, online mentoring is
perceived to be dependent solely on the mentor and the mentee, and the institutional role is
taken into account more in structured learning environments such as online courses. While
mentor and mentee strategies continue to be of paramount importance in online mentoring,
the lack of institutional support can make procedures and the process more tedious and
challenging for both the mentor and mentee, especially in academic environments.

Conclusion

In the context of increased online programs and growing prevalence of online mentoring for
research and projects, research on strategies that can facilitate this process is necessary in the
academic context. Much of the research that exists is in training environments or in the
medical field, or focuses on the building of software that supports online mentoring, which,
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albeit valuable, do not fulfill the need in institutions of higher education where professors and

students engage in online mentoring. The identification of challenges faced, and strategies

that succeed or resolve those challenges can be helpful to all those engaged in online

mentoring.
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