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ABSTRACT 
 

INVENTING SITUATED MENTORING: 
A FEMINIST RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF WORKPLACE CULTURE 

 
By 

 
Elizabeth Jean Keller 

 
Inventing Situated Mentoring: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Workplace 

Culture extends current research and scholarship around mentoring, learning theory, 

and gender identity performance. In this project, I investigate the mentoring practices of 

eight executive-level employees at a Midwest medical manufacturing company and four 

Michigan State University alumni. The purpose of the study is two-fold. First, I explore 

how participants enact mentoring as a mode of learning in both informal and formal 

ways. Second, I highlight how a participant’s gender identity greatly impacts the 

invention and sustainability of mentoring in their respective workplaces. My project’s 

findings show that mentoring, like writing, helps a person convert information into 

useable and transferrable knowledge. In short, mentoring is a rhetorical skill, one that, 

over the course of an individual’s career, acts as a powerful means to professional 

success.  

I enact this theoretical framework and explain the methods I used for data 

collection. I situate this project in three connected activities: 1) examining the 

relationship between teaching and mentoring; 2) acknowledging the rhetorical invention 

of mentoring, and; 3) recognizing the intersection of gender identity and mentoring. 

These activities begin to build a framework for seeing and inventing value-added 

approaches to research and teaching practices in Rhetoric and Composition.  



	
  
	
  

 

I continue to frame these activities by extending the work of Jean Lave and 

Etienne Wenger, and Lev Vygotsky calling attention to the social discourses and 

practices that constitute learning and identity development for participants in this study. 

Central to this study is the focus of how mentoring acts as a rhetorical tool for building 

and maintaining moments of experiential learning. I end this study by pointing to 

implications for my project’s theoretical framework in other workplace and academic 

contexts.  
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CHAPTER 1 

BUILDING AN INVESTMENT APPROACH TO MENTORING IN RHETORIC AND 

WRITING PRACTICE 

 

Mentoring is a process. It’s about creating a cohesive element within a 

workplace. It can be about dress. And language. About long-term 

planning. And an awareness of the community you’re in. It’s about values. 

Common, core values and goals.  

 
--Alex, Residential College in the Arts and Humanities alumna 

 

In this chapter, I begin to build a broad framework for studying the connections 

among mentoring, rhetoric and writing practice, professional identity development, and 

experiential learning. The framework in this chapter draws from scholarship in 

contemporary rhetorical theory, writing studies, feminist studies, and technical 

communication. At its heart, this dissertation project is a rhetorical analysis of 

mentoring; that is, this project is a critical examination of how mentoring facilitates 

career-long learning in both academic and non-academic places. To accomplish this 

analysis, my project explores the experiences and complexities of mentoring and 

learning in both school and non-school settings.1  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The non-academic site for this study is HealthTech Industries, a Midwestern, medical 
device manufacturing company, which is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
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During the 2013-2014 academic year, I had the fortunate experience of being a 

Residential College in the Arts and Humanities (RCAH) Graduate Fellow. One of several 

residential colleges on the MSU campus, this residential college is “built on four 

cornerstones: world history, art and culture, ethics, and engaged learning.”2 Students 

learn in a custom-built environment that includes their own classrooms, theater, art 

studio, gallery, media center, and music practice rooms. What’s more, RCAH Graduate 

Fellows are doctoral students who have “interests in teaching, learning, engagement, 

and assessment in higher education”.3 Each Graduate Fellow is required to design and 

execute a yearlong research project focusing on any aspect of teaching and learning 

within the RCAH that interests them.  

My first year as an RCAH Graduate Fellow in 2013-2014 coincided with the 

design and defense of my dissertation prospectus, in which I articulated a project that 

would examine both academic and non-academic mentoring practices and 

relationships. As part of this dissertation project, I worked with RCAH alumni by 

examining their professional development and mentoring practices inside and out of the 

residential college. During the 2014-2015 school year, I expanded my Graduate Fellows 

project to include current RCAH students, specifically first-year students and students 

who self-identified as a minority in some way. 

Since the fall of 2013, I have interviewed RCAH alumni about their mentoring 

experiences inside and outside of the residential college. I was curious about mentoring 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 For more and detailed information about the RCAH, please visit http://rcah.msu.edu/.  
3 For more and detailed information about the RCAH Graduate Fellows program, please 
visit http://rcah.msu.edu/people/graduate-fellows.  
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in both school and non-school settings, and I wanted to know how each alumna 

invented, located, defined, and mobilized mentoring that was learned while a part of the 

college. During this time, I interviewed four alumni (three women and one man) from the 

residential college. Alumni-participants shared with me that they occupy various levels 

of employment and leadership in their academic classrooms and industry workplaces 

across the country. I chose to interview recent college graduates because I was 

interested to learn about any professional development practices that began in the 

residential collage that may have transferred to their new work environments. The 

guiding interview questions I asked RCAH alumni and students were the same 

questions I asked HealthTech employees. In total, I interviewed 12 people for this 

study––4 recent college graduates from MSU as well as 8 senior-level employees from 

HealthTech––to see if what I learned about mentoring in one place happens in another. 

 This study assembles a methodology for industry professionals, and rhetoric and 

writing researchers and teachers to use for locating and inventing an investment 

approach to mentoring in their workplaces and classrooms. Throughout the write-up of 

this study, I use the word invention in its most literal sense; to invent something means 

to create, develop, or design a thing, process, or practice. Indeed, I use this definition of 

invention, but I also pay special attention to the personal, social, and collective 

motivation(s) for invention in the first place. Additionally, I use the word investment in 

two ways: 1) from the late 15th century meaning to indicate the act of putting on 

vestments, or to dress oneself and 2) from the modern meaning to contribute to, 

especially in terms of human, social, or financial capital. In this study, investment means 
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to “clothe” oneself as a professional by self-selecting professional development 

practices that best suit an individual’s needs. It should be noted, too, that HealthTech 

employee-participants and RCAH alumni used this contemporary meaning of 

investment to describe the mentoring opportunities available to them at work and 

school. Their experiences of mentoring, which I will show in Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 are 

the literal framework for this study.  

Moreover, the definition of feminism I use throughout this project draws from 

Jacqueline Royster and Gesa Kirsch’s (2012) Feminist Rhetorical Practices: New 

Horizons for Rhetoric, Composition, and Literacy Studies. They write that feminism is 

the “commitment to justice, equality, empowerment, and peace, while keeping the 

contours of this notion dynamic and open, resisting the deep desire to speak as if there 

is no need for negotiation” (644). This explanation of feminism articulates a framework 

that is broad enough to locate all kinds and types of mentoring, and also offers 

boundaries that are “open and dynamic” to under-represented or non-traditional stories 

of mentoring.  

What I have learned from participants in this study is that the invention of 

sustainable and equitable mentoring practices in a workplace are committed to these 

three feminist and decolonial criteria: 1) reciprocity, 2) self-reflexivity (or self-

awareness), and 3) transparency (see Anzaldua 1987; Lather 1986; Tuhiwai Smith 

1999; Mignolo 2003 & 2011; and Powell 2008). In short, this study shows how 

mentoring is a necessary component of individual and programmatic development. 
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So, we see that in this chapter, I begin to build the framework for understanding 

mentoring as rhetorical work. I draw most heavily from contemporary Rhetoric and 

Composition, and technical communication scholarship to describe how these bodies of 

scholarship engage mentoring, and mentoring in the workplace. Additionally, I draw 

from scholarship outside of Rhetoric and Composition, in order to more fully leverage 

important definitions and ideas that are used in the entirety of this dissertation. Three 

sets of questions guide my study, and reflect the intensely personal, relational, and 

professional nature of mentoring:  

 

Do workplace cultures invent mentoring practices? If so, how? How is the invention of 

mentoring in a workplace culture negotiated in relation to one’s sex and/or gender? 

For the employee-participants at HealthTech, mentoring practices are invented 

and re-invented daily. We see in Chapters 3 and 4 that this invention and re-invention of 

mentoring prioritizes an individual’s ability to self-identify and self-develop as a 

professional in the workplace. Specifically in Chapter 4, employee-participants share 

how their gender identity is connected to and deeply informs their past, present, and 

future mentoring practices while at work.  

 

Are there connections between or among reciprocity, self-reflexivity (or self-awareness), 

and transparency, and the invention of mentoring practices in a workplace? 

These three criteria can either “make or break” a mentoring relationship. By 

“make or break” I mean that a mutually beneficial mentoring relationship is invented 
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when all involved in the mentoring relationship embrace reciprocity, self-reflexivity (or 

self-awareness), and transparency. In Chapter 3, we learn that to invent sustainable 

and equitable mentoring requires individual and collective growth, and clear, honest 

communication. I argue that this approach to mentoring is one of investment instead of 

enculturation.4 

 

What are the possibilities for understanding mentoring as rhetorical work? How can 

mentoring be used as a heuristic for an individual’s professional identity development? 

Mentoring is rhetorical work, and as employee-participants show in Chapters 3, 

4, and 5, the kind of work that aids in an individual’s career-long, experiential learning. 

In this way, mentoring can help an individual develop her/his professional identity 

without ignoring or covering up her/his gender identity.  

   

As we’ll see throughout this dissertation, I answer the questions posed above in 

more detail, and provide insights that can guide programmatic and pedagogical 

decisions regarding the preparation of students as technical communicators. I explain 

later in this chapter, and in greater detail throughout this dissertation, that this study 

explores the mentoring experiences and practices of ten participants, eight employees 

from HealthTech Industries, and two alumni from a residential college at MSU.  What we 

learn from this project is how a participant’s mentoring experiences can indicate the kind 

and level of value added to their work and home lives.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 I expand this point in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
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What emerges from my framework, I argue, is a feminist methodology for 

locating, examining, and inventing value in Rhetoric and Composition through and 

investment approach to mentoring.5 This study extends contemporary scholarship and 

recent conversations surrounding value or value-added approaches to teaching and 

research in Rhetoric and Composition, and especially in technical communication and 

professional writing (see also Eilola-Johnson 1996; Henry 1998; Mead 1998; Redish 

1995). The idea of mentoring as rhetorical work can help us better value the 

connections between rhetoric and writing programs and industry work, and how we, as 

teachers and researchers, can best prepare students for career-long, experiential 

learning.  

In the following sections, I introduce and begin to situate a heuristic for 

professional identity development that works through the following three, connected 

activities: 1) examining the relationship between teaching and mentoring; 2) 

acknowledging the rhetorical invention of mentoring, and; 3) recognizing the intersection 

of gender identity and mentoring. These activities begin to build a framework for seeing 

and inventing value-added approaches to research and teaching practices in Rhetoric 

and Composition. I conclude this chapter by briefly reflecting on how mentoring can help 

build value in Rhetoric and Composition and technical communication programs. 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 I expand on this methodology in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
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The Relationship Between Teaching and Mentoring in Technical Communication 

Teaching and mentoring are complementary modes of learning. And in order for 

me to explain how mentoring can build value in Rhetoric and Composition and technical 

communication, I first need to discuss approaches to teaching that account for the 

cultural identifications of students and teaching practices. To begin, writing that is 

associated with technical communication is often taken up in two ways: 1) as an object 

of study and 2) as a process that visibilizes the structures of colonization still in place in 

various professions and workplaces (Longo 11). Bernadette Longo (1998) describes a 

cultural study of technical communication that focuses on five themes: “the object as 

discourse, the object within cultural context, the object within historical context, the 

object as ordered, and the relationship of the object with the one who studies it” (12- 

14). With Longo’s five themes in mind, I call upon and extend two significant 

approaches to teaching technical communication to mentoring.6 By extending these 

teaching approaches to mentoring, I articulate that the invention of mentoring can give 

rhetoric and writing teachers a glimpse into how institutions organize and discipline the 

people who make up those institutions. Further, I argue that while a cultural studies 

approach to research and teaching in technical communication is a useful and much 

used through-point, a decolonial approach to research, teaching, and mentoring in 

rhetoric and writing enables writing researchers and teachers to, as Angela Haas (2008) 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 The two teaching approaches I extend to mentoring are a cultural studies approach 
and a decolonial approach. What emerges from a combination of these approaches is a 
feminist methodology for inventing and examining mentoring in workplaces. I discuss 
this methodology in greater detail in Chapter 2.  
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writes “interrogate the colonial powers and discourses still at play in the ways we 

continue to make sense of the world” (44). 

 

A Cultural Studies Approach to Teaching and Mentoring in Technical Communication 

In the mid 1960s, a new academic field emerged at the intersections of critical 

theory and literary criticism. This new approach to understanding everyday lives closely 

examines the things, objects, and/or messages that are related to ideologies and 

discourses associated with race, social class, gender, and other critical identity 

positions. According to cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall (1989), the production of an 

individual’s cultural identity is never complete and always in process; the articulations of 

an individual’s identity are always contingent and are always possible (222). Cultural 

identity permits us to “see and recognise the different parts and histories of ourselves, to 

construct those points of identification, those positionalities,” and ultimately participate in 

the construction of our individual and collective identities (Hall 237). Hall further explains 

identity development as continuous and on going, and therefore situated among the 

many categories of self an individual claims––in short, the actual linkage of rhetorical 

practice or articulation to identity construction. Hall notes that cultural identity: 

is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’, where [...] cultural identities 

come from somewhere, have histories, [...] undergo constant 

transformation, [...] and are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, 

culture, and power (225). 
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Halls shows us that an individual’s identity is not fixed, and is socially created; it is 

unstable, decentered, permeable, and constituted by the multitude of ways s/he is 

positioned by and within narratives of the past, and within the discourses of history and 

culture. A cultural studies approach to research and teaching seeks to understand “the 

relationship between these culturally-saturated local knowledges and practices, and 

economics, politics, hegemony, and agency” (Haas 65). Similarly, then, a cultural 

studies approach to understanding mentoring requires rhetoric and writing researchers 

and teachers to “address relationships between and among power and knowledge, 

multiculturalism, postmodernism, gender, conflict and ethics” (Longo 1). To do anything 

less would be irresponsible. 

Carolyn Miller (1979) offers humanistic connections between what technical 

communication is and what its role is in communicative practice. She urges teachers of 

technical communication to improve the teaching and study of technical communication 

by re-evaluating reliance on positivist views of science and rhetoric. The positivist view 

of science, and by extension scientific and technical rhetoric, positions technical 

communication as the “skill of subduing language” so that language might efficiently and 

deliberately force minds into a particular kind of reality (610). A positivist approach to 

research and teaching in technical communication prioritizes reporting information 

efficiently, accurately, and objectively; Miller notes that, in this way, technical 

communication is devoid of emotion and human sentiment. So, to combat this 

problematic view of technical communication, Miller points out that a “humanistic 

rationale” for technical communication is needed, where: 
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to write, to engage in any communication, is to participate in a community; 

to write well is to understand the conditions of one’s own participation––

the concepts, values, traditions, and style which permit identification with 

that community and determine the success or failure of communication 

(617).  

In other words, technical communication researchers and teachers must convey to 

students that technical communicators are not merely interpreters of unfamiliar concepts 

or specialized writing, but rather participants in dynamic and shifting communication 

systems. We, and the students we teach, are participants in shifting systems of power 

and communication. It is in this moment of shift or change that the significance of 

relationship building takes center stage. If we are seriously invested in teaching 

students how to write well, we must help them build humanistic and culturally aware 

relationships with one another, as well as with and for the communities in which they 

belong and work.  

Another concern for technical communication researchers and teachers is the 

relationship among ideological and cultural production, discourse, and teaching. Carl 

Herndl (1993) writes that if technical communication teachers are uncritical in research 

and teaching “[students will not] perceive the cultural consequences of a dominant 

discourse or the alternate understandings it [the dominant discourse] excludes” (350). 

For Miller and Herndl, technical communication teachers and students must take 

responsibility for their beliefs and actions, and must understand those beliefs and 

actions as ideologically and culturally situated. As we see in Chapter 3 of this 
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dissertation, an investment approach to mentoring can help rhetoric and writing 

teachers and students to be accountable to writing they produce, and the decisions and 

actions their writing is part of. 

Herndl (1993) further asserts that once technical communication teachers 

abandon the current-traditional notion of rhetoric and writing practice as an indifferent, 

apolitical skill, they must “recognize that discourse is inseparable from institutions, from 

organizational structures, from disciplinary and professional knowledge claims and 

interests, and from the day-to-day interaction of workers” (353).7 Technical 

communication teachers are “unavoidably engaged in the production of professional 

and cultural power,” where it is easy to overlook contesting positions and, ultimately, 

cultures. (354). Therefore, resistance becomes an essential concept for a technical 

communication pedagogy aimed at political and cultural self-consciousness and 

liberation (Herndl 352). We will see in Chapters 3 and 4 that mentoring, as a set of 

rhetorical practices, can be used to reimagine all possible knowledges and positions 

without reifying confining and unequal structures of power.  

As I have previously mentioned, Bernadette Longo (1998) and other rhetoric and 

writing scholars advocate for a “cultural turn” that seeks to manifest the struggles for 

legitimating knowledge production in rhetoric and writing practice.8 This “cultural turn” as 

Longo and Scott (2006) later note, is “a narrow contextual focus on discrete 

organizational discourse communities, [a] mostly explanatory and pragmatic stance, and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 See James Berlin and Robert Inkster (1980) for discussions on rhetorical devices, 
rhetorical situatedness, and current-traditional practice in Rhetoric and Composition.  
8 See also Sullivan (1990); Herndl (1993); Blyler (1998); and Scott and Longo (2006). 
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[an] elision of the politics of knowledge legitimation” (3). In deploying critical and cultural 

theory as a way to inform writing research, Longo uses Michel Foucault (1972) to 

understand how discourses participate in power/knowledge systems (8).9 In order to 

make “visible the invisible in technical communication,” a cultural studies approach to 

research and teaching in technical communication “can illuminate how the struggles for 

knowledge legitimation that take place within technical communication practices are 

influenced by institutional, political, economic, and/or social relationships and tensions” 

(Longo 8-11). As I show in Chapter 4, mentoring can, at the very least, make visible the 

social relationships and tensions that colonize knowledge production. An investment 

approach to mentoring can facilitate discussions of power, politics, and other cultural 

tensions. Mentoring can help us further expose the complicatedness of technical 

communication itself.  

