
CHAPTER 7

The Importance of New Paths inMentoring
for Graduate Students in Their Search

for Academic Opportunities After Graduation:
An Auto-Ethnography

Paula Belló

The need for mentoring in higher education does not finish at the end
of graduate studies, for students in general, and for minority students in
American universities, in particular. It is well known from the literature
the particular difficulties international students might face in these aca-
demic settings. Instances of difficulty can include building professional
networks, understanding research-academic culture, getting protection
from harmful situations, and obtaining specific career guidance.

The very competitive international job market sets enormous chal-
lenges to everyone competing for a job post at different levels of the
academic hierarchy. These demands can result insurmountable for inter-
national students, who, among other limitations (lack of culture-specific
knowledge, differences in methodology in networking, difficulties, and
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limitation with the English language) need special paperwork and/or
sponsorship to work legally in the United States of America (USA).

Therefore, alternatives to the lack of mentoring on the side of the pro-
fessorship can be peer mentoring and mentoring circles. These experi-
ences have been discussed in the literature with varied results (Colvin
& Ashman, 2010; Darwin & Palmer, 2009). In academia, experienced
graduate students might be in the position to offer mentoring to their
peers, who, in turn, can further mentor each other. Thus, mentoring
can become beneficial for mentors and mentees and open a path of peer
collaboration, which can be multidimensional and very rewarding in the
future.

The autoethnographic narrative serves as a means of expression and
empowerment of the writer (Pivato, 1996). Thus, experiences can be ana-
lyzed at multiple layers of consciousness, connecting personal experiences
to the social culture of both author and reader (Ellis & Bochner, 2000).
This narrative intends to share personal experiences within the challenging
world of academia in the USA.

On Becoming a Ph.D. Student

When I arrived at the University of Central Florida (UCF) as a new stu-
dent in the Ph.D. in Education program, Teaching English to Speakers
of Other Languages (TESOL) track, in 2013, I was a nontraditional one.
This means that after finishing my studies I finally understood that, as a
foreigner from South America in her forties, who had worked as a teacher
of English for 20 years and who had abandoned a well-established job to
pursue her dreams of finishing graduate studies at the level of Ph.D., the
general perception was that I belonged to a minority group of senior doc-
toral students.

However, by pursuing doctoral studies, I was not only going to fulfill
my dream of participating in the academic life of an American higher edu-
cation institution, but I was also going to participate in academia actively
by having a part-time job as a graduate teaching assistant. Arrangements
had been made so that I would be working with an assistant professor,
whom at the moment of my arrival, I had not had the chance of meeting
or learning much about. I wrongly believed that the Ph.D. in Education
Program at UCF was only going to require my involvement as a student,
i.e., attending classes and accomplishing assignments. Different from my
experience as an M.A. student, this time, I was also going to fulfill extra
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duties as a graduate teaching assistant. Nevertheless, however thoroughly
I could have prepared for the new experience, it would have never been
sufficient for the reality that I was going to encounter after starting my
studies.

I recognized that the lack of preparedness regarding different aspects
related to university life in the United States, the specific work and
research carried out by professors, and the culture of the institution was
my fault. I also recognized my naïve attitude and my erroneous belief
that my excitement and love for academia were going to supply any lack
of deeper and more complete information. Nevertheless, today, memo-
ries of those first moments of my doctoral student life still live in me. The
more I reflect on them and how I learned from direct experience, the
more I can elaborate on their meaning and importance in my life today.

One morning, I arrived earlier than usual to my supervisor’s office.
Soon after my arrival, a senior professor whose office was opposite to
the one I was at, came in very upset looking for my supervisor, who
had not arrived yet. She immediately told me her mother had passed
the night before and wanted to share the news. After my supervisor’s
arrival, we pitied the professor for her loss, and that was the first time
my supervisor introduced her as her dearest colleague and mentor. I rec-
ognize I had heard about “mentorship” before during my M.A. stud-
ies, but I had not got deeper into the topic. In my lack of understand-
ing, I believed “mentorship” to be some kind of help that someone with
seniority offered a novice in academic or professional activities. However,
that informal conversation with those professors was my introduction to
“mentoring” at UCF, where the academic culture installed included peer
mentorship among academics. At that moment, I started my discoveries.
Associate professors had created the culture of mentoring new assistant
professors who had recently accessed the faculty force, and specifically the
college of education’s faculty. The senior professor had participated in the
search committee that elected my supervisor. Afterward, and for a year,
the senior professor had been mentoring my supervisor in her process
of adaptation to the new institution and her job. I always remember my
supervisor’s face of satisfaction and relief when she confirmed with a big
smile, that the senior professor was “Her Mentor.”

