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Abstract 

Research indicates that the term mentor in the context of higher education 

currently has multiple definitions and is used to describe a variety of programs, efforts, 

and formal as well as informal activities. In recent years, interdisciplinary perspectives on 

traditional undergraduate students have been converging around the idea that the 

functions and characteristics of mentoring students could be shared across the institution, 

creating what Daloz Parks (2000) has called a mentoring environment. This sharing of 

responsibility has the possibility to address what Baxter Magolda (2009) has recently 

identified as missing in higher education, a "holistic, theoretical perspective to promote 

the learning and developing of the whole student" (p. 621). A review of the literature 

from psychology, sociology, and student affairs documents this attempt to consider a 

more integrated and collaborative approach to college as a mentoring environment. 

The purpose of this research was to understand better how these students 

perceived, received, understood, and experienced one aspect of their college experience: 

mentoring. This qualitative study used thematic analysis to consider the input of 12 

undergraduate students who have recently or will soon graduate from a private, four-year, 

faith-based liberal arts university in Southern California. 

The study was guided by the following research questions: How do graduating 

seniors attending a private, traditional, faith-based, four-year liberal-arts university 

describe mentoring? How do the students describe the formal and/or informal mentoring 

they have received during their college years? What suggestions do the students have for 

improving the university's formal and informal mentoring efforts? Based on extensive 

data analysis, findings revealed that students spoke to the transformative nature of 

relational and participatory experiences with faculty, staff and administrators as well as 



the value of opportunities to interact with several important adult mentors. Irrespective 

of efforts categorized as formal or informal mentoring, participants spoke more to the 

value of campus leaders showing an interest in their personal and professional 

development. 

Recommendations are offered for faculty, staff and administrators regarding a 

more holistic and collaborative approach to college as a mentoring environment. Beyond 

this study, the recommendations discussed should be considered based on individual, 

institutional suitability. 
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WHAT DO THEY SAY? 
STUDENTS FROM A PRIVATE, FAITH-BASED, FOUR-YEAR UNIVERSITY 

SHARE THEIR PERSPECTIVES ON COLLEGE AS A MENTORING 
ENVIRONMENT 

CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW 

Background to the Study 

The traditional four-year undergraduate college experience takes place at a key 

developmental time in the lives of young adults. As a result, institutional efforts to 

mentor college students are numerous and include strategies that are both formal and 

informal. Formal mentoring is most often seen in programs and relationships directed at 

high-risk, underrepresented, under-served, or underachieving college student populations 

(Astin, 1977; 1993; Carr, 1996; Erkut & Mokros, 1984; Jacobi, 1991; Johnson, 2006; 

Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Kuh, 2005; Komives, Woodard Jr., & Associates, 2003; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Reynolds, 2009; Van Puymbroeck & Maryland 

Univ, 2001; Wallace & Abel, 1997). Informal mentoring can be even more difficult to 

define and is attributed to relationships between students and faculty, supervising staff, 

and even peers (Fogg, 2009; Jacobi, 1991; Lasley, 1996). These varied approaches often 

make mentor an elusive term and a concept that is difficult to define or measure. In fact, 

the word mentor conjures up an enormous number of definitions, expectations, and 

interpretations across multiple sectors, including the academy, business, and the military 

(Erkut & Mokros, 1984; Jacobi, 1991; Reed, Martin, Collins, & Dial, 2002; Sorcinelli & 

Yun, 2007). 

As is true in other sectors of society, the term mentor in the context of higher 

education is associated with multiple definitions and a wide variety of programs and 

initiatives. A recent Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) search of the two 

keywords undergraduate mentoring, limited to the last 10 years, yielded almost 3,000 
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results. In her comprehensive and widely cited review of the literature of mentoring in 

higher education published by the American Educational Research Association's Review 

of Educational Research, Jacobi (1991) indicated two major problems with the concept 

of mentoring: the glaring absence of a widely accepted operational definition and a 

questionable link between mentoring and academic success. 

