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What not to do…
It seems like there is a plethora of examples for supervisors not to follow in pop culture.  From character Michael Scott of television’s “The Office”, to Scott Adams’ depiction of Dilbert’s relationship with his boss, we are surrounded by images of supervisors who are incompetent and out of touch.  Why does entertainment focus on these inadequate role models, and more importantly, why do we find them so amusing?  Well, there is humor in truth, and too often, the hilarity of these situations serve to lighten the plight of today’s work force.  After all, it’s tragic to think that one of the most vital relationships in one’s life—a relationship with a mentor—could be lacking.  So when the employees are students, how much more important is it to foster a healthy mentor relationship?  According to Ruth Adams (in her article, “Leading the Next ‘Y’ Generation”), the healthy mentor relationship is crucial to the student’s [and therefore the student employee’s] success.
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First things first: find out who they are.
In “Leading the Next ‘Y’ Generation”, Ruth Adams says that traditional college-aged students belong to Generation Y, a group whose needs are different than the generations preceding them—a generation to which many of those of us who supervise them belong.  The research about generational characteristics is important to understand as a starting point, but to really find out who your student employees are, why not ask them?
Part of a new student’s training can be the completion of an interest inventory and some exercises in self-awareness.  The interest inventory can be tailored to whatever works best in your situation, but be sure to include items like “favorite snacks” so that you have a good idea about how to bribe—I mean reward—the student.  The interest inventory can be shared with other staff members, or used to create a short bio to send to everyone in your department.  A new student employee should enter the office feeling like their arrival has been anticipated, and that they are a welcome member of the team.  Having staff members know a little about a student before he or she starts can be a great starting point for conversations.
Interaction with staff and other student employees is vital because student employees are team members, but each individual plays a different role on that team.  To help students with the development of this concept, self-awareness exercises can be employed.  The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator can prove to be valuable information for both the student and the employer.  According to the Myers-Briggs Foundation, understanding personality types can help an individual understand how to best accomplish his or her goals according to type.  Knowing an employee’s type can also help a manager with coaching, motivation, and conflict resolution.  By knowing one’s self better, a professional (whether a student employee or full-time staff member) can learn and grow to contribute fully to their team and to the entire office.
The Jesuit Priest Baltasar Gracian said, “You cannot master yourself until you know yourself” (p. 53).  To help students with their professional and personal development, supervisors should help them get to know themselves—and in the process, supervisors can get to know their students better.  This interaction will foster the mentoring relationship that is essential between the student employee and his or her supervisor.  In an interview, current student employee Shauna Damgaard listed “a strong work ethic” as one of the qualities she values most in a supervisor “because [it] inspires those he or she supervises to work just as hard.”  Student employee supervisors are mentors, whether they realize it or not.  Knowing this about ourselves can help us grow and develop as managers, as professionals, and as people.
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Be clear about what you need.
The student employee/supervisor relationship mirrors the student/teacher relationship in many ways.  Students look to teachers for instruction, for guidance, and for modeling of appropriate behavior.  In the same way, students who are employees look to their managers for training, and for professional and personal development.  Since the relationship is similar, supervisors of students can look to educational theories of measurement and evaluation to learn about fair assessments of performance.  It is unfair to hold students to a standard if they have no idea what the standard is.  Goals need to be clear—students need to be shown the target if they have any chance of hitting the mark (Linn & Miller, 2004).  Similarly, an employee can’t be held accountable for tasks that need to be done if he or she was never told about those tasks in the first place.  In an interview, current student employee Nicholas Jacobson said that he values an employer who “is clear about the expectations they hold for their workers, and keeps those expectations consistent.”  Supervisors, like teachers, should also refrain from moving the target once it’s been established.
Student employees need to know the ins and outs of their job—they need not only to know what level of performance is expected of them, but also how to accomplish their assignments and goals.  Being clear about expectations and specific job duties helps students take control of their positions—it helps them to be more independent, and this helps their professional development.  Katie Cress, a current student employee, said that she likes “how work can be educational: I can learn about ‘the real world’ now and get a head start.”  It also is a huge benefit to the work supervisor if student employees can operate in a self-sufficient manner.  Letting a student own his or her role in the office will lead to a more developed sense of belonging, of teamwork, and of the bigger picture.

Big picture development in emerging professionals is key to their success later in their careers.  By helping student employees understand why they’re doing what they’re doing, supervisors can show how each task contributes to the overall missions of the office, the department, and the institution.  When interviewing Mark Hendrickson, a former student employee, I asked what comments he wanted to make about student employment.  His response was, “It is very helpful to feel like you are contributing to the life and health of the university.”  Katie Van Loo, another former student employee said that she values a “supervisor’s ability to impart a sense of purpose regarding the work that the employees [are] doing.  Understanding why one is doing something helps to increase motivation.”  Students feel a sense of belonging and of accomplishment when they can see how their work impacts faculty, staff, and other students.  Supervisors need students who are invested in their jobs and invested in the office.  This type of intrinsic motivation develops self-confidence and trust between the student employee and his or her supervisor, and productivity increases along with the growth of that healthy relationship.
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Be committed to finding out what they need, and then deliver on it!
In every relationship, both sides have needs, and it is important for supervisors to realize that student employees have needs differing from that of a traditional staff member.  Aside from keeping in mind the possible generation gap, supervisors need to be proactive in finding out what their students need with regard to supervision in order to remain happy and healthy on the job.  So, how do you find out what student employees need?  Ask them!  Students are remarkably forth-coming with information about what they need with regard to supervision in order to help their success.