A cultural studies approach to research and teaching in technical communication 

makes space for otherwise invisible issues and complexities found within technical 

communication. These complexities include but are not limited to the ways in which 

technical communication can legitimate and subjugate certain knowledges, discourses, 

cultures, and individuals. A cultural studies approach to research, teaching, and 

mentoring helps us critique instances of writing that attempt to control and speak for 

others. Still, it falls short in equipping us with ways to interrogate our own and others’ 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 Foucault writes that the task of discourse is to make differences: to constitute them as 
objects, to analyze them, and to define their concept (229). In this study, I argue that 
mentoring can help “reveal discursive practices in their complexity and density; to show 
that to speak is to do something–something other than to express what one thinks” 
namely to construct and legitimize knowledge (Foucault 230). 
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positions in relation to systems of power. Therefore, a cultural studies approach to 

mentoring in technical communication is a useful place to begin; however, a decolonial 

approach to research, teaching, and mentoring in technical communication provides us 

better way to orient ourselves to the commitments and practices we value when we talk 

about and teach writing. 

 

A Decolonial Approach to Teaching and Mentoring in Technical Communication  

Several scholars promote a decolonial approach to research and teaching in 

higher education.10 In this section I discuss a few contemporary theorists whose 

scholarship is necessary in building this project’s framework for locating and inventing 

mentoring in workplaces. This decolonial approach calls upon contemporary decolonial 

scholars Michel de Certeau, Linda Tuhiwai-Smith, and Angela Haas, to illuminate how a 

decolonial approach to teaching and research in technical communication can be 

applied to mentoring. Unlike a cultural studies approach, a decolonial approach to 

understanding technical communication and mentoring insists that an individual resist 

power and control by confronting and delinking from hegemonic, colonial institutional 

practices.11 

So, to better understand how people resist structures of power and control, I turn 

to Michel de Certeau’s (1984) work on the practices of everyday life. De Certeau 

analyzes a plurality of everyday, individual relationships, where these relationships 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10  See also de Certeau (1984); Anzaldúa (1987); Tuhiwai-Smith (1999); Powell (2002); 
Mignolo (2003; 2011); and Haas (2007; 2012), among others. 
11 See Mignolo (1995 and 2011).	
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make up culture or, according to de Certeau, are understood as “systems of operational 

combination” (xi). De Certeau writes that everyday practices are “ways of operating” like 

walking, reading, producing, and speaking (xi, 30). What’s more, he asserts that 

everyday practices should not be understood as merely the background of social life, 

but should instead explain mass cultural productions. We see these cultural 

productions, for instance, in how technical and professional documents, and workplace 

relationships and ideologies are produced and reproduced. 

Everyday practices can subvert institutions of control and power. For de Certeau, 

this is accomplished through tactics.12 Ordinary (and often othered) people use tactics 

to alter the production of objects, traditions, and ways of knowing or being in relation to 

laws and language, which are manifestations of power relationships, or strategies.13 

This reappropriation of the things that constitute culture allows people to challenge and 

destabilize the tenets of the institutions (or the very institutions themselves) that impose 

‘correct’ or legitimated ways of knowing and doing on them. To this end, everyday 

practices must be fore-grounded in technical communication because everyday 

practices constitute the ways in which all texts and all cultures are produced, privileged, 

and/or ignored. 

A tactical and I would argue a decolonial approach to mentoring affords 

individuals the chance to locate and explore their everyday practices, and how those 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 A tactic is “a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus. The 
space of a tactic is the space of the other” (de Certeau 37). 
13 A strategy is “the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that becomes 
possible as soon as a subject with will and power (a business, an army, a city, a 
scientific institution) can be isolated” (de Certeau 36). 
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practices contribute to or challenge the top-down or bottom-up structures of power, 

knowledge, and discipline.14 De Certeau makes it clear to us that cultures are practiced 

into life every day. And, while not every act is in relation to a system of power, technical 

communication, and I argue, mentoring, are embedded in cultural practices that get 

remade every time something is written, communicated, and/or performed. Practices, 

tactics, and strategies can help us locate spaces of intervention within discourses of 

disciplinary, institutional, and professional power. Mentoring, when positioned as a 

tactic, is not only a process of cultural study that can influence the texts, relationships, 

and cultures it produces, but also a set of practices a that encourage rhetorical 

intervention. 

In Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (1999) Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith proposes a methodology that seeks to undo the web of imperialism and 

colonialism of indigenous peoples. She notes that the past and present, local and global 

communities, languages, and social practices are “spaces of marginalization [and] also 

spaces of resistance and hope” (4). She writes that her decolonizing methodology is a 

“framework of self-determination, decolonization, and social justice” (4). Although 

Tuhiwai Smith offers a decolonizing methodology for the Maori of New Zealand, her 

work influences a decolonial approach to teaching, research, and mentoring in technical 

communication. A decolonial approach to mentoring can help technical communication 

students and teachers gain a “critical understanding of the underlying assumptions, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 See Foucault (1972) and Lyotard (1984) respectively. 
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motivations, and values which inform research practices,” and other everyday and 

workplace practices as well (Tuhiwai Smith 20).  

A decolonial approach to mentoring in technical communication assists teachers 

in exposing how technical communication can serve cultural and technical hegemony; 

this approach advocates resistance of imbalances of power. Mentoring, like research 

and teaching, can structure meaning-making systems and the practices and bodies 

associated with those systems (see also Herndl 1993). A decolonial mentoring network 

affords individuals the intellectual tools to visibilize the structures of colonization in 

cultural and textual production, to assess their position within those structures, and to 

not be shamed into silence upon their findings. Mentoring, as a set of rhetorical 

practices, is a web of relations that can reveal oppressive and hidden knowledge 

making systems found within many professional discourses and contemporary 

workspaces.  

Lastly, Angela Haas (2012) discusses cultural and critical race studies’ 

approaches to technical communication research and teaching. Specifically, Haas 

writes that it is crucial for technical communicators to understand “how race and place 

matter to technical communication research, scholarship, curriculum design, and 

pedagogy” (279). She challenges rhetoric and writing practitioners to consider how 

language might serve to reconstitute “the long standing legacies of colonialism and 

imperialism, particularly in the rhetoric that we choose to employ to represent our work 

and the work of others” (288). Haas asserts that despite historical and contemporary 

scholarship concerned with the cultural influences and effects of technical 
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communication practices, Longo (1998) explicitly made the case for technical 

communication scholarship that is grounded in cultural studies (280).15 And, although 

Longo explicitly called for scholarship grounded in cultural studies, Haas argues “that 

technical communication also has a history of ignoring the ways in which our work is 

saturated with white male culture—which has real effects related to privilege and 

oppression on the lives and work of designers, writers, editors, and audiences of 

technical communication” (284). 

Therefore, I argue similarly to Haas, that situated mentoring coupled with 

decolonial options for rhetoric and writing practice can enable us to re-imagine and 

reconstruct the recognition and negotiation of cultural information to spur on social 

action. Put another way, we have the responsibility––the obligation––to use mentoring 

in Rhetoric and Composition to make space for responsible discourse. Rhetoric, and by 

extension technical communication, is continuously cultural. A decolonial approach to 

mentoring supports the interconnectedness of bodies and things, a bridge connecting 

cultural studies options with decolonial ones. For Haas, decolonial methodologies and 

pedagogies serve two purposes: 

to redress colonial influences on perceptions of people, literacy, language, 

culture, and community and the relationships therein and support the 

coexistence of cultures, languages, literacies, memories, histories, places, 

and spaces––and encourage respectful and reciprocal dialogue between 

and across them (297).  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 See also Katz (1992); Herndl (1993); Slack, Miller, and Doak (1993). 
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Thus, a cultural studies approach to research and teaching, combined with a decolonial 

one, is what I refer to in Chapter 2 as a feminist rhetorical methodology for locating and 

inventing mentoring in school and non-school settings. This feminist methodology for 

studying and inventing mentoring in Rhetoric and Composition insists upon teachers 

and researchers to provide students with non-oppressive options for rethinking and 

reorganizing narratives of work, school, and rhetoric and writing practices. In short, the 

framework for this study helps us to more easily locate and invent an investment 

approach to mentoring, which is both equitable and sustainable. 

 

Mentoring in Rhetoric and Composition and Technical Communication  

So, what do I mean when I talk about mentoring in this study? According to the 

Merriam–Webster dictionary, the word mentor dates to 1616, and is defined as “a 

trusted counselor or guide; a coach, counsel, guide, or tutor.” This definition provides us 

a starting point in understanding who a mentor is, and the qualities a good mentor 

possesses. Rhetoric and writing scholars use “mentor” (or mentoring, mentorship, 

mentoring relationship, and most recently mentoring network) to encompass a 

relationship or network generally consisting of two or more people with the express 

purpose of helping the individuals involved grow intellectually, socially, and 

professionally. While mentoring shifts based on context (e.g., location or physical 

space) and available resources, this shift also occurs because of the individual needs 
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and wants of the mentor and mentee.16 With that said, rhetoric and writing researchers 

and teachers often use the dictionary definition as an entry point throughout much of our 

current scholarship, teaching practices, and informal conversations (see Eble and Lewis 

Gaillet 2008). 

 To illustrate more specifically, Jennifer Clary-Lemon and Duane Roen (2008) write 

that networks of mentoring are multiple, and that a single network, or relationship, may 

nurture and shelter, and also isolate and alienate mentees and mentors from scholarly 

and social efficiency (see also Bloom 2007). Clary-Lemon and Roen assert that 

mentoring should be located “as a scholarly practice,” and that a lack of contextual and 

critical definition of mentoring can lead to it being invisible, undervalued, or not valued at 

all (178). Further, Cindy Moore (2000) writes that mentoring is “somewhere between 

service and teaching” and that mentoring becomes easily dismissed because of its often 

invisible and liminal nature. Moore carefully articulates how tricky it is to locate the 

personal in professional spaces; she writes that, for instance, some faculty avoid 

mentoring altogether for a variety of reasons, including the blurred personal and 

collaborative nature of mentoring, which can leave both mentor and mentee feeling 

vulnerable (152-154). Mentoring, and the ways it is enacted in academic and other 

professional settings, must be understood, as I have previously discussed, in relation to 

and informed by ideological, political, and other social commitments. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16 For instance, an individual (mentee) might seek the guidance of a more experienced 
colleague to help her secure a promotion at work. If the mentee receives the promotion, 
it can be inferred that she no longer needs the support of her mentor, and therefore the 
relationship shifts to a new goal or ends altogether. I take up this point in greater detail 
in Chapters 3 and 4 of this project.  
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 Michelle Eble and Lyneé Lewis Gaillet write in their edited collection Stories of 

Mentoring: Theory & Praxis (2008) that the essays in the book seek to “define the 

current status of mentoring” in Rhetoric and Composition by giving “insight into the 

character of those rare individuals who embody the term mentor” (3). Eble and Lewis 

Gaillet write that the stories found in the collection are bound in place and time––are 

situated––and offer experiences of mentoring as students and teachers within English 

studies experience it. There are several sites in which to locate academic mentoring, 

and the professional discourses and practices that constitute mentoring are diverse and 

best defined in the of practice of everyday life (see also de Certeau 1984; Herndl 1993). 

In a similar way, Wendy Sharer, Jessica Enoch, and Cheryl Glenn (2008) write in 

“Performing Professionalism: On Mentoring and Being Mentored” that in order to grasp 

what it means to be professional, Rhetoric and Composition must expand current 

conversations that link professionalism and mentoring beyond teacher training. Instead, 

the connection between professionalism and mentoring must include “mentoring 

necessary for becoming a well-rounded professional, for knowing how to juggle those 

myriad responsibilities and expectations that accompany a faculty position” (129). 

Further, they write that mentoring can be one of the best experiences for teachers and 

students because it cultivates and expands views of professional and personal success. 

Mentoring, for rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers, is most generative when 

mentor/mentee relationships are built on mutual benefit and respect. And yet, what we 

learn in this study is that mentoring is far more complex than any other type of 

relationship with a coach, counselor, guide, or tutor. Mentoring spans across positive, 
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negative, and indifferent experiences, and is informed by the personal, historical, and 

cultural identity categories that both mentor and mentee claim. 

I previously stated that mentoring in Rhetoric and Composition is commonly 

found in teacher training and graduate student support (see Barr Ebest 2002; Blackmon 

& Rose 2005). Mentoring is also understood in Rhetoric and Composition as an 

academic activity, that is, as the relationship between and/or among professors and 

students.17 While this body of scholarship is indeed useful to my study, the complexities 

associated with mentoring in non-traditional learning spaces, non-academic 

environments, and for career-long development have largely gone unaddressed.18 For 

example, much scholarship on mentoring in Rhetoric and Composition does not directly 

address if and/or how women and other marginalized groups mentor and/or are 

mentored beyond the classroom and other academic settings.19  

Researchers and teachers in Rhetoric and Composition recognize that mentoring 

is often positioned as the relationship between or among persons who come together 

for the purpose of advising, guiding, and/or training one another. Mentoring, ideally, 

consists of two or more individuals who are interested in reciprocal interactions and 

activities that allow both personal and professional growth for all involved, while 

simultaneously acknowledging a balance of power that flows from the mentor to the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
17 See Miller, Bruegemann, Blue, & Shepherd (1997); Bloom (2007); Baake et al. 
(2008); Clary-Lemon & Roen (2008).  
18 I expand on this point in greater detail in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. 
19 See Chandler (1996); Moore (2000), (2013); Rickly and Harrington (2002); McGuire 
and Reger (2003); Ede (2004); Sharer, Enoch and Glenn (2008).	
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mentee.20 Moreover, mentoring can afford individuals opportunities to converse with one 

another (both verbally and written), share thoughts, feelings, concerns, questions, and 

other information with one another, thereby potentially transforming professional and 

personal productivity for both the mentor and mentee. The framework for this study aims 

to make visible the often invisibility of power in mentoring relationships. And one way 

this framework begins to uncover power dynamics in mentoring is by prioritizing mentor 

and mentee gender identity in mentoring.  

 

Moving Beyond Traditional Models of Mentoring: On Mentoring and Gender 

Previous academic scholarship in the social sciences and the humanities calls 

attention to a traditional model of mentoring, where masculinist values of hierarchy and 

competition directly influence (both negatively and positively) levels of professional 

activity and productivity.21 In this way, an older, more-experienced expert helps a 

younger, less-experienced novice navigate various institutional settings and situations. 

While this model of mentoring presents itself in Rhetoric and Composition, and in non-

academic spaces, too, alternative models of mentoring exist, which challenge traditional 

ways of mentoring and professionalization. For example, a commitment to feminist 

values of transparency, reciprocity, and self-reflexivity (or self-awareness) can help 

mentors and mentees locate and use non-oppressive practices in mentoring 

relationships. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20	
  See Bloom (2007); Baake et al. (2008); Cole and Lyon (2008); Mosher Coggins and 
Trachsel (2008). 
21 See McNenny and Roen (1992); Cain (1994); Okawa (2002); Bloom (2007); Henry 
and Bruland (2010); Stowers and Barker (2010). 	
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Christy Chandler (1996) writes that “research on mentors suggests that 

mentoring relationships provide a unique perspective on career development in a variety 

of fields and vocations,” and yet much of that research is concerned with the male 

experience of mentoring, which does not necessarily reflect female and/or other minority 

groups’ experiences of mentoring (79). What’s more, Chandler notes, there are typically 

two functions of traditional, hierarchical mentoring. Of the two functions, she writes: 

The first is a career-enhancing function that includes sponsorship (e.g., 

nominating a protégé for promotion), coaching (e.g., suggesting work 

strategies), facilitating exposure and visibility (e.g., bringing a protégé to 

meetings and conferences), offering challenging work, and protecting a 

protégé from criticism. All of these roles help the protégé establish 

credibility in the organization and prepare for advancement. The second 

prong is the psychosocial function, which involves the mentor as a role 

model, counselor, and friend and helps the young adult develop a sense of 

personal identity and competence (81). 

This traditional, master/apprentice approach to mentoring may benefit both the mentor 

and mentee in particular environments and situations, especially in terms of physical 

safety. Still, traditional mentoring practices often do not recognize the gender identities 

of mentor and mentee as valuable attributes to mentoring and its outcome(s).22 In other 

words, as participants demonstrate in this study, failure to identify, recognize, and 

accept the influence of gender identity in the mentoring relationship suppresses desired 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22 I take up this point in greater detail in Chapter 4.  
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learning outcomes and growth. By shifting rhetoric and writing practice to focus on how 

mentoring is invented, and also how seriously we take identity markers that are central 

to all mentoring relationships, we can better recognize, re-evaluate, and address 

potential power imbalances that are part of the relationship. 

Gail McGuire and Jo Reger (2003) address issues of power imbalances found 

within traditional mentoring models and individual mentoring relationships. They 

advocate for a co-mentoring model, a model that is grounded in feminist theory and 

pedagogy. For McGuire and Reger, co-mentoring “challenges masculinist values of 

hierarchy, competition, and objectivity by emphasizing the importance of cooperative, 

non-hierarchical relationships for learning and development” (54). Moreover, “feminist 

co-mentoring seeks to dispel the view of the disembodied intellectual by attending to 

academics’ familial, personal, and emotional needs”, all of which affect mentoring and 

its possible outcomes (McGuire and Reger 54).  

