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Background on Mentoring at Western Dakota Tech 

 

Efforts to increase student success through one-on-one mentoring are becoming more and 

more commonplace in community colleges, technical institutes, and universities around the 

United States. Though traditional mentorship still occurs (specifically peer and faculty 

mentorships), many institutions have moved to a Student Success Center model. Student 

Success Centers are typically contained on campus, often near other student services such as 

admissions, fanatical aid, and student account offices. These centers are staffed by Student 

Success Coaches (or an equivalent title). Their role is to work with a certain set of students, 

often determined by program, to offer academic support and referrals to resources to 

overcome obstacles to education. 

 

Before the TAACCCT Round 3 grant was awarded, WDT had two dedicated Student Success 

Coaches. While the student caseload per Coach was high (nearly 500 students), the institution 

could see the successes. Processes that used to be fractures across campus (such as tutoring, 

referrals to service providers, and attendance follow-up) were now streamlined through the 

Student Success Coaches. It was a great first start to building a Student Success Center. One 

major drawback, however, was that there were not enough Coaches for them to concentrate 

on a smaller set of programs. 

 

 

TAACCCT Round 3 Award: South Dakota Allied Health Training Consortium (SDAHTC) 

 

As part of the SDAHTC, Western Dakota Tech was focused on attracting more adults to 

healthcare programs and increasing the number of adults with credentials to enter the 

healthcare workforce. In order to do so, they dedicated some funds from the TAACCCT Round 3 

award to hiring a Student Success Coach who would be devoted solely to the target programs 

of the grant. The two primary programs were Practical Nursing and Paramedic, but also Fire 

Science, Medical Assisting, and Healthcare Technician by extension of the EMT and C.N.A. 

training courses (the latter three programs require one or the other). 

 

Research showed increased student success when working with Coaches who knew their 

specific program requirements and, by extension, obstacles that would arise in those programs. 

For example, a Coach dedicated to Paramedic students could help track background checks and 

assist in ensuring all students completed them. The TAACCCT Round 3 grant was the perfect 

opportunity to try this dedicated approach at WDT. 

 

The success of a devoted Coach was immediately visible. The Coach had time to come into 

Paramedic classes to get to know students and the program requirements, follow up with 

students on attendance and grades, and assist with questions or barriers that arose for those 

students. Students reported satisfaction with the attention. 
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A Growing Success Story 

 

After seeing the value of program-specific Student Success Coaches, WDT applied for a grant 

from a local foundation to fund four additional full-time Student Success Coaches (bringing the 

total to six). That grant was awarded and the Coaches were hired in the spring/summer of 

2016. In addition to the Coaches, the space at the front of the library was remodeled to be the 

dedicated Student Success Center. 

 

Each coach is assigned to specific academic programs as well as serving as the “specialist” in at 

least one other area. These “specialties” can include advising a club, leading a campus-wide 

initiative, or being the central point of contact for a specific group of students (such as 

veterans). A table showing what each coach is responsible for is below. 

 

Student Success Coach Assignments 
Coach #1 Coach #2 Coach #3 Coach #4 Coach #5 Coach #6 

Programs 

Accounting 
 
Bookkeeping 
 
Business 
 
Criminal 
Justice/Law  
Enforcement 
 
Fire Science 

Dental Assisting 
 
Health 
Information 
Management 
 
Healthcare 
Technician 
 
Medical 
Assisting 
 
Pharmacy 
Technical 
 
Phlebotomy/Lab 
Assistant 

HVAC/Refrigeration 
 
Plumbing 
 
Transportation 
Technology 
 
Welding & 
Fabrication 

Medical Lab 
Technician 
 
Practical 
Nursing 
 
Surgical 
Technology 

Library 
Technician 
 
Non-Degree 
Seeking 
 
Paramedic 

Computer-Aided 
Drafting 
 
Computer 
Science 
 
Drafting & 
Machining 
Technology 
 
Environmental 
Engineering 
Technology 
 
Electrical Trades 
 
Precision 
Machining 
Technology 

Student Organizations 

Student 
Government 
Association 

Eagle Feather 
Society 

Veteran’s Club    

Campus Initiatives 

 Minority 
Outreach 

Veteran’s Outreach Community 
Resources 
 
Prosperity 
Initiative 

Data Support 
 
Prosperity 
Initiative 
 
Work Study 
Documentation 

Tutors 
 
ADA 
Accommodations 
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Best Practices 

Through the years of expansion, the Student Success Center at WDT has found the following 

practices to be key to a successful mentoring/coaching program. 

 

1. Program-Specific Coaching 

This allows the Student Success Coaches to really get to know programs, including the 

requirements, expectations, and common roadblocks for students. The Coaches also get to 

know the faculty which builds rapport and trust. The Coaches find that, as time goes on, faculty 

come to them more and more with student concerns. 

 

2. Use success prediction software and an alert system 

Around the same time that WDT hired the additional Student Success Coaches, the institution 

purchased a retention module within the existing Jenzabar student management software. This 

program analyses certain indicators to flag students who are at a high risk of attrition. This 

allows Coaches to be very pro-active in meeting these students and assisting them in finding 

the resources they need to be successful. 

 

Another part of that system is an alert called Success 360. This allows instructors to submit a 

concern to the Student Success Coach. Concerns can be about grades, attendance, behavior, or 

any other number of things. An alert goes right to the Coach, who then reaches out to the 

students. 

 

3. Track attendance 

Success Coaches receive attendance reports daily and begin following up with students as soon 

as there is a concern.  

 

4. Utilize Coaches to lead student groups and clubs 

Student Success Coaches get to know students well and develop a strong rapport with them. 

Having Coaches lead clubs and organizations takes a bit of that workload off of faculty, and 

increases student participation since they are being invited to join by someone they know and 

get to see often. 

 

5. Connect with the community 

The Student Success Center at WDT is part of a community effort called the Prosperity 

Initiative. This is a network of service providers who work together to ensure community needs 

are being met and not unnecessarily duplicated. The networks also refers individuals to 

organizations that can provide the service an individual needs. Having this network has proven 

invaluable in knowing where to refer students who have needs that are beyond the scope of 

campus (addiction, housing, childcare, etc.). 
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The Student Success Center at WDT is still fairly new, but we are starting to see increases in 

retention and graduation rates since the addition of the Coaches. A lot has been learned, but 

the practices above have truly helped the Center to be a go-to for students and a strong part of 

campus. 

 


