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Serving an Isolated Community with E-Mentoring

Background

The Navajo Nation in northern Arizona is among the poorest and most desolate regions of the United States.  Fewer than 50% of the residents have running water; more than 80% heat with wood, coal, or kerosene; and 60 to 90% live without basic services such as running water, sewers, and telephones. Only 19% of residents over 16 are employed, and the median household income is less than 20% of that of the rest of the nation. Ninety-two percent of students live below the poverty level and receive free/reduced cost lunches.
  

Piñon, Arizona is an isolated town on the Navajo Reservation, in the high desert of northern Arizona. As of census 2000, Piñon had a population of 1,190 people (296 households). Piñon is approximately 150 miles from Flagstaff, Arizona, the home of Northern Arizona University.  
While the town of Piñon, where Piñon High School is located, has a total area of only 6.4 square miles, the Piñon School District serves seven small Navajo communities with a population of about 5,000 people. Most of the district’s 786 students live in remote sites on the Reservation and travel 2 to 3 hours a day on school buses; the remaining students live apart from their families most of the year in dormitories provided by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  The district buses travel 2700 miles daily, with only about 100 of those miles being on paved roads.  

Piñon GEAR UP

The Northern Arizona University (NAU) State GEAR UP Project began serving students in 7th grade at Piñon Middle School in the year 2000. Services through the GEAR UP grant include tutoring, college visits, residential campus summer enrichment programs, college scholarships, parent and student workshops on college. Mentoring was identified as an important service, as the vast majority of Piñon students have no exposure to role models, outside of their teachers, who have been to college.  

The Challenge of Mentoring 

in an Isolated Community

In the first years of the GEAR UP grant, high achieving high school seniors, and a few college-educated adults in the community, were hired to serve as mentors to some of the GEAR UP students. As the GEAR UP students got older, however, there were not enough college-educated adults, near the school, to serve as mentors.  

The Solution:  Partnering 

with Native American

 Students at Northern 

Arizona University

While Piñon is isolated and impoverished, the High School has excellent technological resources, including computer labs and both ethernet and wireless internet access. In January 2004, with the GEAR UP students half way through their sophomore year of high school, Piñon Gear Up and the Environmental Education Outreach Program (EEOP) of NAU’s Institute for Tribal Environmental Professionals partnered to solve the mentoring problem.  The overall goal of the E-Mentoring program, which was funded in part through GEAR UP, and in part through a Tribal grant, was to “enable Native American high school students to have access to information and resources that may not otherwise be available to them.” More specifically, mentors were instructed to fulfill the following five objectives:

1. Establish a friendly relationship with students.

2. Familiarize and educate students on why they should attend college, what types of colleges exist, and what kinds of jobs are available for college graduates.

3. Familiarize students with preparing for college.

4. Discuss ways for financing a college education.

5. Develop a long-range plan with students.

Eleven Native American NAU students were hired and trained to serve as e-mentors to 20 Piñon High School students for spring 2004. Mentees were selected based on having a cumulative GPA of between 2.0 and 3.0 and who had parent permission to participate in the e-mentoring program.

Kick Off Event

Prior to initiating e-communication, a kick off event was held on the NAU campus. At this time, mentors and mentees were matched based on career and extracurricular interests.  The matches participated in many fun “icebreaker” and “getting to know one another’ activities, and were also informed of their responsibilities to have contact at least once a week.  Additionally, EEOP arranged for presentations from various guest speakers, representing programs at NAU that focus on Native American students, including, the Native American Cancer Research Program, Applied Indigenous Studies Program, Native American Forestry Program, and the Ottens Foundation for Native American Student Research Awards.  

On Line Activities
All mentors were provided with internet links for activities they, and their mentees, could do on line, which would serve to both provide a framework for their communication, and provide information and insights to the mentee.  Along with the links, mentors were provided further guidance on how to use these web links as the foundation for further exploration of the student’s interests, dreams, goals, and to help them develop a long term plan.  

NAU EEOP staff monitored all e-mail communication between mentors and mentees.  In addition, Piñon students did most of their e-mailing to their mentors from the computers in the GEAR UP room at the school, under the watch of the GEAR UP Coordinator.  

Closure

A final on-campus event was held at the end of April, approximately one week before NAU finals, which included an Awards banquet, an educational Saturday Academy session that provided Pinon students with a pre-college experience with an emphasis in mathematics, science and technology and college prep and admissions.

