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The Mentor Effect
Sharing their experiences and knowledge to help 
others find their own paths in the world, mentors 
are career advisors, cheerleaders and caring friends. 
And at Willamette, they abound. 

by Tina Owen
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Value-Added Teaching
Students seeking a mentor likely look for 
an approachable professor who makes 
them feel comfortable. Rebecca Knight ’07 
selected exercise science professor Peter 
Harmer as her advisor and eventually her 
mentor because “he’s the toughest 
professor I’ve had in my life.”
 Harmer certainly enjoys a reputation as 
a no-nonsense, hard-driving taskmaster. A 
stickler for quality work and premium 
effort, Harmer often returns students’ 
papers covered with his corrections and 
comments. High marks are hard-earned in 
his classes. When one student finally 
received an A, she proudly sent the paper 

home for her mom to display on the 
refrigerator. 
 Such dedication to high standards, along 
with his decades of academic and life 
experience, also make Harmer an 
excellent mentor. Students who’ve 
benefited from his guidance rave about 
Harmer’s positive effect on their lives and 
careers. Several of them penned letters in 
support of the 2015 Mentor of the Year 
Award he received last fall from the 
Oregon Medical Research Foundation.
 “In a sense, every faculty member is a 
mentor, even when they’re only teaching 
the technicalities of a discipline,” says 
Harmer. “For me, mentoring is value-

added teaching that goes outside the 
classroom and beyond the constraints of 
the curriculum.
 “It’s about life. Students come and talk 
to you about career and personal issues, 
and you use your experience and insights 
to help them make better decisions.”
 In his 26 years at Willamette, Harmer 
has held countless one-on-one meetings 
with mentees, often during the evening or 
weekends. He aims to get to know them so 
he can offer the best, personalized advice. 
“You have to be willing to give of your 
time,” he says. “It’s very gratifying talking to 
students and helping them work through 
difficulties. It’s a little bit like being a parent.”
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Rebecca Knight ’07 brought her daughter, Amelia, to 
campus to meet her mentor, exercise science professor 
Peter Harmer. Knight credits Harmer’s example of 
dedication to his mentees for inspiring her to become 
a mentor to her own staff and students. She says, “The 
goal is to help them succeed in whatever way I can.”

Anthropology professor Joyce Millen (right) and 
junior Hania Mariën discuss some of the multicultural 
children’s books that inspired Mariën’s research.

The Atkinson Graduate School of Management’s 
mentoring program helped businessman Warren 
Bednarz (left) and MBA student David Nguyen 
from Vietnam find common interests that cut across 
cultural differences.

Rachel Kittle (left) submitted a heartfelt nomination 
letter on behalf of her mentor, Concetta Schwesinger, 
who won the College of Law’s 2006-07 Mentor of the 
Year Award. She wrote, “[Concetta] believed in me and 
helped me believe in myself — even when I didn’t think 
that was possible.”
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 Harmer has provided so many letters of 
recommendation for students applying to 
graduate school or for jobs that he keeps 
track of them all via a large spreadsheet on 
his computer.
 Knight is among the students listed on 
that spreadsheet. Harmer provided a 
recommendation that helped Knight, a 
member of the Confederated Tribes of 
Grand Ronde, land a fellowship in 
Washington, DC, working on Native 
American health issues. Later, he 
recommended her for her master’s degree in 
public health/health policy and 
management from the University of Hawaii, 
her job as program director at the University 
of Hawaii Cancer Center, and for her recent 
application for a PhD in public health at 
Oregon State University.
 She also illustrates what Harmer means 
when he says, “Mentoring happens over the 
long haul.” Harmer typically stays in touch 
with his mentees long after they leave 
Willamette, and gradually the professor-
student relationship transforms into a 
friendship.
 “He always wants what’s best for his 
students, and he always provides really 
honest feedback,” says Knight, who recently 
brought her baby daughter, Amelia, to 
campus to meet her mentor. “I can call him 
and just talk, or have lunch and have a really 
open conversation. I’m constantly learning 
from him.”

 From Harmer’s point of view, one of the 
benefits of being a mentor is learning from 
your mentees. He enjoys talking with Knight 
about her latest paper or research, and he 
proudly notes that some of his students, 
who’ve gone on to law school or to MD/PhD 
programs, have “left him in the dust.”
“If your students ultimately aren’t doing 
better than you, you haven’t done your job,” 
he says. “It’s nice to be able to say you had a 
small part in helping someone achieve a 
goal, find satisfaction in their work or find 
their place in the world.”

