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Context: Mentorship has been established as a key facilitator of professional socialization for athletic trainers into various
professional roles. Understanding how current doctoral students are trained to serve in future faculty roles is critical, as there
is an increased demand for athletic trainers to serve in this capacity.

Objective: Gain an understanding of the relationship that develops between a doctoral student and the athletic training
faculty mentor.

Design: Qualitative study.

Setting: Universities with athletic training doctoral students.

Patients or Other Participants: Twenty-eight doctoral students (19 females, 9 males; average age ¼ 28 6 3 years)
participated in our study. The doctoral students were certified for 6 6 3 years and represented 5 different National Athletic
Trainers’ Association districts and 9 different universities.

Main Outcome Measures: One-on-one telephone interviews following a semistructured script were recorded with all
participants. Upon completion, each interview was transcribed and analyzed using a thematic approach. Peer review,
multiple analyst triangulation, and stakeholder checks ensured trustworthiness.

Results: Three themes emerged from our thematic analysis procedure: (1) The relationship between the student and the
faculty mentor needs to be one that is supportive, yet viewed as yielding autonomy and collaboration; (2) the relationship
between the student and the faculty mentor needs to include opportunities for professional development specifically related
to skill acquisition and development related to a future academic role; and (3) the relationship between the student and the
faculty mentor must demonstrate a mutual investment in the educational experience.

Conclusions: Mentoring is necessary to help ensure a quality experience for doctoral students preparing for future
positions in higher education or research. Like previous research in socialization, doctoral students want autonomy in their
roles, but value their mentor’s feedback and support. Therefore, doctoral faculty mentors should demonstrate strong
communication skills and provide doctoral students opportunities for diverse learning experiences.
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An Analysis of Doctoral Students’ Perceptions of Mentorship During Their
Doctoral Studies

Stephanie M. Mazerolle, PhD, ATC; Thomas G. Bowman, PhD, ATC; Joanne C. Klossner, PhD, ATC

INTRODUCTION

Discussions regarding mentorship within athletic training
have exploded, particularly as research1–5 has suggested it is
critical for socializing athletic trainers into various roles that
are often deemed new to them (ie, student, preceptor).
Globally, mentoring has gained increased attention as its
benefits are far reaching, including improved retention rates in
higher education, improved academic performance, and the
development of healthy skills and behaviors that are needed to
succeed professionally.6 Fundamentally, mentoring is benefi-
cial because it provides the individual being mentored the
chance to feel connected, integrated, and eventually legiti-
mized into their role,1,7 whatever that may be.

Definitions of mentoring vary, but at the core, it is viewed as a
partnership that develops between more experienced and less
experienced individuals.8 When viewed on a continuum,
mentoring can be naturally occurring (informal) or intentional
and structured (formal).9 Most mentoring relationships are
informally developed, yet both forms offer support (emotional
and physical), coaching, guidance,10 and the construction of
future goals.11 For athletic trainers, mentorship provides all of
the aforementioned attributes, as well as allows for the
development of appropriate behaviors and attitudes that will
help them succeed professionally.12 Although most mentoring
occurs in the clinical education setting between a preceptor
and a student, academic mentoring can occur between faculty
members and students,12,13 as they navigate academic advising
requirements and other items related to professional develop-
ment. The development of these relationships is important
and is often a fundamental aspect of the socialization process
as experiences possessed by the preceptor can help the student
navigate the road to knowledge and skill acquisition.4,5,12

The mentor role is focused on a commitment to advancing the
mentee’s professional goals through interpersonal engagement
founded on sharing advice, guidance, and experiences.11 The
mentoring relationship is multifactorial, whereby there must
be trust and personal interactions.14 Effective mentoring
happens when there is effective communication between the
mentor and mentee, which includes appropriate and timely
feedback, active listening, and advice for personal and
professional growth.14 The mentoring relationship between
the doctoral student and their academic advisor can be
impactful, as it can support the student’s development in
research activities, publications and speaking engagements,
teaching and instructional styles, as well as grant writing.14 In
athletic training, students often identify their preceptors and
supervisors as mentors14; thus, it is likely that athletic training
doctoral students recognize their faculty advisors as their
mentors. Mentoring, in fact, is often seen as a critical aspect to
being an effective athletic training educator.13

