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Mentoring programs contribute to the development and 
retention of academics in dental education.

To describe the perceptions of academic staff of the Fa- 
culty of Dentistry, University of the Western Cape, South 
Africa, about a funded pilot mentoring process. 

Cross-sectional, purposive sampling qualitative design.

Twenty mentees who had engaged in the funded men-
toring process were targeted for semi-structured inter- 
views, to describe their perceptions about the ongoing 
mentorship process, experiences in other mentoring pro-
cesses, and expectations about future formal mentoring 
in the faculty. Quantitative data was analysed descriptively, 
while content analysis of the qualitative data was per-
formed to identify themes.

Perceptions of eight mentees, aged 37 to 59 years and 
spent between 3 and over 20 years in the faculty, were 
categorized into two themes - ‘A welcome initiative’ and  

‘Mentorship seen as a holistic experience’. The program 
provided the much-needed space where mentees felt 
they could seek guidance for their development. 

Expectations from a future formal program included as-
sistance in meeting institutional and personal demands.  
Participants’ expectations were broader than what the 
pilot program offered, though the benefits reported were 
similar to earlier studies.

Mentoring, academic staff, faculty development, oral health, 
dental faculty.

More than twenty-five years in the post-apartheid era, 
the government of the Republic of South Africa (RSA) 
continues to seek ways to reverse the past inequities in 
higher education by introducing the National Develop- 
ment Plan (NDP) as part of the transformation process.1,2 

The Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) 
was mandated to achieve the following goals, among 
others, by 2030 - increase the (i) percentage of PhD 
qualified academic staff from current 46% to over 75%; (ii) 
number of doctoral graduates per million from current 46 
to 100; and (iii) publication count, which increased from 
approximately 5500 in 1995 to 15 542 in 2014.3

The University of the Western Cape (UWC) is one of the 
26 universities that benefited from the University Capa- 
city Development Grant (UCDG), funded by the DHET 
to assist with capacity development of academic staff.4  

In 2018, the DHET introduced the University Capacity  
Development Program (UCDP) for the development of 
students, staff, and academic programs.5 

A portion of the UCDG was allocated to the Existing 
Academic Staff Capacity Enhancement Program (EASCEP) 
to support the completion of postgraduate studies (MSc, 
PhD, post-doctoral)6 and increase publication count. The 
Deputy Vice Chancellor (Research and Innovation) ma- 
nages the process at UWC, and in 2019 mentors were 
appointed on a part-time basis for each of the seven  
faculties. The Deputy Dean Research and Postgraduate  
Programs supervises the processes in the Faculty of 
Dentistry.
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Though labelled a previously disadvantaged university 
which operated under severe financial and social con- 
straints, UWC has contributed towards democracy and 
transformation by providing access to students from pre- 
viously disadvantaged communities.7,8 By widening access, 
the university experienced exponential growth resulting 
in large classes with underprepared students and often  
inadequate facilities.9 These factors contributed to the  
challenges in attracting and keeping competent acade- 
mics who could mentor junior academic staff to succeed  
in the areas of teaching, research, and academic admi- 
nistration, among others.10

While the first dental education program in the country  
was established in 1925,11 there were concerns that the 
dental needs of a heterogeneous community were not  
being fully met.12 The dental faculty at UWC was estab- 
lished in 197413 to broaden access into the profession12,14 

and address the shortage of oral health professionals.15 

The breakdown of dentists registered with the Health 
Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) for 2015, 
according to age, gender and race, showed that young- 
er dentists were predominantly female and Black while 
older dentists were mainly White and male.14 

To empower the academic staff with the necessary pe- 
dagogical skills,9 the recommendation of the American  
Dental Education Association about mentoring16-20 be- 
comes relevant to the RSA. Descriptions about mentor- 
ship “encompass a synergistic relationship between a 
mentor with accumulated expertise and a mentee with 
novice-like inexperience, who engage in the sharing of 
knowledge and personal experiences to facilitate career 
development and guidance towards a path of promo- 
tion, fulfilment and overall success ...a lack of mentor- 
ship may result in failure to retain junior faculty at an 
institution or within academia altogether.” [p2]18 

In 2019, there were approximately 100 academics with- 
in the faculty, required to teach and provide dental care 
services in hospitals and communities.21 The profile of  
the academics reflected the general profile of those  
reistered with the HPCSA.14 Fifty-eight of the acade- 
mics were in permanent full-time positions, eleven at 
professorial levels, and only 15 possessed PhD quali- 
fications in addition to their professional qualifications.  
Within the first year of the mentor’s (SLA) appointment,  
less than one third of 20 mentees consulted on issues  
about post-graduate studies and writing papers for pub- 
lication. Others sought “guidance on coping with faculty 
demands”.

