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Mentoring Student Employees for their Future Careers

By Kenda Gatlin & Sara Congdon

The Office of Student Academic Services (SAS) at Seattle Pacific University is teeming with activity. In this department, the roles of our fourteen student workers are fundamental to the smooth running of the office. Student employees perform a range of tasks: basic ones like filing and sending out mass mailings to more complex tasks like editing the course catalog and creating academic records. 

Students do not seek out employment in SAS just to pay for tuition, to pay bills, or to have spending money.  Student employment is as much an educational experience as academic classes, intended to give students experience that they can apply to all areas of life after graduation.  For some students, working in SAS is their first job anywhere; other students bring varying levels of experience from other offices and venues. Supervisors need to embrace the fact that they are entering a mentoring relationship with their student employees, which should cause each party to grow and become mutually beneficial.  For any of you who have had to fill in for student workers during vacations or illness, you know what a critical role they play in the office!

The purpose of this article is to explore the critical role that a supervisor plays in mentoring student employees.  According to a report in the Greentree Gazette’s October 2006 e-newsletter, the most important skills cited by employers are:

1. Professionalism/Work Ethic

2. Oral and Written Communication

3. Teamwork/Collaboration

4. Critical Thinking/Problem Solving

As supervisors, it is our responsibility to ensure opportunities for student workers to experience growth in these areas.

I.  Professionalism/Work Ethic
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 Employment in Student Academic Services teaches our student workers how to demonstrate personal accountability, effective work habits, positive attitudes toward work, and efficient use of time. After thorough training, experienced student workers are called upon to guide and mentor new hires and to be models who uphold the values and expectations of SAS. The area of Professionalism and Work Ethic can most commonly be seen in practice when student workers encourage these values in the office amongst themselves. 

For instance, when a difficult person calls on the phone, causing stress levels to rise, senior students provide encouragement and advice while remaining calm, cool and collected. Through this mentorship, new student workers become more comfortable and metamorphose into senior student workers who eventually help new hires in the way that they were helped. 

In order for student workers to accomplish the requirements of their positions, supervisors are expected to communicate the expectations of the job and come alongside the student worker to help develop weaker areas. Supervisors utilize three standards of measurement that assess student ability, target specific talents, and help students grow into mature workers.

The first standard is a breakdown of levels, which measure a student’s knowledge and understanding of the office. In his article “Values Clarification and Self-Understanding through Student Work Related Experiences,” William Laramee outlines the types of skills and values developed through work experience in the following list.  The student worker supervisors in SAS use this list as a rubric for determining pay raises and job assignments as the student’s knowledge base and skills increase.

Level I:
Basic Work Habits and Attitudes

Level II:
Responsibility and Skill Development

Level III:
Creativity and Awareness

Level IV:
Understanding and Commitment

Level V:
Leadership and Autonomy

A new student employee can expect to progress through these levels, and an exiting senior should be able to demonstrate mastery of all five levels. The supervisor should have provided the training needed for this succession. 

The second standard encompasses the SPU community. The entire community of educators and professionals join in commitment to seek the achievement of the Undergraduate Degree Program Learning Outcomes and to sow the seeds for their continuing development in the lives of our students after graduation.  The three outcomes are:

· Competence:  SPU graduates will articulate discipline specific knowledge and apply essential skills enlivened by the liberal arts.

· Model Grace-Filled Community:  SPU graduates will cultivate a life of friendship, civility and community through responsible discourse and respect for each other.

· Character Formation: SPU graduates will embody personal and professional integrity by serving the public good in doing what is right and doing so with an awareness of consequences.

SPU graduates are meant to not only possess the competence needed to succeed on the job—they are also meant to possess the character that requires them to commit to a job well done. 

The third standard utilizes such tools as the Myers-Briggs assessment to determine strengths directly related to personality. These tools allow us to place students in positions that will be complemented by their strengths and talents. This third standard is also an example of the effort made by supervisors to pursue personal relationships with their students and to support them. Mentoring relationships can only be achieved when the parties understand each other. It’s a great investment, but the returns are priceless. 
II.  Oral and Written Communications
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The SAS student worker is a visible entity within our office.  These students help cover the registration frontline, answer and return phone calls, respond to e-mail inquiries made to our office e-mail address, and schedule appointments for new students with their academic counselors.  Training in business-appropriate oral and written communication is critical to maintaining the high level of service our office strives to achieve.  

One area of major responsibility is the management of email communication, which represents our office to the general SPU student body. The student worker who carries out this task is responsible for accurate information, clear and error-free presentation, and a professional and friendly tone. It is imperative that the student has excellent verbal skills and a deep understanding of the content of these emails, which is generally about registration deadlines and services. Supervisors have confidence in the students they employ, and the students are able to perform the advanced tasks with minimal oversight. 

In other cases, supervisors in SAS may choose challenging and creative tasks to help their student workers build their résumé and skill set. These tasks have included designing PowerPoint presentations for both regional and national conferences, designing name tags for conferences, co-authoring articles, and creating new office forms. 

III.  Teamwork/Collaboration
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In an article for the November 2003 edition of Educause Quarterly entitled, “Student Workers: Can Campus IT Departments Live Without Them?” author Jason Brown, mentions two benefits that student workers bring to the office team:  they serve as a conduit from the student body into the office to help you understand the feelings, trends, and interests of your campus. Secondly, students are very tech-savvy. 
A couple of summers ago, the university registrar asked the student workers to give all the offices within University Relations a crash-course in “hipness.” This “course” included information about what was hot in Hollywood, fashion and music. An informational presentation provided tips for being hip, while survey results reflected the tastes and preferences of the student workers. All benefited immensely and the students workers involved were formally recognized by the Vice President of University Relations and received an award for their contributions. 

IV.  Critical Thinking/Problem Solving  
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It is one thing to learn the job and it is another to take it to the next level and apply the learning.  This is where real growth within the student worker occurs; these are the student workers who are given the task of training others.  According to Annette Byrd from GlaxoSmithKline, “We need people who think with the creative side of their brains, people who have played in a band, who have painted, been involved in the community as volunteers.  It enhances symbiotic thinking capabilities, not always thinking in the same paradigm, learning how to kick-start a new idea, or how to get a job done better, less expensively.”
 Supervisors need to provide opportunities for their student workers to experience thinking at this level.  Plus, who will complain if they end up improving processes within your office by learning and applying this higher level of thinking?

* * *

I started working in Student Academic Services the summer before my freshman year. I had never worked in an office before: during my interview when I was asked if I was detail oriented, I replied by asking what that meant. I was seventeen. Fortunately, they hired me anyway. I spent the summer filing and charging credit cards, 30 hours a week. By the end of the summer, though, I had become familiar enough with the office and procedures that I was ready to learn data entry and phone skills. Now, at the end of my four years here, I have done basically every single job that there is in this office. My primary responsibility is to student records, but I have learned tasks pertaining to on- and off-campus registration. I have even covered for supervisors in their absences. In addition to gaining practical skills, I feel that I have become the kind of person that people are seeking to employ. Working in SAS has given me confidence in my abilities and a strong sense of teamwork and fun.

When I enter the “real world” in June, I feel confident that everything I have learned and experienced in SAS will be very beneficial. Having office experience has already helped me at my internship. And as an English major, being a published author can’t hurt my resume, no matter what I pursue as a career in the future. Importantly, too, I think that I have been encouraged to pursue relationships with my supervisors that are rare in other office environments. Some of the most important memories and closest friends that I will take with me out of college are results of working in SAS. 

-Sara Congdon, Student Records Assistant, Class of 2007
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