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Are Mentors

MENTORSHIP

bitterness or disappointment when

Who We Think
They Are?

| CANT FliauRE OUT
THIS FEOBLEM,
PROF, ol

they did not demonstrate an inter-
est in my career goals outside the
lab. | criticized myself for choosing
unsupportive advisors, thinking |
had made a mistake in my mentor-
ship decisions. If only | had selected

By E. Callie Raulfs

As a recently minted Ph.D. and begin-
ning postdoctoral fellow, | am well
aware that mentorship is important for the
success of my future career. | am less sure
however, what mentorship means exactly
or where to find it. To explore the topic of
mentorship from a postdoctoral perspec-
tive, | agreed to write this column for AWIS
magazine, despite the disclaimer that | do
not claim to have all (or any!) of the answers
on mentorship. Nevertheless, | do hope you
will join me and even contribute your own
thoughts on this very important subject. (Please see the note on
the “Mentorship Forum”at the end of this column.)

To begin the journey, | bought a copy of Dr. Donna Dean’s hand-
book Getting the Most out of Your Mentoring Relationships: A Hand-
book for Women in STEM (1).1 also attended a recent AWIS mentor-
ing event hosted by Dr. Dean, and | have drawn from both of
these sources in writing this column. Lastly, in keeping with this
quarter’s theme on Arts & Sciences, | interviewed a long-time
friend, Mr. Weston Cutter (2), a nationally recognized poet and in-
structor at Northwestern University, on mentorship in the hu-
manities field. Although he speaks about mentorship from a writ-
er's perspective, | find his insights relevant to my own experienc-
es. Tying together Weston’s opinion, my own personal musings,
and Dr. Dean’s wisdom, | pose the question: “Are mentors who we
think they are?”

I've always looked for mentorship from my research advisors. Be-
fore | started graduate school | imagined working passionately
with my advisor on a cutting edge research project. We might
pause for coffee or lunch, at which time my exemplary advisor
would inquire about my mental and emotional health as well as
future career plans. She would impart wisdom to me from her
own experiences, helping me address my insecurities, and most
importantly, find my way through a challenging and competitive
field of research.

Needless to say, if you were as naive as | was, you learned (as |
eventually did) that your research advisor(s) were not the flawless
mentors you wished for. While my advisors consistently demon-
strated concern for my work and professional progress, | often felt
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another lab, | reasoned, everything
would be better....

After reading Donna Dean’s mentor-
ship handbook, however, | have
come to realize that | relied too
much on my advisors for mentor-
ship that may not have been theirs
to give. In fact, according to Dean’s
handbook, our best mentors may
not be our advisors. Although very
often advisors do serve as mentors
(and of course I'm not discounting
the many qualified advisor/mentors
out there), fundamentally the advi-
sor-advisee relationship represents
a conflict of interest. Advisors can-
not always be our biggest support-

ers or promoters because
our relationship with them
is contractual. Most often
our advisors are responsi-
ble for paying our stipends,
providing overhead costs,
and offering scientific vi-
sion for our research proj-
ects. In return we give
them our hard work, brain
power, and dedication to
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the projects at hand. The personal success of our  Piled Higher and Deeper”

advisors is implicit on this contract, making it diffi- by Jorge Cham www.ph-
dcomics.com (used with

cult for them to always put our best interests first.
permission).

But if our advisors are not the best source of men-
torship, where do experienced mentors come from?

Weston writes, “I've ... found mentors in unexpected places. |
worked on river boats for 5 years, summers during college, and
one of the pilots there (John Halter) was one of the first people
who took me (and my writing, and my reading) seriously, and he’s
had a profound and lasting influence on me and my work. After
college | worked at a bookstore, and ended up under the crazed
wing of maybe the smartest and best-read man ever, and there’s
literally no part of my reading/writing life he didn't have an influ-
enceon (2)”