 

The absence of guidelines for effective mentoring pro- 
grams in the faculty prompted the exploration of the per- 
ceptions of academics below professorial rank about the  
pilot mentoring program. The objectives were to evaluate  
the experiences of academics who engaged in (a) the  
EASCEP and (b) any other mentoring process after join- 
ing the faculty; and (c) the perceptions of academics about 
what a faculty mentoring program should focus on. 
To prevent a potential bias, a research assistant (RB) was 
appointed to independently manage the study process, 
at the end of which the analysed data was then checked 
and debated by the authors.

After obtaining ethics approval (BM19/9/15) and sourcing  
for funding from the Research Office of the university, a 
self-administered adapted questionnaire16,22 was pilot test- 
ed for face and content validity with five academics in  
the faculty. Using a cross-sectional, descriptive research 
design, RB later distributed the survey instrument via email 
and hard copies, among academics below professorial  
ranks (n=89). The four-part survey instrument (Appendix 1)  
sought biographical information (9 items), perceptions  
about the EASCEP (4 items), experiences in any other  
mentoring processes after joining the faculty (12 items), 
and expectations of a future faculty mentoring program  
(24 items). 

A cover letter accompanied the survey instrument, ex-
plaining the study procedures and the voluntary basis 
of participation. Unfortunately, the response was poor. 
Such development is not necessarily an unwillingness 
of academics in dental schools in the RSA to participate 
in research, but their responsibilities in teaching and ser-
vice delivery are often obstacles.21 A purposive sampling, 
qualitative research design18,23-25 was then adopted to ad-
dress the same aims. The twenty mentees who engaged 
in the EASCEP were targeted, but only eight consented.
The amended four-part survey instrument (Appendix 2)  
was also administered by RB via individual, semi-struct- 
ured interviews via Skype which took place in March 2020 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Part A of the survey  
instrument sought biographical information, while the re- 
maining three parts sought participants’ (i) perceptions 
about the EASCEP, (ii) experiences in other mentoring 
processes since joining the faculty, and (c) expectations 
about mentoring in the faculty. 

OBJECTIVES

METHOD

Procedure

Table 1. Profile of participants (n=8).

Participant Age (years) Highest qualification achieved Position in faculty Years in faculty

A1 37 Masters Senior lecturer 3 

A2 52 PhD Senior Lecturer 18 

A3 55 PhD Senior lecturer/Assoc. Professor 17 

A4 47 PhD Assoc. Professor 20 

A6 45 PhD Senior Lecturer +/- 20 

A7 59 Masters Biostatistician 3

A9 59 Masters Senior Lecturer 26

A10 42 Masters Senior Lecturer 8
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The survey instrument was sent in advance to the eight 
participants so they could answer the closed-ended ques-
tions and have time to ponder on their responses to the 
open-ended statements. Unfortunately, only five of the  
participants (A2, A4, A6, A7, A9) were able to keep the  
interview appointments, while the remaining three (A1, 
A3, A10) completed and submitted the survey instrument  
(Appendix 2).

The demographics of the non-respondents were similar 
to those of the respondents presented in Table 1. The 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The data 
that support the findings of this study are available from 
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Quantitative data was analysed descriptively, while con-
tent analysis of the qualitative data was performed by  
two independent academics with expertise in qualitative 
research to identify themes which were then discussed  
to reach consensus.23 To check and establish credibility 
in the findings, data were triangulated through (i) giving 
the participants access to the transcriptions for veri- 
fication; (ii) comparing interview data alongside relevant 
academic literature; and (iii) agreement of the interpreta-
tions of the data by the researchers.

Table 1 describes the profile of the participants. Two par- 
ticipants (A2, A3) had only brief interactions with the  
mentor and were unable to comment on the value of  
the mentorship program but presented their expecta- 
tions about a future formal mentorship program in the 
faculty. Though A2 and A4 were not engaged in other  
mentoring processes since appointment, there was con-
sensus among the participants about the purpose of  
mentoring as described by A9: 

Understanding the mentee, providing a safe space for 
the mentees to share their plans, aspirations and chal- 
lenges; assisting the mentee to reflect objectively on their 
challenges and aspirations, …guiding the mentee to reach 
goals… to reflect [but] not creating dependence on the 
mentor.

