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Objective: To gain insight regarding the mentoring process-
es involving students enrolled in athletic training education pro-
grams and to create a mentoring model.

Design and Setting: We conducted a grounded theory study
with students and mentors currently affiliated with 1 of 2 of the
athletic training education programs accredited by the Commis-
sion on Accreditation of Allied Health Education Programs.

Participants: Sixteen interviews were conducted, 13 with
athletic training students and 3 with individuals identified as
mentors. The students ranged in age from 20 to 24 years, with
an average of 21.6 years. The mentors ranged from 24 to 38
years of age, with an average of 33.3 years. Participants were
purposefully selected based on theoretic sampling and avail-
ability.

Data Analysis: The transcribed interviews were analyzed us-
ing open-, axial-, and selective-coding procedures. Member
checks, peer debriefings, and triangulation were used to ensure
trustworthiness.

Results: Students who acknowledged having a mentor over-
whelmingly identified their clinical instructor in this role. The
open-coding procedures produced 3 categories: (1) mentoring

prerequisites, (2) interpersonal foundations, and (3) educational
dimensions. Mentoring prerequisites included accessibility, ap-
proachability, and protégé initiative. Interpersonal foundations
involved the mentor and protégé having congruent values, trust,
and a personal relationship. The educational dimensions cate-
gory involved the mentor facilitating knowledge and skill devel-
opment, encouraging professional perspectives, and individu-
alizing learning. Although a student-certified athletic trainer
relationship can be grounded in either interpersonal or educa-
tional aspects, the data support the occurrence of an authentic
mentoring relationship when the dimensions coalesced.

Conclusions: Potential mentors must not only be accessible
but also approachable by a prospective protégé. Mentoring
takes initiative on behalf of a student and the mentor. A men-
toring relationship is complex and involves the coalescence of
both interpersonal and educational aspects of an affiliation. As
a professional-socialization tactic, mentoring offers students a
way to anticipate the future professional role in a very personal
and meaningful way.

Key Words: mentor, protégé, anticipatory socialization, qual-
itative research

Mentoring is widely accepted as a strategy for facili-
tating the professional growth and development of
students while they are socialized into a discipline.1

As a component of the professional-socialization process,
mentoring can influence how individuals prepare themselves
and develop various values, skills, knowledge, and attitudes
throughout their academic and professional careers.2 Indeed,
successful student experiences are frequently connected to
mentoring processes3 that may serve to help them achieve
their optimal potential, not only as health care providers but
also as organizational leaders.4,5

No definition of mentoring is universally accepted,6,7 but
regardless of whether mentoring occurs formally or informally,
the goal is to enhance an individual’s development of a pro-
fessional role2 by way of a relationship with a more experi-
enced person.8 Recently, the athletic training literature has re-
vealed the importance of mentoring8,9 for professional
development. For example, Malasarn et al8 identified mentor-
ing as a critical role in developing expert certified athletic

trainers (ATCs). Pitney et al9 discovered that many ATCs in
the intercollegiate setting relied on advice from previous men-
tors to guide their learning and meet the demands of their new
roles. As Curtis et al10 reported, athletic training students
(ATSs) desired supervisors to demonstrate mentoring behav-
iors such as constructive feedback, explanation, and nurturing,
and these mentoring roles have a profound effect on an ATS’s
professional development.

Although mentoring is considered a key component of
learning a professional role2 and some insight has been gained
about mentoring behaviors,10 there is a paucity of research
explicitly investigating and elucidating the mentoring process-
es in undergraduate athletic training curriculums. Athletic
training students face a variety of professional development
challenges during the anticipatory socialization process due to
the complexity of academic, clinical, and professional envi-
ronments. Based on the aforementioned literature, mentoring
is intuitively a viable strategy to mitigate these challenges,
facilitate the successful socialization and acculturation of
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Semistructured Interview Guide

1. How would you describe the ideal mentor?
2. As an athletic training student, who do you consider to be your

mentor?
3. How did this relationship come about?
4. Describe this mentor experience for me (us).
5. What characteristics do you look for in a mentor?
6. How has having a mentor (or not having a mentor) affected you as

an athletic training student?
7. In what way has having a mentor (or not having a mentor) impacted

you as a future professional?
8. What are the advantages of having a mentor?
9. What are the disadvantages of having a mentor?