Recapitulating on the topic of mentoring, it was historically described
as a relationship between academicians (or business managers) and their
students (or newcomers into the business world) thanks to which there
was a slow development in the latter’s responsibility, self-direction, and
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successful decision- making (Blackwell, 1982; Darwin & Palmer, 2009;
Healy & Welchert, 1990). Some researchers studied mentoring to sup-
port adult development and the realization of the mentees’ dreams and
visions of their future lives (Valadez & Duran, 1991). This development
could usually be achieved by means of building shared wisdom and con-
nections with colleagues and providing protection from harmful situations
and clear guidance (Levinson, 1977). Wilbur (1987) and Zey (1985)
described the benefits of mentoring relationships in different settings,
both predicting career success and newcomers’ adjustment to new work
settings. Moreover, Zey (1985) had already posed a particular interest in
establishing mentoring programs to support minorities in new work or
academic settings in his seminal work.

Who Becomes a Mentor?

As I have stated in this story, I had been assigned to work as a gradu-
ate teaching assistant to an assistant professor who had been working in
that position for a year. She became my supervisor from that moment on.
She used to call me her research assistant, basically because of the tasks
she had assigned me to do, including data organization, filing, and analy-
sis. Assistantships were assigned by the College of Education at UCF and
provided clear benefits for assistants. Some of these were particularly help-
ful since they provided a source of funding, which was fundamental for
international students. Assistantships mainly support faculty in their teach-
ing demands, especially of those assistant professors who are adapting to
their new work setting. Supervisors and assistantships could be assigned
according to demand, but mentorship relationships could only develop
from those relationships between supervisors and supervisees who experi-
ence affinity and the conviction that academic work can be better carried
out by means of mentorship.

When did my supervisor become my mentor? I think it was the result of
development, as well as her decision soon after our work together started.
The moment she might have felt her relationship with her academic “su-
pervisor” started to change after her first year at the institution, she
named herself my mentor. At that moment, more academic opportuni-
ties appeared for us to show our work together. Departing from her work
with students in the classroom that I observed, we developed presenta-
tions and literature research on topics of shared interests. These included
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narrative pedagogy, reflective, reflexive practices, and dialogic interactions,
both face to face and in online classes.

Long afternoons of shared work in a shared space, helped my supervi-
sor and I have intimate conversations about our previous studies, experi-
ences, and familiar backgrounds. Identifying herself as a Latina of Puerto
Rican origin, she expressed her empathy toward me: “I think that the
fact that you are a non-traditional, Latin American student, brings us
together as supervisor and supervisee,” she commented. One afternoon,
while discussing a presentation at a seminar, where she had invited me to
present with her, she revealed her thoughts and state of mind. Empha-
sizing the fact that I was going to overcome the obstacles and difficulties
related to the presentation, she stated forcefully: “You will do it success-
fully. I know it as your supervisor….and as your mentor.” Our affinity
might have enforced this mentorship relationship of mutual understand-
ing as “non-traditional.” On the contrary, studies conducted to examine
cross-gender and cross-race relationships between mentors and minority
mentees (Goldstein, 1979; Morrison & Von Glinow, 1990), offered find-
ings signaling cross-gender and cross-race mentoring relationships to be
the least beneficial for women and minorities.