Mentoring for a Better World
For anthropology professor Joyce Millen, 
mentoring students isn’t just about helping 
them find direction in studies and life — it’s 
also an indirect way to make the world a 
better place.
 “Mentoring isn’t about one-off meetings 
here and there; it requires ongoing 
investments of time. It’s a commitment I 
give to students who show a particular 
passion or fire in their bellies,” she says. “I 
prefer to work closely with the students who 
live our Willamette motto, who want to 
improve the world in some way. Devoting 
additional time to these students can have 
positive ripple effects.”
 One such student is Hania Mariën ’17, who 
first encountered Millen last fall when she 
took her People and Cultures of Africa class.
 Mariën was interested in understanding 
why children’s books in school libraries 
didn’t correspond well with the growing 
ethnic and cultural diversity of school 
populations. With Millen’s help, she made 
contact with an expert at Boston University 
and developed a successful proposal for a 
Carson Undergraduate Research Grant. 
Based on her interviews and observations at 
three local elementary schools, Mariën then 
wrote a 42-page report, Barriers to the Use of 
Multicultural Literature in the Salem-Keizer 
School District. 
 “[While] 37% of the United States’ 
population identifies itself as people of 
color, only 10% of children’s books 
published in the last 21 years contain 
multicultural content,” she wrote. “This 
limited diversity in the publishing world 
creates a variety of real, but maneuverable 
barriers to using multicultural literature, in 
and out of the classroom.”
 Multicultural literature is important not 
only because it improves reading and 
learning skills among children of color — it 
also develops cultural awareness and 
reflects the reality of our diversifying world. 
Recent award-winning multicultural books 
for children include “The Crossover” by 
Kwame Alexander, which follows two 
African-American boys who love basketball 

and hip-hop, and “I Lived on Butterfly Hill” 
by Marjorie Agosin about a young girl from 
Chile sent by her parents to America during 
the turmoil of the Pinochet era.
 Thanks to Millen’s connections on local 
education committees, the Salem-Keizer 
school district is now interested in using 
Mariën’s report to help increase the number 
of such books in its school libraries.
 “I owe a lot to Professor Millen for getting 
my report into the right hands, as I couldn’t 
— and probably wouldn’t — have pursued 
this opportunity without her,” says Mariën. 
“My report would probably have just gone 
into the academic commons. Instead, it’s 
effectuating change.”
 Good mentors are easy to find at Willamette, 
Mariën says: “The professors are always really 
accessible and students feel comfortable 
going to ask for help. With a mentor it’s 
more than going to ask for help with a 
project — it’s asking for advice about life.”
 She describes her relationship with Millen 
as “grounded in mutual respect.” “I can go to 
Professor Millen with just a glimmer of an 
idea, and come out with better direction for 
what to do next. Professor Millen showed me 
that I could turn my ideas into action,” she 
says. “She always asks me what I want to do 
after graduation. She challenges me to think 
about my place in the world and what I can 
do in it.”
 Millen calls mentoring “the most 
important thing I do.” It allows her to hone 
in on students’ interests and potential and 
provide personalized advice rather than the 
one-size-fits-all guidance she can offer in 
class. Like other faculty mentors, Millen 
guides and advises students on every step of 
their research — from design to proposal-
writing to implementation to analysis and 
finally to dissemination of findings.
 Many of Millen’s students receive Carson 
Grants, as well as major national awards 
including Fulbright Grants and Truman 
Scholarships, because she strongly 
encourages them to do independent research.
 She says, “I push students to be 
courageous, to get out into the world.”

From Strangers to Friends
Last summer, David Nguyen MBA’17 left his 
home in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, and 
traveled almost 8,000 miles to the United 
States — a country he’d never visited before. 
When he arrived in Salem, where he knew 
no-one, he felt nervous and uncomfortable.
 Yet, within a few months, Nguyen had 
gained enough confidence to network with 
local business leaders and set up critical 
contacts for potential internships. Nguyen, 
a student in the Atkinson Graduate School 
of Management’s early career and career 
change MBA program, credits much of the 

 “If your students 
ultimately aren’t 
doing better than 
you, you haven’t 
done your job.”
—Professor Peter Harmer