10. If you could change anything about your mentor relationship, what
would it be?

11. What advice would you give to a potential mentor?
12. What advice would you give to a protégé?
13. What does it take to be a good protégé?

ATSs, and positively influence professional development. Giv-
en the efficacy of mentorship in the anticipatory socialization
of professionals, the significance of this study lies in gaining
insight about the mentoring experiences of undergraduate
ATSs and furthering our understanding of mentoring process
intricacies. With the continued goal of improving clinical ed-
ucation and ATSs’ acculturation, this research will serve to
improve our understanding of mentorship in athletic training.

Our purpose was to gain insight and understanding of the
mentoring processes and to generate theory related to mentoring
ATSs. The following central questions guided this study:

1. By what processes are ATSs mentored?
2. What is the nature of these mentoring relationships, and

how does it contribute to the students’ professional social-
ization?

3. How do students perceive their various mentoring experi-
ences relative to learning their professional roles as future
ATCs?

METHODS

We identified qualitative methods, specifically grounded
theory, as an exceptional strategy because of the study’s focus
on gaining insight about a social process and the explicit at-
tempt to generate a theoretic model.11,12 Moreover, Maxwell11

stated that the personal meaning informants place on a partic-
ular situation, event, or action is generally a strength of qual-
itative research and coincided nicely with the purpose of this
study: to understand the mentoring process.

The theoretic base of grounded theory is symbolic interac-
tionism,13,14 which was the theoretic framework for this study.
Symbolic interactionism infers that an individual’s behavior is
formed by social interactions; individuals are active in this
process, and they make conscious decisions about how they
will act in a given situation.15 As Blumer16 clarified, from a
symbolic interactionist’s position, a social setting (ie, clinical
interactions between a clinical instructor [CI] and an ATS) can
create a condition for personal action and perception (readers
should refer to Blumer16 for a more detailed explanation of
symbolic interactionism). Symbolic interactionism thus focus-
es on the meaning that individuals give to interactions with
others.

This study received initial institutional review board ap-
proval from Northern Illinois University before data collec-
tion. Additional institutional review board approval was ob-
tained from all educational institutions at which data were
collected. Before the interviews, questions regarding the pro-
cedures were addressed and participants provided informed
consent. Verbal consent to be audiotape recorded before the
formal interview was also obtained from the participants.

Participants

Sixteen interviews were conducted, 13 interviews with
ATSs and 3 with individuals identified as mentors. The ATSs
ranged in age from 20 to 24 years, with an average of 21.6
years. The mentors ranged from 24 to 38 years, with an av-
erage of 33.3 years. Participants were purposefully selected
based on theoretic sampling and availability. Participants were
from 2 Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health Edu-
cation Programs-accredited athletic training education pro-
grams (9 from institution A and 7 from institution B). Insti-
tution A was a state-supported university with an enrollment

of 15 000 to 20 000 undergraduate students in a metropolitan
region. Institution B was a state-supported comprehensive uni-
versity with an enrollment of 10 000 to 15 000 undergraduate
students in a rural setting. During each of the student inter-
views, we asked for permission to interview the student’s men-
tors. Three students agreed to put us in contact with their men-
tors.

We communicated with the program director at one insti-
tution and a staff athletic trainer and faculty member at the
other institution to guide us in selecting participants based on
the belief that they would be willing to offer personal percep-
tions of their mentoring experiences. This method of qualita-
tive data sampling, the deliberate choosing of informants based
on a belief that the informant is a person capable of supplying
important information, is known as purposive sampling.17 Hol-
stein and Gubrium17 stated that selecting participants because
they are likely to describe their perceptions and experience
underscores the theoretic commitment of purposive-sampling
procedures in interpretive research.

One type of purposive sampling is theoretic sampling. The
goal of theoretic sampling is to enable the researcher to seek
out individuals who are able to help answer the research ques-
tions and, thus, offer the best chances for creating solid the-
ory.18,19 We attempted, therefore, to recruit students who were
nearing the end of their academic program (0.5–1 semester
remaining) as well as those who had several semesters of clin-
ical experience remaining. We also found it insightful to in-
terview 3 students without mentors.

