Mentoring Talk (20 minutes)

Good morning and thanks for inviting me to share some thoughts about leadership and mentoring with you.  My emphasis this morning is chiefly going to be about mentoring now that Carol has presented some basics about leadership. However, I’ll sneak a few of my own ideas in about leadership along the way.

It’s really quite amazing, isn’t it, that we have two association presidents in our midst this year.  I can’t speak for Carol, but this is a role in which I never imagined myself. How did a shy, only child with paltry social skills grow up and become the president of anything? I look back on my life and I attribute this surprising feat to attentive, responsible parents who deeply cared for giving back to their community.  My parents were my first role models and mentors, and many more influences came along after them. If not for the guidance and influence of many interested individuals along the way, I would not be standing here today.  Thank you to all my mentors, wherever you are.

I want to hark back to the origin of the word, Mentor. It has a legendary beginning.  Mentor was the name of the Ithacan nobleman in the Greek epic, The Odyssey, who served as the guide for Odysseus’s son, Telemachus.  This guide was actually the Goddess Athena in disguise. If you recall from your mythology lesson, Telemachus was having a difficult time fending off suitors from his mother, Penelope, since everyone assumed that Odysseus was dead and would not return from his voyages. Although it all works out in the end, Penelope’s wait certainly would have been more troubled without the guiding hand of the mentor.

So, with this in mind, how are we think about the process of mentoring today? A mentor serves as an experienced and trusted counselor – someone who has been where the newly trained professional wants to go. 

In the world of serials, mentoring is especially important since we all know how frustrating working with serials can be! So having someone with experience nearby who we can trust will make our professional lives so much more fruitful. 

One of the qualities of a mentor comes from the word root, which means “enduring.”  The definition indicates that mentoring involves a “Sustained relationship between a youth and an adult.”  In our society, the experienced guide works with the initiate in a helping connection, no matter what the chronological age of the individuals.

There are two types of mentoring – natural and planned. Natural mentoring is what occurs through informal relationships – friendships, collegial ties, and people who you come in contact with through your daily interactions.  Planned mentoring happens through formal programs where mentoring is the specific goal. 

Formal mentoring programs have a number of broad objectives: 

· Educational or academic mentoring aids youth in improving their overall academic achievement

· Career mentoring helps young professionals develop the necessary skills to continue along their career path

· Personal development mentoring supports people during times of personal or social stress and provides guidance for decision-making.

Now let me touch upon some aspects of natural mentoring that I feel sure you will find familiar.  We all have had what I like to call “mentoring moments” with a variety of people with which we work.  We should seek such experiences and we need to be able to recognize them when they occur.  A “mentoring moment” is one of those “Ah Ha” experiences that occurs when someone points something out to you that totally changes your perspective.  That something may be a small work-related challenge, or it may be a bigger issue in your life. This person has just done something for you that no one else could have. Of course this person may not be an official mentor, but the observation made is so important, so clarifying and so inspiring, that it would be a shame not to give them credit. 

[Examples – Bakie’s moment; Walter’s moment]

Another phrase I’d like to coin is “Mentoring along the way.”  This is a more sustained mentoring relationship – it’s far more than just a “moment,” as it might be focused on a single topic or project.  As an example, you might be interested in grant writing and a colleague who happens to be really skilled at this might take you under his or her wing to show you the ropes in this one area. Within the serials community, we happen upon such mentors all the time.  

Then there are those encounters with folks who serve us as “anti-mentors.” These are usually people you consider your enemies. They may be superiors or coworkers. The people we encounter in our lives who cause us the most misery are often key people we can learn from.  It’s important to recognize that someone who you despise may be a negative role model. You need take the time to ask yourself why this person’s behavior is offensive to you and what you would do different if you were in their shoes. It’s likely that you cannot change their behavior, but you can reaffirm within yourself what your values are.  If the offending person is your direct supervisor, your library director, or someone else in a key administrative role, it is critical that you maintain your integrity while interacting with them. 

In thinking about this, I need to fall back on a little-discussed concept referred to as “courageous followership.”  Ira Chaleff explores this topic in his book, The Courageous Follower: Standing Up To and For Our Leaders.  My old friend and coworker Juedi Kleindienst first told me about this book when we participated in the NCLA Leadership Institute back in 1996.  This is a useful book that discusses the dynamics between the leader and the follower.

There are many so-called “followers” who have great influence on their leaders. A good leader can learn a tremendous amount about the organization and about human nature in general by paying attention to outstanding followers.  These behind-the-scene players often have far more influence than people realize. Much of this has to do with effective team building, whereby individuals who make up a team all have an important role to play. In many cases, followers can sustain an organization even if there is a weak leader.  Taking the time to understand a leader’s strengths and weaknesses and working within this framework is the key to being a strong follower. 

Sometimes the follower has to know when to challenge the leader, or even when to leave. If a leader is overly abusive, or is bringing down the organization through unethical or illegal practices, followership support mechanisms may not be able to save the situation. This leader may have even been your mentor at one time, but it may be time to exit. Another part of the dynamic of the leader and follower is that roles may eventually reverse. Not all leaders maintain their status; and many followers find themselves catapulted to leadership roles when an organization goes through an upheaval. 

Well, I’ve digressed here from mentoring, but I told you I would.  All I can say is, read this book, it has true resonance for these times. 