 “Mentoring 
requires ongoing 
investments 
of time. It’s a 
commitment I 
give to students 
with passion 
or fire in their 
bellies.”
—Professor Joyce Millen
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transformation to a stranger who became a 
friend: Warren Bednarz ’81, MBA’09.
 Nguyen and Bednarz met through 
AGSM’s mentorship program (see sidebar), 
which pairs MBA students with successful 
professionals who provide guidance, 
coaching and network-building.  
 “As an international student, everything 
was new to me,” says Nguyen, who trained 
as a pharmacist and worked in 
pharmaceutical sales and marketing in 
Vietnam before coming to Willamette. “And 
Vietnamese people tend to be shy with 
strangers. I knew I needed to change, but I 
didn’t know how. Warren showed me how.”
 Despite their different backgrounds, the 
two men share an interest in 
entrepreneurship, which is one of the 
reasons AGSM’s career development staff 
matched them for the mentorship program. 
Bednarz owns a real estate investment 
company, while Nguyen is focusing on 
marketing and entrepreneurship through 
his MBA. 
 Having been through Willamette’s 
rigorous evening MBA program, Bednarz is 
able to provide practical advice and 
much-needed encouragement. He’s also 
warm and welcoming — one of the reasons 
why, during his six years in the mentoring 
program, he’s been paired with international 
students from countries including 
Afghanistan, China and Vietnam. 
 He’s helped them improve their English 
speaking skills, move into apartments and 
learn to drive. Bednarz often takes Nguyen 
to meetings of a local Rotary Club, and he 
also invited him to his house to experience 
an American Thanksgiving. 
 “I enjoy it because it’s not just all 
business; it’s about developing personal 
relationships,” says Bednarz, who’s also a 
Salem city councilor. “That’s what 
mentoring is all about — relationships. It’s 
an investment in someone else.” 
 Years after they return home, some of 
Bednarz’s students still stay in touch with 
the mentor who not only helped them 

develop professionally but also enabled 
them to adapt to a new country and culture.  
 “Even though the program’s not about 
making lifelong friendships, that’s what 
often happens. Mentors are invited to 
students’ weddings and graduations,” says 
Beth Ursin MBA’00, assistant dean and 
director of career development at AGSM. 
“The program creates a really strong bond 
between people.”
 For that reason, Bednarz is passionate 
about encouraging others to become 
mentors. “People are afraid because they 
don’t think they have the knowledge to be a 
perfect mentor,” he says. “But everyone’s 
had valuable experiences that they can 
share with others. Plus, mentoring is a 
two-way street. None of us has the perfect 
game — we’re all still learning.” 

Paying It Forward
Rachel (Wixson) Kittle JD’08 was so 
impressed with the mentoring she received 
while studying at Willamette’s College of 
Law, she now uses the same approach to 
help youngsters find their way through 
school and life.
 Last July, Kittle set up a nonprofit called 
Leadership Launch in Mukilteo, 
Washington, to help local first-generation or 
disadvantaged college-bound high school 
students. The organization — which shares 
Willamette’s motto, Not unto ourselves 
alone are we born — aims to provide 
students with skills to succeed in college 
and also to become leaders in their 
communities. Mentoring is an important 
element of the program because Kittle 
personally knows the transformations 
created by such nurturing relationships.
 “Mentoring really affected my life,” she 
says. “Now, I’m paying it forward.”
 In 2005, as an overwhelmed first-year law 
student, Kittle found a lifeline through the 
college’s mentoring program, which matched 
her with Concetta Schwesinger JD/MBA’88. 
 Despite her hectic schedule as the Oregon 
District Attorneys Association’s liaison to 

the state child support program, 
Schwesinger made time to meet regularly 
with Kittle. She reassured Kittle that she’d 
make it through law school, saying “I’ve 
been through it, and I know you can do it.” 
 She helped Kittle develop a calming 
mantra to ward off exam nerves, introduced 
her to other women in the legal field, and 
eventually helped her land her first job as a 
family law attorney.
 Schwesinger also shared openly and 
honestly her personal experiences about 
how a legal career meshes with family life. 
“Rachel had questions about how to balance 
career and family life,” she says. “As I’d 
struggled with achieving that balance, I 
could provide information and 
camaraderie.”
 In a nomination letter for the law school’s 
2006-07 Mentor of the Year Award, which 
Schwesinger won, Kittle said, “Concetta is a 
wise teacher and a great friend. I could not 
have asked for a better mentor to help me 
through the toughest years of my life.”
 Initially, Schwesinger felt nervous when 
she signed up for the college’s mentoring 
program. She worried she’d feel 
uncomfortable with the mentees or, despite 
her career success, not be able to offer 
valuable advice. Then she remembered her 
own difficult journey through law school 
without the benefit of a formal mentoring 
program. “I realized I could have used a 
mentor for information about life and being 
a lawyer,” she says. “Plus, it’s so important to 
give back, it’s worth the risk. You just have to 
get past the fear factor.” 
 Now that Kittle lives hundreds of miles 
away, busy with her own family and her 
nonprofit, she no longer enjoys frequent 
contact with her mentor. Yet she knows 
Concetta is always ready to help if needed.
 “Mentoring isn’t about an outcome; it’s 
about the journey. It’s a relationship, which 
is ongoing and fluid, with ebbs and flows,” 
Kittle says. “And the relationship endures, 
even when life changes.”  