One intriguing theory of mentoring in higher education focuses on college as a 

mentoring environment (Daloz Parks, 1986; 2000; Daloz Parks, Parks Daloz, Keen, & 

Keen, 1996). From this perspective, the responsibility to care for the institutional 

environment is shared by all the stakeholders. In fact, when the literature on mentorship 

is limited to traditional undergraduate students attending four-year institutions, there is a 

perceptible convergence around the idea that faculty, staff, administrators, peers, and 

other aspects of the college experience can combine to create and enhance the 

environment where mentoring takes place (Astin & Chang, 1995; Baxter-Magolda, 1992; 

Boyer, 1990; Calabrese, 1996; Kaye, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Nora & Crisp, 2008; Daloz 

Parks, 2000, 2008; Sorcinelli & Yun, 2007; Storrs, Putsche, & Taylor, 2008; Van 

Puymbroeck, 2001; Willimon, 1997). Parks (1986, 2000, 2009) has clearly articulated 

this idea of college as a mentoring environment, contending that effective concepts and 

practices of mentoring should embrace and respect the classically understood and 

"venerable term" (2000, p. 127) of mentor while realizing "that a network of belonging 

that serves young adults as a mentoring environment may offer a powerful milieu and 

critical set of gifts in the formation of meaning, purpose, and faith" (p. 127). 

Such conceptualizations and the studies that support them (Boyer, 1990; 

McDonald, 2002; Settersten Jr., Furstenberg Jr., & Rumbaut, 2005) do not eliminate the 

classic notion of mentorship as a one-on-one relationship, but they expand the definition 
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to include a collaborative view that has the capacity to hold numerous aspects of 

mentoring undergraduate students. In the literature, this collaborative view is referred to 

as the mentoring process (Calabrese, 1996), a shared responsibility (Storrs et al., 2008), a 

mentoring web (Van Puymbroeck, 2001), a mentoring constellation (Johnson, 2006), and 

mentoring networks (Sorcinelli & Yun, 2007). 

As this environmental view of mentoring gets defined and implemented on 

campuses throughout the country, researchers and practitioners have begun to call for and 

use student input to help shape and bring clarity to initiatives and policies designed to 

transform a college into a mentoring environment (Daloz Parks, 1986; Daloz Parks, 2009; 

King, 2009; Kuh, 2009; 2009; Nora & Crisp, 2008). 

Statement of the Problem 

There is a need to understand better how students experience and make sense of 

mentoring efforts during their college years. Given that the college years represent a key 

period for young adult development along with the amount of resources that institutions 

invest into mentoring-type efforts, it seems clear that the recipients of mentoring efforts 

should help shape how the notion of college-as-a-mentoring-environment becomes 

operational in college campuses. The problem comes when students are not regularly 

asked about their perspectives on their educational environment. Programs and 

pedagogies that are not shaped with collaborative input from students are often flawed. 

Some of the preeminent researchers in the field of student affairs have called this work 

with students the co-creation of knowledge (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Baxter Magolda & 

King, 2004) and suggested that undergraduate student experience and input should 

consistently inform all aspects of higher education, including this developing concept of 

college as a mentoring environment (Astin, 1993; Bliming, Whitt, & Associates, 1999; 
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Hoover, 2009; Levine & Cureton, 1998; Lewis, 2006; Wallace & Abel, 1997; Willimon, 

1997; Wolfe, Retallick, Martin, & Steiner, 2008). 

Baxter Magolda (1992, 2001) captures data from a longitudinal study that she 

began with 101 first-year college students in 1986. In the opening of Making Their Own 

Way, Baxter Magolda says, "This book is about being better company for young adults 

on their journeys toward self-authorship, their journeys toward making meaning of their 

own lives" (p. xi). Both of these works model the positive potential for the use of 

qualitative interview data that is woven into the presentation of theoretical data, and 

Baxter Magolda's results from this and other endeavors are regularly cited in the leading 

journals of higher education and student affairs. 

Using Baxter Magolda's idea of "better company" (2001), there is need for a 

deeper understanding of the developmental processes that impact undergraduate students. 

