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Our modern society is largely an affluent one. There are lots of big toys and technological 

gadgets to play with and almost no end to the things one can own. Fun is easy to find 

because opportunities for self-indulgence are everywhere. Thereâ€™s more of almost 

everything except, perhaps, concern for others. This is not a new problem. Many years ago, 

Martin Luther King stated, â€œWe must work passionately and indefatigably to bridge the 

gulf between our scientific progress and our moral progress. One of the greatest problems 

of mankind is that we suffer from a poverty of the spirit which stands in glaring contrast to 

our scientific and technological abundance. The richer we have become materially the 

poorer we have become morally and spirituallyâ€• (Willimon & Naylor, 1995, p. 55). This is 

evident on college campuses as well as in society. Casual observers notice and daily 

newspapers confirm that students sometimes act in selfish, immoral ways. As a result, there 

is continual need to improve value judgements and character during college. It is a concern 

and opportunity that faculty and staff ought to take seriously. William Rieke, president of 

Pacific Lutheran University states: â€œThe high purpose of education is the use of oneâ€™s 

knowledge and training for the betterment of societyâ€• (Wills, 1992, p. 34). This begins in 
homes and has the potential to continue on college campuses.  

Perhaps one of the downfalls in higher education today is that faculty and staff sometimes 

fail to provide consistent examples of high character that could provide a value framework 

for students as they struggle to consider their own priorities. In contrast to today, all of the 

early college charters such as those of William and Mary, Yale and Harvard made it 

abundantly clear what colleges were supposed to accomplish. Faculty, administrators and 

trustees knew where to place their emphasis. â€œThey maintained that college was a 

religious society whose basic and chief duty was to train its students to be religious 

menâ€• (Delworth, 1980, p. 5). Today, this perspective has lost most of its luster. 

â€œMoral purpose, values, the reality of Heaven, these were the focus of the early 

American college and there can be no denying that they no longer are central to the 

academic enterpriseâ€• (Rudolph, 1976, p. 32-33). Nonetheless, we still expect colleges to 

produce people of character who have the values that our society embraces. To help this 

happen, students need to be taught these values and see them in the lives of adults. 

Faculty and staff can help students consider what they are learning in college, what they are 

going to do with it, and how they interact with others. Students can be positively impacted 

in the short term and in the long run when teachers provide examples worth following by 

sincerely caring about students. â€œWhen people feel you care about them, they are much 

more willing to listen to you and learn from you because they want to avoid mistakes and 

accomplish moreâ€• (Bracey, 1990, p. 110). This principle has broad application. It helps 

parents raise children, helps coaches win games, and helps leaders develop effective teams 

to accomplish goals at work. One thing is for sure, the principles that bring about success in 

families or on the playing field are the same principles that lead to productive relationships 
with college students.  



Just like the rest of us, students spend time, money and energy on things they consider 

worthwhile. The options range widely from studying to partying to serving others and 

everything in between. Commitment of time and attention are a reflection of student values 

because they determine choices, actions, goals and pursuits. However, just because 

something is highly regarded does not necessarily mean that attaining it will enhance the 

quality of life. A casual observation about the inordinate amount of troubles the rich and 

famous incur confirms this point. Unlike money and fame, however, some values will always 

endure in this changing and uncertain world. Certain things cannot be taken away 

regardless of failed banks, stock market crashes, bad decisions, squandered opportunities, 

droughts, floods or other calamities. Examples of these are love, charity, courtesy, faith, 

friendship, happiness, honesty, honor, hope, kindness, patience, perseverance, sincerity, 

trust and concern for others. These help society, give added meaning to life, and are 

attributes which students will remember long after whatever they learned in class has been 

forgotten. Even though these are the attributes our society values, there is often far too 

little correlation between our purported beliefs and the behavior displayed in everyday life. 

Therefore, when staff and faculty help students acquire life skills, they both take steps in 
the right direction.  

Typically, parents take the responsibility to impart values to children to develop character. 

Nonetheless, while students attend college, they still need direction in their lives and the 

benefit of good advice for continued development. Not far removed from high school days 

when they needed role models, college students remain very much in search of guidance 

from the adults they work with and learn from. Therefore, the potential exists for faculty 

and staff to have an impact on the character of students especially because they spend so 

much time together. Cantor (1992) reminds us that students observe what teachers do and 

are affected by it, â€œLearners will watch the way you conduct yourself in the classroom 

and in the laboratory. They will keenly observe your mannerisms, speech, teaching style, 

and personal habits. The behavior model which an instructor provides will live long after he 

or she leaves. Therefore, the legacy must be as constructive and positive as possibleâ€• 

(p.3). Sandeen (1985) also points out that students are affected by what they see and hear 

on campus, â€œWhether values are taught formally in the curriculum or not, the attitudes, 
conduct, and beliefs of students have always been influenced by their collegesâ€• (p. 2).  

