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Public Health
E-Mentoring: An
Investment for the Next
Millennium

In the effort to connect students with prac-
ticing professionals early in their studies, pub-
lic health schools and programs have integrated
field experience opportunities into their cur-
ricula. However, according to the Association
of Schools of Public Health, there are a num-
ber of time- and cost-intensive challenges in
enabling scholarly practice, such as establish-
ing linkages with the community and expand-
ing community partners. Therefore, other for-
mal or informal strategies should be explored.”

One convenient, efficient, cost-effective,
and easy-to-use method would be an electronic
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mentoring (“e-mentoring”) program. An ex-
ample is MentorNet (College of Engineering,
San Jose State University, One Washington Sq,
San Jose, CA 95192-0080), an electronic in-
dustrial mentoring program for female under-
graduate and graduate students in engineering
and related sciences established in 1996.

Women in Engineering Programs and
Advocates Network, the nonprofit organiza-
tion that administers and governs MentorNet,
found 4 primary advantages of a national e-
mentoring program over locally based pro-
grams. First, the larger the pool of partici-
pants, the more diversity and suitable matches.
Second, students are not limited to organiza-
tions located in their school’s geographical
area. Third, economies of scale offer schools
relief from the costs of administering their
own programs. Fourth, a national program
can be evaluated for the development of best
practices.

The first National Public Health Stu-
dent—Mentor Program pilot study (see Ma-
hayosnand and Stigler”) showed that 52% of com-
munications were conducted through e-mail.
Therefore, e-mentoring can enhance this pro-
gram in the following ways: (1) Participants can
complete a Web-based application on which they
state their matching criteria; (2) matches can be
made in a central, national database; (3) impor-
tant mentoring literature can be posted on a sin-
gle Web site; (4) interventions can be posted on
the Web to allow more time for individual con-
sultation; (5) more time is available to design local
and national participant social events; and (6) the
program can ultimately match pairs year-round.

The National Public Health Student-Men-
tor Program has 2 major shortcomings: lack
of on-site operational support and lack of fund-
ing. Student volunteers from more than a dozen
schools throughout the nation conducted the
pilot study with a budget of approximately
$400 in donations. Successful programs such
as MentorNet and Electronic Emissary (Col-
lege of Education, University of Texas, Austin,
TX 78712) can be easily replicated. The latter,
established in 1993, is believed to be the
longest-running Internet-based telementoring
and research effort serving kindergarten
through 12th-grade students and teachers.

In addition, funds can be secured through
grants or endorsing partners (e.g., MentorNet
draws from partners who commit $10000 to
$50000 per year for 3 years). Initial grant funds
would enable the National Public Health
Student-Mentor Program to design a Web site
and program infrastructure, establish evaluation
methods, and obtain staffand an advisory board,
publications, equipment, and licenses. Once the
foundation is set, the program can seek indus-
trial partners and ultimately be self-sufficient.

If incremental success is to be experi-
enced, support is necessary. While volunteer-
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ing as a mentor is important, organizing or
funding a viable e-mentoring program is cru-
cial. Technology allows us to e-mentor, so what
are we waiting for—the next millennium? [J
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