And, specifically related to my own field of higher education administration, there is a 

need for those of us who take up leadership in higher education to regularly seek and use 

input from students, who are key stakeholders in the educational environment. Such an 

approach provides additional information about who these students are and treats them as 

collaborators in their own educational experience. As will be discussed further in the 

literature review, this developmental approach of inquiry is taking place in many 

disciplines that overlap on young adult development, including sociology, psychology, 

and higher education. More and more researchers and practitioners from these discipline 

are considering the internal lives of young adults (Arnett, 2000; Astin, Astin, & 

Lindholm, 2011; Chickering, 2010; Nash & Murray, 2010; Palmer, Zajonc, & Scribner, 

2010 ; Settersten Jr., et al., 2005) as a key consideration of the college education. This 

approach of inquiry also opens institutions to the powerful ways in which students make 
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meaning out of their own experiences. By engaging the student experience, we gain a 

better understanding of how undergraduate students attending traditional four-year 

universities describe the functions and characteristics of a campus community. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand better how a group of 12 

traditional undergraduate seniors attending a private, faith-based, traditional, four-year 

liberal-arts university in Southern California perceived, received, understood, and 

experienced one aspect of their college experience: mentoring. The study explored if and 

how they identify any experience of mentoring and was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. How do graduating seniors attending a private, traditional, faith-based, four-year 

liberal-arts university describe mentoring? What do they say about the function 

and characteristics of mentoring? 

2. How do the students describe the formal and/or informal mentoring they have 

received during their college years? 

3. What suggestions do the students have for improving the university's formal and 

informal mentoring efforts? 

Methodological Overview 

I conducted qualitative interviews with a total of 12 students who graduated in 

May 2010 or would graduate in May 2011 from my research site: a private, traditional, 

faith-based, four-year liberal-arts university in Southern California. After seven 

interviews, I conducted a focus group of 12 students. This focus group was made up of 

four students who had previously been interviewed and eight students who had been 

suggested as interview candidates by staff and faculty. I then proceeded with the 



6 

remaining four interviews. At the outset of this study, I anticipated that approximately 12 

- 15 interviews would provide robust data related to the topic. I also anticipated that after 

the focus group, I would be close to a saturation point; that is to say that the themes and 

ideas would be such that proceeding with more interviews would be redundant. 

The use of qualitative methodology for this project is appropriate, necessary, and 

directly linked to the review of the literature, the stated problem, and the intended 

outcomes of the study. As Patton (2002) indicates, these kinds of interviews serve to 

"facilitate study of [these] issues in depth and detail" (p. 342). In the study, my intention 

was to model the very kind of programmatic and pedagogical approaches that are 

important in undergraduate higher education. All of these aspects of the project were 

connected to gathering student input on mentoring in order that efforts, ideas, and 

programs could be situated more closely in the realities of student experience. As Baxter 

Magolda (2001) stated, "Students perceive education as 'not made for them' when it does 

not acknowledge, respect, and connect to their experience and perspectives" (Baxter 

Magolda, 2001, p. 234). 

All interviews used an interview guide that had already undergone a pilot study 

(see Appendix A for Interview Guide, Pre-Pilot Study; Appendix B for Summary of Pilot 

Study; and Appendix C for Final Interview Guide). Interviews were recorded. I 

personally transcribed each interview prior to initiating the coding process. Analysis of 

Research Question One "How do graduating seniors attending a private, traditional, 

faith-based, four-year liberal-arts university describe mentoring? What do they say about 

the function and characteristics of mentoring?" provided an opportunity for students to 

describe mentoring. The literature suggests two aspects of mentoring: the functions (more 

active) and characteristics (more passive) of mentoring (Bliming, Whitt, & Associates, 
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1999; Kinzie, et al., 2005; Komives, et al., 2003; McDonald, 2002; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). Analysis of Research Question Two "How do the students describe the 

formal and/or informal mentoring they have received during their college years?" looked 

at similarities and variations of the students' personal experiences (or lack of 

experiences) with mentoring during college. Finally, analysis of Research Question Three 

"What suggestions do the students have for improving the university's formal and 

informal mentoring efforts?" considered suggestions these students had in terms of the 

research site's efforts at formal and informal mentoring. The purpose of this question was 

to explore what students perceive as institutional successes, gaps, or shortcomings in 

creating a mentoring environment. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

This is a qualitative study and was purposefully based, in part, on self-reported 

data from undergraduate students at only one institution. Other limitations with this study 

must be acknowledged as well. The number of interviews was relatively small, and all 

participants came from the same institution, a private, faith-based, liberal-arts institution. 

