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Mentoring – is it for me?



By Ginny Johns

Mentoring is a tool that should be seriously considered when you are constructing a professional development plan.  Mentoring is not for everybody and cannot be done by just anybody, but it can be a powerful instrument when used appropriately.  

Format

Mentorships can operate under various formats with different degrees of formality.  It can be a one-to-one informal arrangement where an individual periodically seeks advice from a trusted colleague.  It can be a structured program where mentors and mentees are methodically matched and develop a formal plan.  Or it can be anywhere in between.  The tool is flexible – it can be adapted to the style of the individuals involved. 

For example, on our campus there was a movement a few years back to transform us from a performance evaluation model to a performance management model; the latter added emphasis on the role of the supervisor in the professional development of their employees.  While the supervisors had the knowledge and expertise to train their staff in their current job responsibilities, some felt inadequately prepared to help with professional development outside of these bounds.  Organized classes are suitable for some topics and in some budget climates, but mentoring has also played a role for us in this transition. Some supervisors have developed into good mentors themselves; others help their staff to find suitable mentors.  Several formal programs developed on campus that incorporated mentoring.  

A staff advisory committee to the Chancellor established a Mentorship program where staff applied to be mentees and the coordinators of the program solicited mentors and matched them to the applicants.  Primarily new, junior professionals were served by this program. Two other programs which targeted developing middle managers, incorporated aspects of mentoring.  The Future Leaders program run by the Human Resource department, had each participant choose a project that they would complete during the two year program and choose a mentor to guide their work on that particular project.  The Emerging Managers program run by the Division of Student Affairs helped each participant to choose a mentor who would work with them throughout the two-year program, and potentially beyond, in a more general role.

Skills

Mentoring is not necessarily the best tool for all aspects of your professional development.  The following areas are ones where I have found it to be successful:

· Communication skills

· Interpersonal communication and oral presentation

· Writing and tailoring for varied audiences

· Data collection and analysis

· Technical skills

· Use of reference materials

· Project management

· Application of policy

· Ethical behavior

· Sensitivity to diversity

· Supervisory skills

· Leadership

Aids

There are many books written on the topic and I have found a number of them very helpful.  A set of books by Dr. Norman Cohen particularly appeals to me.  It is the simplicity of presentation that I find attractive.

Dr. Cohen defines six possible dimensions of a mentorship.  Each of these is a role that the mentor will play at various points in the relationship.  

1. Relationship

2. Informative

3. Facilitative

4. Concretive

5. Mentor Model

6. Employee Vision.

Cohen describes the main objective of each dimension and the behaviors that should be exhibited.   He has one book that explains the concepts from the mentor’s perspective, “The Manager’s Pocket Guide to Effective Mentoring”.  “The Mentee’s Guide to Mentoring” explains it from the mentee’s perspective.  For example, from the mentor’s perspective:

Dimension:

Objective:

Behaviors:

 Relationship
  Trust                     sharing/reflecting







empathetic listening

understanding/acceptance

  Informative

  Advice

learning facts about career, education,








plans, progress







commenting on use of information






providing tailored, accurate, sufficient 







knowledge

  Facilitative

Alternatives

exploring interests, abilities, ideas







revealing other views, attainable 








objectives







discussing own decisions about career, 







training, education

 Confrontive

Challenge

respecting decisions, actions, career






providing insight into unproductive 







strategies, behaviors







evaluating need, capacity to change

I find his model very helpful when working as a mentor.  It helps me to remember to focus on the development level of my mentee and their particular need at the time.  I select the applicable dimension and read that particular section of the book, noting the behaviors that would be especially helpful for me to exhibit at this stage. 

As a mentee, these books helped me to identify potential mentors for myself.  I looked for individuals that I thought could exhibit these behaviors.   

I have had a few great mentors in my professional life. They have helped me to open my mind to new directions, develop the skills to get me there, and adopt the attitude that sustains me on the journey.  I encourage you to consider this tool.    
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