Those of us who have been in the trenches for a while can think back and fondly remember “mentoring moments,” “mentoring along the way,” as well as plenty of “anti-mentors.”  But then there is THE person who you really consider your “main” mentor. Some of you will have one, significant mentor, but many of us benefit from the mentoring of a handful of people.  Personally, I can think of several “main” mentors who have influenced me, but no one person is all-important to me.  I think this is probably more common than not.  And, I think you should try to learn from as many people as you possibly can, so the concept of having just one great mentor may not be so critical. 

How can you give back as a mentor yourself?  While I personally think it’s desirable to serve in a mentoring role, I do not think that everyone can be an effective mentor. It has to be something you feel comfortable doing. Some people are better at inspiring others indirectly  – those around them may be influenced positively by their actions, even though the person may not direct specific attention to those around them. Some people have self-esteem issues and ego needs that get in the way of mentoring.  Many leaders are hell-bent in proving themselves to the world, and this upward climb leaves no room for mentoring. With such folks, it’s best to simply get out of the way.  If they ever are really convinced that they’ve reached the top, they might then decide that mentoring a successor is worth considering. But in such a case, we might be talking more about a transfer of power than a case of true mentoring.  So, mentoring is not for everyone. 

Let me now tell you about some specific opportunities where you may find some mentors. I’ll start with our region.  The NC Library Association has been holding their Leadership Institute every two years since 1996. I hope that they will be able to continue to offer this in the future – it’s by invitation, although you can get nominated if you approach someone from your institution to sponsor you.  This is a several day retreat and one is likely to come away from the experience with new lifelong friends and potential mentors galore. I learned a lot about myself during this experience and I would recommend it to anyone who suspects that they are destined towards greater responsibilities in their career. 

Another local resource librarians should consider drawing upon is the Center for Creative Leadership headquartered in Greensboro, NC.  This non-profit organization was started in 1970 with start-up funding from the Smith Richardson Foundation.  Its mission is “to advance the understanding, practice and development of leadership for the benefit of society worldwide.” This organization works with all kinds of groups, from Fortune 500 companies to non-profit and educational institutions. 

North Carolina is incredibly blessed in having three excellent library and information science programs fully accredited by ALA, with yet another one close by at the University of South Carolina.  In addition, there are two programs in our state specifically geared towards a degree for school media specialists, and another program at a community college for library technicians. In other words, if you desire additional education in the library realm, there is plenty of opportunity around here – and not every state can say that! Furthermore, if you are already a practicing librarian, these programs welcome your expertise as a guest lecturer, an instructor, or even as just someone who can “give back” to students in a number of other ways. If you are an alum of one of these programs, consider serving on your alumni association board.  You will find that it gives you valuable exposure to up and coming students – students who may become excellent employees for you one day, or who might actually become your employer! 

On the national scene, there are excellent opportunities for serialists.  Within ALA, there are numerous awards and scholarships.  Particular to serials, the ALCTS Serials Section offers the “First Step Award” each year, which grants a budding serials librarian the chance to attend the summer ALA conference, all expenses paid, and also gives the winner an assignment on an ALCTS Serials Section Committee. North Carolina has had two winners in recent years – Lauren Corbett in 1998, and Dianne Ford, here today from Elon College, in 2003. 

The North American Serials Interest Group, commonly known as NASIG, is the organization that I am here today representing as President.  Established in 1985, NASIG is an independent, non-profit organization that promotes communication, information, and continuing education about serials and the broader issues of scholarly communication. NASIG welcomes anyone interested in the serials information chain to be a member, and our annual dues are only $25 per year. Membership and conference brochures are available at this conference, out  by the registration area.

NASIG is well known for its outreach to new serialists. It offers a conference student grant, which is a competitive award that funds several library science graduate students interested in pursuing a serials career to attend the annual NASIG conference.  There is also the Fritz Schwartz Serials Education Scholarship, which awards $2500 to a library science graduate student “who demonstrates excellence in scholarship and the potential for accomplishment in a serials career.”  There is also the “Horizon Award” which advances “the serials profession by providing promising new serialists with the opportunity to accelerate their knowledge and understanding of serials by networking and interacting with a wide range of dedicated professionals working in all segments of the serials information chain.” Horizon award winners, like the others mentioned, receive an all-expenses paid trip to the annual NASIG conference, and they also receive a NASIG Committee assignment.

In addition, each year at the annual conference, NASIG holds a mentoring program, which matches newcomers to the conference with seasoned conference-goers. Award winners are automatically enrolled, but anyone else who is new to the organization is welcome to sign-up. I can speak from experience that this has been one of the most rewarding aspects of the NASIG conference for me.  I have met some fabulous people, many of them who have gone on to leadership positions within NASIG and other library organizations. 

One last award that NASIG offers is an international travel award. This award is for international outreach and research efforts, and is named in honor of our own Marcia Tuttle, former Serials Librarian at UNC-Chapel Hill and one of the founders of NASIG. 

OK, so the commercial is over now! I hope that if you cannot take advantage of these opportunities yourself, that you will take the time to tell your colleagues about them.  Let’s take the remaining time before the break to entertain questions and comments from you.  I hope that what Carol and I have shared with you will be of some use, and thank you again for allowing us to share our thoughts with you today.