Data Collection and Analysis

Individual interviews were conducted using a semistruc-
tured technique, and all ATSs were asked a set of core ques-
tions (Table). Questions were modified slightly for each of the
interviews with mentors to make them more germane. For ex-
ample, we asked the mentors the following: (1) How did the
mentoring relationship with the student come about? (2) What
characteristics do you think your students look for in a men-
tor? (3) How might either having or not having a mentor affect
an athletic training student? The interviews were tape recorded
and subsequently transcribed verbatim. We conducted the first
5 interviews together with each participant in order to gain
familiarity with the question-posing procedures before con-
ducting separate interviews.
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For the inductive analysis, we used grounded theory pro-
cedures described by Strauss and Corbin.19 Grounded theory
is a systematic approach for the collection and analysis of
qualitative data for the purpose of generating explanations that
further the understanding of social and psychological phenom-
ena.20 The grounded theory approach consists of identifying
specific concepts in the transcripts that explained and gave
meaning to the social process of mentoring. The concepts were
labeled and then organized into like categories, consistent with
open-coding procedures.

Open coding of the transcripts was completed separately as
the data were collected, but we communicated frequently as
we reflected on the data. Consistent with grounded theory
methods, data were collected until saturation was achieved.
That is, data were collected until we identified redundancy in
the data and were not uncovering any new concepts. In our
professional judgment, data saturation was obtained by the
10th student interview. We interviewed 3 more ATSs to ensure
that no new data were forthcoming.

Once the open coding was completed separately, we sus-
pended our independent judgments regarding the categories
that were created individually and worked together to system-
atically reorganize our combined concepts into categories. Re-
peating the open coding together essentially allowed us to re-
peat the procedures and articulate our understanding of the
data. The newly created categories were labeled and compared
with the independently created categories of textual data. We
also shared research memoranda and assumptions to explain
and negotiate both how and why particular concepts were im-
portant.

Axial and selective coding was performed after the open
coding. We completed the axial-coding procedures together
and explored how each of the categories related to one another,
which allowed us to transform categories to subcategories and
identify broader thematic categories based on the data. The
selective coding allowed us to identify conceptual ideas that
integrated the existing categories.

Trustworthiness
Triangulation, a peer review, and member checks21,22 were

used to establish trustworthiness of the data collection and
analysis. Data-source triangulation was performed by collect-
ing data from protégés, mentors, and students who indicated
they did not have a mentor. Collecting data from these 3 sourc-
es allowed us to cross-check information and more fully un-
derstand the mentoring process.19

A colleague with expertise in qualitative methods conducted
the peer review by examining the interview transcripts, coding
sheets (which identified concepts, categories, and properties),
and a synopsis of the findings. Three leading questions were
identified in the transcripts, and data received from those ques-
tions were eliminated from analysis. The peer review identified
the analysis as being completed in a logical and systematic
manner, and the findings were reasonable and accurate based
on the interview data.

Member checks were conducted by consulting 4 of the par-
ticipants (3 ATSs and 1 mentor). Each participant examined
the results and agreed the findings were consistent with his or
her experiences.

RESULTS
Participants who were currently involved in a mentoring

relationship always identified their immediate CI and/or clin-

ical supervisor as their mentor. In each instance of mentoring,
the ATS and CI had a relationship founded on interpersonal
connections (interpersonal foundations category) and focused
on the educational needs of the student (educational dimen-
sions category). These aspects of the mentoring relationship
developed when particular mentoring prerequisites were met
(mentoring prerequisites category). These 3 categories are the
subcategories fully explained in the ensuing paragraphs. We
conclude the Results section by presenting a model of men-
toring experiences.

Mentoring Prerequisites

Several prerequisites for an effective mentoring relationship
were identified. Mentoring prerequisites refers to the 3 aspects
of an early affiliation that allowed for the mentoring process
to initiate: accessibility, approachability, and protégé initiative.

The participants suggested that a potential mentor needs to
be accessible for a mentoring relationship to evolve. When
asked what characteristics she would look for when attempting
to find a mentor, Karen stated, ‘‘Well, accessibility is . . . kind
of a big thing for me. If I . . . ever need questions answered
or need any ideas, [I need] for [my mentor] to be there [for
me].’’ Sandy reflected this same concept when she discussed
why she was not involved in a mentoring relationship: ‘‘A lot
of times I felt like we were . . . really busy . . . more time
constraints really, it seems like everything was . . . rushed . . .
and we didn’t usually have easy access to people.’’ Our data
suggest effective mentors are able to balance their time so that
they are available to the students.