Reflecting on this, | see now that | have held some pretty strong,
preconceived notions of who represents a good mentor and
where | should find them. Dean encourages us to think of men-
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MENTORSHIP

torship more broadly. One often undervalued source of mentor-
ship includes peer mentors such as colleagues at our same career
stage who can provide us with a tremendous amount of support
and knowledge relevant to our everyday lives. Peer mentors can
also serve as examples of the diversity of opportunities that await
the other side of the next career transition. Since they are “in the
system,” so to speak, they are crucial in helping us learn the ropes,
develop technical skills, understand lab dynamics, and mature
scientifically. Dean says, “Never, ever discount the importance of
peer mentoring. At the end of the day, your supervisor may need
to write you a letter of recommendation, but it is very likely a peer
colleague or friend who will give you a contact or help you make
that crucial connection that lands you the next job (1)

Dean appeals to us to learn from “nonmentors” as strongly as we
would from mentors, as “nonmentors” Nonmentors may just be
individuals who represent a mentorship style that does not jive
with our own. More often than not, we easily identify nonmentors
because they represent aspects of ourselves that may be weak or
lacking. In my case, | would identify a highly aggressive mentor as
a nonmentor, because | am generally not comfortable with this
type of personality trait. Thus, | would benefit from developing
better skills to deal with (rather than avoid) aggressive individuals
as well as to become more appropriately assertive myself. In sum,
recognizing how we categorize good mentorship and nonmen-
torship can also become a lesson in developing
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our own personal strengths and identifying our
weaknesses.

Now that I've broadened my understanding of
mentorship a little, | wonder how might | go about
finding these elusive individuals?

BE CREATVE.

Weston writes, “Every instance of mentorship I've
engaged in has, aside from those which have
been academically/educationally  stipulated,
E=——1 come about because of this sort of longing or
craving, but never in any clear way. | know I've al-
ways looked for models, which may have a lot to do with this par-
ticular field. None of the mentor relationships I've ever been in
have been formal” (2)

The AWIS mentorship session | attended also addressed the infor-
mality of finding good mentorship. One of the female scientists
present likened it to dating, saying, “You can't just go up to a per-
son you find attractive and ask him/her to be your boy/girlfriend”’
The discussion consensus was that finding good mentors is all
about building substantive relationships. Just as no relationship is
ideal, however, no mentoring relationship is ideal either. It is a
give-and-take process. To paraphrase another session participant,
mentorship is a two-way street; there is always something a men-
tee can bring to the table. Additionally for the mentors, thereis al-
ways something to learn from your mentees. For me, the thought
that I should mentor and care for my mentors as much as | expect-
ed them to do for me was a novel idea

When | asked the AWIS session participants how to locate men-
tors outside the lab, several participants told me it is a slow and
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potentially painful process. Oftentimes you may just not click with
the other person. Or perhaps the mentor you are pursuing is real-
ly just too overwhelmed to handle the responsibility. But some
tried-and-true advice included being involved, being around, vol-
unteering, following through, and being persistent. “It starts with
networking,’one woman said. Another idea was to approach peo-
ple for specific short-term mentorship needs, perhaps help with
writing a fellowship application, attending a conference, or learn-
ing more about a specific job or career path. These short-term
mentorship interactions also have the added bonus of helping to
build solid relationships necessary for long-term mentorship.

So returning to the question, “Are mentors who we think they
are?”| have to say, indeed no. My perceptions were idealistic and
self-limiting. After reevaluating my understanding of mentorship
(although I'm still not sure how to find mentors, a subject for fu-
ture columns), | am beginning to feel that | am not as isolated as |
once thought | was: there is potential for mentors at my finger-
tips.

I'd like to close with a quote from Weston, who eloquently sums
up the importance of mentorship.

“The real magic of mentoring, it seems to me, has to do with the
fact that, for most people, once they're done with their schooling,
they’re done with having relationships with folks from whom
they've clearly got lots to learn, and having a mentor allows some-
one the deep and sexy satisfaction of being able to still learn,
which | think is an ache we all have, for life.... Anyway, we proba-
bly don’t even know how to fully value the importance of mentor-
ship in artistic fields—they're infinitely valuable, those relation-
ships (2)"H
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Mentorship Forum

Do you have a mentorship story or suggestion for topics you'd
like to see covered in the mentorship column? Please contact
Callie at callie.raulfs@gmail.com with the subject title “Mentor-
ship Forum.”

E. Callie Raulfs received her Ph.D in Biochem-
istry from Virginia Tech in 2009, and now
works as a post-doctoral fellow at the Nation-
al Cancer Institute in Bethesda, MD.
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