Despite the possible benefits of traditional mentoring  (e.g., safety for the mentee, 

and/or credibility for the mentor), this kind of mentoring has its disadvantages. Most 

significantly, traditional mentoring reinforces power imbalances between participants 

because one person in the relationship often has a monopoly on knowledge, skills, and 

resources. Acknowledging and embracing the personal, historical, cultural, and even 

emotional tendencies of mentoring can support growth and development for both the 

mentor and mentee. Thus, a co-mentoring model, with its emphasis on mutual 

empowerment, can better balance personal and professional aspects of both the mentor 

and mentee’s lives. In Chapter 4 of this dissertation, we see a kind of co-mentoring 
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model––an investment approach to mentoring––that works best for employee-

participants at HealthTech.  

As I have previously discussed, scholars in both Women’s Studies and in 

Rhetoric and Composition comment on the two most common models of mentoring 

present in institutional spaces and places: a traditional model of mentoring and an 

alternative or co-mentoring model of mentoring. While both models of mentoring have 

their affordances and limitations, McGuire and Reger (2003) assert that their co-

mentoring model can and should replace traditional mentoring relationships that often 

prevent women from working together. All too common in work and/or other professional 

environments, women are “encouraged to build barriers between themselves instead of 

working cooperatively in predominately male departments” (Caplan cited in McGuire 

and Reger 62). Values of reciprocity, self-reflexivity (or self awareness), and 

transparency can be part of how mentoring is invented in workplace cultures. We see in 

Chapter 4 of this study is if and how those values build inclusivity instead of barriers 

between or among women and other marginalized groups of people.  

Rhetoric and writing teachers and researchers often do and talk about mentoring 

in terms of formal and informal approaches to mentoring, and traditional and alternative 

models of mentoring. Mentoring, whether formal or informal, can manifest in many 

ways. We see in Chapters 3 and 4, for example, that while mentoring may begin as 

hierarchical, it can evolve toward a co-equal relationship because of work and 

community relationships, and even through socializing and friendship-building activities 

(like talking, listening, and going out for drinks after work). Further, even though 
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mentoring relationships can be informal (read: not mandated by workplaces, 

departments, or programs), mentoring happens in ways both explicitly and implicitly, 

often at the same time (like asking a colleague or superior for help on a task), and in a 

multitude of spaces, and with many and varied tools and technologies. Ultimately, 

what’s at stake for Rhetoric and Composition and technical communication researchers 

and teachers is a re-envisioning of the extent that writing in school settings truly does 

prepare students for writing at work. An investment approach to mentoring can help 

student writers adjust to new and exciting workplace writing tasks and relationship 

building situations. 

 

Conclusion: Using Mentoring to Add Value to Rhetoric and Composition  

In this chapter, I have begun building a framework for locating and inventing 

mentoring that is culturally and socially situated. What emerges from this heuristic is an 

investment approach to mentoring, an approach that makes space for the self-

identification of an individual who is part of a mentoring relationship. As we will see in 

Chapters 3 and 4, an investment approach to mentoring takes up Johndan Johnson-

Eilola’s (1996) call for an increase in collaboration among socially and culturally aware 

learners, writers, and communicators. He writes: 

By attempting to both learn from and change existing collaborative 

practices, we position ourselves and our students as socially responsible 

experts––in other words, we help students learn to be both effective 

participants and responsible community members (260).  
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An investment approach to mentoring, I argue, extends Johnson-Eilola’s call, and can 

also begin to shed light on Ginny Redish’s articulation of what it means to “add value” as 

a technical and professional communicators and how to do it (505).  

In the following chapter, I describe how I enacted this research framework in 

order to theorize how mentoring helps employee-participants at HealthTech Industries 

be both effective and responsible coworkers and community members. The experiences 

and narratives that make up the remainder of this dissertation are from participants’ 

celebrations and challenges with using mentoring to learn and build workplace 

relationships. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A FEMINIST METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH FOR LOCATING AND INVENTING 

MENTORING 

 

Voices are connected with the event; each voice can give us a slightly 

different story, and to develop one narrative suppresses the richer story. 

At the same time, to tell the richer stories allows the dissonances to show. 

Such tensions drive research.  

 
--Patricia Sullivan and James Porter, Opening Spaces: Writing 

Technologies and Critical Research Practices, 182 

 

I use this chapter as a way to sketch out my approach to uncover, locate, and be 

responsible to the questions guiding this dissertation project that I raised and began to 

answer in the previous chapter. What’s more, this framework holds me, the researcher, 

accountable to the practices I claim for research, and the communities in and for which I 

work.  

In recent years, Rhetoric and Composition scholars have become more 

interested in writing as it intersects with professional development practices. In the last 

16 years, we have seen analyses of the disconnect between academic and paired 

workplace writing, how power, knowledge, and texts are generated and accumulated 
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over time in a workplace, and genre and writing technologies in the workplace.23 Equally 

important, as I have discussed previously in this dissertation, is the Stories of 

Mentoring: Theory & Praxis (2008) collection that addresses academic work 

experiences and academic perceptions of mentoring. While this body of research is 

certainly useful to my study, these studies do not explicitly address how individuals use 

mentoring to learn over the duration of their career. Therefore, this dissertation project 

closely examines how mentoring helps individuals stay accountable to and responsible 

for the kinds of writing, communication, and relationship building practices in their 

workplaces. 

Rhetoric is the study of networks of meaning-making, and these meaning-making 

practices include writing, composing, and performing. This way of understanding 

rhetoric allows me to situate mentoring as a critical component of a individual’s ability to 

learn, process, and retain information, and convert that information into useable and 

transferrable knowledge over the duration of their career. In short, as I will show in this 

chapter, mentoring is rhetorical work, work that can be located through observations, 

interviews, and mapping or diagramming.  

This chapter examines the framework I built for studying mentoring at HealthTech 

Industries. This framework is enacted to show how workplace learning and workplace 

relationships are sustained at HealthTech. The methodologies and methods I call upon 

in this chapter connect workplace learning and workplace relationship building to the 

kinds of mentoring a person experiences throughout her/his career. In this chapter, I 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23 See Dias, Freedman, Medway, and Paré (1999), Winsor (2003), and Swarts (2008) 
respectively. 
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show how this approach to locating, examining, and inventing mentoring in the 

workplace is a powerful means to success over the many years an individual develops 

professionally and personally. What emerges for the reader, in this chapter, is a set of 

practices that reveal how mentoring acts as a set of rhetorical practices for building and 

maintaining moments of experiential learning.  

 

The Site in Particular: HealthTech Industries 

HealthTech Industries is a medical device manufacturing company with locations 

all over the world. Specifically, the location for this project is one of HealthTech’s main 

campuses located in north central Indiana, USA. HealthTech is nestled in a smaller, 

close-knit community, a community that is politically, religiously, and socially 

conservative. For many of the participants in this study, the surrounding community was 

crucial in their decision to work at HealthTech: 

One of the things that I wanted to do with my family was I wanted to be 

able to have a place that we could call “home.” That became important to 

me the longer I was married. We came back to [the area] because we felt 

like it was a good place to be able to call ‘home,’ a great place to be able 

to raise kids. It had [the economic support] here with the orthopedics 

industry that created a good living for the people in the community.  

And also:  

There really is a lot to do here. We have theater, we have concerts, and 

then we have just being an hour away [from bigger cities]. We have all that 
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they [the bigger cities] have to offer, museums and all that. I think this area 

is a great place to raise children. I don't have children, but just the school 

system and what it has to offer is phenomenal. We even have lakes! 

Spatially, HealthTech’s main campus is composed of two large manufacturing 

buildings. The first building, building one, produces medical implants and instruments. 

The second building, building two, produces cases and trays for the implants and 

instruments made in building one. Each building has a lobby with receptionist area, and 

a number of different sized conference rooms for meetings. Despite the buildings’ 

similarities, it is obvious that much of the business conducted at HealthTech happens in 

building one. There are marked differences in each building (e.g., number of executive 

offices, kinds of administrative technologies, etc.), but these differences are not the 

subject of this study, although they may contribute to participants’ experiences with 

mentoring while at work.  

 I recruited participants for this study through Julie, a contact I had at HealthTech 

prior to this project. I emailed Julie, and explained to her the general design and 

purpose of my study. After our initial email conversation, Julie forwarded me a list of 

employees who were interested in participating in my study. I contacted the list of 

employees, and recruited seven other participants for this study, for a total of eight 

participants, four women and four men. As we learn throughout this project, each 

participant occupies some kind of executive, managerial, or administrative position at 

HealthTech. Later in this chapter, I discuss the specific methods I used when working 

with participants. 
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A Qualitative Framework for Exploring and Inventing Workplace Mentoring 

 The methods used in this study reflect my commitment to cultural rhetorical 

research practices. The qualitative framework for this study adheres to three broader 

concepts for carrying out the research in this study: storytelling, rhetorical listening, and 

mapping. In relation to mentoring and other professional development practices, this 

framework helps rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers to not only value what 

mentoring is and why it is important in workplaces (e.g., career enhancement or 

possible advancement/promotion) but to also value how these practices––these 

relationships––are located, invented, and understood in the first place. This study is a 

rhetorical analysis of workplace mentoring and relationship building. And, because of 

this study, we learn that the invention of workplace relationships and mentoring 

networks depends on the stories HealthTech employees share with one another, that 

they tell themselves, and that they ask their friends and families to believe. 

 

A Feminist Methodological Approach: On Storytelling, Rhetorical Listening, and 

Mapping 

My preference for foregrounding participant voices in this study is familiar to 

workplace writing studies in technical communication (see also Yates 1989; Dias et al. 

1999, among others). Patricia Sullivan and James Porter write in Opening Spaces: 

Writing Technologies and Critical Research Practices that researchers must be 

reflective of the methodological choices they make in all research endeavors. 

Researchers must “embrace working across methodological interfaces […] to expand 
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critically and creatively the boundaries of research” (188). Doing anything less greatly 

damages the larger goal of all research: “that is, to help empower and liberate through 

the act and art of writing” (Sullivan and Porter 188).   

 An important decision I made when designing this study was to prioritize 

participant’s stories and experiences of mentoring. Instead of only reporting on what 

mentoring is for HealthTech employees, I wanted them to make clear for readers how 

mentoring is enacted daily at HealthTech. In this way, the function of participant voice in 

this study does what Sullivan and Porter write as showcasing the effort of everyone 

involved––from the researcher to the participants. My decision to conduct research in 

this way calls attention to the “effort [that] stresses their [participants’] bodies, and ours,” 

which can be accomplished by using a feminist or a postmodern research methodology 

(Sullivan and Porter 159). 

We will see in Chapters 3 and 4 that discussing workplace relationships and 

mentoring can be potentially harmful to personal well-being and job security. However, 

acknowledging participant positions through individual voice is not only necessary, but 

also acts as a way to be accountable to participants’ and researcher commitments to 

doing research well. I framed each chapter in this dissertation around participants’ 

experiences with mentoring. In doing so, I hope I have designed a way to do research 

about mentoring that provides a diverse view of how mentoring is invented and 

sustained in workplace cultures.   

Feminist research practices, according to Liz Stanley and Sue Wise (1993), must 

be concerned with all aspects of social reality and all participants in it (31) (see also 
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Royster and Kirsch 2012). We see throughout this study, via participants’ stories and 

experiences of mentoring, a central belief of feminism––that the personal is political. But 

beyond this, Stanley and Wise (1993) write: 

The personal is not only the political. It is also the crucial variable which is 

absolutely present in each and every attempt to 'do research', although it 

is frequently invisible in terms of the presentation of this research. It 

mustn't be absent from presentations of feminist research, because this is 

to deny the importance of the personal elsewhere. In other words, 

academic feminism must take feminist beliefs seriously, by integrating 

these within our research. We see the presence of the researcher's self as 

central in all research (157).   

Therefore, the framework for this study included––indeed it insisted upon––me, as the 

researcher, sharing my own experiences with mentoring in professional places and 

spaces with participants during our time together. Put another way, participant 

personhood cannot be left behind in research, cannot be left out of the research 

process, and must be made full use of.	
  

	
   HealthTech employee-participants’ experiences of mentoring are built around past 

and current mentoring experiences. An individual’s past and current experiences with 

mentoring create new understandings of what mentoring is and how it’s legitimized in a 

particular workplace culture. What we begin to learn in this study is how different 

accounts of and experiences with mentoring accumulate over time, and how those 

accumulations reflect and reinforce the beliefs, values, politics, and histories of that 
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workplace.24 Ultimately, we learn that the work of an individual investing in her/his 

professional identity aids in sustainable organizational and workplace relationships.  

 Generally speaking, the stories of a workplace can accept or challenge 

hierarchies; they can also work to eliminate biases of gender identity, race, class, and 

ability in personal and professional spaces (see also de Certeau 1984; Brooks 2008). 

The narrative mentoring experiences of participants in this study are the foundation of 

my dissertation’s methodological framework; their stories articulate how mentoring is 

located, understood, and invented in their workplace, and also the affordances and 

consequences of those mentoring practices for individual and company success. 

 For the participants in this study, stories of mentoring and professional 

development illustrate, as Thomas King notes (2008), how stories have shaped their 

ways of being and doing at home, at work, and in society. Their stories impact their 

personal beliefs, and their individual and collective workplace decisions.25 The stories 

participants tell and choose to believe about mentoring shape not only their attitudes 

about professional development and mentoring, but also their current and future 

mentoring relationships and practices. We learn because of this study that participants’ 

stories challenge previous understandings of mentoring as an object of study, and 

instead move toward an understanding of mentoring as a culturally significant process 

or practice. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 See also Hayden White (1991).  
25 In Chapters 3 and 4, I discuss participants’ experiences of and stories about 
mentoring as a mode of learning and as relationship building.  
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As participants shared with me their experiences of mentoring, I audio recorded 

their stories, and then later I listened rhetorically to each participant’s story.26 Drawing 

on Krista Ratcliffe’s (2005) idea of rhetorical listening, I listened to participant’s stories 

while also examining my own personal and cultural beliefs and values. Rhetorical 

listening helps is one way to continually negotiate “always-evolving standpoints and 

identities, with the always-evolving standpoints of others” (Ratcliffe 209). The framework 

for this workplace study recognizes, similarly to Ratcliffe, that positions “are not 

autonomous points of static stases but rather complex webs of dynamically intermingled 

cultural structures and subjective agency” (209). Using these methods can help 

HealthTech employees foster deliberate self-identifications that may, in turn, facilitate 

the sustainability of their professional, workplace relationships.   

The third and final component of this project’s framework for studying mentoring 

in a workplace is mapping. By mapping, I mean that participants physically drew and/or 

diagrammed a map of mentoring—that is, a map or network of the people, places, and 

things that they associate with mentoring. The affordances of a mentoring map are two-

fold. Firstly, maps give participants a way to visually, alphabetically, and non-

alphabetically represent their experiences with and attitudes toward mentoring. This 

visual representation shows, as Clay Spinuzzi (2008) writes, how things, places, ideas, 

and people “from different functional areas collaborate to solve problems, connecting in 

networks, that include different tools, objectives, rules, and divisions of labor, tools, and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
26 I expand on this in more detail later in this chapter. 
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artifacts” (4).27 Secondly, when used with storytelling and rhetorical listening, mapping 

helps me understand how participant’s relationships to and with ideas, artifacts, and 

other people encourage or limit different kinds of professional knowledge and/or 

professional practices in their work environment. By using maps as a method in this 

project, participants made more visible the textual and literal geographies of their work 

environment, and, by extension, the mentoring stories and histories that matter to them. 

Mapping or diagramming helps HealthTech employees make visible the cultures 

claimed as home and as professional, and if, how, where, and why those cultures 

intersect.  

Participants’ mentoring maps are contextual and deliberate articulations of their 

past and present mentoring experiences. Each map shows the people, places, ideas, 

emotions, and things that influence or effect their mentoring. While each participant 

drew their mentoring map, they connected their mentoring stories and experiences to 

personal and professional (e.g., work) relationships, professional expectations (e.g., 

promotion within the company) and cultural artifacts. Maps, therefore, can help 

HealthTech employees position mentoring as always-already-active by focusing on its 

ability to “move” (or “go” or “be mobile”), and not only be seen, talked about, or listened 

to. Mapping afforded employee-participants to visually represent how mentoring is 

“circulated, transformed, displaced, hybridized, and developed to meet the needs of 

particular, localized work” (Spinuzzi 2008 4).  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
27 See also Clarke (2005) and Brooks (2008).  
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A Plan for Observing Situated Mentoring at HealthTech Industries 

In the first chapter of this dissertation, I situated the connection between 

mentoring and teaching in technical communication. Then, in the beginning of this 

chapter, I introduced a qualitative framework designed to see mentoring and 

professional development in rhetoric and writing practice differently. I use the remainder 

of this chapter to elaborate on the set of methods I used to carry out the research for 

this project. In order to better understand how mentoring is invented in a given 

workplace, I adhered to four different methods of data collection focused on exploring 

employees-participants’ experiences of mentoring: 1) field observations, 2) individual 

interviews, 3) participant-drawn mentoring maps, and 4) focus group interviews.2829 

 The first of four methods, field observations, had me touring building one (implants 

and instruments) and building two (tray and casing) at HealthTech’s main campus 

located in Indiana, USA. These initial and subsequent observations of both buildings 

helped me to get a feel for the kinds of activities in and across the buildings. These 

observations also helped me further contextualize the kinds of work employee-

participants would likely talk about in their individual and focus group interviews.30 While 

I was not able to observe participants for one workday, they did agree to answer my 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 This research protocol was approved by a Human Subjects review board at Michigan 
State University, and by the employees at HealthTech Industries. 
29 These methods also correspond to the framework previously discussed in this 
chapter. 
30 All eight participants agreed to be interviewed; however, because of the competitive 
nature of HealthTech’s work, all eight employees declined to be observed in their offices 
during one 8-10 hour workday. Despite this hiccup, I asked participants to fill out a 
worksheet I created with questions that reflected their daily and weekly work and 
communication activities. This method is detailed below. 
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questions about the kinds of work they do during a typical workday. The second 

method, individual interviews, had me focusing on employee-participants who agreed to 

talk with me about their experiences with professional development and mentoring 

inside and out of HealthTech.  