The second important subcategory of the mentoring prereq-
uisites category is approachability. Student participants sug-
gested when individuals were accessible, approachability was
important for a mentoring relationship to develop. From the
students’ perspective, approachability hinged on feeling re-
spected by the CI and not being made to feel demoralized
during a personal interaction. For example, Jenny stated,

I think that for me . . . [my mentor is] someone that I could go up and ask
[a] question to and feel like they could give me the right answer. Somebody
that would not try to [make me feel like] I’m so stupid. . . . Someone that
would talk to me on a personal basis, not [indicating] that ‘I’m smarter than
you.’ I wouldn’t want to feel intimidated.

Some evidence suggested that aspects of a person’s personality
and attitude mediated the level of approachability. Students
were less likely to approach a potential mentor if they were
treated in a brusque and demeaning manner and more likely
to approach a mentor if they felt respected.

The last prerequisite indicated by our data involved the stu-
dent’s responsibility. Indeed, our data suggest that mentoring
relationships emerge not only because of a mentor’s action but
also because of a student’s initiative. Thus, a mentoring rela-
tionship is truly a 2-way street. The participants stated that
protégés should ‘‘ask questions,’’ ‘‘be good listeners,’’ ‘‘be
patient,’’ ‘‘be inquisitive,’’ ‘‘be willing to actively learn,’’ and
‘‘show extra effort.’’ Tim voiced the following:

Don’t sit back . . . and think everything’s going to come to you. Go and ask
questions, go and do things. Don’t expect [your mentor] to give you every-
thing in the world. It’s on a 2-way basis, you help them, and they help you
back. Don’t expect a 1-way road and have them do everything for you and
you do nothing for them because down the line they’ll sit back and think
about it and wonder what they really taught you.

Kenny also indicated the importance of protégé initiative:
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I think before you can really get a mentoring relationship you . . . have to
get to know the person; understand their quirks, their views, and what they
[expect of you]. And I think that’s what really gets someone interested in
mentoring because you [as a student] show that interest, you show that will-
ingness to work. And I think people are more willing to truly become a
mentor. I mean you’ve got supervisors, but to me there’s a difference between
a supervisor and a mentor. And I think most people are more willing to be
your mentor if you show that extra effort.

Interpersonal Foundations

The interpersonal foundations category that emerged from
the data refers to the mentoring affiliation being founded on
interpersonal connections. Interpersonal foundations related to
3 aspects of mentoring identified in the subcategories: (1) con-
gruent values, (2) trust, and (3) personal relationships. Our
data indicate these subcategories are closely interwoven, and
the development of one led to the development of one or both
of the other aspects. For example, trust seemed to be cultivated
when both parties recognized the presence of congruent val-
ues.

Carrie reflected on the necessity of congruent values in a
mentoring relationship when she stated, ‘‘. . . really to me . . .
athletic training has a little bit to do with [developing a men-
toring relationship], but there are lots of people who know
about athletic training. It was more the way [my mentors] pre-
sented themselves and that they lived the same way they do
in the [athletic] training room outside of the [athletic] training
room.’’ The congruent values between a potential mentor and
protégé fueled the interpersonal relationship. For example, Sue
indicated that her mentor valued dedication, continual learn-
ing, and beneficence, all of which were congruent with her
personal and professional characteristics. Carrie commented
on valuing professionalism and described other relationships
whereby the CI’s values were not congruent with hers when
she stated she has had supervisors ‘‘. . . who are very bad
examples and they would go out and party with students and
things like that. And I really like the example that [my current
mentors have] set in that they don’t do that.’’ Sue remarked
that common goals and values are necessary components for a
mentoring relationship. She stated that, when a student is at-
tempting to find a mentor, he or she needs to step back and

. . . figure out what type of qualities you’re looking for and goals you want
to achieve and what you really want to get out of [the relationship]. And then
once you’ve figured out what you want for yourself, go and find the person
[with the] closest fit [with the] type of things you’re looking for instead of
just saying ‘oh this person looks . . . like somebody I could look up to’ and
then realize that you might have 2 different agendas and it might not work
out very well for you.

