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Chapter Four: Making the Most 
of Mentor Relationships

Science is taught through an apprenticeship model

Understanding what type of mentorship you need:

general mentor

professional advisor

research mentors,
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Gathering information to choose a mentor:

undergraduate mentor,

professional advisor, 
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Mentor versus Role Models

Some people provide valuable encouragement, guidance or inspiration, but do not 

fit the role of professional advisor because they have little knowledge about profession-

al skills. My 8th and 9th grade science teacher was a true mentor. Genevive Cousins 

not only “adopted me” and treated me like her daughter, she taught me important prin-

ciples of scientific writing. Every week I turned in a progress report on my science fair 

projects, that she returned covered in red ink. I won the Southeastern Division of the 

Ford Foundation Future Scientists of America Science Paper Writing Competitions in 

the 9th and 10th grades. As I matured, I found that the principles Mrs. Cousins taught 

me provided an excellent foundation for writing an NIH NRSA post-doctoral fellowship 

and numerous grants and scientific papers. 

Gladys Mallory was a powerful influence and role model, but not a mentor. My 

mother was sick a lot with unexplained illnesses. I always hoped that Gladys would be 

working at the hospital as we raced my mother to medical care. I was 15 or 16 years 

old the night that Gladys leaned across the bed while she was checking my mother’s 

vital signs and said, “There’s something I always wanted to do.” I yawned, “What’s that 

Gladys?” “I want to be a real nurse.” That caught my attention. She was so competent 

that it hadn’t occurred to me she wasn’t a “real” nurse. Gladys was the first African 

American nurses’ aid at our parish hospital, in an era when some white patients would 

not let her touch them. I naively asked, “Why don’t you go to college.” “I can’t pass 

chemistry,” she responded. “Oh, don’t worry. If I’m in town I’ll be glad to help you.” 

Several years later I had become a chemistry major at our local college and Gladys 

contacted me. She had started a two year associate degree in nursing and was failing 

chemistry. We started working together after the second test. She stayed in the class 

until the last day to drop - there was no way to pass that semester. But, she passed 

the chemistry course the next semester and the semester after that and she finished 

the associate degree. Then she finished a R.N. degree, then a Master’s Degree in 

Nursing while she continued to work full time and be the mother to three children. At 

times she got up at 4 am to wash and iron her children’s clothes, drove 70 miles each 

way for clinical studies in a larger town, worked a shift at the hospital and then got up 

and did it all over again. Gladys 

became the supervisor of the intensive care unit at our hospital and according to one 

physician, “...was the best nurse in a 60 mile radius.” My mantra in grad 

school was, “If Gladys can do it, so can I.” Gladys Mallory didn’t have to know more 

chemistry than I did to teach me valuable lessons about persevering toward your goals. 
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dissertation advisor,

Approaching Individuals about Mentorship:
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General Pointers for Working with Mentors
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Who do women undergraduates see as mentors?

A survey of mentor issues with 123 women alumni of the SMART Program 

revealed interesting information. Mentor relationships were considered as very 

important by 62% of the respondents and as unimportant by only 6% of the stu-

dents. The undergraduates listed a variety of people who had been mentors, but 

there was a correlation between the education level of people and the frequency 

with which they were identified as mentors. Faculty were the most frequent men-

tors and cited by 77% of the respondents. The most valuable characteristics of 

mentors were being approachable, knowledgeable and that they challenged the 

mentee. The characteristic that ranked the lowest (8th) was kindness. Students 

didn’t appreciate those who were too afraid of hurting their feelings to be honest. 

The most valuable aspects of mentor relationships involved practical issues with 
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writing letters of recommendation as the most important function. Discussing 

career opportunities and discussing science were the other functions ranked 

as important. Many women felt the gender of the mentor wasn’t relevant. Only 

12% of those who listed males as mentors thought gender was relevant, while 

68% of those who had female mentors thought the gender of their mentor 

was relevant. (The survey was funded as a part of the NSF Model Project for 

Women and Girls (HRD-9631519) through which the first SMART GRE prep 

workshops were developed.)
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Working Effectively with Your Research Mentor
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Making Your Way Out of Mentoring that Becomes Messy:
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