Tuition, room, and board for this institution costs more than $30,000 annually, which 

limits access for a number of socio-economic groups. 

As will be discussed later in this study, considerable efforts were made to attain 

interpretations of the data at a level of trustworthiness (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2002; Patton, 2002). Limitations extended beyond 

external validity or generalizability to include internal validity limitations. To be sure, 

this study attempted to identify a variety of participants by use of convenience and 

judgment sampling. In the process, I hoped to represent a variety of student views. 
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However, true representation of the student body (approximately 2,200 students) is 

beyond the scope of this project. 

There is another potential limitation: I hold a position of formal authority at the 

research site. As dean of students, I am responsible for residential life and matters of 

student conduct. While all attempts were made to ensure students did not perceive any 

coercion, risk, or potential reward by participating or not participating in the study, the 

sought-after student input could have been skewed by the power differential involved. 

As is detailed in the Data Analysis Map (Appendix K), I made use of multiple qualitative 

research strategies to ensure maximum trustworthiness, validity and reliability while 

simultaneously minimizing the power differential and my own personal biases. 

This included, among other components, triangulation of the data via member 

checks, the literature and peer review/examination. A majority of the participants in the 

study were nominated by colleagues and selection criteria were predetermined. These 

strategies were employed to minimize the impact of my position as researcher and a 

formal authority at the research institution. 

This study did not set out to narrow or clarify the difficulty surrounding a 

definitional understanding of the term mentor. Rather, this study sought to explore the 

ambiguity along with the various interpretations of, and expectations surrounding, the 

term as constructed by a group of college students. Similarly, this study was not intended 

to consider solely or to measure the impact of programs that could be classified as 

"formal" mentoring (i.e. academic improvement, engagement, retention), though some 

students interviewed alluded to mentoring relationships or encounters that could be 

classified as formal. 
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Also, it is important to state that I am aware that this environmental approach to 

mentoring and the experience of a four-year college student does not negate student effort 

and responsibility. Rather, it points to those conditions, programs, strategies, and 

relationships that assist a student in the challenging and complicated transition to young 

adulthood. 

Significance of the Study 

The transition to young adulthood is challenging. In higher education student 

affairs literature, it is said that college is a time for students to develop, a process that also 

has been called "making meaning" (Baxter Magolda, 1999; Baxter Magolda, 1992, 2001, 

2009; Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; Cote, 2006; 

Daloz Parks, 2000). Colleges and universities that espouse a desire to create a holistic 

environment for this meaning making, that is, a place where the development of students 

is shared across institutional boundaries, would find valuable input from studies such as 

this one. 

Also, with more studies like this, institutional assumptions about what students 

value can be cross-referenced against actual input from students. With administrators, 

faculty, and staff in mind, this study provides additional perspectives on the idea of 

college as a mentoring environment and new ideas to consider by those most likely to 

transform colleges into mentoring environments. This study yields a clearer 

understanding of how at least some undergraduate students at one institution describe 

their experiences of mentoring during the college years. In addition, at the site where the 

study is conducted, faculty, staff, and administrators were given input from important— 

one might even argue the most important—stakeholders in the college experience: the 

college students. Additionally, this particular institution will now be able to assess, in a 
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limited way, how mentoring efforts and support are actually being received by students 

who have been a part of the educational community for a significant portion of time. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Mentoring: A Problematic Concept 

The word "mentor" conjures up numerous definitions, expectations, and 

interpretations across multiple sectors, including the academy, business, and the military 

(Erkut & Mokros, 1984; Jacobi, 1991; Reed, Martin, Collins, & Dial, 2002; Sorcinelli & 

Yun, 2007). The original Mentor was a character in Homer's The Odyssey. When King 

Odysseus left to go to war, he entrusted his household to his friend Mentor. It was Mentor 

who cared for and tutored Telemachus, Odysseus's son (Mandelbaum, 1990; Reed, et al., 

2002). In this traditional understanding, many people think of a mentor as a person, 

"usually older and more experienced, who is able and willing to help a protege get where 

he or she wants to go" (Daloz Parks, 1986, p. 20). 