The recognition that congruent values were present helps to
cultivate a trusting relationship. When asked what allowed for
a mentoring relationship to develop with her and the ATSs,
Carla stated, ‘‘I think we developed a great sense of trust be-
tween each other. And I hope that they see that I am really
interested in helping them.’’ Sharon also reflected on the ne-
cessity of trust when she stated: ‘‘You know, personally, you
just want a good quality person that you trust enough that I
would let them work with me before . . . working with my
athletes or vice versa.’’

Trust allowed for more personal interactions between the
ATS and CI, leading to an integration of professional and per-
sonal aspects of the relationship. One of the mentors in the
study, when asked what allowed a mentoring relationship to
develop and continue over time, explained that, ‘‘I’ve had . . .

4 or 5 [students] that . . . over the time we became friends
and . . . I got to know [them] as more than just students.’’
Sharon continued by adding that the relationship was ‘‘inter-
mixed with personal lives plus professional [aspects] and it
kept the bond going.’’ Participants identified topics such as
communicating on a personal level, eagerness to help, will-
ingness to share experiences, availability as a listener, having
a sense of humor, and caring about students on a personal
level. Each of these represents common statements from the
participants and helped to formulate the construction of this
subcategory.

Educational Dimension

The participants consistently revealed that successful men-
toring was inextricably linked to the process of learning and,
thus, there was an educational dimension to the mentoring re-
lationship. The educational dimension category contained the
following subcategories: (1) facilitating knowledge and skill
development, (2) individualizing learning, and (3) encouraging
professional perspectives.

Facilitating knowledge and skill development was a primary
focus in each of the mentoring relationships. Knowledge and
skill development was based on students indicating their men-
tors helped them to not only understand what they needed to
do to improve their skills but also helped them understand how
to improve their critical thinking and problem solving. More-
over, mentors encouraged inquisitiveness, created appropriate
learning experiences and a comfortable learning environment,
and provided learning-related advice to their protégés. For ex-
ample, when asked what she would look for in a mentor, Ann
stated,

I want them to take the time and explain [aspects of athletic training] to me
. . . in terms that I understand. I want them to [explain] what they’re doing,
and why they’re doing it, so that I understand what I’m supposed to be learn-
ing. And if I have a question, I want them to be able to answer it or be able
to find it for me, but I also want them to test my knowledge too.

Carrie also voiced the importance of facilitating knowledge
and skill during a mentoring experience. She explained,

I think [my mentoring relationship] has been a good one because they kind
of help us to learn. They take time out of [the day], instead of watching
practice, [and] we go over certain things or we work on our worst taping
[procedure] or work on certain muscle origins and insertions. We do stuff
instead of just watching practice. . . . It seems like there’s some big secret [in
athletic training] . . . and . . . [my mentors are] open to telling us everything,
and that’s good.

In addition to facilitating knowledge and skills, individual-
izing the learning experiences and teaching strategies was im-
portant in the successful mentoring relationship. When asked
what advice she would give to a mentor, Melinda stated,

I would say to . . . always take into account each individual that you’re work-
ing with, not focus on everyone as a group, because everyone does learn
differently. Everyone has different learning potentials and I think that focusing
on each individual is very important for teaching each individual what they
need to learn. . . . I feel like [my mentor has] really been able to kind of hone
in on what I need and kind of go from there and really make sure to take
care to always do that. . . . She’s always willing to individualize things, which
I think is very, very important.

Karen supported this concept when she stated mentors
should provide for individual learning differences ‘‘because a
lot of [students] are [at] different levels . . . whether they’re
supposed to be at [a particular skill] level or not. They are
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A conceptual model of the mentoring processes. Authentic men-
toring occurs after the mentoring prerequisites are met and the
interpersonal foundations and educational dimensions coalesce.

going to have questions that are different. . . . So [mentors
shouldn’t begin] thinking that these people are supposed to be
at a level because they might not necessarily be.’’

Another advantage a positive mentoring relationship offered
was to encourage an understanding of professional perspec-
tives. For example, Ann stated,

The advantage of having a mentor is that you get to learn and see from
someone else’s perspective. Then they can teach you what they know, and
you can also see how someone else does it—everyone does something dif-
ferent. Everyone tapes ankles different, everybody treats their injuries differ-
ent. . . . I think it just gives you examples to go from.

Even Carla commented on how mentoring helps provide a
professional perspective:

First of all, it gives them an outside perspective when dealing with their peers
and their classmates. With a mentor, you are going to get somebody, in our
case in the same profession [that] is maybe a few years removed from being
a student, and [it] just gives [the protégé] a different perspective.