While information regarding the role of mentoring, the
development of the relationship, and the impact it can have
on professional development for the athletic trainer is

growing, there is little research from the perspective of the
athletic trainer preparing to become an athletic training
educator. As Payne and Berry15 suggest, in order for our
profession to continue to grow and gain recognition, we must
properly train the athletic training educator to succeed.
Providing future athletic training faculty with the most
appropriate educational experiences and training can facilitate
future success as an effective educator. Since mentoring is a
critical socializing agent during the educational process,14 it is
important to understand the role mentorship plays in the
development of future athletic training faculty as confident
and capable educators. Therefore, the purpose of this paper
was to capture the experiences of graduate students complet-
ing doctoral programs in relation to professional socialization
for their future roles. Specifically, we explored their percep-
tions of the relationship formed between themselves and their
academic/faculty mentor.

METHODS

Research Design

We utilized a qualitative paradigm to investigate the
experiences of athletic trainers currently completing doctoral
programs. One-on-one telephone interviews were completed
to gain access to a geographically diverse group of partici-
pants and allow for continual discourse between the
interviewer and interviewee. While the semistructured format
provided a flexible platform for the interviewer to engage in
casual conversation with the participant to increase rapport,
the structure maintained consistency between all interviews
for credibility purposes. Moreover, the telephone interview is
convenient, yet allows the interviewee to be more spontaneous
in their responses than paper surveys, often leading to a more
honest, reflective response.16

Participants

Capitalizing on professional networking, we purposefully
recruited doctoral students who were enrolled in full-time
academic programs with an assistantship. We required
participants to have completed a minimum of 1 year of
academic coursework and hold an assistantship position. Our
intentions were to examine the perceptions of those athletic
trainers who were entrenched in their future role as a faculty
member in higher education through employment at their
respective institutions. Our participants were considered full-
time students enrolled in doctoral programs (with varying
program types—exercise science, rehabilitation sciences, etc.)
and varying assistantship responsibilities (strictly research,
teaching, clinical, etc.). After review of the National Athletic
Trainers’ Association (NATA) Web site, which presents the
doctoral programs in athletic training, we determined the
majority of doctorate granting programs provide assistant-
ships, with the exception of 1 program. We also sought to
have relative distribution between second-, third-, and fourth-
year doctoral students to gain a representative understanding
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of the mentoring relationship between faculty advisors and
doctoral students. We sent individual e-mails to known
faculty advisors of doctoral students to gain access to the
potential participant pool. We obtained individual e-mail
addresses from the advisors and sent recruitment letters to
students meeting the aforementioned criteria. Data saturation
was established at 28 participants, as we believed additional
data would not uncover new themes.

Twenty-eight doctoral students (19 females, 9 males) with an
average age of 28 6 3 years participated in our study. The
doctoral students were certified for 6 6 3 years and
represented 5 different NATA districts and 9 different
universities. Of the 9 universities, 6 were recognized as very
high research activity, and 3 were classified as high research
activity.17 Most of our participants had teaching (N ¼ 8) or
research (N ¼ 9) assistantships. The remaining participants
reported a split between teaching and research (N¼5), clinical
responsibilities (N ¼ 4), and administrative tasks associated
with undergraduate education requirements and accreditation
standards (N ¼ 2). Demographic data is presented in the
Table. While time has not been found to be a mitigating factor

for the development of mentoring relationships, it is
important to note that 2 participants included in the study
had only completed their first year of coursework, which
could impact experiences with their mentors.