Mentors and Mentees Benefit from Mentoring

In general, mentors–mentees’ relationships have been proved successful
for both (Burke & McKeen, 1997; Darwin & Palmer, 2009; De Vries,
2005; Ehrich, Hansford, & Tennent, 2004; Higgins, 2001; Kram, 1985).
Benefits for the mentors have been investigated since the seminal work
developed by Kram (1985), who studied how senior executives mentor-
ing protégées developed a sense of competence and self-respect in their
work. Further research in academia has reported improvement in profes-
sional development, self-confidence, and satisfaction with the academic
career (Burke & McKeen, 1997; Darwin & Palmer, 2009: De Vries,
2005; Ehrich et al., 2004; Higgins, 2001). Moreover, the mentoring rela-
tionship can increase research productivity and professional recognition
for mentors if the mentees fulfill their jobs as expected (Johnson, 2002).

Aguilar-Gaxiola, Norris, Carter, and Reed (1984) analyzed four dom-
inant roles of the traditional mentor, namely role-modeling, professional
socialization, advocacy, and emotional support, areas that are being dis-
cussed along with this work. In my experience, my mentor introduced
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me to the rest of the well-known faculty at the college; and recom-
mended which seminars and conferences to apply for. She also granted
me access to academic groups and activities, such as proposal presenta-
tions and dissertation defenses, where she demonstrated her knowledge
and skills acquired along with her academic career. More importantly,
however, were our interactions on different topics of common interest,
namely our qualitative research projects, and possible new pathways to be
followed in research, mainly with teacher candidates and in-service teach-
ers. Her advice on how I could best conduct research and tasks were also
very much appreciated, as well as her emotional support in moments of
melancholy when homesickness affected me.

Emotional support, especially when mentees experiment feelings of
sadness, isolation, or homesickness (in the case of international students),
becomes a mentor’s most valuable job. When they go beyond advocacy
and defending mentees’ legal rights, to care for the mentee as a person
whose well-being in new and demanding environments is fundamental
for the success of the task started by both, it is possible to start moving
from pure helpfulness and guidance to real mentorship in its full meaning.
The development of agency in the mentoring activity was evident from
the beginning, as well as my mentor’s positioning of ownership in the
mentoring role. Erikson, cited in Healy and Welchert (1990), stated that
mentoring helped mentors fulfill their educational needs as they transmit-
ted knowledge, experience, and advice to mentees. It also helped them
transcend from their everyday preoccupations in their jobs to care for and
support someone else develop in the academic world.

As time progressed, I understood the benefits of learning from the job
I had been assigned, as well as from my supervisor’s role. At the begin-
ning of my doctoral studies, I felt I needed to be a perfect student, earn
As in every assignment, and read every single article assigned, even more
than once. However, my supervisor and mentor warned me against this
attitude at the beginning of the first semester and tried to help me under-
stand these were self-imposed demands that I did not need to comply
with. I remember one of our dialogues about the reading of assigned
articles and how I still needed to reread them looking for some specific
information. Her response was emphatic: “No, there is no time for that
in grad school!”.

She was right! My mentor was very precise in clarifying how deceitful
self-demands can be, especially because an increase in student workload,
did not guarantee success in the tasks being accomplished. After deep
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reflection, it would be much more important to consider that graduate
students focus on specific topics of interest that will probably be included
in their dissertations, and look for opportunities to participate more in
academic activities with their mentors, including dissertation defenses,
academic presentations, research projects design, data collection and anal-
ysis, and of course article writing. It is recommendable that, as begin-
ner academicians, graduate students who hold graduate teaching assis-
tantships understand their positions as a springboard and the best oppor-
tunity possible to peek into a future academician life. Carter, cited in
Valadez and Duran (1991), suggested that the most successful and bene-
ficial mentor–mentee relationships commonly occur between faculty and
students who share common goals, perceptions, and views of the world.