From the protégés’ standpoint, a mentor relationship that
facilitated the students’ understanding of professional perspec-
tives was an important aspect of their anticipatory professional
socialization; the students could envision what the ATC role
would be like in different settings. For example, Lonnie stated
that, as an ATS, there are different career directions you can
take, and having a few mentors has helped him gain insight
about the role of the ATC in different job settings. He stated,

Each [mentor has] had a different experience at a different level and a dif-
ferent job. . . . When I go look for a job . . . I have an understanding of what
I might expect and what I might like about certain jobs compared to other
ones.

In addition, Jason was asked to reflect on how his mentoring
experience might influence him as a future professional. He
commented,

I think it [the mentor relationship] gives you that diversity of different ways
to go about doing something . . . and when I do become a professional . . .
I’ll have this knowledge [that] I don’t necessarily have to do [a task] this
way. . . . I can . . . get positive effects from doing something another way.

Carla also identified the need to give a perspective about
what is expected of students as future professionals. She stated
mentors should take that role seriously. ‘‘You are helping to
set an example for preprofessionals in this case. And I think
that it’s important that we teach them early what is expected
of them and what is appropriate and not appropriate.’’ She
continued by adding that mentoring in athletic training is vi-
tally important,

And in this profession it seems like it’s very important because you can only
learn so much in the classroom. And I think that it is hard to teach how do
you interact with a coach, or how do you interact with athletes that sustain a
season-ending injury or something. So I think it is important that [students]
have someone . . . to learn things from. They may not agree with the entire
style, but there are pieces that they can take and use.

Although few disadvantages of mentoring were noted,
some students did speculate on the disadvantages of mentor-
ing, specifically related to facilitating professional perspec-
tives. The students indicated a single mentor might possibly
give only one opinion and shield a protégé from understanding
the perspectives of others. For example, when asked about a
possible disadvantage of having a mentor, one participant stat-
ed ‘‘. . . you can see just their point of view, if you just think
of one person as a mentor; so maybe you get kind of skewed
and you just see their point of view and so you get one-track

minded.’’ Even one of the participants who did not have a
mentor stated, ‘‘. . . I guess because I’m just coming to depend
on so many different people; there’s a lot more different points
of view. You know, I’ve seen a lot of different ways, I guess,
of doing things.’’

An Integrated Model

Completing the axial- and selective-coding procedures on
the data allowed us to generate the following propositions.
First, the prerequisites of approachability, accessibility, and
protégé initiative are fundamental for the development of a
mentoring relationship. Second, although a student-CI rela-
tionship can potentially be grounded in either interpersonal
foundations or educational dimensions, an authentic mentoring
relationship for the participants occurred when the mentoring
prerequisites, interpersonal foundations, and educational di-
mensions coalesced. The Figure provides a conceptual model
of mentoring in the undergraduate athletic training education
programs produced from the analysis procedures. The model
presents a uniform alignment of the mentoring dimensions, but
theoretically a mentoring relationship could emphasize more
or less of any given dimension.

DISCUSSION

Our findings revealed that, from the students’ perspective,
mentors must be accessible and approachable, but students
must also take initiative in order for a mentoring relationship
to develop. The athletic training education literature has iden-
tified accessibility as a key characteristic to effective clinical
education.10,23 For example, Curtis et al10 determined that su-
pervisor unavailability was frequently identified as hindering
supervisory behavior. Moreover, while discussing effective in-
structional skills, Weidner and Henning23 stated that effective
CIs remain accessible to students to answer questions and pro-
vide assistance when students are challenged.

Examining the relationships between the categories revealed
that approaching a potential mentor was not likely to occur if
an ATS perceived a mentor as threatening or disrespectful.
Making students feel valued as individuals and using a com-
munication style that is nonthreatening are both essential com-
ponents of effective clinical instruction.23 In fact, demonstrat-
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ing respect for the student and being accessible to students are
highly ranked CI characteristics.24 Furthermore, a desirable
learning experience involves a CI who is receptive to stu-
dents.25 Clinical instructors should be aware of their mentoring
responsibilities and demonstrate respect with a wide variety of
students by showing a genuine concern for the students as
people and learners.23

Just as teaching and learning is a 2-way street,5 so too is
mentoring, in that students must take some initiative to culti-
vate a mentoring relationship. Students must ask questions and
communicate with their CI for a relationship to develop.

