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Background and Aim

The development of a student’s ability to apply skills and knowledge to problem solving in real-life
situations is integral to their success as a graduate and their employability (McSweeney & Rayner,
2011). Therefore, students should experience research-based or inquiry-oriented learning approaches
as soon as possible in their undergraduate learning to enable information literacy and quantitative skill
development, regardless of discipline. Inquiry-oriented learning is more academically rewarding and
exciting (Mears, 2013) as well as being useful for subsequent studies and employment (Willison,
2012). Since 2011, we have delivered an inquiry-oriented learning experience for students in the
Bachelors of Applied Biology, Agricultural Sciences and Viticulture & Oenology in the second year unit
Foundations of Plant Science Il. Students must work in small groups to complete an independent
research project across one semester (12 weeks) under the informal guidance of an academic
mentor. We have previously shown that scaffolding the experience with tutorials about the research
process was essential (Loveys et al. 2014) but anecdotal evidence also suggests the student-mentor
relationship is important. A good relationship can allow students to observe how a researcher thinks
and overcomes problems as well as to identify potential career paths (Lopatto, 2003). We therefore
aimed to further examine the role that mentors play in the learning experience of undergraduates.

Design and methods

Input from current and past students and mentors was sought by surveys using Likert scales and
open-ended questions. Student surveys explored how students perceived the experience and skills
gained; and; how important their mentor was in the learning process. Past students were also asked
how the learning affected later studies. Mentors were asked about their impressions of student
learning as well as their own experience.

Results and Conclusions

The responses to survey suggest that students perceive an increased ability to discover appropriate
literature, use statistics, formulate questions; and; to perform and present their research. Although
most responses were positive when students considered whether the guidance given by their mentor
was sufficient, 20% reported a negative experience. These appeared to be correlated with perceived
lack of time spent with the mentor, the prior capability of the students, and the type of guidance given
by mentors. Inexperienced mentors noted their difficulty in knowing the most effective way to guide
students. Concurrent development of mentor skills in building a relationship with their student groups
therefore appears necessary to ensure delivery of outcomes that contribute to career readiness.
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