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WHAT IS A MENTOR?

The notion of mentoring is ancient. The original Mentor
was described by Homer as the “wise and trusted counse-
lor” whom Odysseus left in charge of his household during
his travels. Athena, in the guise of Mentor, became the
guardian and teacher of Odysseus’ son Telemachus.

In modern times, the concept of mentoring has found ap-
plication in virtually every forum of learning. In academics,
mentor is often used synonymously with faculty adviser. A fun-
damental difference between mentoring and advising is more
than advising; mentoring is a personal, as well as, professional
relationship. An adviser might or might not be a mentor, de-
pending on the quality of the relationship. A mentoring rela-
tionship develops over an extended period, during which a
student’s needs and the nature of the relationship tend to
change. A mentor will try to be aware of these changes and
vary the degree and type of attention, help, advice, informa-
tion, and encouragement that he or she provides.

In the broad sense intended here, a mentor is someone
who takes a special interest in helping another person de-
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velop into a successful professional. Some students, particu-
larly those working in large laboratories and institutions,
find it difficult to develop a close relationship with their fac-
ulty adviser or laboratory director. They might have to find
their mentor elsewhere—perhaps a fellow student, another
faculty member, a wise friend, or another person with expe-
rience who offers continuing guidance and support.

In the realm of science and engineering, we might say that
a good mentor seeks to help a student optimize an educational
experience, to assist the student’s socialization into a disciplin-
ary culture, and to help the student find suitable employment.
These obligations can extend well beyond formal schooling
and continue into or through the student’s career.

The Council of Graduate Schools (1995) cites Morris
Zelditch's useful summary of a mentor’s multiple roles:
“Mentors are advisors, people with career experience will-
ing to share their knowledge; supporters, people who give
emotional and moral encouragement; tutors, people who
give specific feedback on one’s performance; masters, in the
sense of employers to whom one is apprenticed; sponsors,
sources of information about and aid in obtaining opportu-
nities; models, of identity, of the kind of person one should
be to be an academic.”

In general, an effective mentoring relationship is char-
acterized by mutual respect, trust, understanding, and em-
pathy. Good mentors are able to share life experiences and
wisdom, as well as technical expertise. They are good listen-
ers, good observers, and good problem-solvers. They make an
effort to know, accept, and respect the goals and interests of
a student. In the end, they establish an environment in which
the student’s accomplishment is limited only by the extent
of his or her talent.

WHAT IS A MENTOR?

( WHY BE A GOOD MENTOR? \

The primary motivation to be a mentor was well un-
derstood by Homer: the natural human desire to share
knowledge and experience. Some other reasons for being
a good mentor:

Achieve satisfaction. For some mentors, having a student
succeed and eventually become a friend and colleague is
their greatest joy.

Attract good students. The best mentors are most likely
to be able to recruit—and keep—students of high caliber
who can help produce better research, papers, and grant
proposals.

Stay on top of your field. There is no better way to keep
sharp professionally than to coach junior colleagues.

Develop your professional network. In making contacts
for students, you strengthen your own contacts and make
new ones.

Extend your contribution. The results of good mentoring
live after you, as former students continue to contribute
even after you have retired.
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The Mentoring Relationship

The nature of a mentoring relationship varies with the
level and activities of both student and mentor. In general,
however, each relationship must be based on a common
goal: to advance the educational and personal growth of the
student. You as mentor can also benefit enormously.

There is no single formula for good mentoring;
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