Interpersonal Foundations

Interpersonal foundations are related to congruent values,
trust, and a personal relationship between a protégé and his or
her mentor. Our findings revealed that establishing trust was a
significant aspect of a mentoring relationship and, according
to Cohen,26 a mentoring relationship often begins with an em-
phasis on developing trust. A sense of trust and responsibility
was recently implicated as a critical aspect of a positive edu-
cational environment within an athletic training education pro-
gram27 and is consistent with our findings.

Accessibility, approachability, and protégé initiative are pre-
requisites to the development of a mentoring relationship. Ar-
guably, however, trust may enter the approachability equation,
as a student may not approach a CI if he or she does not trust
and believe that he or she will be treated in a respectful man-
ner. Trust, congruent values, and personal relationships were
important to the ATSs and reflected a supportive dimension of
mentoring as illuminated by Daloz.28 Supportive behaviors,
such as assisting with clinical education as well as nonclinical
educational or personal processes, are helpful for creating an
environment that encourages student confidence and partici-
pation.10 Daloz,28 however, suggested that a mentoring rela-
tionship with a severe imbalance between challenge and sup-
port has the potential to negatively affect a protégé. For
example, providing a great deal of support with little challenge
may cause stagnation; having a great deal of challenge and
little support may cause the protégé to retreat.28

Mentoring relationships are known to facilitate both an in-
dividual’s career developmental and psychosocial functions in
early and middle adulthood.7,29 The career developmental
functions—typically related to a professional role within an
organization—include such roles as sponsorship, exposure,
visibility to decision makers, protection from mistakes, and
challenging assignments. Psychosocial functions, on the other
hand, have an interpersonal orientation and include counseling,
acceptance, and friendship.30,31 Based on our data, the partic-
ipants tended to identify more with the psychosocial functions
of mentoring: namely trust, congruent values, and the devel-
opment of a personal relationship. Our findings are consistent
with those of Cameron-Jones and O’Hara,32 who discovered
that both nursing students and nurse mentors believed the sup-
porting role of a mentor was essential.

Educational Dimensions

The educational dimension category reflects the mentors’
instructional interactions with the students. These interactions
included facilitating knowledge and skill development, indi-
vidualizing learning, and encouraging professional perspec-
tives. From a developmental and instructional perspective,

mentoring must consider the life-span developmental tasks that
a protégé experiences.33 Individuals have varying needs based
on their life developmental stage and their current goals. The
ATSs in this study likely needed, or were required to learn,
clinical proficiencies and professional behaviors that will aid
them in their future professional roles. Accordingly, the edu-
cational dimensions emerged as a key component of mentoring
relationships.

Individualized learning related to ATSs who believed their
mentors accommodated their learning and provided for their
individual differences. This is consistent with the literature in
that an important task related to teaching and learning clinical
skills is for CIs to tailor learning experiences so students not
only acquire knowledge and skill but also the necessary atti-
tudes to be future professionals.34

Encouraging a student’s professional perspective combined
with facilitating his or her knowledge and skills provided in-
sight into the relationship between mentoring and the profes-
sional-socialization process. The anticipatory aspect of profes-
sional socialization relates to the formal education of
undergraduate students and allows them to develop appropriate
knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes and ultimately envision
what it is like to be a future ATC.9 Our findings indicate men-
toring relationships certainly play a role in the anticipatory
professional-socialization process as ATSs learned from their
mentors what to expect in their role as future professionals.
Although students can conceivably learn to anticipate their fu-
ture roles without involvement in a mentor relationship, other
literature suggests a mentoring relationship provides a great
deal of guidance, direction, and enrichment related to learning
and developing in the professional role.8

Educational Implications

Athletic training education has recently focused on clinical
instruction and the role of the CI in teaching and facilitating
the professional development of ATSs.35 Clinical instructors
serve many roles, including role model and mentor.5 Role
modeling is thought to be more of a passive process, whereby
students take on the values and behaviors of a CI by trying to
emulate what they observe.36 Mentoring, on the other hand,
requires active involvement by students as they engage in a
personal relationship with an experienced individual to learn
about the profession and promote professional socialization.36

Mentoring is a socialization strategy comprising nurturing an
interpersonal relationship and addressing the educational needs
of an ATS; mentoring can facilitate a student’s development
in undergraduate education1 and allows a student to view the
discipline as a lifetime commitment. Arguably, a mentoring
relationship during undergraduate education is vital to the pro-
fessional-socialization process1 and, as indicated by Platt Mey-
er,5 appears to be related to effective clinical instruction.