Results

According to surveys completed by the Piñon students:

· 95% agreed that they were more interested in attending college as a result of the experience

· 79 to 84% agreed that they were more interested in environmental, science or math careers as a result of the experience

The NAU mentors provided the following feedback:

I most enjoyed “...showing the students a little glimpse of what college life is like. Familiarizing them with the issues / decisions they must make before they go to college... Hopefully this makes it less frightening for them...”

I most enjoyed “the ability to make a difference in a mentee’s educational and career path... sharing my experiences and wisdom and providing students with some insight into college life, who may not have someone to talk to or confide in.”

I most enjoyed“...giving the high school students some advice and [sharing] my tales about my first semester at NAU, and [encouraging them] to get good grades in high school.”

I most enjoyed“...the ability to help out a younger native person with school, plus get a new friend... help give direction.”

 “...the students I have mentored have become less afraid of what college is all about.... they have started some self reflection to see what they would want out of a college experience.”

I have established“...a connection with my mentee... [we are] comfortable talking about every day situations.  The trust issue is important in a mentor-mentee relationship.  I feel that I have gained that trust from my mentee.”

To improve, “...[have] the student make an extra trip back [to NAU]” ‘Provide more fun, less intimidating weblinks’. 

To improve,‘provide the mentors with more information, besides web links, to provide to the mentees, for example, summer programs, scholarships, etc.’  

The Future

The E-mentoring partnership between Piñon GEAR UP and NAU EEOP will be extended in 2004-05.  The relationships will start in the fall, and continue throughout the entire school year.  At least one additional campus visit will take place, during which the mentors and mentees can get to better know each other in person, as well as to provide college and career information to the Piñon students.
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For further information, feel free to contact any of the following:

Mansel Nelson, EEOP Program Coordinator, Northern Arizona University, PO Box 5765, Flagstaff, AZ 86011, (928) 523-1275, mansel.nelson@nau.edu
Barbara Soby, Assistant Director, NAU GEAR UP, 2715 N. 3rd St, Suite 201, Phoenix, AZ 85004, (602) 776-4617, Barbara.soby@nau.edu
Anita Vernon, GEAR UP Coordinator, Pinon High School, PO Box 839, Pinon, AZ 86510, (928) 725-2438, avernon@pusdatsa.org. 

Helpful Web Links for E-Mentors
1.
To help mentors and mentees get to know each other, and themselves, E-mentors were instructed that they and their students could take these fun, easy Personality Characteristic quizzes and share their personal profiles:

· http://www.advisorteam.com/temperament_sorter/register.asp?partid=50 

· http://www.ivillage.com/dewey-- 

2.
To Familiarize and educate students on college, e-mentors were guided to explore with their mentees several pages on the College Board website:

· Why Go to College? – http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-156,00.html

· 7 Excuses Not to Go to College... ...And Why They're Lame –  http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-141,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-140,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-31,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-151,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-23719,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-23718,00.html

· http://www.collegeboard.com/article/0,3868,2-9-0-23717,00.html

3.
Mentors were advised to familiarize students with preparing for college by exploring, together, the “Planning for College” page on the ACT web page:

· http://www.act.org/path/student/college/index.html

4.
To initiate e-discussion about ways for financing a college education they were provided a link to explore the FAFSA-Discover your opportunities website:

· http://www.fafsa.ed.gov/what001.htm

5.
To further get to know each other, while at the same time helping the mentee explore career options, mentors and mentees took the Princeton Review Career Quiz:

· http://www.princetonreview.com/cte/quiz/career_quiz1.asp

6.
To help students learn the language of college, understand the college selection process, college admission standards, and college application process, mentors and mentees together explored the Oklahoma State University College Prep 101 webpages and the NAU admissions web site:

· http://collegeprep.okstate.edu/homepages.nsf/toc/chp02_1

· http://collegeprep.okstate.edu/homepages.nsf/toc/chp05_1

· http://collegeprep.okstate.edu/homepages.nsf/toc/chp01_1

· http://collegeprep.okstate.edu/homepages.nsf/toc/chp01_1

· http ://www4.nau.edu/uadmissions/profiles/freshman_reqs.htm

� From Safe Schools Healthy Schools, http://www.ed.gov/PressReleases/09-1999/az_pinon.html
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