Mentoring and Higher Education 

As is true in the other sectors, the term "mentor" when used in the context of 

higher education is fraught with multiple definitions, programmatic concepts, and 

interpretations. As an example, a recent Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) 

search of the two keywords undergraduate mentoring, limited to the last 10 years, yields 

almost 3,000 results. In her comprehensive and widely cited literature review for the 

American Educational Research Association Review of Educational Research, Jacobi 

(1991) indicated two major concerns with the concept of mentoring: first, the glaring 

absence of a widely accepted operational definition and second, a questionable link 

between mentoring and academic success. 

Mentoring in higher education is frequently associated with formal programs and 

relationships directed at high-risk, underrepresented, underserved, or underachieving 

student populations (Astin, 1977; Astin, 1993; Carr, 1996; Erkut & Mokros, 1984; 
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Jacobi, 1991; Johnson, 2006; Kinzie, et al., 2005; Komives, et al., 2003; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Reynolds, 2009; Van Puymbroeck & Maryland Univ, 2001; 

Wallace & Abel, 1997). These and other studies indicate that many of these students do 

not receive adequate academic and social support that could positively impact their 

abilities to succeed during their enrollment in a higher education institution (Nora & 

Crisp, 2008). The promise and challenge of these relationships and programs are further 

complicated when the realities of mentoring across perceived social fault lines (race, 

gender, age and other differences) are considered (Calabrese, 1996; Carr, 1996; Fogg, 

2009; Jacobi, 1991; Johnson, 2006; Kaye, 2000; Storrs, Putsche, & Taylor, 2008; 

Tuckman, 1996). 

College as a Mentoring Environment 

This review of the literature on mentorship is limited to traditional undergraduate 

students attending four-year institutions. Within that limited scope, there is a perceptible 

convergence around the idea that faculty, staff, administrators, peers, and other aspects of 

the college experience can combine to create a shared mentoring responsibility or 

"environment" (Daloz Parks, 2000, p. 148) of mentoring. Parks has clearly articulated 

this idea of college as a mentoring environment (1986; 2000, 2008, 2009; 1996), 

contending that effective concepts and practices of mentoring should embrace and respect 

the classically understood and "venerable term" (2000, p. 127) of mentor while realizing 

"that a network of belonging that serves young adults as a mentoring environment may 

offer a powerful milieu and critical set of gifts in the formation of meaning, purpose, and 

faith" (p. 127). Such efforts and studies (Boyer, 1990; McDonald, 2002) do not eliminate 

the classic one-on-one relationships but expand the definition to include a holistic view 

that has the capacity to hold numerous aspects of mentoring undergraduate students. This 
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also is referred to as the mentoring process (Calabrese, 1996), a shared responsibility 

(Storrs, et al., 2008), a mentoring web (Van Puymbroeck & Maryland Univ, 2001), a 

mentoring constellation (Johnson, 2006), and mentoring networks (Sorcinelli & Yun, 

2007). When this mentoring environment literature is seen in connection with the already 

established lack of definition and questionable link between mentoring and academic 

success (Jacobi, 1991), there is a significant question that emerges: What is actually 

happening in the young adult development of traditional college-age students who would 

enter the college mentoring environment? 

Adult Development Theory and College as a Mentoring Environment 

Before those in higher education can look to refining definitions of mentoring and 

emulating best practices, the adult development literature should be consulted. We should 

consider whether commonly used mentorship definitions and models are appropriate, 

considering the limited amount of understanding we have about the development of 18-

to 22-year-old college students (2004; Arnett, 2000; Arnett & Lynn Tanner, 2006; Arnett 

& Arnett Jensen, 2002; 1999; Baxter Magolda, 1992; Calabrese, 1996; Cherlin, 2005; 

Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; Cohen, Kasen, & Henian, 2003; Cote & Bynner, 

2008; 2006; Erkut & Mokros, 1984; Jacobi, 1991; Levine & Cureton, 1998; Lewis, 2006; 

Nathan, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Storrs, et al., 2008; Willimon, 1997; 