Instrument

A semistructured interview guide was developed to provide
basic structure for each interview session. We purposefully
selected a semistructured format to allow natural dialogue to
develop between the interviewer and participant without
completely sacrificing consistency between each interview
session. The interview began with basic demographic ques-
tions, including age, sex, years of experience, degree program,
and previous educational experiences. Next, participants were
asked a set of open-ended questions to explore their
relationship with their advisor and overall professional
development as a doctoral student. The questions were
developed using the socialization framework4,5 and previous
experiences of the authors as doctoral students and advisors
of doctoral students. A peer review of the instrument was
completed prior to data collection. The peer review consisted

Table. Individual Demographic Data

Academic
Year Pseudonym Age Sex

Years
Certified

NATA
District Concentration

5 Isabella 28 Female 7 1 Education, curriculum and teaching,
coaching and PE

4 Annie 26 Female 5 4 Education
4 Ashlyn 31 Female 10 9 Biomechanics
4 Bob 26 Male 5 3 Sports medicine
4 Brayden 28 Male 6 3 PE
4 Erica 27 Female 6 4 Motor control
4 Mark 28 Male 7 1 Kinesiology specialization in exercise

science
4 Michael 27 Male 6 8 Human movement science
4 Rylan 34 Female 12 4 Education
3 Elizabeth 32 Female 8 4 Health and rehabilitation science
3 Janelle 36 Female 14 9 Rehabilitation sciences/biomechanics
3 Jessica 28 Female 6 4 Exercise science
3 John 27 Male 4 2 Rehabilitation science
3 Kimberly 31 Female 10 2 Rehabilitation science
3 Mary 30 Female 8 1 Kinesiology; concentration in

exercise science
3 Pam 28 Female 5 4 Kinesiology
3 Steve 29 Male 6 4 Health and rehabilitation science
3 Susan 26 Female 4.5 3 Human movement science/

behavioral learning
3 Terry 27 Female 6 2 Athletic training
2 Jamie 26 Female 4 4 Motor development
2 McKenna 25 Female 4 9 Rehabilitation sciences/biomechanics
2 Nate 30 Male 7 3 Sports medicine/athletic training
2 Paisley 30 Female 8 1 Sport management and leadership
2 Paul 26 Male 3.5 3 Human movement science
2 Pete 25 Male 3.5 2 Kinesiology, athletic training, and

neuropsychology
2 Zoey 25 Female 4 1 Exercise science
1 Kelseya 25 Female 3 1 Kinesiology; concentration in

exercise science
1 Robyna 30 Female 9 2 Rehabilitation science

Abbreviations: NATA, National Athletic Trainers’ Association; PE, physical education.
a Completed all coursework in first year of doctoral studies, but had not begun second year of work at time of interview.
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of instrumental content analysis, grammatical edits, and
suggestions for improved flow of the interview questions by
2 athletic training educators with substantial educational
research experience who have been trained in qualitative
methods during their graduate studies. The final questions are
presented in the Figure.

Procedures

After obtaining institutional review board approval, the
authors piloted the study with 1 doctoral student fitting the
inclusionary criteria. The pilot study allowed us to determine
the flow of the interview and the interpretability of the
responses. The pilot study confirmed the interview guide
structure, and the pilot participant’s interview was included in
the final analysis. Each participant completed a 45–60-minute
interview session with 1 of the authors, which was transcribed
verbatim prior to data analysis.

Data Analysis and Credibility

We followed a thematic analysis approach as detailed by
Guest18 to record the most recurrent patterns within the data

and allow the larger picture to materialize. A theme was
established if a minimum of 50% of the participants described
the phenomenon. The 6-step process began with a general
analysis of the data, where we became familiar with the
transcripts to visualize the developing patterns. The second
phase included developing initial codes to describe the
developing patterns’ meaning. Next, the codes were grouped
into overarching themes to better articulate the overall
emerging theme. In the fourth phase, we examined the codes
for interconnectedness and how they were linked to specific
research questions. Those themes that spoke directly to the
research questions and were supported by 50% of the
participants were retained. In phase 5, the retained themes
were defined conceptually. Finally, we completed the analysis
by conducting a stakeholder check (ie, member check). The
member check allowed 3 randomly selected participants to
verify their transcripts, our analysis, and the presentation of
the results by comparing it to their individual experiences.

