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Mentorship Guide 
 

GETTING THE MOST OUT OF YOUR MENTORSHIP:  
A PREPARATION GUIDE FOR MENTEES 

 

 
Mentoring is a “dynamic reciprocal relationship in a work environment between an advanced career 
incumbent (mentor) and a beginner (protégé) aimed at promoting the career development of both” 
(Healy 1990: 17). As you begin your mentorship, think of your mentor as a learning leader who 
facilitates the learning process rather than as a guru who passes down “the word” to you. Your 
mentorship is a relationship where both parties benefit and learn from each other. Ideally, you and your 
relationship with your mentor will grow into one between equals. 
 
The following guide is intended to help you learn as much as you can from your mentor, help your 
mentor to learn from you, and grow your relationship into a lifelong, mutually beneficial friendship. The 
first section covers the extensive preparation you will have to do before and during your mentorship, 
including guidelines for setting goals for the mentorship and creating agendas for each meeting. The 
second section gives you tips on how to get the most from your meetings with your mentor, including 
information on active listening skills and giving and receiving feedback. Finally, the third section gives 
you some tips on following up with your mentor during and after the mentorship. Following the third 
section is a list of sources to consult for further information on the topics covered in this guide. 
 
PREPARATION 

 
The best and most successful mentorships are motivated by the mentee, not the mentor. Before you 
begin your mentorship, identify your weaknesses, the challenges you are facing, your goals, and how 
your mentor can help you in these areas. In a successful mentorship, the mentee devotes at least as 
much time preparing for meetings as in the meetings themselves. With this in mind, we have devised 
some points to help you prepare for your mentorship.  
 
Preliminary Explorations 
Before you mentorship begins, you will need to reflect upon yourself and research your mentor. Below 
are a few questions to consider before beginning your mentorship. 

 Yourself 

o What are your career goals? What are your questions regarding your chosen career 

path? 

o What are you weaknesses? 

o What are your strengths? 

o What would you like to improve upon? 

o What are your frustrations? 
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o Where have you succeeded? 

o What do you have to offer to your mentor? Although one generally thinks of a 

mentorship as a one-way relationship where the mentor relays valuable information to 

the mentee, in the best mentorships, learning is reciprocal. We all have different life 

experiences that are valuable to us and to others. What do you have to offer to your 

mentor? This includes offering to help her with projects, if possible. 

 Your mentor 

o What organizations has she worked for? Research those organizations thoroughly so 

that you can ask detailed, specific questions. 

o What positions has she held? If possible, find out what your mentor’s duties were at 

each organization so that you know where your mentor has experience. 

o What boards does she serve on? Research those organizations. 

o Does your mentor volunteer? Where? Research those organizations. 

 
Once you have considered these questions about yourself and your mentor, think about why you are 
talking to this person. Why not another? Spend time identifying how you can benefit from your 
mentor’s unique experience.  
 
Goals 
Taking into consideration what you have discovered in your exploration of yourself and your mentor, 
consider your goals for the mentorship. What would you like you and your mentor to achieve in your 
mentorship? By what time would you like to achieve these goals? How will you know if you’ve 
accomplished these goals? Set goals that are manageable and appropriate to your career path, your 
abilities, and your mentor’s experience. The more concrete your goals are, the more successful your 
mentorship will be.  
 
First Meeting 
Once you have decided upon your goals for the mentorship and explored both yourself and your 
mentor, you are ready to prepare for your first meeting. In your first meeting with your mentor, it is 
important to set expectations and parameters for the mentorship. The following are three topics you 
should discuss. 

 Introduction – Before your first meeting, prepare a short introduction of yourself. Share with 

your mentor your weaknesses and strengths, as well as your reasons for pursuing a mentorship 

with him or her. If possible, email your mentor a copy of your resume for his/her reference 

beforehand, and bring a hard copy to your first meeting. Emphasize that the resume is for 

his/her reference only so that s/he does not interpret your resume-sharing as a plea for a job. In 

sharing your information, you should also give your mentor the email address(es) and phone 

number(s) at which you can be reached. Ask your mentor to also tell you about him or her and 

for his/her contact information. 

 Goals – Discuss your goals for the mentorship with your mentor, and, if you can, have typed 

copies of your goals for each of you. Also discuss the timeframes for achieving your goals as well 

as how the two of you will know when a goal has been achieved. Be open to feedback regarding 

your goals, and, if you both agree on making some changes, alter your goals. Also ask your 

mentor what s/he hopes to get out of your relationship and discuss how the two of you can 

reach his/her goals as well. 
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 Expectations – Discuss with your mentor your expectations for the mentorship, and ask him/her 

for his/her expectations. Discuss how often you will meet, where you will meet, and how you 

will meet. If you are having phone conversations, who calls whom? What phone numbers should 

be used? What email addresses are best? If you are meeting in person or speaking on the 

phone, how long should your meetings last? Finally, if this is not predetermined by the 

mentorship program, determine how many weeks/months/years the two of you will meet on a 

regular basis. Ideally, your relationship with your mentor will turn into a lifelong, mutually 

beneficial relationship of equals, but the regular meetings characteristic of the beginning of the 

mentorship will not continue throughout the entire relationship. 