There are many reasons to attend college. Students go to have fun, meet a spouse, play 

sports, get away from home and acquire knowledge. Probably the main reason people go to 

college is to obtain an education to better prepare themselves for employment that will 

support them and their families after graduation. It is important, therefore, that students 

understand the significance and value of work and the personal characteristics that help 

with success on the job. Just as todayâ€™s educators do, students do this by working and 

helping others. As a result of being involved in various activities and meeting commitments, 

they develop leadership skills such as loyalty, tenacity, stamina, courage, empathy, 

decisiveness, self-confidence, credibility, accountability, stewardship, dependability, 

delegation, punctuality and the importance of service to others. In contrast to surrounding 

themselves with themselves by not being involved, students who are active on college 

campuses quickly acquire virtues that the idle will need a longer time to discover. For 

example, students learn work habits, develop skills and acquire outlooks by working with 

adults in student government, housing, intramural sports, fraternities and sororities, 

student teaching and mentoring programs. In each of these settings, the goal is to help 

students consider the connection between what they learn and how they live. Since faculty 

and staff are leaders, they ought to be aware that temperament, choice of words, perceived 

motives and ethical behavior are very important and have a great impact on students.  



By watching and learning from adults, students can develop what Davis (1995) calls a 

philosophy of life that will be a very important factor in future work environments. â€œIn 

this short time, he must learn that there is a great world beyond the little one he knows, 

experience the exhilaration of it and digest enough of it to sustain himself in the intellectual 

deserts he is destined to traverse. He must do this, that is, if he is to have any hope of a 

higher life. These are the charmed years when he can, if he so chooses, become anything 

he wishes and when he has the opportunity to survey his alternatives, not merely those 

current in his time or provided by careers, but those available to him as a human being. 

They are civilizationâ€™s only chance to get himâ€• (Bloom, 1987, p. 336). The higher 

education experience should be four wonderful years of changing interests and opportunities 

during which students improve their personal behavior as well as become more informed 
citizens. Faculty and staff can help with these worthy goals.  

College students often wonder what kind of job they will really like, what they will do when 

they graduate and what it will take to be happy. Covey (1994) offers one perspective 

regarding the silent struggles people confront as they seek a meaningful life, â€œOur 

struggle to put first things first can be characterized by the contrast between two powerful 

tools that direct us: the clock and the compass. The clock represents our commitments, 

appointments, schedules, goals, activities â€“ what we do with and how we manage our 

time. The compass represents our vision, values, principles, mission, conscience, direction 

â€“ what we feel is important and how we lead our lives. The struggle comes when we 

sense a gap between the clock and the compass â€“ when what we do doesnâ€™t 

contribute to what is most important in our livesâ€• (p. 19). There are gaps in the lives of 

students so it is important that teachers do more than just convey knowledge. They should 

also help students develop character so that some day they will be able to use their own 

internal compass. Students need good examples that will equip them to act with integrity in 

the moment of choice, guide them in developing relationships and help them settle their 

own consciences. Faculty who set good examples empower students to put first things first 
in a balanced life guided by high principles.  

College students often indicate that they have no idea what they are interested in as a 

career. For many, choosing a major is a difficult challenge that often gets postponed as long 

as possible. Occasionally, students donâ€™t care very much about the classes they take 

and naively think that everything will be fine regardless of how well they perform 

academically. â€œThe souls of young people are in a condition like that of the first men in 

the state of nature â€“ spiritually unclad, unconnected, isolated, with no inherited or 

unconditional connection with anything or anyone. They can be anything they want to be 

but they have no particular reason to want to be anything in particularâ€• (Bloom, 1987, p. 

87). Because this is sometimes the perception, the following short story points out the 

importance of looking ahead. Imagine, a pilot announces over the intercom that there is 

some good news and some bad news. The bad news is that one engine has failed and the 

navigator has motion sickness. The good news is that a tailwind of five hundred miles per 

hour is taking the plane somewhere very quickly. Both pieces of news ought to be rather 

unsettling. Nonetheless, lots of people, including students, are going somewhere in the 

same manner as the plane because they lack vision, guidance, and direction. Rather than 

making informed decisions, they are pushed by circumstances. Itâ€™s important, therefore, 

for faculty and staff to take an interest in students so that they can provide advice which 
guides thinking, directs energies and makes best use of skills and interests.  

Another thing students need to know is that the decisions and choices they make in college 

do have a consequence. For example, to those who decide to go on to graduate school, it 

will matter how well they performed as undergraduates. For those who graduate and work 



at jobs they do not enjoy or are not interested in, the importance of choosing a major will 

become clear. Therefore, for those of us who have been through this process and live with 

the consequences, whether good or bad, there is an obligation to encourage students to 

realize that the results of choices endure. College students need help to develop a vision 

and stay focused on things that matter. Covey (1994) states this notion more precisely, 
â€œThe main thing is to keep the main thing the main thingâ€• (p. 75).  

In his thought-provoking book, The Man in the Mirror, Morley (1989, p. 73) describes his 

game of tens. He believes that people often forget individual accomplishments or events but 

usually remember relationships. To emphasize this point he asks questions. For example, 

â€œCan you name the ten wealthiest men in the world? Can you name the last ten 

presidents of the United States? Can you name the last ten Nobel Prize winners?â€• The 

next step in the game of tens is easier, â€œName your ten best friends. Name ten people 

who you think will attend your funeral.â€� Morleyâ€™s questions serve as a reminder that 

our lives are affected by relationships with people just as our lives impact others. Maybe 

someday students will be able to name ten people who helped them in college.  