 All eight participants agreed to be interviewed, and it was after each individual 

interview that I coded and located patterns in their stories, which later formed the fourth 

method for this study, focus groups. The third method in this project occurred during the 

individual interviews. During the individual interviews, I asked participants to draw their 

mentoring maps, indicating the people, things, beliefs and values, and places that factor 

into mentoring and other professional development practices. Lastly, four months after 

the individual interviews were completed, I conducted two focus groups with participants 

around the patterns that arose during their individual interviews.31 

 What follows, then, is a detailed analysis of my time spent with HealthTech 

employee-participants about their experiences with professional development and 

mentoring. In my analysis, I attempt to answer Lewis Gaillet’s and Eble’s challenge to 

Rhetoric and Composition to not only acknowledge and celebrate differences in 

mentoring––differences that occur across boundaries of race, class, gender, and 

ability––but also to foster mutual benefit and respect between/among all involved in 

mentoring (309). Additionally, I articulate the tensions and challenges of researching an 

investment approach to mentoring through a feminist rhetorical lens, which positions 

mentoring as practice rather than an object of study.   

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
31 My initial goal was to divide the eight participants into three focus groups. I conducted 
two focus groups with five participants in total.  
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 The methods I used in this study allowed me to explore mentoring as situated, as 

contextually bound in time, space, and in participants’ stories and experiences of 

mentoring and of work. Still, there are many things about HealthTech Industries and 

about the employees who work there that may appear as gaps in my study. For 

instance, these eight participants are a small representation of HealthTech, and do not 

necessarily speak for other employees who work there. Further, after individual 

interviews with four out of the eight employee-participants, several other HealthTech 

employees voiced their interest in participating in this project. And while I would have 

enjoyed talking with them to gain a more accurate representation of mentoring at 

HealthTech, I could not talk with them due to the time and scope of this project.32 The 

stories and experiences of the participants in this study provide a small glimpse into the 

professionalization practices and mentoring relationships for HealthTech employees.  

 Additionally, the founder and CEO of HealthTech was interested in and supportive 

of the research I was doing with and for his company. I did not interview him for this 

study, but I did provide him with a general research findings report after the data 

collection and analysis period. In the findings report, I highlighted how employees 

understand and invent mentoring at HealthTech. Then, during a conversation in August 

2014, the CEO and I discussed how mentoring matters to the employees at HealthTech, 

and we brainstormed strategies for sustaining and improving employees’ professional 

development experiences at work. I was encouraged to have the support of the CEO, 

although I was acutely aware that a fine line exists between a boss endorsing research 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
32 These employees have since been contacted, and will participate in phase two of this 
research project, which will occur at a later date. 
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and strong-arming employees into participation.33 Nevertheless, I am happy to report 

that the CEO’s support for this dissertation project was sincere; he found genuine favor 

with this study because it corroborated company values associated with mentoring, 

career-long learning, and sustainable workplace relationships.  

Moreover, my study does not characterize every kind and type of mentoring 

relationship or experience in HealthTech, but focuses instead on what we can learn 

about an investment approach to mentoring for sustainable, career-long learning. In my 

time at HealthTech, I was an observer of the main campus’ space (building one and 

building two), as well as a listener of employee-participants who shared their 

experiences, stories, and mentoring maps with me. Similarly, in ironing out the details 

for this study, I relied on an ‘inside connection’ at HealthTech, a family acquaintance 

who is also a participant in this project. With her help, I recruited employees for this 

study. It must also be noted that the employee-participants in this study have 

expressed, at one time or another in their tenure with HealthTech, interest and 

participation in company professional development and mentoring initiatives and 

programs. The employees who agreed to participate in this study are from various 

executive and management-level positions at HealthTech Industries.  

 In Chapter 1, I suggest that we might understand mentoring as cultural and 

rhetorical, and as a set of rhetorical practices that keep individuals accountable and 

responsible to their writing, communication, and learning practices. With this premise in 

mind, it might have been good for me to note other moments, texts, or documents of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 See Karen Jehn and Karsten Jonsen (2010) for a more detailed	
  discussion of a multi-
method approach to studying sensitive organizational issues.	
  



	
  
	
  

43 

mentoring for employees at HealthTech (e.g., monthly/quarterly division meetings, HR 

documents, etc.). However, the focus on employee-participants’ experiences of 

mentoring afforded me to create a study with a controllable boundary, as well as to 

focus expressly on employee-participants’ mentoring relationships more broadly, and 

also the specific, relational aspects of their networks that Lewis Gaillet and Eble call us 

to do. Therefore, my focus on participants’ mentoring relationships has directed this 

study by examining the tensions, problems, and challenges in employee self-

identification, career-long learning, and workplace relationships. This study has not 

taken up how employees use mentoring to navigate other workplace networks, how 

digital and online technologies affect mentoring, nor the effects of space and place on 

mentoring relationships and practices, though these three additional themes are present 

in the data I collected while at HealthTech.34 

 

Fieldnotes and General Observations 

 Prior to working with HealthTech employees, I knew very little about the company. 

I did not know what employees did there, nor did I know about the kinds of medical 

devices they produced and for whom. In the fall of 2013, through a mutual contact, I 

connected with HealthTech, and briefly explained to my contact (Julie) the general goals 

of my study. It was because of Julie that I contacted and recruited the other employee-

participants for this study.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 See Clay Spinuzzi (2008); Jason Swarts (2008); and Doreen Massey (1994), 
respectively.  
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My first time at HealthTech Industries was in February 2014, for my field 

observations and the first three individual interviews. After arriving at building one on 

HealthTech’s main campus, I introduced myself to the central administrative assistant, 

signed in, and I sat in the lobby for a few minutes. I took “mental notes” about what I 

saw and heard––employees walking to and from one another’s offices, customers and 

business partners coming and going to and from HealthTech, and also the names of 

people, meetings and their locations, and other technical jargon circulating throughout 

the building’s intercom system. I arrived to HealthTech early for my first visit because I 

did not want to be late due to traffic and being unfamiliar with the geographical area.  

When I arrived at HealthTech, I asked to use the public restroom. As I walked 

through the halls of building one toward the restroom, I observed the general layout of 

offices, conference rooms, and the kitchen/eating space––the atmosphere of their work 

environment. Since I couldn’t observe participants for one workday, I recorded what I 

remembered from my quick observations (of being in the company while waiting for 

participants) later that day after my interviews. I applied this same strategy to the 

participant-led tours of buildings one and two.35  

In total, during the month of February 2014, I was at HealthTech for four days, 

over a two-week period, for four to six hours per day for participants’ individual 

interviews. Then, in June and July 2014, I conducted focus groups with participants, and 

spent an additional six hours with them at HealthTech. The time I spent with participants 

varied to accommodate their schedules, and also to make room for potentially long 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
35 See Spinuzzi (2013).  
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interviews and focus group sessions. In sum, among individual interviews, focus-group 

interviews, and social meetings with participants in this study and other HealthTech 

employees (e.g., lunches and coffee breaks), I spent approximately 30 hours with 

employees.   

 

Methods with Individual Participants  

 In order to understand employee-participants’ experiences and stories of 

mentoring, I interviewed eight HealthTech employees who hold different kinds of 

executive and management-level positions within the company: Maria, Claire, Julie, 

Kris, Bill, Patrick, Kevin, and Randall.36 In Chapters 3 and 4, I tell specific and 

contextualized stories about these eight employees, especially how they use mentoring 

to learn and write well, and also how mentoring helps them form and be accountable to 

their workplace relationships. But for now, in this chapter, my main focus is on how I 

interacted with these employees so I could learn about how their mentoring experiences 

are connected to their development as a professional.  

 Even though Julie is a family acquaintance, I did not know whom I would be 

interviewing about their experiences with mentoring. What I did know, however, was that 

the company invested in their employees’ professional development and career growth; 

according to HealthTech’s website, the company as a whole is committed to building 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
36 All names used are pseudonyms per IRB guidelines. 
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quality relationships first and products second.37 So, any ideas I had of who I was going 

to interview at HealthTech were pretty open. I wanted to talk with anyone who wanted to 

share their mentoring stories with me, whether those stories were negative or positive.  

 Additionally, all eight employee-participants expressed that mentoring is one part 

of their professional development “tool box,” and that writing and other forms of 

communication (e.g., talking to one another in the hallway or during meetings) factored 

into at least some part of their experiences with mentoring. Moreover, almost all 

employee-participants defined their workplace mentoring relationships as both “work” 

and “not-work,” that is, something which is done in a work space and may be required, 

and yet, almost simultaneously does not feel obligatory. As one participant noted, “I 

enjoy it [mentoring] because I’m able to connect with my coworkers in ways that feel 

easy.” I suspect that their experiences of mentoring as both “work” and “not-work” are 

because mentoring networks are often multiple and invisible, and yet there are moments 

of required visibility of mentoring (e.g., written performance evaluations, emails 

corresponding about mentoring meetings, and even social get-togethers). Still, I believe 

that regardless of the invisibility and/or visibility of mentoring at HealthTech, mentoring 

nevertheless requires intentional, active actions.  As we will see in Chapters 3 and 4, 

mentoring is deeply connected to how employees self-identify their genders and learn 

while at home and at work. This point is central to understanding an investment 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
37 HealthTech’s commitment to relationships (which is the cornerstone of the company’s 
vision and mission statements) came up during several individual interviews. What I 
learned was their commitment to relationships is to both employees and customers.  
	
  



	
  
	
  

47 

approach to mentoring as situated and as an embodied rhetorical practice.38  

As I detail in Chapters 3 and 4, employee-participants work in different company 

divisions at HealthTech, and have worked at HealthTech for at least 10 years, with 

some participants having worked at HealthTech for twenty or more years. In order to 

maintain participants anonymity, I refer to the kinds of work they do at HealthTech as 

“executive” “management” “senior-level” or some combination of these terms.  

 

Audio-recorded interviews with individual participants  

My first interaction with employee-participants included the preparation for and 

completion of individual interviews with each person. A week prior to our scheduled 

interview times, I emailed the questions I was going to ask participants during each 

interview so that they could prepare for our interview.39 When I arrived at HealthTech to 

interview participants and tour the buildings, I introduced myself and repeated a brief 

summary of my project, which was articulated to them in the emails I had sent out 

previously asking for their participation in my study. I met with each participant, alone, in 

either their office space or in a company conference room. Each interview lasted a least 

one hour, with some interviews lasting two or two-and-a-half hours. I recorded each 

conversation using both a digital recording device and also the Garage Band application 

on my computer. When appropriate, like if a participant said something I thought was 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
38 See Stacey Pigg (2011) for an in-depth analysis of embodied rhetoric and writing 
practice. 
39 As I indicated in Chapter 1 and in the beginning of this chapter, the interview 
questions were written to reflect my commitment to a feminist, qualitative methodology 
when interviewing participants. This approach to interviewing asks the interviewee to 
reflect on a wide range of experiences that may influence their present-day experiences. 
	
  



	
  
	
  

48 

important or worth remembering, I noted it in a Microsoft Word document on my 

computer.   

While interviewing participants in a semi-structured, story-based way was an 

important part of the methodology for this project, nevertheless a limitation of this 

method was that I collected data that was possibly too far “off topic” (i.e., conversations 

about children, or about extracurricular activities, etc.) and more tangential than is 

required for this study (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2014). As a result, it was 

somewhat difficult to sift through each interview, to organize, code, and decide what to 

keep in and what to exclude from this study. Even though it took me extra time in coding 

and analyzing participants’ stories, participants told me that the interviews felt more like 

a conversation than an interview, and that they enjoyed our time together. For this 

reason alone, having participants feel comfortable during our sessions, I would replicate 

my interview strategies for the next research project I undertake.  

Much of my study focused on how gender identity affects an individual’s 

approach to mentoring.40 As such, it was my top priority that participants could decide 

for themselves when to reveal things about their gender identity that affected their 

mentoring relationships and practices. For instance, if a question I asked made a 

participant feel uncomfortable, I assured them that they did not have to answer the 

question, and that their non-response would not affect the rest of their interview or my 

analysis of their interview. I was very aware of my own interests in mentoring and 

identity formation and development, so I encouraged participants to share whatever 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 I expand on this point in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
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experiences and stories they cared to share with me during our time together. As we 

learn in Chapters 3 and 4, most employees were comfortable talking about the gender 

identity and the ways it impacts their workplace relationships.  

Despite my cautious yet open approach to interviewing participants, I found that 

five (Maria, Claire, Randall, Julie, and Patrick) employee-participants were eager to talk 

about and/or relate their gender identity to their experiences with mentoring, 

professional development, and their general approaches to work at HealthTech. What’s 

more, all eight participants, as I detail in Chapter 3, linked their experiences with and 

approaches to mentoring to school and non-school learning. By the end of the eighth 

interview, it was clear to me that employees at HealthTech used mentoring as a way to 

not only continue their informal and formal education, but also to learn more about 

themselves and their commitments to building solid workplace and personal 

relationships.  

I ended each individual interview with two written activities, one to be completed 

while I was at HealthTech and the other to be completed and snail-mailed or emailed 

back to me.41 In the first activity, I asked participants to draw their mentoring maps. I 

explained to each participant what a mentoring map is, showed them my example map, 

and verbally gave them directions of what I wanted them to do. I supplied participants 

with an 8.5 in x 11 in sheet of white paper, and a pen and pencil for this activity. For the 

second activity, I gave them a two-page worksheet to complete in regards to their day-

to-day work practices and workplace communication routines. The goal of this activity 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
41 I explain and analyze both of these activities in greater detail in the following two 
sections of this chapter.  
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was for me to get a better understanding of how each participant worked in her or his 

particular division, and how work, writing, communication, and mentoring intersect daily. 

 

Participant-drawn mentoring maps 

During individual interviews, I asked participants to draw their own mentoring 

maps. Before the interviews, I drew my mentoring map as an example; I gave this map 

to each participant, and verbally instructed them how to complete their maps by pointing 

to and referencing the different parts of my map. I told participants to put their names in 

the middle of the sheet of paper, circle them, and then begin to build their maps with the 

people, ideas, places, and things they find useful for mentoring and professional 

development. Once they completed their map, I encouraged them to rank the categories 

they drew on their map in order of most importance (1 being the highest and so on). The 

point of this activity was for participants to visualize and build their mentoring and 

professional development network, and for me to see how those maps corresponded to 

their individual and focus group interviews. The figure below is an example of a 
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mentoring map from one of the employee-participants at HealthTech.

 

 

 

I received six out of eight participant mentoring maps. Some participants 

completed their mentoring maps while I was at the company for their interview, and 

others needed more time to complete their drawings, and so they snail-mailed or 

emailed their maps to me within a week of our interview. I did not received two 

mentoring maps, and my conclusion for this is simply that two employee-participants 

forgot to complete the task. 

Figure 1. Photograph: Participant-drawn 
mentoring map 
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Written work communication activity 

The second written activity I asked participants to complete was about their day-

to-day work practices, and how they communicated with colleagues. I came up with this 

activity because I was not able to observe participants in their work environment for one 

workday. As with the mentoring map activity, participants were under no obligation to 

complete this written activity. I received six out of eight participant workplace 

communication worksheets. Again, I did not receive two communication activities, and 

my conclusion for this is because employee-participants forgot to complete the task.   

Once I completed individual interviews with participants, I began to code, sort, 

and analyze a participant’s interview, mentoring map, and workplace communication 

worksheet. I determined that the workplace communication worksheets would not be 

used in this dissertation project because I wanted to focus the study’s results chapters 

on specific and significant stories and experiences about mentoring.42 As a result of my 

initial coding and analysis of these three activities, I decided to conduct focus group 

interviews with participants. Participants were placed into a focus group because of 

connected and/or similar experiences with or stories of mentoring. 

 

Audio-recorded focus group interviews 

My second formal encounter with participants was during focus group sessions. 

The focus groups for this study occurred in June and July of 2014. Participants were 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
42 Many participants’ workplace communication worksheet responses did not articulate 
mentoring, but rather the intricacies of a participant’s daily work routine. I plan to return 
to this data set as the subject of a related research study. 
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placed into a focus group because of connected and/or similar experiences with or 

stories of mentoring. As with the individual interviews, I emailed my focus group 

interview questions to participants a week before the focus group, and explained to 

them that the focus group would last no more than an hour.43 I conducted two focus 

group interviews, with 6 out of 8 participants.  

When I met with each group, I read aloud instructions that would guide the focus 

group. I encouraged participants to respond to my questions by talking less to me, and 

more to one another. To my surprise, participants managed to do just that; during one 

focus group session, I observed that participants rarely made eye contact with me, and 

instead talked and gestured toward one another, all while writing down key points and 

drawing one another diagrams to help convey talking points. Once I completed focus 

group sessions with participants, I began to code, sort, and analyze participants’ 

conversations. Some data from each focus group is used in this dissertation project.  

 

Brief description of methods used for analysis 

Once the individual and focus group interviews were complete, I began analyzing 

each individual interview through written analytical memos (Miles, Huberman, and 

Saldaña 1994; 2013). The analytical memos, sometimes known as qualitative memos, 

are short, mini-analyses of data collected. These mini-analyses reflected what I learned 

as a result of interviewing HealthTech employees and coding their mentoring maps. 