Mentor--Mentee Relationships and Shared Goals

So, were there shared goals, perceptions, and views of the world between
my supervisor and me? In previous conversations, we had agreed that our
backgrounds had common points; however, how about our goals for the
future? It took me sometime between the first and the second semesters
to understand the work, demands, and objectives of assistant professors
in general, and of my supervisor in particular. The tenure-track position
poses specific demands that are well known to academicians, and they
include participation in research projects, grant search, and grant appli-
cations to secure funds, publications in scholarly journals, plus the thor-
ough yearly evaluations in which peer academicians and authorities par-
ticipate. However, the news was that, my supervisor was not only under
the pressure of those requirements, but also her plight was complexed
as she belonged to an underrepresented minority faculty group. At that
moment, the mentoring culture established at the university became more
apparent to me. At the same time, understanding the university’s popula-
tion composition was fundamental, and not only the students’ population
distribution but also the faculty’s. UCF’s website (College Factual, 2019)
announces that enrollment has increased by over sixty percent from 2000
to 2018, and the student enrollment level has reached 68,571 students.
However, both the students’ and the faculty’s population cannot precisely
be considered diverse, since an amount of 32,754 students (i.e., 47.80%)
of the total population is “White.” Moreover, “International” students
amount to 2719 (i.e., 4%) of the total student population (College Fac-
tual, 2019).
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In regard to faculty, the university reports that nearly 20% are minori-
ties (College Factual, 2019). This was a crucial situation for a tenure-track
assistant professor belonging to a minority group of professors whose
efforts amounted to double of any other academicians in the same hier-
archical position. I remember that our most common conversation topics
revolved around: (a) difficulties minority or newly arrived faculty experi-
mented to find acceptance into research teams, (b) difficulties to find col-
leagues with common lines of research to organize research projects, and
(c) difficulties to find insertion into writing teams to produce articles on
those research topics to fulfill the required number of publications in the
tenure career. On the other hand, I personally had two main objectives
at the moment of arrival at the institution. One of them was to complete
my Ph.D. program successfully and graduate from it within the stipulated
time frame. The second objective was to fulfill my duties as a graduate
teaching assistant successfully. Later I learned that both these objectives
were joined together since their fulfillment was necessary to keep my stu-
dent status and stipend.

It was clear that our objectives coincided with our desire to do our
jobs successfully, have access to a new academic community, and secure
a successful door for a desired job in the future. However, how long
could these common points persist if the time frame for the assistantship
was three years maximum? Could the mentoring relationship be extended
beyond that? Along the three years of my doctoral studies and my work
as a graduate teaching assistant, I could barely stop and think about these
issues. Therefore, when the time came for the completion of my degree,
the closure of my job as an assistant, and the farewell to the mentor–
mentee relationship with my supervisor, I realized that the mentoring of
doctoral students is an intensive task which might have a short life. Even
when it is true that there is an impact of the mentoring relationship on the
mentees, as well as on the mentors (Kram, 1985), the special relationship
established between supervisors and supervisees (who also become men-
tors and mentees) is prone to lessen in intensity as the everyday work
diminishes and finishes.

Objectives and Needs

of Minority Students in Academia

Throughout the sharing of my lived experiences, I have reflected on how
much more difficult it would have been to enhance my networking at the
college of education and beyond had I not had the support of my mentor
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in my socialization. Moreover, her assistance in helping me understand
the new research-academic culture, for which I existed in, opened my eyes
to the need to rely on the help of the more knowledgeable, in this case,
represented by her, my supervisor and mentor, as well as other recognized
faculty at the college and university. The crucial importance of networking
also gained renewed attention. Connecting with people in my area of
expertise, both in higher hierarchical levels or among peers, has always
been important, as well as an everyday activity carried out since the days
of studying and teaching. In academia, however, it acquired relevance
because a successful networking process, within the correct group and
setting, can become fundamental for the desired job within academia.

During the time of my studies and our work together, my supervi-
sor’s offer of clear guidance and protection constituted a safe frame within
which to operate. This became especially important when the time came
to start applying for my first academic job posts. One day my mentor
came to the office with what she explained was a surprise for me. It was
a document with an excel chart that had been previously passed to her
by her supervisor. “This chart was created by my supervisor at graduate
school,” she explained. “She had created it to annotate all of her appli-
cations to job posts,” she added. The chart was a great example of a
well-organized job search, including annotations of the job posts applied
to, the interviews conducted, the campuses visited, and the job positions
offers received. The application of this model proved to be valuable in
my own experience, as well. Among these multiple benefits, the mentor-
ing relationship constituted a role model to imitate in the future, and I
know today that the best way to thank her would be by “passing it over”
as she used to say, as she had personally done.