Participants also differentiated a mentor from a super- 
visor: 

…The supervisor… can guide you in the methodolog-
ical process and has deep insight into your [research] 
topic… The mentor is [a] person I will [go to] if I need  
something my supervisor cannot give me, such as, some-
one to share my research experiences with…, when I need 
additional emotional support …when I begin to chart un- 
known territory, when I need to bounce off ideas… when 
I need my morale as a researcher lifted, when my super-
visor cannot provide me with all the skills I require, like 
writing support, selecting a journal …a supervisor helps 
only with research related issues whilst a mentor can  
help with other factors such as promotion… or publi- 
cation of an article. [A2]

Two themes emerged from the survey: 

The mentoring program was perceived as necessary and 
a welcome initiative. A response that resonated with many 
of the participants was having ‘a very positive experience’ 
during consultations.

I think it is a very positive effect. It is nice to know there is 
someone there that you can bounce ideas off if you are not 
too sure. Especially if you are new with supervising PhD 
students. [A4]

… the entire process has been very positive …I developed 
a lot of confidence. [A6]

On what worked well in the mentorship program, men- 
tees described their experiences:

I think it was having somebody who was accessible. [A6] 

The mentor listened and tried to understand where I was 
academically … my work situation … where my work fitted 
into my life situation. Also, that he followed up, that he 
wasn’t very demanding, that he wasn’t really in any way 
judgmental. He tried to help me make sense of where I 
was. [A9]

What I enjoyed was the open communication. We were 
able to bounce ideas off each other; could bounce ideas 
off someone else and see whether we are on the right 
track… [A4]

Having a sounding board, somebody to talk to you  
whenever I felt like I was stuck and needed advice that I 
wouldn’t normally get from anybody else, to listen to me  
at that time because everybody is always at meetings  
or they have got to be… their primary focus is some- 
thing else, rather than being there to help academically, 
or just to help staff when they have questions. It is al- 
ways nice to have a bouncing board … I always felt if  
I didn’t know the answer that I would be guided to  
finding the right person or the right direction. [A7]

The mentor helped me to define and conceptualize my re-
search idea. I feel guilty at times that I had not utilized the 
mentor to the fullest. [A10]
 
One on one sessions and meetings; step by step coun-
selling [A1]

As to what did not work well, the experiences of two re-
spondents related to time:

Due to my clinical and postgraduate engagements it was 
difficult to meet every time and complete tasks. [A1]

I still struggled to execute, and I suppose that time man-
agement is a problem for me that was not addressed. 
[A10]

The professional background of the mentor was a con-
cern to one participant while two others perceived this 
was beneficial:

The mentor wasn’t a dentist; so, context was always a 

Analyses

FINDINGS

'A Welcome Initiative'
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problem and the mentor didn’t have experience within  
the faculty. So, you always have to put context into it 
because things work differently at the dental faculty. [A7] 

For me, I find it is often nice to have somebody from a 
different discipline to give you different insights because 
they see things differently and I think when you are in  
the same faculty it can be a little bit awkward. I think  
that really helped me a lot. In my experience I have found  
it very helpful to get somebody from the outside, from  
another discipline to see how they view things because 
we do things that are similar, but we have different ap-
proaches to it and different understandings. It is refresh- 
ing to learn different techniques to do the same thing.  
[A6] It is also good to speak with somebody that’s not  
working with you directly and you know doesn’t have any  
other expectations of you and simply sees you for what 
you are  doing at that point. [A9]

Participants A1 and A10 also expressed similar views  
on what to improve in the mentoring process:

Allow employees to clear their undergraduate and post-
graduate schedule for one day or a half a day to receive 
mentoring. [A1]

I think that respective mentees need to be identified and 
mentored to develop their career paths, including research, 
to ensure a sufficient number of suitably qualified person-
nel for succession planning; …the process must be in- 
dividualized and help to direct focus and use strengths 
and support areas of weakness … some clear steps are  
to be jointly determined by the mentee and mentor, with 
clear short- and long-term deliverables. [A10]

Those involved in other mentorship networks, mostly ini-
tiated on their own accord, shared different experiences - 
I had a mentor to assist with career pathing, the mentor 
was too busy to really assist me and we never worked on 
a jointly agreed upon plan of action, it was good to en-
gage with someone from a different faculty, but little value 
in mentorship had been gained. Perhaps we were mis-
matched. [A10]