Among the six students interviewed for this article, the number one quality they identified as valuable in supervision was flexibility.  Students are students first, and their schedules at work need to be slave to their academic schedules.  Supervisors can help with this by working with students to identify the best schedule for the individual and for the office.  One student employee said that “it is helpful…to have a boss who understands how outside forces affect all aspects of a student’s work.”  It’s true—if a student is stressed because of their schedule, they’ll be stressed on the job and the likelihood of error is high.  In our situation, because we’re Student Academic Services—the department that handles students’ course registrations—we allow our student employees to register a day ahead of other continuing students.  They are able to plan their schedules in advance and prepare their supervisors for the upcoming quarter’s work hours.  It’s a nice perk for the students, and it’s very helpful for supervisors to be able to iron things out ahead of time.  Supervisors must be flexible to meet their student employees’ scheduling needs.
In addition to flexibility surrounding scheduling, supervisors need to be flexible and adaptable to student employees’ intellectual needs.  As students, these individuals are constantly learning and mastering new information.  Therefore, their tasks need to develop according to their new skill levels and interests.  Even though the job might not change, students who have been employed for longer amounts of time can be given increased responsibility with larger projects, a decrease in direct supervision, and some supervision of other student employees.  New student employees can be trained by veteran student employees, allowing the new team members to bond in a very direct way, and to build a healthy mentoring relationship with each other.  These relationships can lead to a decrease in the need for direct supervision from the staff supervisor, and this independence is a definite sign of professional growth.  The student employee can also foster his or her own professional growth by proposing projects they might work on to further improve the position in which he or she serves.  The student will own that project, since it’s a personal idea, and he or she will also learn the professional skill of proposing ideas to those in charge.  Allowing room for professional growth can serve student employees by keeping them challenged, and at the same time, it can help the office’s retention of these employees.
At a very basic level, students need supervisors who are not only flexible, but who are also organized and can provide structure for the work that needs to be done.  Providing clear and concise expectations and remaining consistent with those expectations lets students know where they stand with regard to their performance.  If they know what’s expected, they should know whether or not they’re doing well.  This kind of structure provides the kind of “guidance that helps [Katie Cress] prosper” and she feels that her “work is better” with clear goals and the structure to go with it.  The supervisor’s provision of structure can be a challenge working with students who have such varying schedules.  But it’s worth the effort—providing structure and keeping students’ work organized allows each person to feel that they know what’s going on in the office, even though they might only come in for an hour or two per day.  In the end, things run in a more smooth and efficient way, improving productivity for everyone.

In addition to flexibility and organization, supervisors need to invest in their student employees.  When asked which qualities were valued most in their supervisors, the students I interviewed had responses such as the following: “They need to be able to relate to students.”  “They need to respect me as a student and as a professional.”  “I need to feel that my supervisor is concerned about my overall success—not just on the job, but also in life.”  Students will invest in their job if they feel that their supervisor is genuinely invested in them.  This genuine and mutual investment is what leads to healthy relationship.  Stephanie Malin went so far as to say that she values seeing a supervisor as a friend: “when the employees and employers can interact in situations [outside of the work world] it makes the job fun!  Being able to talk to one’s supervisor without feeling anxious, nervous, or scared can improve the work environment and make it less stressful.”  The healthy relationship improves the student’s morale, which leads to better morale for the entire office.
Some supervisors may be wary of building relationships outside of a work environment with their student employees.  But there are appropriate ways to establish a strong working relationship outside of work.  With students (as with most people), food always works.  Take students to lunch on campus.  Go out to coffee as a group.  Invite student employees to your home for a meal.  Breaking bread together will increase the team’s cohesion and congeniality, while filling starving students’ bellies at the same time.  According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, fulfilling a basic physiological need (such as food) will allow people to progress in development until they are self-actualized and transcendent (Huitt, 2004).  As professionals in higher education, we all have a responsibility to help students toward this goal.
Be flexible.  Provide student employees with structure and organization.  Invest in them.  In a nutshell, these are the keys to successful student supervision.  But there are variations within each theme, and to really serve student employees best, supervisors should ask them plainly, “What do you need from me in order to find success here?”  Keep the lines of communication open and clear, and you will know what is needed from you.
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The rewards are well worth the investment.
Making the commitment to supervising students has been the single most important decision of my professional career.  In each role I’ve had, student supervision has had the greatest impact on my job satisfaction.  Working with these emerging professionals/citizens has led me to more self-reflection and self-improvement, so that I feel I’ve grown as a professional in higher education and a citizen of the world.  Managing students with demanding schedules and such varying needs can be quite challenging, but each challenge presented is a learning opportunity for both the student employee and his or her supervisor.  Together—learning and growing—the student employee/supervisor relationship is one of great dialogue, much like the relationship between teacher and student.  And in the field of higher education, isn’t that so appropriate?
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