Despite the positive experience and efforts to keep the mentoring asso-
ciation and its benefits, I found it hard to keep a fluid relationship after
graduation. However, the need for mentoring continues to be fundamen-
tal for newly graduated doctoral students, and mainly for minority, inter-
national students. After doctoral studies, it is expected that the previous
mentor–mentee relationship, based on a supervisor–supervisee, profes-
sor–student relationship, changes, and adapts itself to a new reality. Even
though mentorship had supported me in the previous stage as a doctoral
student, I had to realize the paths my mentor, and I needed to follow
were quite different after graduation. Whereas her demands as an assis-
tant professor continued being the same as described before, my needs as
a novice adjunct employee had changed completely. I understood it as a
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natural development that our mentor–mentee relationship had to change.
However, there was not a single day I have not remembered the tears
cried, the dialogic interactions lived, and the lessons learned together.

I learned about the challenges of the very competitive American job
market, even at the postdoctoral level, very early in my job search. Diffi-
culties in my case included some logical limitations concerning language
and accent. English is not my native language. Nevertheless, and most
importantly, the need for special paperwork and sponsorship to work
legally in the USA became a special constraint. This was particularly true
related to the need to receive legal advice as to how to proceed with spe-
cial documentation, payments, and deadlines at the United States Citizen-
ship and Immigration Service (USCIS), information which was accessible
to some people on campus, but not primarily to most of the faculty like
my mentor.

The competition with American academicians who have developed the
same expertise has made the job quest an incredibly challenging situation.
However severe, I have always considered that being a foreigner would
not diminish my possibilities to get a job in the American job market.
I have prepared myself. I have studied the English language thoroughly,
have studied education, and taught in various international educational
institutions. As well, I have studied my native language, Spanish, at a high
proficiency level, dealt with language learners in different learning set-
tings, and been a language learner myself of both English and German as
foreign languages. Moreover, I have pursued further studies, discovering
new interests, skills, and passions along the way. Examples of these are my
passion for researching and developing qualitative studies, especially on
teacher education and teachers’ job and professional development. Hav-
ing become a global citizen is an asset in my academic education that has
guided me to develop different kinds of mentoring relationships.

Accepting the fact that faculty mentors would not always have: (a) the
complete necessary information to support their mentees to understand
external pressure and conditions; (b) the existing widespread network to
support their mentees’ insertion in desired academic circles; or (c) the
extensive time to support mentees along their career development has
allowed me to think about alternative ideas to the lack of mentoring on
the side of the professorship once the relationships mentor–mentees lose
their “everydayness.” The alternatives I would like to discuss further are
those of “peer mentoring” and “mentoring circles.”
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Peer Mentoring as an Alternative

I remember a landmark conversation I had with a friend of a friend, who
was a master’s student at that moment and came originally from Chile.
He had himself gone through the process of getting his Optional Practi-
cal Training (OPT) work permit and had all the updated information in
regards to the requirements and paperwork. “You have to start the pro-
cess for the OPT three or four months before graduation,” he explained,
“so that the permit arrives around your graduation, and you can secure a
job post for that matter,” he asserted. This piece of advice turned out to
be one of the greatest along my career. It arrived right on time to open
my eyes to begin the process of the OPT work permit before my gradua-
tion. The USCIS confers the OPT work permit to F1 status students, i.e.,
students with a student visa. They should be studying a degree-granting
program or have finished their study programs. The permit allows stu-
dents to work for one year after the F1 visa expires and even longer in
STEM areas, namely Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathemat-
ics. The main objective is that students gather practical experience related
to their fields of expertise.