For this to happen, we need to take seriously our responsibility to consider what others 

want and this is easy to do because they want the same things as us. In fact, we all want 

many of the same things. We want to be understood. We want to feel important. We want 

to feel welcome. We want to be able to trust people. We want help when needed. Albom 

(1997) provides this counsel, â€œBe compassionate and take responsibility for each other. 

If we only learned this lesson the world would be so much a better placeâ€• (p. 163). This 

is the perspective we ought to have so that we can help college students succeed on 

campus and ultimately in life. Betty Ford, wife of the former president, probably said it best 

and nicely sums up this approach to dealing with people. â€œI donâ€™t think thereâ€™s 
anything as wonderful in life as being able to help someone elseâ€• (Gilbert, 2001, p. 21).  

Students also ought to learn about leadership while in college. Many of them will aspire to 

be leaders and this can be a frustrating challenge because few people want to be led. 

However, when someone aims to serve others, there will be plenty of willing followers 

because almost everybody wants something or needs help. In our view, one measure of 

success in life is the extent to which others are served. Therefore, if institutions of higher 

learning are to become the conscience of the nation as Kerr (1994) suggests, teachers need 

to consider their own behavior and take opportunities to impact students in positive ways. 

This requires a sincere interest in helping them. Mentoring can accomplish this. Itâ€™s a 

simple concept but one that has the potential to change lives. â€œMentoring is not a new 

phenomenon. It is an age-old idea that still has relevance and meaning in todayâ€™s world 

of education, work, and personal development. Our word mentor goes all the way back to 

Homerâ€™s Odyssey. Odysseus, preparing to begin his epic voyage, entrusts his son, 

Telemachus, to his friend Mentor, who is to guide Telemachus in the passage from boyhood 

to manhoodâ€• (Galbraith & Cohen, 1995, p.1).  

Similarly, mentors on campuses today contribute their knowledge, proficiency and 

experience to help students in their passage through college. It takes effort and extends 

beyond a silent example. A mentor, usually someone older and more experienced, helps a 

protÃ©gÃ© get where he or she wants to go. This might involve providing travel tips, 

clearing the way a little bit and smoothing bumps. A mentor points out the pathway to 

success and is credible because of experience on the pathway and consistent behavior that 

sets a good example. When a mentor knows the key people in an organization and 

understands the system, the obligation to guide students is an easy one to meet. The 

mentor offers a blend of assistance comprised of direction and feedback to hasten the 



learning process. In return, a mentor receives satisfaction from helping others and a refined 

character for having done the right thing, just as former President Woodrow Wilson 

suggested, â€œIf you think about what you ought to do for others, your character will take 
care of itselfâ€• (Ragan, 2001, p.1).  

There are key points that a teacher needs to be mindful of in order to be effective and 

competent as a mentor. One is certainly credibility. The situation in a classroom is no 

different than when one considers buying a new vehicle. How likely would you be to 

purchase a Chevrolet from a salesman who drives a Ford? In the same manner, no one can 

take seriously exhortation about the people skills necessary to succeed in life if they are not 

evident in the one providing advice. This is true in the classroom as well as in the 

workplace. In his book, The Heart of a Leader, Ken Blanchard makes a point about leaders 

in work environments that applies to faculty and staff on campus as well because we have 

followers also, â€œIf you want to know why your people are not performing well, step up to 

the mirror and take a peekâ€• (Blanchard, 1999, p. 38). In light of this admonition, 

mentors might want to ask themselves if they would want to work for or be taught by 
someone like them.  

In addition to helping students, mentoring relationships also advance the organization itself. 

From the world of business we learn, â€œIt is simply that executive responsibility involves 

assisting the people down the line to be successful. The boss in any department is the first 

assistant to those who report to him. Youâ€™ve got to live your life in a worthwhile way. 

This is a worthwhile philosophy. It doesnâ€™t hurt people, it helps them; and after it helps 

them, it helps the businessâ€• (Reilly, 1992, p. 4). In educational settings, the perspective 

ought to be the same. Through mentoring, people learn to do for themselves what the 

mentor did for them. This enables students to gain knowledge and make a larger 

contribution that strengthens the institution. Mentoring students by helping chart their 

course through college and subsequently through life is a great responsibility and one that 

provides lasting dividends, â€œA teacher affects eternity: he can never tell where his 
influence stopsâ€• (Albom, 1997, p. 79).  

College students need advice and good examples so they can develop and grow to reach 

their potential whether in the classroom, at work or in the football stadium. No matter who 

you are or what your job is on campus, students are watching and being influenced by what 

you say and do. Students are both intelligent and observant. They frequently use mental 

yardsticks to consider whether the actions and words of others are in sync. This reality 

means there are plenty of opportunities to impact students in positive ways because anyone 

willing to influence students for good knows the way, goes the way, and shows the way. In 

reality, the behavior of faculty and staff can be a compass that shows where to go and a 

map that helps chart the course. Educators really can change the world if they care enough, 
one student at a time.  
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