We established data credibility through 3 distinct mechanisms:
peer review, multiple analyst triangulation, and stakeholder
checks. Our peer review was conducted in 2 steps: (1) review
and feedback of the methodology as presented previously, and

Figure. Interview guide.
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(2) evaluation and confirmation of the data analysis process.
Upon analysis completion, we shared our themes and their
definitions, supporting textual data, and coding sheets with
the peer. We asked the peer to confirm the themes as described
and the labels assigned during the analysis process. The peer
who has educational training in qualitative analysis, experi-
ence with conducting qualitative research, along with a strong
scholarly record, supported the themes presented in the next
section. The first 2 authors completed independent coding of
the data prior to reviewing the findings. Each shared their
conclusions regarding the data, and then discussed the
presentation. Complete agreement was made prior to presen-
tation to the peer and stakeholders. Upon completion of the
data analysis process, we shared our findings, including our
coding schematics, with those participants who agreed to do
so. The participants who completed stakeholder checks all
confirmed that our final analysis represented their experiences
as doctoral students in regards to their mentor and academic
advisor. Our member checks followed guidelines established
in previously published work as well as descriptors provided
regarding interpretative checks.19

RESULTS

Coding and subsequent analysis of the interview transcripts
revealed the following themes in regards to the mentoring
relationship within the doctoral students’ experiences:

1. The relationship between the student and the faculty
mentor needs to be one that is supportive, yet viewed as
yielding autonomy and collaboration.

2. The relationship between the student and the faculty
mentor needs to include opportunities for professional
development specifically related to skill acquisition and
development with regards to their future academic role.

3. The relationship between the student and the faculty
mentor must demonstrate a mutual investment in the
educational experience.

The aforementioned themes materialized from the interview
transcripts and were identified as important aspects of the
mentoring received during the doctoral experience. All
doctoral students identified having a mentor and directly
acknowledged their academic faculty advisor as that mentor.
Moreover, all participants but 1 acknowledged that the
relationship forged with their mentor was positive.

Autonomy and Collaboration

The relationship between students and faculty mentors needs
to be one that is supportive, yet viewed as yielding autonomy
and collaboration. The first theme can be summarized by a
quote from Isabella as she described the relationship mantra
she had with her faculty advisor who she believed was her
mentor. She said, ‘‘[W]ork together as a team, collaborate
together.’’ Our participants spoke about the need to be treated
on the same level, someone who was viewed as a copilot in the
academic and research environment. Elizabeth shared her
advice to faculty mentors saying, ‘‘[T]reating them [doctoral
students] as an equal as much as you possibly can would be
my advice.’’ Elizabeth felt the ideology of an ‘‘equal’’ allowed
for professional growth and the development of confidence in
skills. Our participants, like Elizabeth’s experiences, wanted to
be viewed as peers, as doing so in their opinion allowed for the

building of confidence and skills to succeed in the future. For
example, John said,

Approach doctoral students as peers and treat them more like
peers instead of students. I feel like that helps you build
confidence as an independent investigator; knowing that this
person sees you as a peer and someone involved in research.

The importance of being treated like a peer or colleague was a
means to foster independence and readiness to practice as a
future educator and scholar. Paul, highlights the importance
of collegiality saying,

Treat them like a colleague, as much as you can. Try not to
focus on them being your student and doing what you want
them to do or guiding them too much because it’s not going to
be long when they have to be totally on their own and be
independent.

Our participants wanted their faculty mentors to give them
experiences, but the freedom to explore how to complete those
tasks and responsibilities. Terry shared what she needed from
her faculty mentor, ‘‘[D]on’t micromanage, make sure they are
given some freedom to do what they want to do.’’ Another
participant highlighted the delicate balance between support
and autonomy. Pam said,

Work with your doctoral students. Your doctoral advisor can
give you enough to do and leave you alone and just throw you
out and see if you are going to sink or swim, but if you don’t
know what you are supposed to do, you still need guidance
and help deciding what to do.

