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Mentors matter! Building a mentoring culture throughout academic practice.
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Abstract: Mentoring is popular with Higher Education developers for assisting early career academics
to evaluate their position and plan for success in competitive academic job markets. The academic
may thus be confronted by several programmes offering development in different areas of academic
practice. Mentoring skills encourage reflection, sense-making, and problem solving and can be
further employed by mentors across a wide range of academic practices includingorganisational
leadership, research leadership, and teaching. Experienced mentors also act as ‘champions’ who
influence within their Departments to promote and create new structures for mentoring for staff and
students. This paper argues that as well as developing new staff holistically within a programme, we
must support senior staff to utilise their mentoring skills as part of a congruent ‘integrated academic
practice’ beyond the programme. It also demonstrates the importance of good mentoring
experiences in seeding the growth of a developmental research culture in higher education.

Paper: Context

Mentoring is an important instrument for enabling novices in any field to develop specialist expertise.
Popular with Higher Education developers mentoring assists academics to evaluate their position and
to plan for success in an increasingly competitive academic job market. Mentoring provides an
opportunity for new lecturers to make interpersonal connections, enabling informed and supportive
professional development (Donnelly and McSweeney, 2011; Turner et al, 2016), and can enhance the
development and profile of underrepresented groups in HE if inclusively deployed (Sotello Viernes
Turner & Gonzalez, 2015). Findings from Gardiner et al (2007) indicate that over time mentoring
increased women mentees’ sense of confidence as an academic and increased retention and career
progression compared to those who were not mentored. Both mentoring and the closely related
discipline of coaching offer positive effects for early career cohorts, increasing self-awareness and
sensemaking (Lech et al, 2017) decreasing perfectionism and increasing writing productivity (Kearns
et al, 2008) and decreasing thoughts of dropping out of the higher degree (Godskesen and Kobayashi,
2015). Effective academic mentoring relationships have been characterized by reciprocity, mutual



respect, clear expectations, and shared values (Straus et al, 2013) leading Mullen et al (2009) to
propose mentoring as a mechanism for growth of more supportive research cultures. Further,
employing a relational-collaborative approach, Lewis et al (2017) utilised mentoring to redress
organisational norms and develop new cross-cultural models of academic success, embracing diverse
approaches and populations.

Given the range of applications for development by mentoring, there is a temptation for the different
functional areas of universities to each seek to desigh mentoring programmes that serve their own
objectives for developing staff. The academic ‘mentee’ may be confronted by several programmes,
separately developing them to be e.g. world leading researchers, excellent teachers, and/or, women
who succeed as senior leaders.

This paper will:
. Demonstrate the value of a ‘one programme’ approach to mentoring academic staff;
. Show how mentoring as a skill set can be integrated across a wide range of academic

practices; and
. Make recommendations for how others can adopt and adapt the approach.
A mentoring framework for academic development

The Academic Mentoring (AM) programme provides a scaffold of mentor development training,
relationship management, and supervision for mentors (senior academic staff) and mentees (early
career academics). Within this framework, individual mentoring relationships develop flexibly,
focusing on growth towards each mentee’s personalised objectives, which may include specific
research, teaching or leadership goals; career planning, navigation or transitions; or support for
resolving career obstacles and complex relationships. Mentors utilise a (low advice) coaching
approach, to encourage reflection, sense-making, and problem solving within the mentee’s own life-
context.

The programme’s outcomes have been consistently positive and mentees report an increase in
engagement (motivation, confidence), better working relationships, enhanced career strategy
(awareness, decision making, planning), and career outcomes (promotions, funding, publications)
(discussed in Guccione, 2018) in line with the Gardiner et al (2007) categories for mentoring
programme outcomes.

In addition to skills development, mentors indicate positive benefits in other areas of practice,
beyond the mentoring programme.

Research Questions

(1) How is the mentoring repertoire utilised by mentors, in their practices beyond the
mentoring programme?

(2) How does engagement with mentoring promote a mentoring culture?

Methodology



Through a structured conversational process, case studies were co-constructed with 20 academic
staff (11 F/ 9 M; 11 STEM / 9 HASS) who had mentored at least 3 times, on the programme.
Conversations covered their mentoring history and experience in relation to three themes: their
development as academics, their practice as research leaders, and their teaching and learning
experiences. These themes have been recurrent in the mentor end-of-programme evaluation data,
and so were selected for more in-depth investigation due to both their prominence, and saliency as
academic practices. After drafting, each mentor had the opportunity to reflect on, amend or add to
their case study before thematic analysis.

Findings:

RQ1. How is the mentoring repertoire utilised by mentors, in their practices beyond the mentoring
programme?

(a) Organisational leadership: Mentors indicated that their mentoring skill set, and their identity and
profile as a mentor, enhanced their performance in senior or managerial roles in their departments,
helping them to gain confidence, and consolidate their transition to organisational leadership.

(b) Research leadership: Mentoring practices transferred directly into the research groups of the
mentors increasing the ability of academic staff to induct, develop, motivate and appraise junior
colleagues, and to create productive and supportive research environments.

(c) Teaching enhancement: Mentors described how they apply the core pedagogies of person-centred
dialogic learning, and critical questioning, in one-to-one and small group settings, and noted that
their mentoring ethos and experience was used to evidence their applications for Higher Education
Academy (HEA) accreditation at the Senior Fellow level.

RQ2. How does engagement with mentoring promote a mentoring culture?

In addition to the expanded reach and impact of mentors’ personal repertoires described above,
mentors discussed how their positive experiences of the impact of mentoring had led to their being
mentoring ‘champions’ who influenced within their Departments and Schools by: (a) promoting
existing mentoring opportunities to colleagues (through staff meetings, induction processes) and (b)
by creating new structures for peer-mentoring, mentoring within taught curriculum, or mentoring to
enhance existing promotion or probation processes.

Recommendations for enhancing congruency

Division of mentor development into functional silos fails to recognise the commonalities in academic
relational practices demonstrated here, for example, how strong coaching skills are a common
feature in good mentoring, in good supervising, and in good teaching and tutoring. Gillaspy (2019)
argues that a staff member with multiple roles and job demands must be ‘coached congruently’, that
is, with their ‘development as a whole person’ at the centre.

Furthering that call for congruence, this paper argues that we must also support staff to interweave
their skills to develop a congruent or ‘integrated academic practice’ when it comes to applying their
own coaching and mentoring skills in the support of others. It also demonstrates the importance of
good mentoring experiences in seeding the growth of a developmental research culture in higher
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