Heirdsfield, Walker, Walsh, and Wilss (2008) assert that peer mentor-
ing and peer mentoring programs, in particular, grant new transition stu-
dents in higher education support and guidance by students who have
already developed knowledge and experience in academic settings. This
support enhances new students’ access to academic and social connec-
tions, affects their transition to university positively, and improves a sense
of belonging, retention and skills development (Glaser, Hall, & Halperin,
2006). In different levels of education, the activity of mentoring among
students has proven to be real, successful, and more influential than any
other relationships established in educational settings (Colvin & Ashman,
2010; Goodlad, 1998; Heirdsfield, et al., 2008; Luczak & Kalbag, 2018).
Colvin and Ashman (2010) described the roles performed by mentors
as they were discussed by participants in their study on peer mentoring.
These roles include: (a) connecting link: peer mentors help mentees get
involved in general students’ activities on campus; (b) peer leader: peer
mentors develop leadership skills to motivate the development of their
mentees in the academic setting, (c) learning coach: peer mentors fulfill a
crucial role in student recruitment and retention within their programs of
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study, (d) student advocate: peer mentors fulfill the roles of helper or liai-
son to support mentees with personal or academic needs, and (e) trusted
friend: peer mentors offer unquestionable help in case of need.

During graduate studies, I found myself playing the roles of learning
coach, student advocate, and trusted friend, especially with one of my
cohort colleagues who was considerably younger than me. Whenever we
had to deal with complex or demanding courses or tasks, especially those
dealing with topics that were outside our area of expertise, we used to
meet to face the academic demands in collaboration. The difference in
age and experience offered me opportunities to mentor my classmate,
and transmit her my experiences with complex projects, disciplinary rou-
tines, and work under pressure. I especially remember our meetings in
the evenings, after our duties as graduate teaching assistants had finished.
“This evening, my Hong Kongese roommate will come to explain the
topics we did not understand in statistics last night,” I announced one
day, and we both breathed with relief. “Moreover, I will have to help
Kim tomorrow since she cannot meet with us tonight,” I added, hop-
ing I would understand and remember the explanations to be able to
pass them on to another colleague. Statistics 1 was a challenging course
for scholars who had been educated as teachers of English as a Foreign
Language (EFL). As such, external help was always welcomed, adding up
to a chain of peer mentoring that went on from receiving information
and passing it on to others who needed it. Mentoring can occur among
peers of the same cohort or from different ones. There are also cases in
which more advanced students mentor students lower in rank, i.e., senior
students mentoring freshmen students, or graduate students mentoring
undergraduate ones. In any case, this activity can be beneficial for both
mentor and mentee and open a path of peer collaboration, which can be
very rewarding in the future.

Mentoring Circles: The Holmes Scholars,

a “Home” for Peer/Circle, Mentoring

Collaboration among peers has been another critical pillar along with my
education since I started undergraduate studies. During graduate studies,
it became fundamental as a strategy to face extreme academic demands
and pressure to accomplish a myriad of duties as a student, a graduate
teaching assistant, and the various other tasks included within those roles.
Collaborative atmospheres benefit the development of peer mentoring
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among colleagues who undergo similar experiences, face similar difficul-
ties, and seek common goals. Such is the case of the group of Holmes
Scholars who belong to the Holmes Program developed at UCF. For
almost thirty years, the American Association of Colleges for Teacher
Education (AACTE) Holmes Scholars Program has supported histori-
cally underrepresented populations of students pursuing education stud-
ies at AACTE member institutions (AACTE, 2019a). The program holds
a high reputation because of its contribution to the education of higher
education faculty of African-American, Hispanic, Native American, Asian-
American, and foreign origin. Over these years, 600 graduate students
have benefited from the program, and more than 200 are employed in
tenure-track and leadership positions. Moreover, it is expected that many
more will benefit since the expansion of the program in 2015 when it
started to support students in lower levels of education, i.e., from high
school up to master’s levels (AACTE, 2019b).

My supervisor and mentor also started my contact with the Holmes
Scholars Program at UCF. A Holmes Scholar herself, she had partici-
pated actively in the group as a graduate student at her institution and
mediated between the coordinator professor and the authorities so that
I could be given the opportunity of belonging. Admission to the group
came in 2014. Furthermore, it allowed me to have two very active years
of mentoring support through Holmes Scholars. The group acted as an
essential network, support, and reference group, conformed by gradu-
ate students “of color” as they call themselves, mainly African-American
and Hispanic scholars, whose access to and retention in higher educa-
tion would have been much more difficult without the support of this
contention group. The University of Central Florida (2019) announces
that the Holmes Scholars Program on campus works hard to: (a) diversify
faculty and students in different educational settings, i.e., colleges of edu-
cation, K-12 school environments, and others, (b) represent the interests
of and grant a voice to the Holmes Scholars group, (c) support social
and academic relationships among Holmes Scholars, and (d) sustain the
mission and objectives of AACTE. An example of such support was the
accommodations we were offered on campus, which were suitable to work
every day, as well as to share our work, listen to and support each other,
and why not start long-lasting mentoring relationships.