Each memo was about one page in length, single-spaced, and was composed of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
43 As it turned out, participants reserved at least two hours for our focus group sessions. 
Each focus group lasted almost two hours.  
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concepts, themes, and patterns that emerged from participants’ interviews. Based on 

the individual interviews alone, in total, I wrote twenty analytical memos. Then, I 

categorized employees-participants’ experiences and analytical memos by locating 

moments where a participant’s experience aligned with (or not) the research questions 

that framed this study.44  

While I wrote my analytical memos, I also sorted and coded participants’ stories 

and other data with the help of a listing exercise. To illustrate, my listing exercise was 

made up of three steps. I created a three-column spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel. In the 

first column, I wrote a list of the claims I could support with my own, original data. These 

claims are straightforward and descriptive, and some are also obvious (e.g., mentoring 

happens at HealthTech Industries). Every claim I made was supported by evidence from 

my interviews and written activities. This evidence made up the second column. In this 

second column, I referenced the analytical memo (if one existed) I had written about the 

claim, and also any secondary scholarship that would support or refute the claim. Lastly, 

in column three, I referenced all of the primary source data I collected that supported the 

claim. The primary data I used to support these claims were moments in transcribed 

interviews, field notes, observations, and collected artifacts. It is important to note that I 

used, often, more than one of these primary sources as evidence to support a claim; for 

example, a participant’s mentoring map served as evidence for both of my results 

chapters in this dissertation. My over all goal in completing this listing exercise was to 

triangulate my data if possible, thereby making strong connections across participants’ 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
44 I discuss and provide brief answers to these research questions in Chapter 1. 
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mentoring experiences that I may have not realized before (Agar 1985; Lauer and Asher 

1988). Once these three columns were completed, I began to sort them into “buckets” or 

larger categories or themes (e.g., intersections of gender and mentoring).  

This analysis exercise helped me build results chapters by using the grouped 

claims as outlines, and then fleshing out the connections between my work on 

mentoring and the work of previous researchers and theorists in Rhetoric and 

Composition. In total, I had over 200 claims I that I could support with primary and 

secondary data. As we learn in Chapters 3 and 4, I identify that mentoring is a mode of 

learning for HealthTech employees, and that mentoring is indeed useful in building 

sustainable workplace relationships at HealthTech. 

 

Conclusion: Mentoring is Rhetorical Work 

Mentoring has long been considered a useful and often necessary part of an 

individual’s professional development in the workplace. However, mentoring is less 

considered rhetorical work, and is less assumed to be a critical component of an 

individual’s ability to learn over the duration of their career. This limited understanding of 

mentoring negatively affects our approaches to acting and writing in school and non-

school settings. Mentoring in this way prioritizes individual self-development and self-

identification, and works within and across the interests of both employees and 

employers, and teachers and learners. In the following three chapters, I detail what I 

mean when I say that mentoring is rhetorical work by focusing on the invention of 

mentoring for HealthTech employees’ learning and relationship building practices. 
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CHAPTER 3 

HOW MENTORING IS SUPPORTED AS A MODE OF LEARNING AT HEALTHTECH 

INDUSTRIES 

 

And whether it's in a church setting or at work or in business when 

somebody comes alongside you and then helps you to be able to live your 

life better. In business or in other aspects of life.  It could be those guys 

[who] get together for beer and cigars and wonder “How am I going to be a 

better dad?” or whatever else it is. [Mentoring for me right now is] really 

kind of ad hoc, if you will. It's not planned. It's not consistent. It's not 

comprehensive. It's not sustainable. It's just as I am able, and I take 

advantage of it.  

 
--Randall, HealthTech employee 

 

 This chapter outlines the ways HealthTech Industries supports mentoring as a 

mode of learning for its employees. First, I analyze participants’ stories of mentoring, by 

critiquing Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s (1991) communities of practice, and then by 

discussing Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development (ZPD). As we learn 

from the stories throughout this chapter, mentoring for the employee-participants at 

HealthTech is formed because of self-directed motivations; an employee, for instance, 

articulates what she wants and/or needs, and then seeks out a coworker who shares 

her interests, beliefs, and values. This approach to mentoring and learning shifts away 
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from Lave and Wenger’s communities of practice model, and spurs on what I suggest is 

an investment approach to mentoring. This new approach promotes individual self-

development and self-identification, which often leads to accessible and sustainable 

mentoring and workplace relationships for employees. Therefore, an investment 

approach to mentoring, I argue, can constitute a more appropriate alternative to the 

hierarchical communities of practice model that Rhetoric and Composition accepts when 

we talk about school and non-school learning and mentoring. 

 HealthTech’s investment approach to mentoring is part of the professional 

development initiatives inside and outside of the company. These initiatives are both 

formal and informal, and experienced daily by employees. The stories I call upon in this 

chapter reveal that, for HealthTech employee-participants, an investment approach to 

mentoring supports a shift away from workplace practices that promote top-down 

enculturation of employees. Instead, this approach positions employee-participants as 

active contributors and advocates for their mentoring needs; we learn from them that 

mentoring is one way to build professional identity through continued learning. I end this 

chapter by discussing the implications and risks of an investment approach to 

mentoring, specifically the possibilities and challenges employees at HealthTech face 

when implementing, maintaining, and working with and within this mentoring approach. 

Company hierarchies and employee gender identities further complicate this approach 

to mentoring. I take up this point in greater detail in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  
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Professional Development and Mentoring at HealthTech Industries 

 In order to understand how mentoring operates at HealthTech Industries, we must 

first unpack what professional development is for the employees at HealthTech. To 

explain, mentoring is one part of a HealthTech employee’s professional development 

network. According to the participants in this study, other professional development 

opportunities range from individual and group coaching, on-the-job training, workshops 

and seminars, to weekend/week-long retreats, company meetings, lunches and dinners, 

and conversations in the hallway. Collectively, these activities make up the professional 

development practices at HealthTech, and employees decide whether to pursue 

opportunities that may best help them develop personally and professionally. Therefore, 

as we’ll see below, Maria and Randall’s stories of mentoring illustrate how HealthTech 

supports a kind of situated learning through professional development and mentoring for 

its employees.  

 Maria and Randall are senior-level employees at HealthTech, work in different 

divisions, and value professional development for both career and personal growth. 

Maria says of professional development at HealthTech:  

Professional development is having the availability of opportunities to 

improve [my] skills and knowledge. It [professional development] can be 

formal, like classes, seminars, meetings, or it can be informal, like 

conversations in the hallway where you don’t really realize you’re about to 

learn something. 
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Maria continues by saying that professional development often includes mentoring, and 

that mentoring at HealthTech “could be one-on-one or as a group, and sometimes with 

an awareness that it’s happening and sometimes not. It’s deliberate versus 

unintentional, [and] sometimes it’s structured and sometimes it isn’t.” For Maria, this 

kind of situated learning, or situated mentoring, is self-sought, collaborative, and 

accessible.  

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) write in Situated Learning: Legitimate 

Peripheral Participation that people tend to assume that learning is an individual task, 

that it is confined in a particular time and place, and that it results from expert 

instruction. On the contrary, and as we see in Maria’s explanation of professional 

development at HealthTech, Lave and Wenger write that learning happens 

collaboratively and socially. At HealthTech, employees facilitate their learning by 

distributing information and knowledge to and among fellow coworkers, through 

scheduled meetings, emails, and conversations in the hallway.45 For Lave and Wenger, 

these sites of collective learning are known as communities of practice. Communities of 

practice, they write, are everywhere, and participation in them happens in a variety of 

ways, whether at work, at home, or in other social and professional spaces. And 

communities of practice may in fact exist at HealthTech; however, the sites of collective 

learning associated with mentoring at HealthTech “bust open” or “pull apart” Lave and 

Wenger’s idea of communities of practice. We learn how this significant distinction plays 

out throughout the rest of this chapter, and most specifically in Chapter 4.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
45 See Morville (2005); Powell et al. (2014). 
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Similarly to Maria, Randall reflects on professional development and mentoring 

initiatives that are part of HealthTech’s career support network for its employees. For 

Randall, professional development is “acquiring new skills and new knowledge that 

enhance career performance,” and it may lead to career advancement; professional 

development is a combination of personal, job-specific, and company-wide development 

activities. Further, Randall believes that mentoring, which is a crucial part of his 

professional development, should be identified “so it can be comprehensive and 

sustainable.” The sustainability of mentoring, as Randall points out, requires 

commitment from the mentor, the mentee, and other people who are part of a 

individual’s network (e.g., spouses, significant others, supervisors, community leaders, 

customers, etc.). What’s more, Randall believes that HealthTech identifies its mentoring 

initiatives through planning committees, emails, written print memos, and word of 

mouth. For the purposes of this chapter, significant instances of mentoring at 

HealthTech form around mentoring that happens both inside and outside of the 

company.  

 

How Mentoring Works at HealthTech Industries: A Critique of Communities of 

Practice and Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

 Lave and Wenger might assume that Maria and Randall are part of many 

communities of practice at HealthTech. A community of practice involves much more 

than technical know-how or skill associated with completing a task. Communities of 

practice are groups of people who come together because of a shared passion for a 
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particular task or activity. In turn, these people learn to do their task (whatever it might 

be) more effectively because of their regular interactions with one another. What’s more, 

members of a community of practice are involved in relationships over time with other 

members, and thus a community forms around the things (e.g., values, policies, 

programs, beliefs, activities, etc.) that matter to them (Lave and Wenger 98). Maria 

reflects on a professional development group she was a part of at HealthTech. This 

group was essential to her growth as a manager and leader within the company. She 

says: 

We have a lot of homegrown managers here […] and [years ago] my 

management team and I decided to meet every other Friday for 

development time. We went through different books [in order] to grow 

individually and together as a group. It was understood in this group that 

you could share whatever you needed to. There were even times [when] 

you got to understand better how somebody else thought of you as a 

manager, which really helped. 

In this example, Maria shows us that if mentoring is to function well, it needs to not only 

ground itself in shared ideas, shared commitments, and shared goals, but also give 

preference to the individual and her motivations for investing in the group in the first 

place. And while Lave and Wenger assert that the social dynamics involved in becoming 

a full participant in a community of practice include the learning of knowledgeable skills, 

what they fail to address is the agentive self-identification of each member of the 

community of practice. 
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Further, Lave and Wenger note that full participants involved in a community of 

practice develop ways of being and doing that become established and recognized by 

other members of that particular group. In Maria’s example above, for instance, each 

member understood that the group formed and was sustained because each employee 

wanted to become a better manager. So, in order to accomplish their collective goals of 

becoming better managers (and therefore potentially improving the productivity of their 

units), they met bi-monthly to improve their management skills, to reflect on their own 

strengths and limitations as a worker, and to offer professional development advice for 

others in the group. Put another way, Maria’s group of managers came together 

because they identified a need based on individual and shared values and concerns, 

and then created an opportunity for growth and development. In short, Maria and her 

colleagues actively invested in one another’s learning by enabling engaged moments of 

involvement and investment at HealthTech Industries.  

 A significant and problematic point in Lave and Wenger’s communities of practice 

model is the idea of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). According to Lave and 

Wenger, these legitimate peripheral moments:  

[Provide] a way to speak about relations between newcomers and old-

timers, and about activities, identities, artifacts, and communities of 

knowledge and practice [that form] the process of becoming a full 

participant in a socio-cultural practice. They also [suggest] that there are 

multiple, varied, more-or-less engaged and inclusive ways of being, 

located in the fields of participation defined by a community […] and when 
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it is enabled, suggests an opening, a way of gaining access to sources for 

understanding through growing involvement (Lave and Wenger 29, 36-37). 

 

These moments are approved and recognized by the community of practice, and 

tangential to the core practices of the larger organization. It is assumed that within a 

community of practice, as time goes on, the newer members of the group (those on the 

periphery) will become more like old-timers, or those members who have been 

enculturated into the group’s ways of being and doing. The expectation is that, while in 

the LPP, newcomers acquire concepts and language required to interact with more 

seasoned participants as well as with their peers. And herein lies the problem. 

A periphery, according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, is the “marginal or 

secondary position in, or part or aspect of, a group, subject, or sphere of activity.” With 

this definition in mind, we see that Lave and Wenger’s LPP is not only disconcerting but 

also highly colonial. The risk with legitimate peripheral participation is that it is designed, 

possibly, to keep newcomers at the periphery. It is not merely an opening, a way of 

gaining access to sources for understanding through growing involvement. Rather LPP 

is a marginalizing space that grants newcomers full participation in the community of 

practice if––and only if––they enculturate into the group through learning its customs 

and acceptable ways of being.46  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
46 In this chapter, I am treating legitimate peripheral participation as detrimental to an 
individual’s ability to learn over the duration of her career. A different workplace or 
context may prove the LPP as less problematic (e.g., the LPP can provide physical 
safety to a less experienced worker). Still, in both best and worst case scenarios these 
marginalizing dynamics exist. 
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Unlike Lave and Wenger, Maria defines these mentoring moments not as 

peripheral, but rather as moments of professional investment, which are central to 

continued learning at HealthTech. Maria’s mentoring experiences with her management 

team involved both formal and informal development moments, from scheduled 

meetings in Conference Room A to conversations during her lunch break. It is through 

these investment interactions that Maria and her colleagues learn to become better 

managers.  

 

Peers Helping Peers: The Zone of Proximal Development and Mentoring at 

HealthTech Industries 

Lev Vygotsky (1978) writes in Mind in Society: The Development of Higher 

Psychological Processes that the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is:  

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in 

collaboration with more capable peers (86).  

Randall shares a story that clarifies the ZPD, specifically telling how he came to mentor 

a new employee at HealthTech. He says: 

There’s a young man here who’s been with us for about a year and a half. 

He was out of school and looking for work, and so he was hired. I’ve seen 

him doing things, mostly the character he exhibits in his daily work 

routines that makes me want to invest my time and energy in him [to 
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mentor him]. He’s the guy who stops in my office at 6:00a.m with a cup of 

coffee [for me] and says, ‘Hey, Randall, I saw your light on.’ He’s not 

supposed to be to work until 7:30a.m, but he shows up at 6:00a.m. with a 

cup of coffee and says, ‘Hey, I saw your light on.’ The heck he did see my 

light on. Those kinds of people, those are the ones who I want to make an 

investment in, and so I [make time for them], even early in the morning.  

Randall’s story further supports the self-motivation and self-identification of an individual 

who seeks a mentoring relationship. What is unique about this interaction, however, is 

that the new employee’s potential for career growth and potential promotion at 

HealthTech involves more than his technical skill and ability––it also involves the help or 

guidance of another employee, or a more “capable peer” (Vygotsky 68).47 Further, 

Randall and the new employee have developed their own development group, one that 

is defined by shared interest (giving and receiving guidance so that the new employee 

can succeed at whatever he pursues) and commitment to that interest.  

Today, Randall and the new employee continue to develop a collection of 

resources that they share with one another, and with anyone else who may join their 

group. Their collection of resources includes past and present personal and professional 

experiences, stories, tools and other material resources, and ways of addressing 

recurring dilemmas––in short, an invested practice developed out of individual, personal 

motivation. Since mentoring requires purposeful and mutually beneficial interactions, we 

need to continue to closely examine the relationship between how a person learns in a 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
47 See also Bill Hart-Davidson’s (2014) “Learning Many-to-Many: The Best Case for 
Writing in Digital Environments.” 
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given context, the kind of mentoring s/he may receive, and the added value they 

contribute to the work environment.   

For the new employee in Randall’s story, three spaces of personal and 

professional development exist for him in his new work environment (see Figure 2). In 

the first space, the new employee cannot do or accomplish the tasks or goals assigned 

to that job. For example, since the new employee is in the engineering division, he is not 

able to write and implement company-wide human resources documents, because his 

education and skill-set are engineering focused. Next, the second space, or the ZPD, is 

one where the new employee can only accomplish the tasks or goals associated with 

that space with the assistance of another person. For instance, if the new employee 

wants a promotion, one way to facilitate advancement is to rely on, even briefly, 

supportive guidance from his network of “more capable peers” (Vygotsky 86). And lastly, 

the third space is the space where the new employee works for the company for the 

reasons he was hired; in this space, the new employee completes tasks and meets 

goals that rely most heavily on his manual expertise, with little to no guidance needed 

from Randall or other peers at HealthTech. The figure below is an example of peer-to-

peer learning, and the new employee’s ZPD.  
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Randall’s story shows us that peer-to-peer learning can help the new employee 

advance within HealthTech, if the new employee desires promotion. It can be assumed, 

too, that at some point later in their relationship, the new employee can help Randall 

with a new goal or situation. Randall’s ZPD and the new employee’s ZPD is where their 

mentoring relationship begins to matter most. 

 

Investment Instead of Enculturation: An Investment Approach to Mentoring at 

HealthTech Industries  

As I have shown so far in this chapter, Maria and Randall’s experiences of 

mentoring indicate to us that an investment approach to mentoring is necessary for 

sustaining the workplace relationships they are part of. An employee’s investment in 

Figure 2. Image: Representation of what the new employee 
can and cannot do with or without help  
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and motive for mentoring (as mentor and/or mentee), for example, can now be mapped; 

their mentoring can be traced back to their personal motivations, and then extended in 

relation to their professional network. This mapping makes visible any gaps in 

knowledge or expertise an employee may encounter, and also shows the people, 

places, and things that are most valued in an individual’s network. Then, with the help of 

any number of mentors, the employee can invest in the kinds of guidance s/he identifies 

as necessary for a particular situation or to accomplish a certain goal.  