I think that there are many unofficial mentors [like] super- 
visor of my PhD …I regarded him as a mentor in that I 
could always go to him outside of the PhD and he would 
always have an open door. I think there is an almost un-
official system that is very healthy but sometimes not  
that healthy because you can end up being in a group 
where you have negative experiences and that drag you 
into a negative space. Therefore, a mentor that is almost 
outside of that, that can take you away from that is very 
good. In that way, I think, the current person has the po-
tential to really support staff  in different ways. [A9]

I had experience outside of the faculty for many years with 
one of the professors … If there was anything I would 
need, guidance as to how to apply for the current position 
I have, or if I have any issue. I have two mentors inside 
the faculty besides the funded mentor. It has been a very 
positive and uplifting experience. I feel that I have gained a 
lot from all these people. [A7]

I think previously, during my PhD I was part of a program 

which was for PhD students. We weren’t assigned men-
tors formally but within the group we mentored each other 
through the whole process of doing the PhD. So that was 
very helpful. For me it was a lonely process because at  
the time, within the faculty, there were very few people 
doing PhDs and none of my peers was doing a PhD. [A6]

The participants strongly expressed the need for a for- 
mal mentorship program within the faculty, which should 
be holistic in nature for optimum use and success. As for 
their expectations from a future formal faculty mentorship 
program, one participant explained it  clearly:
 
There is a lack at the faculty, in terms of support; there is a 
lack in terms of work and how you are supported in coping 
with the many roles you have. [A9]

Participants expressed their expectations from a future 
formal mentorship program:
  
I will tell you why, up until now I am still struggling to get 
an article out of my PhD program, simply because I don’t 
have mentorship. Doing a PhD is very different from writ-
ing a journal article, I am up and running with my writ-
ing again, but I still feel that I am lacking in mentoring for  
that process.  I never had that, and I am learning from 
scratch and unfortunately it has taken the life out of me 
because I become so frustrated and dejected at times.  
A mentorship program is needed. Not only for the PhD 
[and] Masters process but also for the process after that, 
what happens afterwards. [A2]

The mentor should be actively involved in teaching us  
new skills and knowledge. …should be able to listen  
and give constructive feedback. [A1]

Someone to guide you to improve your position within  
the faculty…. impacts on your development, someone  
who improves your knowledge about faculty related is-
sues. [A3]

The mentor can basically just guide you to make sure  
that you make use of the opportunities that are available  
to you. We often get emails about opportunities. I think… 
if you are starting out in a lecturer position it is very help- 
ful to have that type of guidance that is formal, because 
I think then we are capacitating staff a lot easier and the 
staff development can be more structured and more 
meaningful rather than just doing odd ad hoc things. [A6] 

It’s just teaching you things that people expect you to  
just know, a role of a mentor. It is not just academic, its 
social and its psychological. It is not easy. Being in the 
dental faculty is not easy, being in academia is not easy 
but being in [this] dental faculty is exceptionally not easy 
… you still feel it. Just somebody who can be your sort  
of career friend… so it’s not just about furthering my  
career in a hard way but in soft skills as well. [A7]

Whatever, it might be good if that person has an idea to 
say this is the expectations of this institution of you and 
how can I help you, or support you to develop your own 

‘Mentorship seen as a holistic experience  
– A career friend’
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career plan, or your plan that you actually meet these  
requirements…. there must be some space where the 
person knows the expectations and can guide you to  
say, maybe you need to speak to the faculty about these 
other things that is  making it difficult for you. [A9]

Just talking to someone sometimes triggers other ideas, 
like I could have done it that way, that’s not a bad idea. I 
could maybe try something else. So just getting a differ-
ent perspective might trigger other ideas or other ways of 
doing things. That’s also good. Just talking about it helps, 
so that is very valuable when it comes to the mentorship… 
[A4]

Define short- and long-term goals and purpose for the 
mentorship. Determine deliverables to meet those goals  
at reasonable intervals. An analysis is required of each 
mentee to determine what the real need of support may 
be to identify stumbling blocks to execution and impart 
skills to overcome those to ensure delivery of goals, both 
short and long term. [A10]

Different ways of developing the mentorship program were 
suggested:

I recommend a panel of mentors ... spearheaded by [a] 
Professor… the panel can actually sit in on maybe the 
research committee that sits twice a month… so that  
panel should actually feed into the research committee.  
It is something we are really, really lacking in the faculty. 
[A2]

I actually think that it would be helpful for somebody  
coming … into academics for the first time … assign them 
a mentor as part of their probation period … it would be 
very helpful because often we don’t really have a plan 
when you start out as a lecturer. [A6]

For maximum reach to a wider range of staff members, 
it was suggested that the mentorship program be intro-
duced to the staff in a different manner:

