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Mentoring in a Positive Graduate Student
Experience: Survey Results from the Midwest

Region, Part 1

Vicki L. Hesli, University of lowa

Evelyn C. Fink
Diane M. Duffy

he goal of this research is to provide

statistical data on graduate students’
perceptions that can be used as a basis
for actions aimed at increasing the pro-
portion of students successfully complet-
ing doctoral degrees. The correlates of
graduate student satisfaction suggest the
importance mentoring plays in improv-
ing retention and success rates. This
article is the first of two on this topic.
Citations, appendices, and tables 1-3 are
available on the APSA web site:
www.apsanet.org/PS/July03/Hesli.CFM.

Data that suggest demographic pat-
terns underlay differential success rates
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give impetus to this work. Women have
nearly reached parity with men in politi-
cal science graduate enrollment, yet they
are under represented to a considerable
extent in doctoral degrees awarded
(Simmons 1996). Although women have
been enrolling in political science gradu-
ate programs in greater proportions, they
either have not stayed to complete their
Ph.D. degrees at the same level as men
or are taking a much longer time for
degree completion.

Because men are more likely to com-
plete their Ph.D.s than women, we hy-
pothesized that women face different
obstacles in their graduate careers than
men and that these obstacles do ac-
count, in part, for the smaller number
of Ph.D.s conferred upon women. Re-
search findings to date suggest several
causes for higher attrition rates among
females: lack of sufficient women fac-
ulty for role models and mentoring
(Chenery 1990; Valos 1991); lack of
true incorporation of women into the
discipline—i.e., beyond tokenism
(Tetreault 1997; Committee on the Sta-
tus of Women 1992; Guy 1992; Sarkees
and McGlen 1992; Jaquette 1971); and
lack of a critical mass of cohorts to
provide support and sharpen analytic
skills through debate and resource shar-
ing (Preston and Woodard 1984; Na-
tional Research Council 1991).

The decision to leave graduate school
prior to Ph.D. completion is, of course,
multi-faceted. While there are many
good reasons for graduate students to
leave a program prior to the attainment
of a Ph.D., an improper reason would
be that the climate of the department is
systematically less hospitable to the pro-
fessional advancement of women as
compared with men. Further, since poor
retention rates among female graduate
students have been linked to the limited
advancement of women in the profes-
sion (Hesli and Burrell 1995), important
normative questions could be raised if
the doctoral attainment rates of women
continue to lag behind those of men.

Several studies have tackled the ques-
tion of what graduate students need for
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successful matriculation and socialization
into the profession. Davis (1997) classi-
fies the necessary resources into four
categories: economic capital (money
grants and scholarships); social capital
(mentors and valuable communication
networks); symbolic capital (prestige,
awards, and credibility in the commu-
nity); and cultural capital (knowledge
and skills).

Economic Capital

Girves and Wemmerus (1988) suggest
that reliance on one’s own financial
resources lengthens the time to degree
completion and increases the attrition
rate. Yet, surveys show women are get-
ting a near equal share of financial sup-
port from their institutions as compared
with male full time enrollees (National
Science Foundation 1995).

Social Capital

Studies also find that the social envi-
ronment of the department, the quality
of faculty and peer mentoring, and the
prevalence of informal networks affect
career aspirations and graduate retention
(Dickey 1996; Holland 1994; Lewis
1996; Astin 1985; Pascarella and
Terizini 1991; Sinton 1996; Tinto 1987).
Mentoring relationships for women
graduate students are less established
and less likely to be with same-sex
mentors (Heinrich 1991).

Symbolic Capital

Prestigious awards and assignments
represent positive symbolic capital.
Moore and Keith (1992), in a study of
sociology departments, found that “first-
year statuses” such as prestigious re-
search or teaching assistantship assign-
ments or prestigious mentoring
relationships affected student career as-
pirations.

Negative symbolic capital, on the
other hand, is represented by sexual or
ethnic harassment which denigrates a
person and undermines self-efficacy and
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self-confidence. Harassment amounts to
negative symbolic capital; it threatens
the person’s credibility and status in the
education community and undermines
her/his advancement.