What’s more, for Randall, his mentoring relationships start because of a kind of 

threshold or tipping point, which is something that he identifies as being an opportunity 

for investment. These tipping points, as Randall describes them, are often small, “felt on 

the inside” or personal, and are the impetus for mentoring. They may manifest as formal 

or informal, but most importantly, these smaller moments must be encouraged by all 

HealthTech employees, regardless of their participation in a particular mentoring 

initiative. Investing in oneself turns into investing in others, as Randall continues, and 

eventually leads to satisfactory and sustainable workplace relationships.  

The investment approach toward mentoring at HealthTech, outlined by the 

employee-participants of this study, is situated in two different yet interconnected 

understandings of workplace culture. HealthTech Industries is a medical device 

manufacturing company, where devices are created and shipped for customers, while 

also ensuring customer satisfaction, thereby increasing HealthTech’s overall revenue 

and profit each year. At the same time, HealthTech is a company composed of 

thousands of employees who are responsible for everything like meeting and interacting 
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with customers from around the world, to designing and making surgical tools and bodily 

implants that make better the quality of life for patients. Therefore, in addition to 

employees’ unanimous implementation and maintenance of an investment approach to 

mentoring, employees must also understand the corporate and social motives that are 

part of the HealthTech’s culture. Since HealthTech’s investment is two fold, in people 

(e.g., customers and employees) and products, HealthTech is responsible for not only 

production and material outcomes, but also the professional and personal growth of its 

employees.  

And while it is important to credit the high quality of HealthTech’s devices, 

implants, and casings for its customers and for the patients who rely on those products, 

what is of most significance to this chapter is how both informal and formal mentoring, 

like we’ve seen in Maria and Randall’s stories, directly contribute to the quality of those 

products produced and delivered by HealthTech. This investment approach to 

mentoring positions colleagues as peers, which differs from a communities of practice 

model of mentoring that marginalizes most at the benefit of the few. To reiterate, an 

investment approach to mentoring, as opposed to a mentoring approach that assumes 

what employees need and/or want from professional development, positions the 

employee (as mentor or mentee) as an active agent in deciding what is best for her/him 

in that particular relationship or situation. Indeed, as Maria and Randall have 

demonstrated, this contextualized approach to mentoring shifts from enculturation, or a 

kind of workplace colonialism, to investment, or a kind of workplace equity or fairness. 

An investment approach to mentoring privileges all employees’ learning over rigid, 
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organizational structures that, ultimately, put the needs of the workplace (as a product-

driven manufacturing company) above the individual needs and wants of its employees.  

This reorientation for HealthTech means that employees can not only locate existing 

instances of and opportunities for mentoring but also invent and sustain new and 

positive mentoring within their work environment.   

As I have said previously, an investment approach to mentoring is made up of 

formal and informal activities, and is experienced by employees while at HealthTech 

and outside of it. Formal instances of mentoring at HealthTech are useful for 

employees, and participants shared with me that they would miss the formal programs 

and activities were they to be missing from HealthTech’s professional development 

repertoire. Still, the informal mentoring moments like lunches, coffee breaks, and 

hallway conversations are equally if not more important for their professional and 

personal growth. These informal and sometimes invisible moments occur within and 

because of the daily, mundane work practices of employees. The ability to mentor 

and/or be mentored in the here-and-now, as Maria emphasizes, is “directly connected to 

timely and accurate shipment of product to customers now and in the future.” In short, 

employee learning and employee relationships directly correlate to customer and patient 

satisfaction.  

Maria understands this investment approach to mentoring at HealthTech as 

“generative and cyclical, from the top to the bottom, or the bottom to the top.” To 

illustrate, Maria says that because her boss participates in positive mentoring 

relationships, he then encourages her to seek mentoring opportunities that best suit her 
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needs. And, as we might assume, she in turn encourages those within her unit to seek 

mentoring opportunities that make the most sense for them.  She recalls: 

I’ve learned to make time for, to take the time out of my day-to-day routine, 

to do mundane, simple things, like making time for opportunities and 

learning, like scheduling seminars, scheduling to [take] a class or even 

walking down the hallway to grab a pop and learn something from a 

coworker I see or pass by. 

These formal and informal professional development investments remind me of 

McGuire and Reger’s (2003) co-mentoring model, where initiatives between and among 

employees at the same or different divisions occur frequently within the company. And 

one reason co-mentoring initiatives are possible at HealthTech is because of 

professional development organizations outside of HealthTech that work with 

HealthTech employees in finding and working with a mentor/mentee. These external 

organizations, for instance, provide HealthTech employees with valuable material 

resources, as well as networks of other business and medical professionals.   

 

An Investment Approach to Mentoring at HealthTech Industries: A Case Example  

HealthTech employees have the option to participate in an organization outside 

of the company whose mission it is to support, mentor, and develop executive, 

managerial, and production-level professionals in the Midwest. This case example 

focuses primarily on the Midwest organization as a whole, as well as a specific 

mentoring initiative in which Maria is involved. What follows, in this section is a 
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rhetorical analysis of how this organization contributes to HealthTech’s investment 

approach to mentoring. As we will learn in this section, this Midwest organization 

supports a model of professional development that promotes consistent interaction and 

learning, which enables all members to perform roles and tasks safely with low risk. 

This organization, no doubt, further supports an investment approach to mentoring at 

HealthTech Industries. 

HealthTech Industries is a part of a Midwestern non-profit organization, or as 

Maria calls it “a learners group,” which was founded a few years ago by business 

professionals in the region. The organization is dedicated to supporting the professional 

interests of women and men in the Midwest by inspiring, supporting, and empowering 

them to achieve personal and career success. The organization offers educational 

opportunities to its members in the form of workshops, invited speakers, and group and 

paired mentoring. These opportunities build individual leadership skills and business 

connections, and support mentoring relationships between and among members.  

What’s more, being part of the organization offers many tangible and/or material 

benefits, including: 

• Connecting with other professionals in the Midwest;  

• Building a cross-industry network of engaged professionals;  

• Developing knowledge and leadership skills through organization-sponsored 

programs and events;  

• Supporting mentoring through a separate mentoring program;  

• Volunteering in regional and local communities, and; 

• Honing professional skills by being part of the organization’s many committees 

and/or Board of Directors. 
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Additionally, the organization promotes many intangible benefits, too, like being 

associated with a leading organization, and being recognized for one’s professional 

and/or career-advancing accomplishments. As of June 2014, the organization had over 

ten company sponsors to assist with event planning and event execution, and to help 

with the total financial stability of the organization.  

Moreover, the organization sponsors many events throughout the year, and 

makes available other material resources to its members. Recent events include how to 

build one’s personal and professional brand, how to take full advantage of one’s 

strengths for personal and professional growth, and speed networking with other 

business professionals. Additionally, the organization offers print and online resources 

like documents/print texts, website links, video links, and other downloadable materials 

to its members. This additional information can be used for continued and sustained 

personal and professional development across time and space.  

Perhaps most interesting to this case example and dissertation is that the 

Midwest professional development organization has a mentoring program available to 

its members. Maria has found the mentoring program to be beneficial to both mentees 

and mentors. And, according to documents from the mentoring program, the lists below 

reflect these benefits to both mentees and mentors respectively:  

For mentees 

• Develop strengths and overcome weaknesses  

• Develop new skills and knowledge  

• Create career and professional development plans 
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 For mentors 

• Invest in others  

• Be recognized as an expert and leader  

• Gain exposure to fresh perspectives, ideas, and approaches 

• Develop leadership and coaching style  

 

A person can serve as both a mentor and mentee (e.g., Maria has been both a 

mentee and a mentor in her duration with the program), and mentees have access to 

one-on-one and/or group mentoring. Other programmatic activities and resources 

include monthly mentoring meetings, meet-and-greet events (where mentor/mentee 

pairings and/or groupings take place), and facilitation tools (like guide books, 

workbooks, and online and print resources). As a member of the mentoring program, an 

individual must participate in monthly, self-initiated mentoring sessions, and all 

associated program events.  

 The minimum amount of time a mentor devotes to the mentoring program is one 

hour a month, and s/he is required to help with at least three organization events during 

the year. The minimum amount of time a mentee devotes to the mentoring program is 

one hour a month, plus planning and follow-up activities, of which no specific amount of 

time is indicated. Mentors are also required to attend three organization events during 

the year. 

Before HealthTech committed to financially and ideologically supporting the 

organization’s (and by extension the mentoring program) mission, Maria and another 

female colleague were “approached [by the CEO of HealthTech] [to do] some 

experiential research, and see if this [the organization] was something that HealthTech 
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Industries needed.” So, Maria and the other female colleague asked the Midwest 

organization’s Board of Directors to attend one of the organization’s events free of 

charge, so they could observe and interact with other members of the organization. The 

Board of Directors agreed, and plans were made for Maria and her coworker to attend 

the upcoming event. Still, even after plans were solidified, Maria recalls that she was 

hesitant to attend an event. For Maria, previous professional development and 

mentoring experiences that were particularly unhelpful heavily influenced her willingness 

to participate in other and future development initiatives.48 

Still, the employees at HealthTech have found the regional, Midwest organization 

appropriate to their development needs. Since joining the Midwest organization almost 

two years ago, the employees at HealthTech have reaped many benefits as members, 

and as mentors and mentees. Maria puts it nicely, saying: 

It’s been a very rewarding experience since I can go outside my comfort 

zone to be mentored by different people. So, by connecting with a bigger 

group of people, and bringing in ideas from multiple facets, because you 

have so many people from different industries who are part of this 

organization, it expands my reach in being able to give and receive 

support like this, and to help maintain a program like this. Being part of it 

[the organization and mentoring program] has really helped me 

professionally, mostly because I surround myself with people who share 

their life experiences inside and outside of work. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
48 I address Maria’s hesitations with mentoring initiatives in Chapter 4. 
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HealthTech employees’ experiences with the Midwest organization have been largely 

positive. Since HealthTech’s approach to business focuses on building lasting 

relationships between employees and with customers, we see how with the help of this 

professional development organization, HealthTech can continue to support its 

employees. The professional development opportunities available to employees can 

lead to better quality products, and happy and satisfied customers. These development 

opportunities give employees, as Randall states, avenues “to talk to smart people, [and] 

to take advantage of those opportunities where we can find a mentor or two.” In sum, 

this regional organization is a needed and supported addition to HealthTech’s 

investment approach to mentoring because its impact on the employees at HealthTech 

reaches not only their professional careers and home lives, but also the many people 

with whom they do business.  

 

Implications and Risks of an Investment Approach to Mentoring 

I end this chapter by discussing the implications and risks of an investment 

approach to mentoring. These implications and risks raise a few important questions 

about mentoring as a mode of learning not only for HealthTech Industries but also for 

rhetoric and writing practice. Specifically, I address the advantages and consequences 

of developing an investment model of mentoring that is collaborative and inclusive. 
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Then, I begin to respond to the way mentoring relationships and networks are built and 

sustained are complicated by an individual’s gender identity.49  

Formal and informal mentoring are generative in allowing mentors and mentees 

time to meet and discuss issues of professional and personal interest.50 And, as I have 

shown, Maria and her management team thrived off of formal, bi-monthly meetings that 

were organized around shared practices, motivations, and interests.  What’s more, 

these managers, both new and old, could talk about personal and professional goals, 

ranging from family planning and self-esteem building, to workplace promotions and 

building their professional networks. In short, whether formal or informal, mentoring is 

successful when it consists of peer-to-peer learning.  

Additionally, for Randall, Amaury Nora and Gloria Crisp’s (2009) four mentoring 

constructs are upheld in both formal and informal mentoring instances that occur inside 

and/or outside of HealthTech. Nora and Crisp posited that the most positive and 

productive mentoring relationships adhere to four principles: 1) psychological and 

emotional support, 2) support for setting goals and choosing a career path, 3) subject 

knowledge support aimed at advancing a learner’s knowledge relevant to his or her 

chosen field, 4) and the specification of a role model. We might accurately assume, 

then, that Randall’s past experiences with mentoring, whether positive or negative, 

heavily influence his approach to mentoring the new employee referenced at the 

beginning of this chapter.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49  In Chapter 4, I focus exclusively on mentoring as rhetorical work that builds 
relationships.  
50 See Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988, 1989); Barr Ebest (2002); Rickly and 
Harrington (2002); Lauer et al. (2008).	
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Interestingly, what emerged from Maria and Randall’s interviews was a fifth 

construct not proposed by Nora and Crisp: mentee willingness.51  A mentee’s 

willingness to participate in and support a culture of mentoring depends in large part on 

the mentee’s previous perceptions and/or experiences with mentoring. Henry, Huff 

Bruland, and Sano-Franchini (2010) write that mentee willingness is “the presence of a 

mentee is a self-evident necessity for mentoring, [but] the degrees of engagement” can 

vary significantly. Limited mentee engagement or even refusal to participate in the 

mentoring relationship or activities, for instance, often leads to unnecessary stress for 

both the mentor and mentee.  

While formal mentoring is a vital part of non-academic workplaces and academic 

institutions across the United States, informal mentoring also occurs in workplaces and 

academic institutions. As Maria and Randall have shown, informal mentoring often 

happens alongside and as an extension of formal mentoring.52 Informal mentoring 

relationships are fruitful in allowing mentors and mentees to meet and discuss issues of 

professional and personal interest when and how it’s convenient for them; however, a 

distinguishing characteristic between formal and informal mentoring is that the informal 

relationship is often characterized by mentors and mentees coming together because of 

shared and/or similar personal interests, personality types, and even friendship.53 For 

Randall especially, the informal support he gave and continues to give and receive from 

the new employee has allowed their relationship to evolve toward a co-equal one. At 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
51 A similar construct was observed in Henry, Huff Bruland, and Sano-Franchini’s 2010 
article about class-attached mentoring and mentee willingness. 
52 See Chandler (1996); Moore (2000); Bloom (2007); and Leon and Pigg (2011). 
53 In Chapter 4, I discuss this point in greater detail. 
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HealthTech, mentoring can happen when employees least expect it, and as Maria 

notes, “that’s pretty darn cool.”  Mentoring occurs in a multitude of spaces and places, 

and with many and varied tools and technologies. In some ways, too, mentoring is also 

used to subvert and rebuild existing social/ideological structures within the company to 

allow for more and better opportunities of collaboration and inclusion.54  

 

Conclusion: How Writing Programs Contribute to Workplace Mentoring and 

Learning 

Amy Goodburn, Donna LeCourt and Carrie Leverenz (2013) write that it is 

important for Rhetoric and Composition “to represent those alternative [professional 

development] narratives and, through those narratives, argue for expanding 

predominant definitions of professional success” (ix-x).  Taking up Goodburn, LeCourt, 

and Leverenz’s call, in this chapter I have shown that mentoring is rhetorical work that 

can help us expand our current understandings of what constitutes success not just in 

our research, teaching, and service commitments, but also for our students. An increase 

in the awareness and visibility of how important mentoring is to the professional 

development of both the mentee and mentor can remedy the “lack of publicly visible 

demonstrations of ‘success’––or rather, a range of possible successes” within Rhetoric 

and Composition, Technical Communication, the academy more broadly, and also for 

the students we teach (Goodburn et al., xviii). Redefining success means rethinking how 

we invest in ourselves, in our colleagues, and ultimately in our ability to learn over the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54 I elaborate on this point in Chapter 2. 
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duration of our careers. If our attitudes of what counts as professional development and 

success shift and expand to include and investment approach to mentoring, we can 

more easily observe the ways in which we as writing teachers invest in collaborative 

learning for our students and ourselves.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

MENTORING IS RHETORICAL WORK THAT BUILDS RELATIONSHPS 
 

 
I knew an employee of mine needed work, needed development, needed 

mentoring, needed something. She says she wants to be mentored, but 

sometimes I think she doesn’t want to hear the truth, face her past. I know 

that priority is getting product out the door, and that’s very important, but 

there’s more to it than that.  And I tell her “I’m an open door, I’m going to 

stop what I’m doing and I will meet with you.” I guess, it’s about looking in 

the mirror every day, saying, “I’m a great person, I love this person that I 

see.” Because, at the end of day, it’s about understanding your core self, 

and how you feel about yourself.  

 
--Julie, HealthTech employee 

  
 Lynee Lewis Gaillet and Michelle Eble write in the introduction of the 2008 edited 

collection Stories of Mentoring: Theory & Praxis that the book’s purpose is to “define the 

current status of mentoring” in Rhetoric and Composition by giving “insight into the 

character of those rare individuals who embody the term mentor” (3). They note that the 

stories found in the book are temporally and situationally bound, and each story offers 

different conceptions of mentoring as students and teachers within English studies 

experience it. And while each chapter is contextually different, the stories offer, 

according to the editors, “effective models of mentoring” while providing “heuristics for 

building mentoring programs that view mentoring as a scholarly activity” (306).  
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These strategies, anecdotes, and experiences about mentoring, as Lewis Gaillet 

and Eble write, do not seek to provide a definition of mentoring, but rather glimpses into 

the professional and personal relationships that constitute academic institutions, 

departments, and programs. Academic mentoring, writes Eble in the concluding chapter 

of the book, assumes many forms including but not limited to “co-teaching [and] 

dissertation directing […] advising […] and modeling effective administrative and 

professional activities” (307). Stories of Mentoring is representative of particular 

moments in time, and is not exhaustive of all kinds and situations of mentoring.  

