
M entoring for professional grow th
M entoring, a s  a  term and  

concept, is w id e ly  used in 

education circles, but it has 

different m eanings in different 

contexts and these can  be  

som ew hat fuzzy. Often they 

are inconsistent with the 

real intent and concept of 

mentoring and more aligned  

with perform ance monitoring, 

m easuring or supervision.

M entoring in the w o rkp lace  is the intentional 

pairing of a  more experienced  staff member 

with a  co lleag u e  to ach ieve  mutually ag reed  

upon w ork g oa ls and  outcomes. In its truest 

sense, it is a  partnership in which individuals 

join to share and support each  others' 

professional growth and  development.

Four main types of mentoring are  

recogn ised  in the literature:

■ N atu ra l mentoring - a  style that evo lves 

from a  p erso na l affinity that builds 

over time. U su a lly  a  more exp e r ie n ce d  

c o lle a g u e  helps a  less e xp e r ie n ce d  or 

n ew  staff m em ber and  the relationship 

g row s from mutual trust and  respect.

■ S ituational mentoring - typ ica lly  has

a  sp ecific  purpose and  is short term, such 

a s  w hen  a  staff mem ber is seeking  ca ree r 

d irections and  ad v ice .

■ Su p erv iso ry  mentoring - usually occurs 

in situations w h ere  a staff mem ber is new  

to a  role or otherw ise requires support, 

g u id an ce  and ass istance  and  sometimes 

p erfo rm ance m anagem ent (som e p eo p le  

a rg ue  that this is not rea lly mentoring 

b e ca u se  the two roles - supervision and 

mentoring - are  not com patib le).

*  Form al facilitated mentoring -  structured 

p rogram s, usually in an organisation 

or a  professional body. M entors and 

m entees a re  m atched in a form al sense 

and  they m ay go  through a se lection and 

m atching process.

W HA T  TO EXPECT

Becom ing a mentor or seeking a 

m entor is not as straightforw ard as 

it might first seem . Sim ply assigning  

individuals to m entor-m entee roles 

m ay not w ork. There needs to be a 

good understanding of the roles and  a 

genuine commitment to the task. N ew  

staff in an organisation, in particular, 

require m ore intentional and  form al 

provision for m entoring -  although 

inform al mentoring m ay happen a s well.

In setting up a mentoring situation 

or program , key questions that need 

to b e  exp lo red  from both sides include:

*  W h a t  is the purpose  o f a  mentoring 

program  or p ro cess?

■ W h a t  d o e s it m ean to b e  a  m entor?

■ W h a t  attitudes and skills a re  n ee d e d ?

■ W h a t  types of mentoring best suit the 

situation and  the context?

■ W h a t  responsib ilities d o e s the mentee 

h ave ?

REMOTE M E N T O R I N G

■ W h a t  w ill the m entee g ain  from the 

mentoring ro le?

■ W h a t  will the mentor ga in  from the 

mentoring role?

M entors need  to:

■ listen carefu lly to concerns

■ monitor progress

*  b e  sensitive to gender, ethnic and  

cultural issues

■ be respectful of professional needs, 

interests and w ork roles

*  recognise and  respect the sign ificance 

of the role and its potential p ow er

■ provide fe e d b ac k  in a  thoughtful and 

timely fashion.

W h ile  mentoring is n ea rly  a lw a y s  

v iew ed  in a  positive light, there a re  som e 

potential pitfalls. In particu lar, there is 

a d a n g e r that mentoring m aintains the 

status quo and  constrains p rofessional 

growth by being  too inward-looking.

A s in all p rofessional learn ing  contexts, 

caution and  w isdom  is n eed ed .

W ith  the high turnover and  extensive sh o rtag es of staff in e a r ly  ch ildhood  educatio n  and  

ca re , g oo d  mentoring p rogram s a re  a  vital strategy. In la rg e , d ispersed  o rg an isations 

w h e re  staff a re  iso lated  - such a s  in rural and  remote e a r ly  ch ildhood  settings - 

mentoring p rogram s a re  c ru c ia l. W h ile  mentoring is typ ica lly  co nsid ered  a  face-to-face 

activity, there a re  m any mentoring p rogram s that o pe ra te  rem otely, through S k yp e  or 

other internet protocols. W h e re  on-site p e rso n -p e rso n  co ntact isn't p ossib le , the internet 

can  p rovide opportunities un im ag inab le  a d e c a d e  a g o .

THE I M P O R T A N C E  OF M E N T O R I N G

Supporting practitioners' w ork and  their professional learn ing through mentoring  

can im prove practice and  build cap ac ity  to create rich e a r ly  childhood program s. 

M entoring helps to build a  culture of support, reciprocity and  co llaboration  and , as  

most successful professionals -  w hatever the industry -  will say , good m entoring is 

critical to enhancing lead ersh ip  skills and  ca re e r  options.
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