Cultural Capital

Typically, departments have used un-
dergraduate GPAs and standardized test
scores as predictors of graduate student
achievement. These measures, however,
have been unreliable in consistently and
validly predicting performance beyond
the first year (Arrow 1993). With regard
to attrition rates, to date no evidence
exists that indicates systematic attrition
from graduate programs is caused by
lack of academic performance (National
Research Council 1992; Hornig 1987;
Zwick 1991).

The hypothesis that we derive from
this review of previous research is that
symbolic and social capital have a
greater effect than economic and cultural
capital on the disparity in retention and
attrition rates among graduate students
and on overall levels of satisfaction with
the graduate student experience.

We undertook a survey in spring
1997 to determine ways to improve re-
tention and success rates among gradu-
ate students. The study’s target popula-
tion was all active graduate students in
Ph.D.-granting institutions in the Mid-
west region (Appendix A on the APSA
web site). Among the questions asked in
a mailed questionnaire,' was a query
about whether the student had ever
seriously considered leaving graduate
school before completing their degree
objective. Women were more likely than
men to report having seriously consid-
ered leaving (61.8% of women and
53.4% of men). We also asked in an
open-ended format, what the primary
reason would be if the student should
decide to quit graduate school. For men,
the single most frequently cited reason
is the lack of employment opportunities;
for women, it is an unfriendly (unsup-
portive) work environment. Women are
more likely than men to speculate about
dropping out because of dissatisfaction
with political science as a field of study,
problems with relations in the depart-
ment, and reappraisal of their choice of
career track (Table 1 on the web site).

Although we do not know whether
those who report having seriously con-
sidered leaving graduate school will in-
deed leave at some point, we use this
question as one of two indicators of ex-
pected attrition. Using this first indicator,
we evaluated the responses to other
items in our questionnaire to identify
which factors are related to the serious
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consideration of leaving graduate school
before completing the degree objective.
In Table 2, we present the set of factors
that best predicts the probability of giv-
ing serious thought to quitting graduate
school.? Good mentoring appears to be
the most effective tool against attrition.
Negative reports about the availability of
faculty encouragement and consultation
(Poor Mentoring) are significantly tied to
a higher probability of serious considera-
tion of leaving graduate school (see Ap-
pendix B for items used in the scales).
While good mentoring works against
attrition, the most important factor that
contributes to the thought of leaving
graduate school is knowledge of inappro-
priate conduct (either in terms of physi-
cal behavior or verbal communication)
by a department member. Respondents
were asked whether they know of any
person in their department who has been
the recipient of inappropriate behavior.
Given the inequality of power between
graduate students and faculty members,
such inappropriate behavior, especially
when it occurs as part of a pattern, is
considered harassment by most institu-
tions. For this query, 50% of women and
36% of men said they had knowledge of
such inappropriate behavior (Table 3).

Table 4

Evaluations of the availability of suffi-
cient mentoring also show gender differ-
ences, with males registering higher lev-
els of satisfaction with the degree of
encouragement and consultation (Table 3).
Thus, the two strongest predictors of the
possibility of leaving graduate school be-
fore degree completion are embedded
with a gender component.

Within the questionnaire, students
were also asked: “Since entering gradu-
ate school have you (yourself) ever
been involved in an interaction with a
department member which involved be-
havior you perceived as inappropriate
either in terms of physical conduct or
verbal communication?” While a major-
ity of both sexes respond negatively to
this query, a profound difference
emerges between the experiences of
men and women. Women were much
more likely to report an experience
with or personal knowledge of inappro-
priate behavior than were men. That is,
women are significantly more likely to
have experienced inappropriate behavior
by a faculty member (28%) than men
(18%). However, it is the query about
whether the respondent knows of any
person in his/her department who has
experienced such behavior towards them

OLS Regression Coefficients for Factors Affecting Level of
Dissatisfaction with the Graduate Student Experience