Wolfe, Retallick, Martin, & Steiner, 2008). This literature review seeks to identify and 

critique the most current and relevant developmental literature related to young adults, 

particularly those entering four-year colleges, and then to use that developmental 

foundation as a means to identify and explain the conditions and functions of college as a 

mentoring environment. 
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The Developmental Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood 

The transition from adolescence to adulthood is well documented as challenging 

(Arnett, 2004; Astin, 1977; Beaudoin, 1998; Calabrese, 1996; Cohen, et al., 2003; 

Erikson, 1987; Jaurigue, 1991; Kegan, 1982; Komives, et al, 2003; Nelson, Badger, & 

Wu, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). The fact that a college education (for an 

18- to 22-year-old student) happens at the beginning of this significant developmental 

transition makes it all the more crucial for those in higher education to be 

developmentally informed: "Virtually all adolescents attend school and many receive 

support from youth organizations during early and middle teens. In the late teens, these 

supports begin to diverge and disappear altogether" (Settersten Jr., et al., 2005). The 

relationships one has during the college years, mentoring relationships included, fill an 

important developmental role in the lives of students (Carger, 1996; Lasley, 1996; 

Tuckman, 1996). 

Those working in the college environment would benefit from a deeper 

understanding of what is actually happening within the lives of students. Both 

foundational adult development literature and recent young adult development literature 

serve as informants and are important in creating the college mentoring environment. The 

foundational-stage development work related to the challenges of the undergraduate years 

points to empirically based studies and programs designed around the effectiveness of 

classically understood mentoring/coaching/teaching/helping relationships (Astin, 1977; 

Baxter Magolda, 1992; Chickering, 1968; Erikson, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 

2005; Perry, 1968), while the recent work in young adult development expands to include 

a broader understanding of the mentoring functions. 



15 

In a recent article, Baxter Magolda (2009) cites Kneflekamp, Widick and Parker 

(1978), who "synthesized the student development research literature into five clusters, 

noting that they 'did not find, nor could we create, the comprehensive model of student 

development" (2009, p. 621). According to Baxter Magolda, the five clusters are: 

psychosocial theories, cognitive developmental theories, typology models, and person-

environment interaction models. As she argues, "Thus, higher education in general and 

student affairs in particular lack a holistic, theoretical perspective to promote the learning 

and development of the whole student. Constructing a holistic theoretical perspectives 

requires focusing on the intersections rather than separate constructs" (2009, p. 621). One 

intersection, both literally and figuratively, is the actual student. Those who hold 

positions of formal authority on college campuses cannot underestimate the power and 

potential of collaborating with students. Such collaboration, across programs and 

pedagogies, can provide significant data in the evolution of the college environment. 

Adult Development: Classic Stage Development Theories 

Erik Erikson's classic eight stages of development model proposed three stages of 

adulthood: young, middle, and late. Erikson considered adolescence to range from age 12 

until age 18 and then young adulthood from age 18 until age 35 (Erikson, 1968; Erikson, 

1987; Jaurigue, 1991). In this model, the traditional college experience begins in late 

adolescence and continues into early adulthood. Kegan (1982) presented three stages of 

adult development: interpersonal, institutional, and inter-individual. In his foundational 

work, Perry (1968) published Forms of Ethical and Intellectual Development in the 

College Years: A Scheme. Similarly to Erikson and Kegan, Perry proposed that young 

adults were in motion, developmentally transitioning from dualism to relativism to 

commitments. Perry's scheme ranged over a total of nine positions, with an 
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understanding of deflections (temporizing, retreat, or escape) as a compromise of 

development (p. 11). Fowler (1981) introduced an analogous stage model for faith and 

meaning-making. He identified three adult stages: Individuate-Reflective Faith, 

Conjunctive Faith, and Universalizing Faith. All three of these classic developmental 

theories would locate the college experience late in the adolescent stage and into the first 

stage of adult development (see Appendix D for summary table). 

These theories provide documentation involved in the complex navigation into 

young adulthood. Much of the mentoring literature and programs have evolved as faculty, 

staff, and administrators have seen students make these attempts with varying degrees of 

success and failure. The continued evolution of research has produced promising and 

insightful work on young adult development. 

Recent Young Adult Development Literature: A New Fourth Stage? 