 
Subsequent Meetings 
Before each meeting with your mentor, you should plan what you are specifically going to discuss in that 
meeting. If you are so inclined, your mentor may appreciate being sent an agenda a few days in advance 
so that s/he can also prepare. In preparing for your meeting, consider the following: 

 Do you have a particular topic you would like to discuss? Before your meeting, research that 

topic and prepare to (informally) present the results of your research to your mentor. Ask your 

mentor what s/he thinks about the different approaches you’ve found. S/he will be impressed 

by your initiative, you will learn more in the process, and the two of you will be able to have a 

more meaningful conversation than you would have had otherwise. 

 Are you facing a particularly difficult situation at work? Ask your mentor for information, advice, 

or feedback about that situation. Your mentor is there to talk about the challenges and projects 

you are dealing with at the moment as well as longer term topics. 

 Do you have any challenges/weaknesses you’d like to discuss? Sometimes it is difficult to discuss 

your challenges and weaknesses with another. Remember that your mentor wants to help you 

with whatever you are facing in your professional life. After telling your mentor about your 

weaknesses/challenges, you may want to ask him or her to “spot” you on them. This means that 

in the course of your discussions with your mentor, your mentor can help you identify the times 

in which your weaknesses are holding you back. Not only will this help you learn to work 

through your weaknesses and alleviate some frustration, it will also build trust with your mentor 

so that s/he will share with you his/her weaknesses and how s/he overcame them. If you are 

going to be discussing a topic about which you have strong emotions, take a few moments right 

before you meet with your mentor to prepare yourself to be open to discussing and learning 

about your weakness and to be open to ask for help. Remember, your mentor is there to help, 

not to judge.  

 How will your proposed topics serve to achieve your goals for the mentorship as a whole?  

 
Of course, preparing for each meeting does not mean that you cannot pursue interesting topics not 
included on your agenda that arise in the course of your discussion; pursuing “off-topic” points is often 
how you learn what you don’t know. Your plan is simply there to drive the conversation and help you 
reach your goals.   
 
Organization 
We recommend that you designate a notebook to your mentorship, as well as a folder on your 
computer. The notebook will be useful for taking notes during your meetings with your mentor (a 
computer might be distracting and rude), and keeping all of your reflections, preparation work, and 
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notes in one place will help you chart progress and themes in the development of your relationship with 
your mentor. 
 
 MEETING WITH YOUR MENTOR 

 
At this point, you should be prepared for your first meeting with your mentor. You have identified your 
goals, researched your mentor, and are ready to drive the conversation. In your meetings with your 
mentor, we recommend that you maintain confidentiality, take notes, practice active listening, and both 
give and receive feedback. 
 
Confidentiality 
Like all human relationships, your relationship with your mentor is based upon trust. There are some 
topics regarding your working life that you would not want everyone know, and, in sharing your 
challenges with your mentor, you certainly don’t want him or her to tell others about them. In the same 
way, your mentor may share stories with you about challenges s/he has faced that s/he does not want 
to be made public. Keeping what s/he shares with you confidential is not only professional, it will also 
encourage trust between you and encourage him/her to keep your discussions with him/her private too. 
 
Taking Notes 
Have a notebook on hand to jot down any ideas, organizations, people, or websites your mentor 
mentions in the course of your conversations. This will help you keep track of important points you want 
to research or apply to your working life later. Although taking notes on a computer may be easier, a 
computer is often distracting and taking notes with it is often considered rude. Of course, ask your 
mentor if s/he is comfortable with you taking notes first and, if you prefer taking notes on a computer, 
ask him/her if s/he minds. 
 
Active Listening 
During your meetings with your mentor, you will also want to practice active listening. Active listening 
will help you understand and synthesize the information your mentor is providing more quickly as well 
as show your respect for you mentor. Active listening is a skill that takes practice, but below are some 
guidelines to help you improve your listening skills. 