Darwin and Palmer (2009) explain that the dyadic model in which a
mentor (usually an experienced faculty member) works together with a
mentee (that can be a junior faculty member or a student) is the most



116 P. BELLÓ

commonly applied mentoring model in higher education. However, the
researchers also discuss that the availability of mentoring opportunities in
diverse academic settings is quite scarce, and this fact makes this tradi-
tional relationship little auspicious. Though dyadic mentoring programs
offer significant advantages to both mentors and mentees, as discussed
above, the pairing can result problematic, or become difficult to carry out.
Furthermore, relationships can become complicated (Darwin & Palmer,
2009).

Thus, the option of establishing relationship networks between a men-
tor, or multiple mentors and a group of mentees has been brought to the
forefront instead. These networks would enable mentees to rely and learn
from the support of one or various mentors, as well as from their peers,
to understand the changing reality and needs existing more easily, both
in academia and the world of work (Darwin & Palmer, 2009; de Janasz,
Sullivan, & Whiting, 2003; Palermo, Hughes, & McCall, 2011). The lat-
ter refer clearly to the origin of mentoring circles in the mix of mentoring
and peer-learning group strategies, emphasizing the importance of learn-
ing through user feedback and advice favored by the circles’ spirit. Learn-
ing does not only come from the mentor or mentors, who transfer their
knowledge, but also from the peers making mentoring multi-directional
and more egalitarian (Darwin & Palmer, 2009).

Darwin (2000, 2007) and Karalis (2006) have pointed out the advan-
tages of mentoring circles in their research publications. According to
them, there are personal and institutional benefits from the practice of
mentoring circles. On the one hand, individuals: (a) gain access to net-
works, thus reducing academic isolation, (b) obtain greater connectivity
to favor team problem solving by fostering closer, richer relationships, (c)
increase confidence and commitment building self-esteem, (d) develop
career progression and flexibility (e) acquire and share knowledge, (f)
engender diversity of opinion, and (g) understand institutions’ systems,
culture, and organization. On the other hand, institutions also offer and
receive benefits from mentoring circles as they collaborate in (a) support-
ing individuals build confidence in the workplace, (b) changing stereo-
types, and (c) developing and transforming the culture of the workplace.

The Holmes Scholars group offer the innovative approach of mentor-
ing circles to its members with a coordinator who plays the role of a “mul-
tiple mentor” for each one of us, and also with a structure in which senior
scholars approach the junior ones to offer support, guidance, and the
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opportunity to speak up for our own desires and positionalities. Neverthe-
less, most importantly, I value the multiple directionalities of mentoring
options since the mentoring activity transcends beyond formal circles and
mentoring structures. My relationship with my colleague and coursemate
Kim, who was always finding opportunities for collaboration outside of
our formal class called “Collaboration,” was an example: “We can present
our work on collaboration between scholars in the next Holmes Scholars
conference on diversity” she told me one morning. “How about meeting
two or three mornings this week?” she continued. “I will explain how we
can prepare a more appropriate PowerPoint presentation.” She certainly
knew the nuances of such presentations within the Holmes Scholars Pro-
gram since she had been a member longer. “Moreover, our coordinator’s
advice will help us a lot in the preparation.” The coordinator, an experi-
enced scholar, was the most consulted Holmes Scholar on campus. She
guided the whole group once a month, creating a space for self and group
reflection, as well as for communication among peer scholars.