 “That’s what mentoring is all about — 
relationships. It’s an investment in someone else.”
—Warren Bednarz ’81, MBA’09

 “Mentoring really affected my life. 
Now, I’m paying it forward.”
—Rachel Kittle JD’08
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Here are some of the ways 
WIllamette alumni give back by 
becoming mentors:
 Each summer, about 50 
first- and second-year MBA 
students are accepted into the 
Atkinson Graduate School of 
Management’s competitive 
mentoring program. They are 
selected from among many 
candidates based on their 
application forms and one-on-one 
interviews that help Beth Ursin 
MBA’00, assistant dean and 
director of career development, 
match them with suitable mentors.
 About 50 mentors, many of 
them Willamette and AGSM 
alumni, participate in the program, 
representing businesses, 

government agencies and not-for- 
profit organizations in the Salem 
and Portland areas. They act as 
role models and coaches for their 
mentees, offering an expert 
perspective on business matters. 
 Meeting with their mentees at 
least once a month during the 
school year, mentors hold the 
students accountable for 
achieving their mentorship goals. 
Typically, mentors invite their 
students for job-shadowing, to 
meetings of professional 
organizations and to networking 
events — and along the way, 
lifelong friendships often develop. 
 At Willamette’s College of Law, 
the largest practitioner-student 
mentee program in Oregon pairs 

about 150 first-year students with 
lawyers and judges who serve as 
mentors during the students’ three 
years in the college. 
 As with the AGSM program, 
many of the law school mentors 
are Willamette graduates. They 
help their mentees become familiar 
with the practice of law by taking 
them to observe legislative 
hearings, mediation, settlement 
conferences, arbitrations and 
rulemaking proceedings. They may 
introduce them to judges and 
justices, explain what it takes to 
become a partner in a law firm, 
and offer their insights into hiring 
trends in the legal job market. 
 Through their counsel and 
support, mentors help their 

mentees make the transition from 
law student to legal professional. 
 Through a collaborative effort 
by the Willamette University 
Alumni Association and the 
Politics Department, politics 
students can learn from 
accomplished politics alumni 
working in areas such as 
government, policy, advocacy and 
communications. Currently, 11 
pairs of mentors and mentees 
connect regularly either in person 
or virtually throughout the year 
and at alumni association 
networking events. The alumni 
association also hopes to develop 
similar programs with other 
academic departments.

Willamette students also carry 
out important mentoring roles for 
their peers in initiatives from the 
College of Liberal Arts and campus 
administrative offices, including:

College Compass Program
In this first-year experience 
mentoring program, revised for this 
fall, student mentors will share their 
expert insider knowledge to help 
freshmen transition successfully 
into the Willamette community. In 
weekly meetings of groups of about 
15 students, the student success 
mentors will share their wisdom 
about adjustment to college, both 
in and outside of the classroom. 
Topics will include managing your 
time — and yourself — for success 
in the first year and after.

Mosaics Mentoring
The Office of Multicultural Affairs 
offers the Mosaics mentoring 
program to support freshmen who 
are of color, multiracial, biracial or 
multicultural. Currently, some 55 
upperclassmen pair up with 
freshmen to provide support and 
friendship to help them deal with 

homesickness, loneliness and other 
issues. The program also organizes 
retreats, conferences and on-campus 
events with the aim to “make 
Willamette begin to feel like home.” 

Community Mentors
Based in Willamette’s residence 
halls, 34 students work as 
community mentors to facilitate 
relationships among residents and 
help build a sense of community. 
As part-time members of staff for 
the Office of Housing and 
Community Life, they live in the 
residence halls to serve as students’ 
role models and advisors. 

Writing Center
Writing is a major mode for students 
to learn and to communicate what 
they’ve learned. Peer mentors in the 
Writing Center can help students 
with projects ranging from a class 
paper to a senior thesis. In one-on- 
one, face-to-face meetings, these 
experienced writing consultants 
from a variety of disciplines provide 
friendly, supportive feedback, 
constructive criticism and technical 
advice.

Peer to Peer

Giving Back as a Mentor

 “Mentorship is a real 
Willamette thing — 
it’s like seeing the 
motto in action.”
— Beth Ursin MBA’00 
assistant dean and director of 
career development at AGSM