 As I have previously discussed, mentoring, when done well, is mutually beneficial 

for and respectful toward all persons involved. However, too often, mentoring is not 

reciprocal nor is it respectful, and “resistance to mentoring exists and power/authority 

struggles are real” (Lewis Gaillet and Eble 309). A close examination of power and 

authority struggles between mentors and mentees reveals how mentoring matters to 

rhetoric and writing practice. To illustrate, Dorothy Winsor (2003) examines how 

engineers and engineering students learn to write in their organization, and navigate the 

organization’s workplace networks. Winsor argues that writing does more than 

communicate knowledge: it generates new knowledge, trains new knowledge creators 

and workers, and can support the organization’s hierarchical power structure.55 And like 

Winsor’s view of writing, mentoring can also support or subvert an organization’s 

workplace structure. As Miles and Burnett (2008) note, when the “little things” of 

mentoring like gender identity are explored, the sometimes hidden social motives of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
55 See also Bill Hart-Davidson, Clay Spinuzzi, and Mark Zachry (2006). 
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workplace are exposed (127). 

Therefore, citing the work of James Sosnoski and Beth Burmester (2005), Lewis 

Gaillet and Eble challenge Rhetoric and Composition to continue to rethink the colonial 

master/apprentice models of mentoring where “apprenticeship helped maintain the 

distance between masters and apprentices, in the conditions of their labor and wages” 

(6). Lewis Gaillet and Eble call for future research on mentoring to “focus on fostering 

mentoring relationships that occur across boundaries of race, ethnicity, class, gender, 

sexuality, and disability”, that is, research that celebrates identity differences, while 

fostering mutual benefit and respect between/among mentors and mentees (309).  

With their challenge in mind, I focus this chapter on how mentoring is rhetorical 

work that can build workplace relationships, and how an individual’s gender identity 

complicates these relationships. Specifically, I argue that mentoring, like an individual’s 

gender identity, has a performative dimension to it. So, in this chapter, I primarily focus 

on women’s experience of mentoring, or mentoring experiences that involve women at 

HealthTech. I focus on their stories because the women in this study identified their 

gender identities as affecting their mentoring relationships. What’s more, many of the 

women participants in this study indicated that their gender identity and mentoring 

relationships intersect in ways that not only put their mentoring relationships at risk but 

also their jobs. I end this chapter by beginning to answer Jeffrey Jablonski’s (2005) 

charge to rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers to create and work with 

“professionalizing strategies [that] are appropriate in career contexts” (37). In discussing 

the appropriate, professionalizing strategies put forth by Jablonski, I extend his 
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argument to consider the cost(s) of non-participation in mentoring and other 

professionalizing relationships.  

 For the purposes of this chapter, I define how I use feminism and gender identity, 

respectively. In Chapter 1, I referenced Royster and Kirsch (2012), borrowing their 

definition of feminism as the “commitment to justice, equality, empowerment, and 

peace, while keeping the contours of this notion dynamic and open, resisting the deep 

desire to speak as if there is no need for negotiation” (Royster and Kirsch 644). And, in 

this chapter, we will learn that the employee-participants’ stories of mentoring make 

space for open and dynamic understandings of gender identity.  

 Additionally, I draw upon Judith Butler's (1990) notion of performativity to inform 

how I talk about participants’ gender identities. To be clear, in this chapter and 

dissertation project, I do not use the word performativity; rather, I articulate the 

performative dimension of an employee-participant’s gender as it is socially constructed 

and shaped by relations of power. As we will see, the ways a HealthTech employee 

identifies her/his gender, and/or is identified by her/his gender are multiple, complex, 

and contribute to the sustainability of mentoring within the company.  

 The employee-participants in this study identified as female or male, man or 

woman, and gay or straight. Additionally, all participants referred to themselves as male 

and man, or as female and woman, with no distinction between sex or gender. For the 

scope of this chapter, then, I am using their self-identifications within the context of their 

interviews and analyses of their mentoring experiences. I am not intentionally 

implicating any further meaning(s) about their gender identities or identifications.  
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How Gender Identity Complicates an Investment Approach to Mentoring at 

HealthTech Industries 

I don’t think [my gender affects the way I mentor others at HealthTech]. 

[When it comes to mentoring women], I think there’s a sensitivity side [to 

mentoring them], and being able to understand that sensitivity side may 

impact [the relationship] and how I mentor [women at HealthTech]. But, I 

treat everybody the same. And yeah, sometimes I don’t get the sensitivity 

side of [mentoring women]. [And if I need help], I ask a female employee 

to help me. So, I guess, I don’t see gender as a big deal. 

--Patrick, a HealthTech employee, individual interview 

 

Patrick’s story is not new or all that surprising. He is a senior-level employee at 

HealthTech, and identifies as a straight man. He has worked for HealthTech for many 

years, and in his division the majority of employees he works with are men. And 

because of his story, we see more clearly what we already know––that especially in 

male-dominated industries like engineering or manufacturing, certain kinds of identities 

are more acceptable than others. Patrick’s story shows us that his gender identity is 

most likely considered standard or usual at HealthTech. Patrick does not need to see 

“gender as a big deal,” because his gender identity is part of the dominant structures 

that his discipline (i.e., engineering) identifies as normal (e.g., straight, male, man). We 

might assume, then, that his approach to mentoring follows suit, and can result in him 
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either asking a female coworker for help in mentoring, or, as he later clarified, opting out 

of difficult, “sensitive” mentoring situations altogether. 

We have seen in previous chapters that mentoring helps HealthTech employees 

learn not only a skill or trade but also helps them learn about the beliefs and values that 

make up their work environment. Perryman-Clark and Craig (2011) point out that a 

workplace culture most certainly is complicated by gender identity. They write that all 

institutional structures, which would include HealthTech, have “particular investitures 

around identity that align relations of power to representation” (39).  Further, they posit, 

certain identity categories like those that represent race (e.g., white) and gender identity 

(e.g., man and male) align more easily with top-down, power structures and ideologies. 

In Patrick’s story, we learn that he is able to keep his gender identity separate from his 

mentoring relationships. We can infer, then, that while HealthTech supports an 

investment approach to mentoring, some employees have to work harder at investing 

than do others.  

As I stated previously in this chapter and in Chapter 3, women employees at 

HealthTech experience their approaches to mentoring and their gender identities as 

deeply connected. In addition to the Midwest organization discussed in Chapter 3, 

women employees at HealthTech were associated with a national organization 

committed to providing women in biotechnology with opportunities to develop in their 

work environments. Maria, speaking for herself and other women employees too, 

remembers that the national organization: 
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just wasn’t the right fit for us. The women on that board, they’re good 

people, really, but they wear suits to work every day, and we, uh, don’t. 

[And] everything we did [for professional development and mentoring] had 

to be approved by them, which was also approved by [our] corporate 

structure. [The national mentoring group] was like [being part of] another 

business.  

For Maria, we learn that her gender identity is closely tied to, in this example, what she 

wears to work. We also observe that, for her, wearing suits to work indicates a more 

rigid, enculturating approach to mentoring, which, in fact, was the case with the national 

organization. And because of this, HealthTech’s involvement with the national 

organization did not last much more than a year. Once again, we are reminded that 

mentoring is affected by the personal, social, and ideological motivations of an individual 

and a workplace. 

Moreover, Claire, another senior-level employee at HealthTech, says that her 

gender identity influences not only how she performs her role as mentor and/or mentee, 

but also how others expect her to perform her gender and mentoring roles at work.  

And this group [the Midwest organization] wanted me to come and help 

them out [with their mentoring program]. I [was] like, ‘Well, what if these 

ladies find out about me [my gender and sexual orientation] and they don’t 

want me there because I might not be the right kind of … what’s the word I 

want … role model for them.’  I guess I worried about how my coming out 

would affect things, whether it would be directly here at HealthTech or out 
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in the larger community. I was afraid that I would be a blemish on 

HealthTech, or that the ladies in the [Midwest organization] would find out 

about me, if they didn’t already know, and [say to me] ‘You can’t be in this 

group … we’re trying to be good examples for people.’  

 

Claire is an active member of the Midwest professional development organization 

discussed in Chapter 3, and she spends much of her time within the organization 

growing the mentoring program. Still, because of Claire’s gender identity, and recent 

coming out as gay (both in personal and professional spheres), she frequently wonders 

how her gender identity and sexual orientation affect her value as a mentor and/or 

mentee.  

We see in Claire’s mentoring experience that her gender identity is intimately 

connected to her experiences with mentoring. We also learn that Claire worries (almost 

constantly) that her gender identity will make it difficult for her to get the mentoring she 

needs for personal and professional development. And, unlike Patrick, we can infer that 

Claire’s gender identity is not considered normal. For Claire, she might be seen as, 

according to her, “too different or too difficult to work with” by the Midwest organization, 

and therefore encouraged to leave the group. Luckily for Claire, this has not been the 

case, and she remains active with the organization today.  

Claire states that the intersections of her gender identity and mentoring helps her 

educate others at work and in the community about tolerance, acceptance, and 

accountability. She says: 
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Going back to my personal experience [of coming out], there were and still 

are opportunities I have to be an example to people. And there are 

informal opportunities for mentoring since I’m one of the faces of 

HealthTech in the community. There’s this huge dynamic [in coming out], 

and I finally just had to let [the negativity] go and say, ‘I hope I can make a 

difference, and that if there are people in the [Midwest organization], for 

example, [who] have an issue with me, that I can change their mind. I want 

them to think ‘you’re just one of us, and you’re here for the same reason 

as we are. To learn.’ 

 

Patrick, Maria, and Claire’s mentoring stories remind us that gendered bodies operate 

within a matrix of power, which is often invisible and confusing to navigate. When we 

consider how mentors and mentees use their gender identity to mark themselves and 

others in the workplace, then we begin to see how the ways in which we mentor are 

shaped by “our beliefs that how one identifies racially, politically, or by gender gauges 

literacy practices, and how one shapes relationships with others” (Mitchell and Weiler x 

as cited in Perryman-Clark and Craig 48). The ways Patrick, Maria, and Claire engage 

with others at HealthTech and in the Midwest professional development organization is 

dependent on two criteria: 1) how they understand their own gender identities, and 2) 

how they interpret others’ genders as a signification of and expectation for how 

mentoring should happen between themselves and others at work and in the 

community.  



	
  
	
  

90 

The complexities associated with gender identity in traditional mentoring 

relationships are often not acknowledged or recognized as valuable attributes to its 

goals and outcomes. Failure to identify, recognize, and accept the influence of gender 

identity in the mentoring relationship not only suppresses desired learning outcomes 

and growth for both the mentor and mentee, but also quickly shifts the focus of the 

relationship to the unspoken or ignored intricacies of mentoring. To better understand 

how mentoring helps build relationships between and among men and women, this 

section addressed how and why an individual’s gender identity acts as the impetus for 

forming and sustaining mentoring relationships. 

 
Risks and Benefits of Non-Hierarchical Mentoring Networks 
 
 The matrix of power that restricts certain gendered bodies and influences 

workplace mentoring relationships is, according to Rebecca Rickly (2000), manifested 

most significantly as the “old boy’s network” (2). According to Rickly, the “old boy’s 

network” approach to mentoring is often associated with master/apprentice models of 

advising and guiding, and other practices that foster hierarchical and patriarchal ways of 

navigating institutional settings. In this way, mentoring is a disciplining mechanism, one 

that keeps certain people in (straight, male, man) and others out (straight, gay, female, 

woman). And yet, while women and other minorities are usually not welcomed in these 

more traditional “networks,” they often do not desire these types of exclusive, 

competition-driven relationships in the first place. Rather, as we have learned so far in 

this chapter, women prefer to invest in mentoring relationships that are mutually and 

inclusively supportive and productive. These kinds of relationships “avoid the problems 
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associated with the traditional model, withstand the stress of career interruptions and 

family responsibilities,” and promote inclusive learning for both mentor and mentee 

(Chandler 1996, 94). An investment approach to mentoring, as I have argued, has the 

potential to do just this––to acknowledge an individual’s gender identity as significant to 

and an essential part of mentoring and learning. 

 Cindy Moore (2000) remarks, however, that all too often women experience poor 

and even hurtful mentoring, or no mentoring whatsoever (149). Poor mentoring or a lack 

of mentoring altogether often occurs because of unequal distribution of material 

resources, a lack of respect for both the mentor and mentee, and even personal 

differences like not being friends (Moore 150). The mentoring experiences throughout 

this study, and in this chapter specifically, reveal that a communities of practice 

approach to mentoring thrives off of exclusion rather than inclusion; in this way, not 

being friends with one another, for instance, can be grounds for an individual not 

becoming a full participant in the mentoring community.  

 It is also important to note that for some women employees at HealthTech, 

informal mentoring relationships are more easily flattened or non-hierarchical, are 

positive, and lead to personal fulfillment and career growth. According to Baake et al. 

(2008), an informal mentoring relationship is often characterized by mentors and 

mentees coming together because of shared or similar interests and personality types. 

These informal mentoring relationships often focus on relationship building, by placing 

an equal focus on the ways two more people are connected to each other, as well as 

the objective goals of mentoring, like career advancement. Moreover, these informal 
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mentoring relationships are crucial to helping an individual transition into new work roles 

as professional collaborators, with the emphasis on developing productive and lasting 

relationships as colleagues (Baake et al. 65).  

 And while Baake et al. provide a useful starting point for us in understanding the 

importance of building a mentoring relationship around shared interests, personality 

traits, and even friendship, what they fail to address is the significance an individual’s 

gender identity plays in not only developing a mentoring relationship but also sustaining 

it. For example, Julie discusses an informal mentoring experience she had as a member 

of local women’s group. Julie explains: 

I’ve always been involved in women’s groups both [associated with 

HealthTech] and outside of work. [These] groups are fun; a lot of [them] 

are about networking and even mentoring, and a lot of the women in 

[these] groups are also professionals, or teachers or executives. I also 

belong to two [informal] groups of girls’ night out, one from here at work 

and one outside [of work]. And to some degree, we’re all friends who are 

all professionals. For us, it’s [about] networking and just spending time 

[outside of work] together. But personally, for me, it’s about keeping my 

friends and common interests close, which I think is also crucial for 

mentoring. 

For Julie, the relationships she fosters with women both at work and in other social and 

professional arenas are positive, and critical for her personal and professional growth. 

And we learn that Julie relies on and values informal opportunities to make up her 
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mentoring network. Her relationships are firstly built on shared personal interests and 

experiences, and these shared qualities are found at work, at home, and in her hobbies 

(e.g., one of the groups Julie belongs is a group of women who are dedicated to fun, 

fitness, friendship, and leading an over all fulfilling life). Julie is not required by her 

supervisor at HealthTech to attend these formal and informal mentoring activities; 

rather, she seeks out these moments, treating them as vital to her growth as a woman 

and as a professional. Elsewhere in this dissertation, I have called attention to a 

feminist, relational, investment model of mentoring that “seeks to dispel the view of the 

disembodied intellectual by attending to [an individual’s] familial, personal, and 

emotional needs,” all of which, as I have shown, affect mentoring and its professional 

and personal goals and outcomes (McGuire and Reger 54). And we have further 

learned, via Julie’s story, that HealthTech employee-participants value a kind of co-

mentoring or investment model of mentoring, one that “emphasiz[es] the importance of 

cooperative, non-hierarchical relationships for learning and development,” and also 

makes explicit the need to take seriously how an individual’s gender identity impacts 

mentoring (McGuire and Reger 57).  

 With the addition of Julie’s story, we have a clearer understanding of how an 

investment approach to mentoring at HealthTech is enacted. An investment approach to 

mentoring supports, indeed it insists upon, the mentor and mentee to seriously consider 

the relationship they are about to enter together. By this I mean that both the mentor 

and mentee must talk about, write, draw or map out the expectations of the relationship. 

Moreover, an investment approach to mentoring acknowledges and attends to the 
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practices and positionalities held in common (or not) by the mentor and mentee. We see 

in Julie’s story, a co-mentoring model, with its emphasis on mutual empowerment, 

positions her better to not only feel safe in learning and growing as a woman and 

professional, but also helps her create safe spaces for other similar women to, in her 

words, “see if there’s anyone out there, who [they] can relate to.”  

And while many female employees at HealthTech value relationship building and 

attendance to shared interests and practices in their mentoring endeavors, nevertheless 

some women at HealthTech are invested in mentoring that encourages masculinist 

values of hierarchy and competition. Consequently, Julie’s story does not speak for all 

women at HealthTech. Vertical advancement within a workplace, and even lateral 

promotion are risky for women, especially when management and executive-level 

positions are occupied by women who are or were a part of the “old boy’s network.” To 

illustrate, I turn once more to Maria, who talks openly about her experiences of being 

part of mentoring relationships with women at HealthTech and in other professional 

spaces. Unlike Julie, Maria’s mentoring experiences with women are more negative 

than positive.  

According to Maria, women, more than men, tend to hold on to personal and 

professional bitterness in the workplace, which can lead to an uncomfortable and, at 

times, hostile work environment. In Maria’s view, some women in professional spaces 

are “two-faced” in their approach to helping other women succeed. Maria recalls a 

specific instance of mentoring, outside of HealthTech yet connected to it where 

“somewhere [in our smaller group], [the failure of the group] had to do with some of the 
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other women. Like I said before, you know how women can be together. We hold on to 

grudges [more than men do].” For Maria, while mentoring can be a useful and 

necessary way to build and sustain her relationships at work, mentoring can also create 

an aggressive tension between and among the women in her professional network. This 

tension is often spurred on by intense competition for attention and recognition by peers 

and supervisors, and also highly coveted resources, like the newest technology and 

time off. Maria further clarifies her mentoring experience by saying: 

[This] hypocritical thing goes on. ‘Hey, you want to get together? Want to 

grow together?’ And we do grow together, but only in certain ‘rah-rah’ 

spaces. And sure, [some of us women] eventually have a support group at 

HealthTech. Yet, others claim to be all about mentoring walk by my office 

everyday, and the least [they] could do is say ‘hi’ since they see me sitting 

there, but they don’t. They just keep on walking.   