Communication and support also emerged as a necessary
component to the independence they needed to grow
professionally. Susan reflected,

I think what is most important and been the most helpful for
me is just constantly being able to rely on my mentors for
advice but also still getting that autonomy so I am not reliant
on them that I am still able to think on my own, create my
own ideas, troubleshoot, and I think that is how you can best
learn. Having open lines of communication, where I can let
them know what I have going on, if I might need to adjust a
deadline around or getting feedback regarding a methodology
for a study or teaching, that can be helpful.

The development of the relationship between the mentor and
doctoral student needed to be founded on trust and
communication as illustrated by 1 participant,

I think it is important to have a good relationship where you
can trust your students because I think being able to give them
autonomy is something that is very powerful for their own
growth because just being told what to do does not really let
you explore your own interests, so I think having a good
relationship where you trust your students and give them the
opportunity to have autonomy.

Paisley again demonstrated the need for open communication
and how that can facilitate independence and support
simultaneously as the doctoral student navigates their
experiences in their role,

I would say it is important to maintain an open line of
communication because I think that is what has been most
helpful for me. It is great to constantly be able to rely on my
mentor for advice but still have the autonomy, so I am not
reliant on my mentor. I am still able to think on my own,
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create my own ideas, trouble shoot, and I think that is how
you learn best. So just having that open line of communication
and being available is key.

Professional Development

The relationship between students and faculty mentors needs
to include opportunities for professional development. Our
participants spoke about the need for autonomy to gain
experience and confidence with skills necessary for their future
jobs, but they also spoke about the need for the chance to
engage in roles that will allow them to gain a full appreciation
for faculty member responsibilities. This really was focused on
the responsibilities of teaching and service, and less about the
research process, as many felt that they were given ample
exposure to the demands placed on faculty members in the
area of research. When asked what advice he would give to
faculty regarding mentoring doctoral students, Michael said,

I would let advisors [mentors of PhD students] know to give
as many opportunities in all realms of what the student is
going to be doing eventually. Everything seems to always be
focused on research, which is great, but being able to give
them opportunities to learn how to teach, experience teaching,
and then learning more administrative things will give them a
more broad knowledge base on the whole process and not just
research because there are eventually more than just research
expectations.

Comparably, Kelsey also encouraged faculty to provide
diversity in learning experiences for doctoral students, as it
could provide a realistic viewpoint to the complexity of the
roles associated with a position in higher education. Kelsey
said,

Just make sure that you are giving them the whole picture as
far as the responsibilities and expectations, so it is not just
teaching them how to be a great teacher, clinical coordinator,
but it is also how to balance this with your family, and how do
you maintain your hobbies, stay in touch with your friends. So
I would definitely emphasize [to mentors] that PhD students
need help working through conflicts, working through
prioritization, and that can be just as influential as teaching
them how to properly teach a class.

Experiences outside of research appeared to be a concern for
our participants, as they wanted their faculty mentors to
educate them about professional development opportunities
available on campus or elsewhere and what other roles could
be expected in the future. John, when asked about his advice
for faculty mentors, said,

I guess the advice I would give is being able to give as many
opportunities in all the realms of what the students are going
to eventually be doing. Everything always seems to be focused
on research, which is great, but like we’ve talked about with
teaching, being able to give them opportunities to learn how to
teach and also experience in teaching, then also learning more
administrative things, being able to give them [students] a
more broad knowledge based on the whole process and not
just research because, in their eventual profession, once they
finish their doctoral degree, it’s going to be more than just
research, mostly likely, unless they’re in the independent
research field.