During my years at UCF, those meetings were the perfect setting in
which the scholars could further connect with each other, as my col-
league and I had done thanks to sharing the offices where we worked
every day. Opportunities appeared to pass the experiences lived and their
teachings forward. A recurrent topic at those meetings was the schol-
ars’ dissertation processes and their unique nuances, needs, and obsta-
cles. Thus, the Holmes Scholars Program at UCF and other universities,
such was the case of the Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University
(FAMU), made it a priority to mentor the scholars through the disserta-
tion process by means of organizing collaborative “dissertation retreats.”
Those meetings became exciting opportunities for enlarging the benefits
of mentoring circles while emphasizing the contact with Holmes Scholars
colleagues from different educational institutions. Many academic conver-
sations as the ones with my colleague Amanda were favored then when we
could both have “dialogic interactions” (Gergen & Davis, 2003) about
the needs we had to solve to find a definitive path for our dissertations.
Little did I know then, that this enriching connection was going to sur-
vive the years and distances, so that this same colleague would offer me
opportunities to write in collaboration to continue learning how to navi-
gate academia and its demands.
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Some Lessons Learned

Though I am far from being an expert in mentoring, I hope my
autoethnographic narrative can be enlightening for graduate students who
are just beginning or about to begin their academic journeys. First of all,
prospective graduate students need to prepare thoroughly before starting
studies at any institution. Even when students might have chosen a well-
known institution, graduate schools have their own requirements, culture,
and opportunities that students need to know about beforehand. Another
critical piece of information would be to know how assistantships are
assigned and if the institution supports a mentoring culture. As remarked
above, it is not always evident that supervisors–supervisees will become
mentors–mentees. However, it is always good to know whether the pro-
fessors in the institution are prepared for offering such opportunities to
students. Whenever possible, graduate students should embrace any men-
toring opportunity from faculty as it is a unique way to learn to navigate
academia with the least harm possible. Graduate students may have excel-
lent opportunities to accomplish much more than just graduate courses
work, and those opportunities need to be taken advantage of since the
first day.

Graduate students will undoubtedly benefit from enhancing their net-
working. Therefore, it is fundamental to meet every professor in the col-
lege, including those outside their field of expertise. By enhancing net-
working circles, graduate students increase their opportunities to partic-
ipate in research projects, in which their supervisors or mentors might
or not participate. This activity becomes fundamental in their education
as future researchers, but also as future presenters of their own research
studies results. This is why it is recommendable to keep informed of sem-
inars, congresses, and professional meetings where research studies can be
discussed or learned from, as well as; networking can be enhanced. Grad-
uate students can prepare for mentoring as much as possible beforehand.
A brief search can unravel a myriad of materials for self-preparation so
that it becomes easier to recognize, analyze, and spread the potentialities
and benefits of mentoring among the population under their influence.
It would also be advisable that graduate students enhance every mentor-
ing opportunity, be it peer mentoring or mentoring circles so that this
culture be spread as much as possible in their institutions and benefit as
many students as possible.
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Conclusion

Beyond granting me access to academic circles and remarkable knowledge
about my field of expertise, my graduate studies opened my eyes to the
knowledge of myself through a continuous process of self-reflection. This
narrative helped me understand my experience, elaborate the process of
career decision- making and redefine the direction toward the future of
my academic life, considering my positionality and autonomy developed
along the path of having had so many enriching mentoring experiences.
Opening my eyes to diversification in this path was fundamental to take
advantage from new perspectives in mentoring and apply my learning pro-
cess to become more productive in my academic career, while I sowed a
path with mentoring opportunities for others who would also flourish
thanks to positive mentoring and learning experiences.

Kram (2004) in Darwin and Palmer (2009) refers to the evidence exist-
ing that learning is fostered when individuals work together with super-
visors, professors, senior managers, and peers. Thus, Vygotsky’s sociocul-
tural theory of learning in social settings with the presence of both, more
knowledgeable individuals and peers learning together (Wertsch, 1985),
offers a suitable theoretical framework within which to understand men-
toring. My personal narrative offers a perspective on the topic of men-
toring. However, there are many more research studies that need to be
conducted in regards to the benefits, demands, and obligations gener-
ated by different mentoring models. Darwin and Palmer (2009) set the
discussion around the need to overcome the individualistic and paternal-
istic traditional view on mentoring to open doors toward collaborative
relationships favored by mentoring circles. This pattern can become the
avenue to transform academia from a very competitive, exclusive setting
into a more participative and inclusive one.
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