 As your mentor is speaking: 

o Lean slightly forward – This communicates to your speaker that you are engaged. 

o Be “other-directed” – Remove other thoughts from your head and concentrate entirely 

on your mentor’s message. Ignore all distractions such as looking out the window, your 

cell phone (which should be on silent), or watching other people. Your focus should be 

entirely on your mentor and what s/he is saying. 

o Encourage the train of thought until s/he has finished – Encouragement can mean 

nodding in understanding, smiling in agreement, or frowning at shared puzzlement. Use 

nonverbal cues to encourage your speaker. 

o Listen not just to the words but also the feelings – The feeling with which your mentor 

says something can say as much as the words. Was s/he angry when s/he told you that 

story? Did s/he seem nervous? Happy? Annoyed? Puzzled? Proud? 

o If you need to take notes, remain engaged – This can mean continuing your nonverbal 

encouragement of the speaker as well as frequently looking up. Try to only take notes 

when absolutely necessary, though, so that you can devote your entire attention to 

understanding what your mentor is saying. 
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 Once your mentor has finished speaking: 

o Give your mentor a moment to rest after speaking. 

o Thank your mentor for sharing the information s/he has just shared with you. 

o Restate and summarize what s/he has said, and ask him/her to confirm that you 

understand his/her point. If your mentor expressed any nonverbal cues, such as 

emotion, note that (i.e.: “You seemed proud when you told me about X”). Please 

remember that restating and summarizing what you have heard does not mean that you 

agree. It means that you have listened and understood. 

o Ask questions to further your understanding. 

o Reflect upon how you can apply what s/he has said to your situation and share this with 

him/her. Ask him/her what s/he thinks of your proposed application. 

o If you do apply what you’ve learned from your mentor to a work situation, let him/her 

know how you applied it and what resulted. Ask him/her for any feedback on the 

situation.  

 
Giving Feedback 
Given that you have specific goals for the mentorship, it is important that you give feedback to your 
mentor regarding how well those goals are being met. Give your mentor regular feedback on how well 
the mentorship is working for you. Feedback is always tricky to give, and below are some guidelines to 
help you give feedback to your mentor in a constructive manner. 

 Be clear about what you want to say – Take some time before you give feedback to think clearly 

about what you want to convey to the other person. 

 Emphasize the positive – Establishing with a person what is working well in a situation not only 

isn’t lying, it also opens that person up to hearing about what can be improved upon. 

 Be specific – Avoid general comments and words such as “all,” “always,” and “never” because 

someone rarely always/never does something. 

 Focus on the behavior rather than the person – Giving feedback should not be an attack on a 

person but a tool to help someone become more effective. 

 Refer to behavior that can be changed. 

 Be descriptive rather than evaluative. 

 Own the feedback – Use “I” statements rather than “you” statements. This will help your 

mentor from getting defensive and will help you stick to critiquing the behavior rather than the 

person. 

 Remember, feedback is intended to be of value to the other person – Make sure what you are 

saying is valuable to your mentor and will make the relationship better. 

 
Receiving Feedback 
Although you will certainly be giving feedback to your mentor on how well the mentorship is working for 
you, you will more often be on the receiving end of feedback. Receiving feedback is even more difficult 
than giving it, so below are some tips for receiving feedback with grace and mobilizing your mentor’s 
comments to improve your professional life. 

 When receiving feedback, use the active listening skills outlined above – One important part of 

active listening is discussing how you can apply what the person has just said to your own 

situation. If you feel sensitive about the feedback your mentor has given you, by all means ask 
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him/her if, after s/he has given you feedback, you can talk about it at your next meeting. That 

way you will have time to review what your mentor has said, your reaction to it, and how you 

can learn from it. 

 Accept that person’s feedback without denial – Remember, your mentor is giving you feedback 

to help you, and no one has perfect self-knowledge. 

 Try to understand the personal behavior that has lead to this feedback – What have you done 

and how have you done it that has inspired your mentor to give you these comments? 

 Pay attention to your emotional response to your mentor’s feedback – Taking feedback is not 

easy for many people, and we often have emotional responses. Pay attention to what you are 

experiencing so that you can reflect upon your emotions later. Maintain professionalism 

throughout and do not show negative emotions until you have had time to reflect upon them. 

This will help you avoid making unwise decisions and appearing immature. 

 Think of ways you can apply your mentor’s feedback, and, most importantly, tell your mentor 

about how you have applied his/her feedback. 

 
FOLLOWING UP WITH YOUR MENTOR 

 
Following up with your mentor is an important part of building the relationship. Not only does it give 
you a chance to maintain contact with him/her, it also lets him/her know how helpful his/her 
discussions with you have been. Let your mentor know when you have applied something you learned 
and how it went, and take advantage of the chance to ask him/her for further insights.  
 
Even if you do not have a specific instance to relate to your mentor, don’t be shy about contacting 
him/her, even if it’s just to touch base. After a point, you will hopefully have developed a relationship 
with your mentor, and s/he will enjoy hearing about your promotions, new jobs, and all around how you 
are doing as well as updating you on his/her life. 
 
At times, a more formal follow-up in the form of a handwritten note is appropriate. Use your best 
judgment regarding when a note is appropriate. A note after the first meeting expressing your 
enthusiasm for the mentorship is a nice gesture as is a note of thanks at the end of your mentorship. 
Other times when a handwritten note is appropriate is when your mentor has written you a letter of 
recommendation, introduced you to another leader in the field, or invited you to shadow him/her in 
him/her workplace. 
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