Pete, like John, wanted his mentor to provide information and
chances to obtain skills in other areas of athletic training and

the faculty role. He said, in regards to advice to faculty
mentors, ‘‘I would encourage mentors to guide their students
more. I would tell them to share with their students about
getting involved at the committee level or higher within the
NATA.’’ Pete’s comments were reflective of his understanding
that faculty would be expected to engage in service-type
activities, but he was not completely aware of what would
fulfill that expectation and looked to his mentor to share his
experiences and thoughts.

Engaging in all aspects of higher education, as previously
demonstrated by the aforementioned quotes, was a key aspect
to the doctoral experience and relationship between the
faculty mentor and student. Our participants recognized the
importance for gaining an understanding of the roles and
responsibilities associated with higher education and
academic-based positions and were cognizant that their
faculty mentors played a role in providing exposure to those
possibilities. Furthermore, the relationship between students
and faculty mentors must demonstrate a mutual investment in
the educational experience.

Mutual Investment

Our participants described the relationship they had devel-
oped with their faculty mentors as one that was reciprocal,
such that they shared the same passion for research and
learning. For example, Kimberley shared,

The relationship has to be a 2-way street. So, I feel like the
mentor has to be interested in the direction the student wants
to take as much as the student has to be interested in the
direction the mentor is taking.

Erica, when reflecting on her experiences, felt the most
important aspect of her doctoral program was her relationship
with her faculty mentor, which was encouraging and
communal. She said,

I think the relationship that you have with your advisor, your
mentor, is the most important aspect of your doctoral
experience. That is why I came to [institution name] because
of [mentor name]. She has been supportive of my goals from
day 1, and that is what someone should look for. You want to
be somewhere that is going to be supportive of you and try to
help you to reach the best of your ability.

Another doctoral student also highlighted the importance of
finding a faculty member who shared the same values and
research interests, as without that commonality, the experi-
ences may not support professional development as needed.
McKenna said,

Find an advisor who fits you well. If you end up at a program
where you and your advisor do not get along or you don’t feel
as though you are gaining stimulation or opportunities, then
you will become discouraged and probably are not going to
enjoy what you are initially setting out to do.

Brayden also discussed the importance of a complementary
relationship, as without it, the doctoral experience may not
work. He said,

It needs to be easy to work with them [advisees]. If they [the
mentor and student] have differing views, it will not work
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well. If they don’t complement one another, it will not work.
You need to work together as a team and collaborate.

Compatibility was important in the relationship between the
faculty mentor and the doctoral student, whereby both were
invested in providing mentorship and being mentored.

DISCUSSION

Exploring how future faculty are being prepared to assume
roles in higher education is of critical importance as illustrated
by some of the recent scholarly discourse.20,21 Preparing a
future faculty member inevitably begins during graduate
education, often when the student assumes the role of the
graduate assistant. The graduate student often fulfills a need
for both a current faculty member and the host institution,
typically serving as a teaching or research assistant. Our
findings demonstrate that faculty mentoring is occurring
during the doctoral student experience. We know that
mentors can play many roles in a young professional’s
development, including as teachers, guides, advisors, trusted
confidants, and a person who can nurture another individual
because of their knowledge and previous experiences.11,22,23

Effective mentors offer support, patience, and enthusiasm,
while educating and guiding their mentees.11,22,23 This was
particularly true for our participants, as they described
supportive mentors who provided opportunities for profes-
sional development by collaborating, allowing for indepen-
dence, and being mutually invested in the relationship.