Estimated

Coefficients Partial
Predictor Variables (Standard Errors) Corr
Poor Mentoring: 446™** 426
(The graduate student receives insufficient (.051)
encouragement, mentoring, and
consultation from faculty)
Whether incidents of sexual or racial 264 .306
harassment would be handled promptly (.044)
and appropriately by the department
(negative assessment)
Whether or not the department provided .602** .181
an orientation program for new graduate (.176)
students (negative assessment)
Assessment of methods and statistics —-.302** -.178
coursework (positive) (.090)
Decision to attend grad school depended —1.144* —.144
on reputation of department (.414)
Female .984** 129

(.406)

Constant -9.370***

(1.146)

Note: Number of cases included in the analysis: 351. Variance explained

(R square = .478)

Significance: *: less than .1, **: less than .05, ***: less than .00I.
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that emerges as the significant predictor
of the possibility of leaving graduate
school before completing the degree
objective. Knowledge of harassment has
a statistically significant effect on ex-
pected attrition. Thus, a climate of in-
appropriate behavior can contribute to
lower completion rates.

Another factor that is significantly re-
lated to the serious consideration of
quitting graduate school is having come
directly to graduate school from a bac-
calaureate program (Table 2). Those who
either worked for a while or
who were in a previous gradu-
ate program are less likely to
think about leaving their cur-
rent program. A fourth factor
influencing expected attrition is
whether a department offers an
orientation program to incom-
ing students. This finding pro-
vides additional evidence that
what departments do to help
their graduate students does
matter. The provision of an
orientation program signifi-
cantly reduces the probability
of seriously thinking about
leaving. A fifth factor, however, is be-
yond the department’s control—the num-
ber of children that a graduate student
has. The more children one has, the less
likely one is to consider leaving gradu-
ate school.® The last significant factor
that emerges in the multivariate model is
the department’s record in placing their
graduates—the better the placement
record, the less likely students will con-
sider leaving.

As one would expect, those who re-
port having seriously considered leaving
graduate school also reveal higher levels
of dissatisfaction with their graduate
student experience. To investigate this
further, we developed an index of dis-
satisfaction with the graduate student
experience using seven questionnaire
items (Appendix B). The index of dis-
satisfaction, therefore, is used as our
second indicator of who will success-
fully complete their degree objectives.

The results in Table 4 reveal that the
single best predictor of level of dissatis-
faction with the graduate student experi-
ence is whether the graduate student
receives sufficient encouragement, men-
toring, and consultation from faculty.
(The items included in the Poor Mentor-
ing scale serve to measure the accessibil-
ity of faculty members, the positive or
negative evaluations of mentoring, and
advising relationships between faculty
and students—Appendix B). Thus, good
mentoring by faculty is the best way to
improve the satisfaction levels of gradu-
ate students just as it is the best way to

the

reduce serious thoughts of leaving a pro-
gram. Encouragement, mentoring, and
consultation are very much within the
realm of factors that can be controlled in
a positive way by faculty initiative.

The second best predictor of dissatis-
faction in graduate school is a scale that
measures whether the respondent thinks
that incidents of sexual or racial harass-
ment would be handled promptly and ap-
propriately by the department. The scale
consists of five questions about the ex-
pected response of the department to

single best predictor of
level of dissatisfaction with the
graduate student experience is
whether the graduate student
receives sufficient encourage-
ment, mentoring, and consul-
tation from faculty.

sexual and racial harassment. In essence,
we find that perceptions about the degree
to which the formal organizational struc-
ture would address inappropriate behavior
are powerful predictors of satisfaction
with the graduate student experience. A
negative perception of departmental re-
sponse has a significant deleterious effect
on satisfaction with one’s graduate pro-
gram. Because women more frequently
experience such inappropriate behavior,
the argument may be posited that, for
them, the effect is more onerous.

