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Acting as a Mentor
’Mentoring’has lately become a trend in
management science as its importance to the
wellbeing of organizations here has finally been
recognized. It should be taken very seriously.
Which is not to say that it can’t be fun...

What is a mentor? Our exploration of that interest-
ing question takes us all the way back to the west-
ern world’s earliest literature. The character in Hom-
er’s Odyssey named Mentor is a friend of Odysseus
who undertakes the education of the hero’s son
Telemachus. Later, Mentor helps the youth track
down his missing father, but by then he has been
possessed by Athene, the Greek goddess of war,
patron of the arts and crafts, and paragon of wis-
dom. Athene, in the guise of Mentor, pilots
Telemachus past ambushes and other deadly haz-
ards to see him safely through his quest.

Thus the word derives from the image of a loyal,
wise and helpful friend -- a teacher, protector and
guide who uses his/her experience to show a person
how to overcome difficulties and avoid dangers.
Homer’s mythical figure was undoubtedly drawn
from the real life of his time, for clearly there have
been mentors for as long as there have been human
beings. From the stone age on, youngsters learned
how to hunt, gather and prepare food and fight their
enemies under the guidance of older members of
their family, tribe or clan.

The very first mentors as we understand the con-
cept today were probably aunts, uncles or older cous-
ins. The relationship between parents and their chil-
dren and between older and younger siblings is usu-
ally too sensitive for ideal mentorship. Less inti-
mate relatives can talk to young people with a de-
gree of confidence and understanding which imme-
diate family members can seldom muster. To be a
mentor requires both a warm interest in a learner’s
welfare and a certain objectivity.

In any case, mentorship tended to move out of
the family circle as societies grew more sophisti-
cated. A system emerged whereby apprentices
learned their trades under masters who had gone
through the same process themselves. The masters
might be related to the apprentices, but more often
they were non-relatives who engaged the youths in
exchange for near-free labour. For centuries, ap-
prenticeship was virtually the only method of pass-
ing on advanced technical skills and knowledge.
Book-learning was confined to theoretical questions
of religion and philosophy.

And therein lies the essential difference between
formal education and what now goes by the unlovely
name of"mentoring" -- the closeness to the subject
being studied. Education, for the most part, tells
people about things on paper or in a teacher’s words.
Mentoring shows them how to do things in actual
situations. An old-fashioned master craftsman might
have been quite illiterate, but he could demonstrate
how to saw a board or make a pair of boots using
the right tools, and keep his apprentice at it until it
became second nature. Unlike much of what we
study through reading or other second-hand means,
the things we learn by practice are not easy to for-
get.

The apprenticeship system still thrives in large
parts of the world, where it remains the chief form
of technical training. In North America, formal ap-
prenticeships have been replaced to some extent by
schooling, but they still exist in various complex
trades in which certified competence is required.