Autonomy and Collaboration

Mentoring has gained popularity as a fundamental tool to
enable individuals to gain understanding of their selected
future roles. It is a relationship that is formed between 2
individuals to work towards a common goal (ie, scholarly
productivity). Two foundations of this relationship are trust
and skill development.14 Like the work of those examining
the importance of role transition,23,24 the need for skill
development through real experiences was important to our
participants. They believed it was critical to be given the
opportunity to participate in activities that advanced their
skills as future faculty members, but also to be given
guidance and feedback. Open lines of communication were
a primary facilitator for the mentor relationship, and as
often illustrated in the mentoring literature14 or in mentoring
programs, this was key to facilitating an effective experience.
Moreover, the autonomy and collaboration between the
mentor and mentee in our study supported the idea of
advancing professional knowledge and attitudes, a key
finding in the mentoring experience for undergraduate
athletic training students.14

The importance of autonomy permeates all levels of athletic
training education. As a part of the professional socialization
process, autonomy provides individuals the chance to learn
new roles by engaging independently while supported
informally by a more experienced peer or supervisor.4,5,23

Payne and Berry15 encouraged athletic trainers who planned
to enter an academic role to be aware of the tenets of higher
education (teaching, research, and service), as they are
demanding and unlike any other set of expectations in the
workplace.25 Mentors, in this case, have the chance to help
educate doctoral students on these unique expectations and
provide real experience in managing them.

In a review of the NATA’s recent job postings, many higher
education and academic appointments are seeking employees
who have experience with a record of ‘‘interprofessional
collaboration in teaching/learning and research.’’ Based on
this likely job requirement, it is imperative that recent
graduates of doctoral programs have experience in teaching
and research as the foundation required to succeed as they
transition into full-time faculty roles. Thus, in addition to
their research expectations and service-related activities,
faculty advisors and mentors must provide students opportu-
nities to develop as educators. They also need to help mentees
establish the skills necessary to address the needs of future
employers’ expectations regarding publication and grant
funding through collaboration with others. Faculty mentors,
as highlighted by our findings, provide not only the freedom
for doctoral students to obtain these skills and the confidence
to succeed independently, but also help mentees flourish by
appreciating professional collaboration. Similar to other such
mentor-mentee relationships outside of formal education,
hopefully the mentoring relationship between faculty advisors
and their doctoral students will flourish into a lifelong
partnership aimed at advancing knowledge and clinical
practice through research. In the future, longitudinal studies
should reexamine the relationship formed between the
doctoral student and faculty member for future collaborations
beyond the doctoral experience and the impact of the
mentorship relationship for the mentee.

Professional Development

Fundamentally, a mentoring relationship is founded because
mentors bring a set of experiences and knowledge beyond
what mentees or protégés have, and therefore, they can
communicate this information to their mentees. Our
participants shared that they wanted their faculty mentors
to guide their professional development and educate them
regarding their future in the academe. As recently stated by
Payne and Berry,15 athletic trainers who enter into an
academic appointment have a multitude of requirements to
meet, ranging from academic advising and teaching,
mentoring research projects and conducting research, to
engaging in service roles to the profession, university, and
the community. Despite the expectations for faculty mem-
bers to be multifaceted, the focus on role preparation is
likely research based. This is necessary, as with most tenure-
earning positions, developing and maintaining an indepen-
dent line of research22,26 will be an expectation.

Our participants appeared very aware of the research and
scholarship demands associated with higher education and
tenure-earning contracts; however, they were honest about
wanting to have a comprehensive doctoral experience that
included teaching and service activities. Teaching effectiveness
is developed through pedagogical training and engagement in
classroom instruction and course development. Like graduate
athletic training students transitioning into clinical practice
for the first time,23,24 doctoral students must have the chance
to develop autonomously as educators too. Furthermore, a
realistic doctoral experience likely provides a stronger role
inductance for athletic trainers preparing for a career in higher
education. Ultimately, a more comprehensive preparatory
experience and thorough socialization process improves job
readiness, competence in the role, and improved quality of
life. However, the main focus of a doctoral program is often to
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prepare the next line of researchers. Although the ability to
conduct effective research is a valuable and much-needed
skillset, it is important to remember that many jobs will not be
housed in universities and colleges where research expecta-
tions match their doctoral experiences. Instead, many athletic
trainers in the professoriate have a teaching- and service-
intensive load,22,27 illustrating why the recent doctoral
graduates must be prepared to succeed in all 3 areas of higher
education.