Related again to the findings in
Table 2, the provision of an orientation
program for incoming students helps re-
duce the average level of dissatisfaction
(Table 4). A more sophisticated statisti-
cal analysis of these relationships (not
presented here) reveals that the presence
of an adequate orientation program in-
creases satisfaction with the graduate
experience among women more than
men. This gender disparity may very
well reflect the greater isolation that
women face in informal network struc-
tures, which would make a comprehen-
sive formal orientation program all the
more important for women.

Returning again to Table 4, we see
that negative assessments or experiences
with methods and statistics course mate-
rials work against satisfaction. Satisfac-
tion is also related to whether the deci-
sion to attend graduate school depended
upon the reputation of the department.
The respondent could select from among
several alternative criteria used to choose
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their graduate program. We had expected
that the student’s own a priori expecta-
tions about the department would affect
his or her current satisfaction levels; in-
deed, this is the case. Those who se-
lected their current program on the basis
of reputation are more likely to be satis-
fied with their graduate student experi-
ence. If one selected the department for
reasons other than reputation, such as
for cost or location, then, on average,
one is more likely to be dissatisfied.
This finding supports conventional wis-
dom that more committed stu-
dents are more satisfied with
their program.

The last important inde-
pendent factor is gender;
males tend to have higher lev-
els of satisfaction and females
tend to have lower levels of
satisfaction. This finding be-
comes even more telling when
we recognize that controls
have been introduced for other
factors that we expected to be
relevant, such as the quality of
the mentoring relationships.
The data reveal that the gradu-
ate student experience is different in the
eyes of men than the eyes of women,
and that women are unhappier on aver-
age than men. Is it that women are
more disgruntled than males, do they
have different evaluative standards, or
are they experiencing a different envi-
ronment that causes them to evaluate
their departments differently? Previous
research suggests the last explanation
and terms it a chilly or hostile climate.

The finding that the receipt of an as-
sistantship or fellowship has no impact
on satisfaction levels is surprising. The
data indicate that greater financial sup-
port, i.e. economic capital, does not af-
fect satisfaction levels or a considered
decision to leave a program in the same
way that it appears to affect completion
rates in other (non-political science)
graduate programs. Our findings also
suggest that women and men do not
differ significantly with regard to degree
objectives. Seventy-eight percent of
women and 82% of men planned to get
a Ph.D. upon entering graduate school.
Once the degree is completed, however,
men do have somewhat higher career
goals than women. We will come back
to this and other findings in part 2 of
this article. This first part has shown
clearly that faculty mentoring and de-
partmental orientation programs do con-
tribute to a favorable experience for
graduate students. In part 2, we will
also discuss ways to make both mentor-
ing and orientation experiences as valu-
able as possible for graduate students.
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Notes

*The authors would like to thank Erik
Gartzke, Kristen Holmes, Brian Kessel and Ha-
Lyong Jung for their assistance, for which with-
out this paper could not have been completed.
This study was commissioned and funded by
the Executive Council of the Midwest Political
Science Association with additional funding
provided by the department of political science
at the University of Iowa.

1. A copy of the questionnaire that was
mailed to graduate students is available from the
authors of this report. The questionnaire went
through several revisions and was pilot tested
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among graduate students before being finalized.
Standard procedures for such surveys were fol-
lowed, including guarantees of anonymity and
follow-up mailings to increase response rates.

2. Other factors that were tested but were not
found to be significantly related (in a mulitvari-
ate model) to the serious thought of leaving
graduate school are: degree plan upon entering
graduate school (M.A., Ph.D. or other), criteria
used in selecting the graduate program (such as
reputation or cost), level and type of funding
(graduate/teaching assistantship or fellowship),
the number of hours the student works for pay

outside of any assistantship or fellowship, the
student’s career goals, what the student’s high-
est academic degree was before entering the
current program, undergraduate major, previous
degree, most recent GPA, GRE scores, fre-
quency of participation in social get-togethers,
involvement in a personal relationship, whether
minorities or women are on the faculty, assess-
ment of methods and statistics coursework, year
of birth, gender, and race.

3. The number of children is related to age,
with older graduate students being more likely
to have children.
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