Modern, interdisciplinary adult development theory is exploring the idea of a 

"new" fourth stage of adult development, one of emerging or young adulthood (Arnett, 

2004; Arnett, 2000; Arnett & Lynn Tanner, 2006; Arnett & Arnett Jensen, 2002; Cohen, 

et al., 2003; Cote & Bynner, 2008; Cote, 2006; Daloz Parks, 1986; Daloz Parks, 2000; 

Fowler, 1981; Settersten Jr., et al., 2005) that is positioned between adolescence and 

young adulthood and in some instances linked to the concept of college as a mentoring 

environment. These theories, especially those of emerging adulthood, build on classic 

stage development theory but advocate for acceptance of a new fourth stage of 

development. 

Emerging Adulthood 

Arnett (2004; 2000; 2006; 2002) presented a new conception of development for 

the period of the late teens to early twenties, with a particular focus on 18- to 29-year-
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olds, citing five main features/norms of emerging adulthood. When considered in light of 

the college mentoring environment, they are informative. According to Arnett, this stage 

of emerging adulthood is an age of identity explorations, an age of instability, a self-

focused age, an age of feeling in between, and an age of possibilities. 

The ensuing critique and conversation have added a depth of understanding to 

each of five attributes. Continued longitudinal and interdisciplinary studies have found 

both variance and functional integrity within these five classifications (Cohen, et al., 

2003; Cote & Bynner, 2008; Cote, 2006; Nelson, et al., 2004; Nelson & Barry, 2005; 

Padilla-Walker, Barry, Carroll, Madsen, & Nelson, 2008; Reifman, Arnett, & Colwell, 

2003). The main critique of emerging adulthood continues to be that "many social 

scientists do not believe there is much to be gained by the use of the concept, and some 

prominent developmental psychologists do not accept that Arnett has presented sufficient 

evidence for his claim to have discovered a new developmental stage" (Cote & Bynner, 

2008, p. 264). 

Early Adulthood 

In a landmark effort for the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the 

Research Network on Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy was established in 

1999 and funded for a three-year period beginning in 2000 (Settersten Jr., et al., 2005). 

The Network investigated large-scale, nationally representative surveys on young adults 

in the United States and indicated, "We wanted to describe the changes that had taken 

place over time and among subgroups of the population in the post-adolescent years that 

span roughly ages eighteen to thirty-four" (p. 8). The group worked with large data sets 

that included longitudinal or time series information. In the end, 14 data sets representing 

11 countries, "arguably the best secondary sources available on this topic in the United 



18 

States, Canada and Western Europe" (p. 8), were used. Among the many significant 

conclusions and policy recommendations summarized in the 2005 On the Frontier of 

Adulthood, one is connected directly with potential of college as a mentoring 

environment: that early adulthood is a distinct and socially recognizable stage of life. 

Even the consideration of this idea requires those in positions of formal authority 

at colleges and universities to pause and consider the new reality of the student 

experience. Arguably, the transition to adulthood is more challenging, complicated, and 

ambiguous than ever before. If this is even potentially valid, then those who would take 

up leadership on college campuses must be actively seeking ways to connect and 

collaborate with students. What do students say about their development? What do 

students say about the programs and pedagogies they are experiencing and being 

subjected to? What do students say about becoming young adults? 

Making Meaning, Faith, and Young Adult Development 

Daloz Parks has published several qualitative research-based studies on the idea 

of a new stage of young adult development (Calabrese, 1996; Daloz Parks, 1986; Daloz 

Parks, 2000, 2000, 2008; Daloz Parks, et al., 1996). Framed in faith development 

language but related to the idea of a new, fourth stage, Daloz Parks (2000) states the 

following: 

Current developmental theories (represented by Kegan and Fowler) continue to 
describe the movement to mature adult faith as a three-step process whereby 
conventional (or adolescent) meaning making develops into a critical-systematic 
faith (or order of consciousness) which then evolves into a mature adult faith that 
can hold both conviction and paradox. My own view is that the developmental 
journey is more adequately grasped as a four-step process. That is, I believe a 
distinctly young adult way of making meaning may be discerned in the often 
murky and overlooked territory between conventional faith and critical systemic 
faith, (p. 12) 