Mutual Investment

Drawn from our data, the definition of mentoring is a
collaborative relationship between 2 individuals which sup-
ports a student’s career and professional development during
the educational process. This definition clearly resonates with
the findings from our study, as the participants discussed the
reciprocal nature of their relationship with their faculty
advisors. Like the early work of Pitney,14 an effective
mentoring relationship must boast reciprocal communication,
in which initiative is taken by both parties to communicate
frequently and openly. Moreover, the mentor and mentee
must both perceive the other as approachable. Our partici-
pants encouraged future doctoral students to find faculty
advisors who would be invested in their professional
development and who shared similar research and profes-
sional goals. Previous research has demonstrated that
doctoral candidates want more attention given to regular
mentoring and advising, as it could help them negotiate their
way through the challenges of graduate education and
formulate a true understanding of the academe.28–30 Further-
more, similar to Klossner’s1 finding that athletic training
students need validation related to their role performance to
develop competence, mentoring relationships help doctoral
students gain acceptance of and confirmation into their future
role. The concept of reciprocal learning between students and
preceptors has also emerged as a means to foster professional
development and lifelong learning.31,32 Although we did not
explore learning per se, the ideas of collaboration and mutual
investment were important in the development of the
mentoring relationship.

When examining effective mentor-mentee relationships
among faculty members of health care professions, Strauss
et al33 found that reciprocity, mutual respect, clear expecta-
tions, personal connections, and shared values facilitated
successful outcomes. Although the study examined relation-
ships between junior and tenured faculty, both their study and
ours showed that both members of the mentoring relationship
need to be committed and invested in the process. For
example, 1 university34 publishes guidelines and recommen-
dations for new faculty regarding mentoring which recom-
mend selecting a mentor who demonstrates good listening and
communication skills, is committed, and wants to help new
colleagues succeed in their professional development.

Limitations and Future Research

Since our study presents the experiences and opinions of
doctoral students only, and does not include those of their
mentors, our findings cannot confirm if the 2 groups’
perceptions align. Therefore, future studies may include both
mentors and mentees simultaneously in order to triangulate
the findings within our study. A mentoring relationship can be

either formal or informal, yet we were unable to determine
which type of mentoring occurred within our sample group of
doctoral students. Although our participants identified their
faculty advisors when asked if they had mentors, we did not at
the outset intentionally try to examine the relationship
between doctoral students and their mentors. Formal
mentoring often includes planned and ongoing mentoring
sessions, whereas informal mentoring, uses a more flexible,
unplanned type of format. Gaining this information could
help develop future initiatives to stimulate professional
growth and successful transition from the doctoral students
into faculty or academic roles. Finally, we believe the selection
process of a mentor is worth studying for those athletic
trainers seeking doctoral education.

We also recognize that we solicited the opinions of only those
athletic trainers with formal assistantships, which excludes
students who may be enrolled in online or other types of
programs which are designed to accommodate working
professionals. The development of a mentor relationship in
these other situations may be different due to limitations
related to daily contact and other factors not found in our
study. Due to the growth of doctoral programs that allow for
the continuation of life roles, it is important to study athletic
trainers who complete these programs and then continue onto
faculty roles in higher education. This information could then
allow for a comprehensive understanding of faculty needs
(such as resources, knowledge, etc.) once they have transi-
tioned into higher education as well as help administrators of
doctoral programs, traditional and nontraditional alike,
better prepare their students for success postgraduation.

CONCLUSIONS

Mentoring is necessary to ensure a quality experience for
doctoral students preparing for a future in the professoriate or
in research positions. Like previous research in socialization,
doctoral students want the chance to practice autonomously in
the roles that will be expected of them, but value feedback and
support from their mentors. Faculty mentors should demon-
strate strong communication skills and provide diverse
learning experiences for their doctoral students. Providing
students with experiences in all aspects of the professoriate will
develop doctoral students’ understanding of faculty roles and
responsibilities and ultimately improve career preparation.
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