To be honest with you, it needs to be advertised. You  
need to widely tell the staff and the students this is what 
is available. I will be honest, I heard about it but it was  
not spelt out to us in no uncertain terms this is what is 
available to us. I didn’t even know until this interview  
process that this is the kind of mentoring capacity we  
have in the faculty. I was astounded, and I quickly wrote 
an email to Prof and said I need help … So, as you can 
see, I think it needs to be spelt out with clear terms of 
reference. [A2]

I think [the] faculty should have introduced the mentor  
differently… I think it was very much left to staff by  
word of mouth, to say “have you met with the mentor 
because he is really helpful”. So, if I [did not hear this] 
I probably wouldn’t have bothered, and I think I would 
have lost a good opportunity. I think where it can im- 
prove is to get the faculty board to actually introduce  
the mentor to staff and maybe the mentor do a pre- 
sentation of, this is who I am, this is the work I have  
done, this is what I can offer so that it is out there to  
the staff. I don’t think it worked that well putting an  
email out because I think it depended very much on  

word of mouth. I think more people could have been 
reached. [A9]

This study set out to evaluate the experiences of aca- 
demics in the Faculty of Dentistry at UWC who engaged 
in the EASCEP, as well as their expectations from a  
future formal program. The change in methodology due 
to the poor response in the first survey did not compro-
mise the integrity of this study as similar methodologies 
have been utilized in previous studies.18,23-25 However,  
the poor participation of academics in research21 may 
be a reflection of their inability to satisfactorily share their  
time in meeting the demands in teaching, research, clini- 
cal service and administration. 

The participants also acknowledged that it was essential 
to allocate time to participate in the mentorship process. 
Upon entering a career in dental education, the aca- 
demic is expected to successfully navigate an often- 
unfamiliar environment of teaching, scholarly activity and 
research, as well as perform administrative tasks and  
participate in both university and community service.18  
Academics may also need assistance to manage the  
time to meet these demands. With little or no previous  
experience and coming from diverse backgrounds, the 
new academic may become overwhelmed, unsupported, 
and discouraged. 

Currently, there is little documented evidence of specific 
formal activities relating to mentorship of academic staff 
in Dental faculties in RSA. Though the pilot program  
targeted academics yet to obtain a doctoral degree or  
below professorial rank, it was accessible to all aca- 
demic staff. So, it is worth noting that two participants  
who had not engaged in any mentorship process had 
been in the faculty for 18 and 20 years respectively.  
Such occurrence acknowledges the need for a formal 
mentorship process to help new lecturers in their tran- 
sition into their new positions,18 especially in a faculty  
where the demographic profile of the lecturers is still  
similar to the profile of those registered with the HPCSA 
in 2015.14

Overall, the EASCEP was perceived as a necessary and 
welcome initiative as in other studies.16-20 On what work- 
ed well in the mentorship program, mentees percei- 
ved the consultation provided the much-needed space,  
where they felt they were heard and understood to seek 
the required support and guidance in respect to aca- 
demic development. Participants appreciated the ac- 
cessibility of the mentor and the individual attention  
they received. However, it should be noted that there  
were no discipline-specific issues raised with the men- 
tor, though it is uncertain if this was due to the mentor  
not having a background in dentistry.

Participants were clear in what they expected from a 
formal mentorship program stemming from what seemed 
to be lacking within the faculty. The expectations were 
broader than what was being addressed in the EASCEP 
and included seeking assistance to meet faculty and in- 
stitutional demands. As the unique context of each in- 
stitution and the diverse needs of each academic will  

DISCUSSION
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impact on how the capacity development of academics  
is managed, an ideal mentorship program should ad- 
dress both the professional and the personal develop- 
ment of academics.10 To enhance the accessibility of the 
mentorship program, the mentees in the EASCEP rec-
ommended ways to improve the advertisement of such  
a program. Thomas et al. recommended that admini- 
strators of mentorship programs might consider publi-
cising the programs in advance of the academic year in 
which the programs are offered.25 The recruitment mate-
rials should also be explicit regarding what is expected  
of the participants, as well as what benefits they may ex-
pect. In addition, due consideration should be given to 
train potential  mentors.

CONCLUSIONS

There is evidence that the UCDG mentorship program 
has been beneficial to those individuals who participat-
ed in the process. There is also the expectation that  
a formal mentorship program within the Dental Faculty 
at UWC is critical in the career development of the  
academic staff.

The authors acknowledge the grant from the Research 
Department, University of the Western Cape.

The authors do not have any potential conflict of interest.
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