Because mentoring appears to include many behaviors and
characteristics associated with effective clinical education, ath-
letic training education programs may benefit from addressing
the mentoring processes related to the role of CIs. The model
generated from this study explicates the complex nature of
mentoring and the integrated relationship between the educa-
tional dimensions, interpersonal foundations, and various pre-
requisites necessary for the relationship to evolve. The model
highlights the humanistic role of the CI in this process and
underscores the importance of being both accessible and ap-
proachable while developing an interpersonal relationship
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based on trust and mutual respect. Clinical instructors should
respect ATSs and encourage them to ask questions and take
initiative in the learning process as much as possible. The
model also underscores the importance of addressing individ-
ual learning needs associated with developing the knowledge
and skills of ATSs.

Mentoring was generally viewed as a positive relationship
by the participants. Indeed, when discussing the disadvantages
of mentoring, the students were simply speculating. Despite
the tremendous advantages of mentoring, the literature pur-
ports consumption of time, the possibility of reproducing the
status quo, and lack of autonomy as possible problems with
mentoring.37 That is, working closely with a protégé can be
time consuming, and the relationship may lead to a protégé
mirroring his or her mentor. Moreover, if a mentoring rela-
tionship is not properly conducted, a mentor may not allow a
protégé to have adequate time for self-discovery and may even
dominate the interactions that take place, leading to a lack of
independence.

Limitations

Although the participants were affiliated with either a rural
or metropolitan institution, both schools were public institu-
tions of similar size. Students from private liberal arts schools
may have different mentoring experiences to share. Perhaps a
less homogeneous sample would expose other nuances of the
mentoring process. This grounded theory investigation has
created a model that transfers to similar contexts, but these
qualitative research findings may not be generalized to all con-
texts. As such, athletic training educators and CIs must judge
the verisimilitude of the findings and determine the extent to
which the findings may inform their educational practices.
Also, in retrospect, we believe a limitation exists in not having
interviewed students who had just graduated from an athletic
training education program. Asking students to reflect on their
mentoring experiences after completing the curricular require-
ments may have offered additional insights.

CONCLUSIONS

Three questions guided this study: (1) By what processes
are ATSs mentored? (2) What is the nature of the mentoring
relationship, and how does it contribute to the students’ pro-
fessional socialization? (3) How do students perceive their var-
ious mentoring experiences relative to learning their profes-
sional roles as future ATCs? Completing the open-, axial-, and
selective-coding procedures generated the following conclu-
sions that answer these questions. First, related to the mentor-
ing process, the prerequisites of approachability, accessibility,
and protégé initiative are essential for the development of a
mentoring relationship. Although an ATS-CI relationship can
potentially be grounded in either interpersonal foundations or
educational dimensions, the data support the fact that an au-
thentic mentoring relationship for the participants occurred
when the interpersonal foundations and educational dimen-
sions coalesced. Second, related to the contributions to a stu-
dent’s professional socialization, the complex interlacing of in-
terpersonal relations and educational dimensions allowed for
the facilitation of knowledge and skill development at a very
personal and individualized level. Third, the ATSs generally
perceived their mentoring experiences as positive for not only
helping them to develop appropriate technical skill and knowl-

edge related to athletic training but also helping them to de-
velop an understanding of professional perspectives related to
their future professional responsibilities.

The mentoring model presented herein provides a first step
toward understanding the mentoring perceptions and experi-
ences of undergraduate ATSs. However, the extent to which
mentoring facilitates future professional success in a variety
of settings is not clear. Research seeking to correlate mentoring
with success in the profession of athletic training should be
undertaken. Although we used interviews with 3 mentors to
triangulate the data, ATSs’ perceptions and experiences of
mentorship were primarily sought. Investigating the mentoring
process from primarily the mentors’ perspective may further
elucidate our understanding of this phenomenon. With the con-
tinued emphasis on the importance of clinical education, future
researchers should explore models and best practices of how
to optimally integrate mentoring into Commission on Accred-
itation of Allied Health Education Program–accredited curric-
ulums.
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