 

We can conclude from Maria’s story that the who, the when, and the where of mentoring 

are also an integral part of an investment approach to mentoring for HealthTech 

employees. The who, the when, and the where of mentoring can come with a hefty 

price, as we have seen previously in this chapter. For women, the price of being ‘one of 

the boys’ is often a willingness to turn against other women colleagues, especially if 

maintaining the hegemonic workplace status quo means job security.  

The tendency to compete with one another further marginalizes women’s access 

to support and information, and even continued informal and formal mentoring 
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opportunities. Therefore, while mentoring in one space is considered safe and 

conducive to learning, in another space, mentoring presents a kind of threat to an 

individual’s professional relevancy. And because the risk––perceived or actual––

associated with career advancement for women is lived daily for most women, 

mentoring relationships that traverse professional spaces and places is sometimes 

tricky at best and the cause for workplace insecurity and paranoia at worst. 

 

Mentoring, Career-long Learning, and Gender Identity 

 We have learned so far in this chapter that workplace mentoring relationships can 

be positive and negative, informal and formal, and most of all they can be the nexus by 

which career advancement happens. And when examining how career advancement 

happens, career studies theorist Michael Arthur (1994) notes that we must: 

Move beyond seeing careers as artifacts of any single organization. 

Instead, our interest must lie in how careers are linked to the founding, 

discovery, evolution, learning, networking, and alliance-building of 

organizations (297). 

For Arthur, and other career studies scholars, contemporary careers are not tied to 

specific worksites or institutions. While careers may be located in a particular workplace 

(e.g., HealthTech), the work that workers do travels across organizational lines. In this 

way, careers are seen as boundaryless (Arthur 1994; Arthur and Rousseau 1996).  

 Over the last thirty years, many workplaces have evolved into environments that 

are marked by highly skilled knowledge workers (Arthur 297-98). This new and flexible 
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understanding of work has replaced the normative view of an individual’s career as a 

stable and lifelong commitment. A boundaryless career can be one full of possibility, 

opportunity, transitions, and higher career satisfaction as well as instability, as other 

career theorists have argued. Significant to this dissertation, however, is that the 

development of a boundaryless career depends on an individual’s relationships with 

colleagues, friends, and professional organizations and personal connections.  

 The ability of mentoring to build productive and mutually beneficial relationships 

can be, as Jeffrey Jablonski (2005) suggests, an appropriate strategy for navigating 

today’s fluid or boundaryless work environment. In his article “Seeing Technical 

Communication from a Career Perspective: The Implications of Career Theory for 

Technical Communication Theory, Practice, and Curriculum Design,” Jablonski writes 

that rhetoric and writing research and teaching focuses on writing as a spatially and 

temporally bound activity, which severely limits the possibilities of the writer and her 

writing. What’s more, this way of understanding writing potentially “overlooks 

fundamental shifts in our global economy and the behavior of workers” (Jablonski 7). 

For Jablonski, rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers must shift their intra-

organizational perspectives to an inter-organizational one, one that closely examines 

individual and group career practices that may shape larger, societal ways of being and 

doing. 

 These individual and group career activities, as HealthTech employees have 

indicated, include all kinds of mentoring that add up to an investment approach to 

mentoring. This approach, as I have revealed throughout this study, affects how they 
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complete their daily work duties and build relationships with one another. An investment 

approach to mentoring can make more obvious the social actions and expectations 

within institutions that inform the career trajectories of employees. Earlier in this 

dissertation, employee-participants talked about how mentoring at HealthTech feels 

both like “work” and “not work,” often at the same time. We can deduce now that 

because of the kind of work they do, they experience boundaryless careers, at least in 

some part.  

And yet, what a career studies perspective on learning and mentoring fails to 

address is how an individual’s work performance and gender identity are either in sync 

or in interference with one another. Some of Maria’s experiences with workplace 

mentoring have been less than ideal, and yet her stories raise an important 

consideration for us: if mentoring happens, according to Maria, “inside this [particular 

space] but not outside of it” and if “we were all supposed to be the same, in this equal 

group” then what’s at stake for: 1) an employee’s access to the kinds of mentoring s/he 

needs in order to learn over the duration of their career and 2) women and other 

minorities to mentor and be mentored in ways that are most appropriate for them?  

Patrick, Maria, Claire, and Julie’s stories point to an important cultural shift within the 

company, a shift that takes seriously the need for an investment approach to mentoring 

to help mediate the intersections of work, mentoring, and gender identity at HealthTech.    
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Conclusion: Costs of Non-participation in Mentoring Initiatives at HealthTech 

Industries 

I end this chapter by briefly highlighting some of the costs of non-participation in 

mentoring for HealthTech Industries. I suggest that each potential case of non-

participation plays an important role in making visible the cultural shift HealthTech may 

experience addressed at the end of the previous section in this chapter.   

 

What I mean is, guys have to be open to women being able to be 

successful. Some men here are just … well, there’s still that mentality 

[here at HealthTech] of guys [being superior to women]. And even if they 

are asked to be a mentor [to a woman], they [men] might come into it [the 

mentoring relationship] with kind of a poor attitude about it because they 

aren’t really invested in growing, but more about who’s better than who.  

 

In the above quote, Claire notices that when male employees opt out of mentoring at 

HealthTech, their opting out is related to their assumptions about women employees’ 

ability to be successful in their jobs at HealthTech. What’s more, Claire shows us that 

for some employees at HealthTech, building and investing in sustainable relationships is 

not a top priority. And failure to build productive relationships can cause employees not 

only to resent one another, but to also opt out from any or all development opportunities 

at HealthTech including but not limited to mentoring. What can result, then, is a kind of 
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workplace isolation, which we have learned about in many of Maria and Claire’s 

mentoring experiences and workplace stories.  

Additionally, as Maria shows us in this study, learning is collaborative and 

collective. Maria’s story in Chapter 3 about not finding the right kind of mentor for her 

shows us that some of Nora and Crisp’s (2009) mentoring constructs were broken; 

Maria believes she did not receive the personal and professional support she needed 

for setting and achieving goals nor was she able to find a role model.  One might 

assume that Maria’s poor experience with mentoring was partially her fault. And while 

mentee willingness is indeed crucial for the sustainability of mentoring, we see that for 

Maria, a sixth mentoring construct manifested: mentor willingness. Maria recalls not 

being able to find a role model was not for lack of trying; she recalls several instances of 

seeking out a mentor only to find colleagues who were “too busy.”  

Moreover, as with some other corporate and company-wide practices and 

policies at HealthTech, the implementation and sustainability of mentoring initiatives 

across multiple physical locations becomes difficult to do. The recent growth and 

expansion of HealthTech, for instance, makes it difficult to not only provide consistent, 

formal mentoring programs for employees, but also ensure that the mentoring that does 

happen can be measured, if needed.  Maria reflects on this issue, saying “one of the 

problems that I’ve seen going through [HealthTech] is as the company has gotten 

bigger, [we’ve] just gotten so focused on growing the company that those [development 

opportunities] have become less important to care about.” Similarly, Randall talks about 

the difficulty of making mentoring sustainable, saying “the size of HealthTech is what 
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makes professional development hard to maintain” but also noting that simply because 

sustainability of mentoring is difficult to achieve, does not mean trying to sustain it 

should not be a goal that is regularly attempted. 

We have learned from employee’s experiences and stories of mentoring that 

when one person, or even a group of people renounce the shared beliefs and goals of 

mentoring at HealthTech, the ties in the larger network (e.g., the Midwest organization, 

the outside mentoring program) have the potential to break or fade away. As a result, 

the access to guidance and resources can disappear, because it is assumed that the 

advice from more capable peers is no longer needed or wanted by the employees at 

HealthTech. Simply put, when all HealthTech employees are not willing to participate in 

the mentoring initiatives supported by the company, then employees receive mixed 

messages about the value of mentoring and other professional development practices 

within the company. 

Patrick, Maria, Claire, and Julie experience mentoring in vastly different ways. 

We also know now that the professional needs of women employees and the 

assumptions made by men employees about women’s needs must be addressed 

through contextually appropriate mentoring models. While it is important to remember 

that Patrick, Maria, Claire, and Julie, are, in some way, ‘bound’ to their careers (as 

evidenced by their job titles and routine work duties), all four employees are knowledge 

workers, and require careers that are adaptable, careers that allow for personal 

interruptions, travel time, and experiential learning (Spinuzzi 2008). Put another way, an 

investment approach to mentoring helps Maria, Claire, and Julie locate their individual 
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needs, scaffold those needs alongside HealthTech’s organizational goals, and 

determine if they are adding value (or not) to themselves, their career, and the 

company.  Their experiences and practices, in turn, can hopefully help Patrick (and 

other male employees) interrogate his privilege and the ways he understands 

professional development at HealthTech. 

We have seen so far in this project that mentoring is one way for HealthTech 

employees to build and sustain relationships both inside and outside of the company. In 

this chapter, I analyzed employee-participants’ experiences with mentoring by extending 

the arguments I made in Chapter 3 that mentoring is a mode of learning for HealthTech 

employees. The feminist methodology I proposed in Chapter 2 helps me emphasize that 

mentoring is rhetorical work, which connects workplace learning and workplace 

relationship building. The stories I call upon in this chapter reveal that an employee’s 

gender identity affects the investment approach to mentoring at HealthTech discussed 

in Chapter 3 in both positive and negative ways. This chapter prioritizes HealthTech 

employees’ stories and experiences of mentoring as each experience is related to 

her/his gender identity.  

 During and after interviews with the employee-participants, I began to better 

understand just how complicated and difficult it is to sustain mentoring. Participants’ 

experiences of mentoring almost always included a mention or reference to how they 

performed or were expected to perform their genders either at home or at work. It was 

not surprising, then, that many of the women HealthTech employees interviewed for this 

study talked extensively about their gender identity affecting their workplace 
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relationships, including their mentoring relationships with other women and men at the 

company.56 Still, while no male employee-participant talked explicitly about being 

mentored by a female employee, nevertheless the male employees’ stories reveal that 

gender identity is a factor that contributes to how they mentor or have been mentored in 

the past. As we learn throughout this study, an employee’s gender identity is connected 

to her/his ability to opt out of mentoring, and the cost of opting out or non-participation is 

higher for some than it is for others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
56 It should be noted that only one female participant talked about mentoring that 
occurred between her and a male colleague where she was the mentor and he was the 
mentee. 
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CHAPTER 5 

IMPLICATIONS OF AN INVESTMENT APPROACH TO MENTORING FOR 

RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION 

 

Mentoring helps build a community of scholars and ensures that 

knowledge-building continues in each new generation. 

 
--Michelle Eble, Stories of Mentoring: Theory and Praxis, 311 

 

I think of mentoring like this. Engage their heart. Engage their mind. And 

then get the hell out of the way. Because they’ll be unstoppable. 

 
--Bill, HealthTech employee 

 

In Chapters 1 and 2 of this dissertation project, I introduced a feminist, cultural 

framework for examining professional identity development and experiential learning 

through an investment approach to mentoring. I carried out this framework by showing, 

through participants’ experiences of mentoring how mentoring acts as a mode of 

experiential learning as well as how a person’s gender identity complicates and enriches 

mentoring practices. As such, the final chapter of this study proposes implications of 

and recommendations for an investment approach to mentoring for two seemingly 

separate yet connected audiences––industry professionals, like the employees at 

HealthTech, and rhetoric and writing teachers and researchers––both of whom are 
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interested in building mentoring into their institutions, departments, and programs. As 

we will see by the end of this chapter, acting and writing in school and non-school 

environments is not, as Dias, Freedman, Medway, and Paré (1999) argue, “worlds 

apart.”  

This dissertation project has left me pleasantly overwhelmed with the stories I 

heard, and the things I learned from participants about mentoring in different 

workplaces. The mentoring experiences of HealthTech employees and RCAH alumni 

have taught me that mentoring is not merely “organic” and does not “happen out of the 

blue;” rather, mentoring is situated, relational, and intentional. Because of the 

participants in this study, I more clearly understand the added value of mentoring in 

making accessible and sustainable moments of experiential learning. Mentoring is one 

way to facilitate career-long learning while simultaneously helping to redefine success 

for the participants in this study, the students we teach, and the kinds of work that is 

valued in our research, teaching, and service endeavors.  

The experiences and stories of mentoring participants shared with me predict 

possible other mentoring and professional development relationships and practices they 

will have over the duration of their careers. In the time since this study began in 

November 2013, HealthTech has grown both geographically and intellectually. In 

September 2014, I learned that HealthTech was in the process of expanding their global 

operations, and more importantly to this study, were planning to implement change 

management at their main Midwest campus (with plans to implement change 
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management practices worldwide).57 According to Chris, another senior-level employee 

at HealthTech, the need for change management practices at HealthTech stemmed 

largely from this study. These new workplace policies and practices, she happily 

reported, will consider all employees from “production workers to executive-level staff.” 

So, to continue with the final chapter of the dissertation, I reflect briefly on some 

of the implications and recommendations of the framework I developed and enacted in 

this study, as well as the knowledge about experiential learning and identity 

development that came from it. First, I explicate what I have learned about the 

implications of an investment approach to mentoring, and its impact on an individual’s 

career-long learning trajectory, specifically focusing on experiences of mentoring and 

other data collected from this project.58 These findings are important to both Rhetoric 

and Composition and technical communication scholars, as I expand upon in the 

following sections. Next, I articulate recommendations for HealthTech employees and 

rhetoric and writing teachers and researchers, and how I understand this heuristic for 

identity development after employing it in a non-academic workplace. Finally, I briefly 

focus on future research and pedagogical interventions emerging from this project. I put 

the findings from this study in conversation with recent scholarship focusing on the 

intersections of writing, mentoring, and distributed cognition and knowledge work.59  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
57 For HealthTech, change management will apply to all employees. This systematic 
change is from the perspective of an organization and an individual employee. 
58 The other data includes participants’ mentoring maps and workplace communication 
worksheets, which I discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 
59 See Winsor (2003); Morville (2005); Hart-Davidson, Spinuzzi, and Zachry (2006); 
Swarts (2008); Lewis Gaillet and Eble (2008); Potts (2009).  
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Investment Instead of Enculturation: Reflections, Negotiations, and Continued 

Work  

As I point to in Chapter 1, I began this dissertation project with a set of questions 

that pointed to a specific problem, and theory that attempted to address that problem. In 

the beginning of this study, I believed that Rhetoric and Composition, and technical 

communication more specifically, could benefit from approaches to research and 

teaching that used feminist rhetorical theories and methodologies to investigate the 

invention of mentoring in workplace cultures. To address how mentoring is invented in 

workplaces, I designed and implemented a way of collecting and analyzing participants’ 

stories of mentoring. What I developed because of this study is a methodological 

approach to grappling with the seriousness of mentoring, and its implications as a 

rhetorical heuristic for an individual’s professional and personal identity development. 

Like others before me who have studied mentoring and mentoring in the 

workplace, I could have seen the mentoring relationships between, among, and 

concerning HealthTech employees as mere extensions or slight modifications of the 

hierarchical master/apprentice models of mentoring that are commonly found in 

workplaces today.60 However, what I decided to do was to draw upon feminist and 

decentralized theories of being and doing, and theories of individual and collective 

learning; my goal in working with the participants in this study was to locate through 

their experiences of mentoring how mentoring practices get invented in both school and 

non-school settings. My decision to prioritize participants’ experiences of mentoring was 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
60 See Kram (1985); Kram and Isabella (1985); Clutterbuck (1999); Showunmi (2006). 
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simple; their experiences of mentoring seemed likely to produce a set of practices that 

would help rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers understand how mentoring 

can engage our students to write for their own success. Simply put, it is in this shift of 

what mentoring is to how it is invented and legitimized in Rhetoric and Composition that 

I see my study and the methodology I have proposed most useful. 

At this point in my dissertation, I have addressed the benefits and drawbacks of a 

mentoring as rhetorical work, so that I can now reflect on what I have learned about this 

framework, which has guided my research project. First, the methodology for this project 

helped me to prioritize and participate in the retelling of mentoring experiences of 

participants, rather than only report the outcomes of each mentoring relationship or 

situation. This means that not only was I giving preference to participants’ stories of 

mentoring as a way to build and sustain this framework, but also I was able to share 

with them my professional and personal mentoring experiences. As Chris noted, “this 

interview was the most comfortable interviewing process I’ve ever been through […] it 

didn’t even feel like you were interviewing me. It was so conversational.” Chris and I 

shared our mentoring stories and experiences with one another, and thus a connection 

between researcher and participant was made.  

With a different research site, or with a different grouping of employees from 

HealthTech, I may have focused more on how mentoring relationships facilitate other 

kinds of work or writing tasks. Instead, for the purposes of this study, I focused on the 

ways individuals invent and sustain professional workplace relationships––how they 

invest in themselves and in one another. My focus, as I have shown in Chapters 3 and 
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4, is as real-time as possible, with special attention given to employees’ investment 

approach to mentoring, their gender identities, and their perceptions of the intersections 

of gender, work, and mentoring. Still, while the site is certainly important to the context 

of this study, I have learned that employee relationships and employee attitudes toward 

mentoring matter most in understanding how mentoring facilitates other kinds of work 

within the company.  

This study is about the mentoring relationships between and among employees 

in a specific workplace, and, resultantly, I have learned that mentoring is a concrete way 

to measure an individual’s professional identity development over the duration of their 

career. I am reminded of Heather J. Hicks (2000), that workplaces are often hegemonic 

and are also sites where social norms dictate what should be performed and when (see 

also Donna Haraway 1991). She writes: 

If work has become the site where our very gender, once understood as 

the most essential element of our identities, may be so blatantly, publicly 

reconstituted, [then] work must also be the site where other essential 

transformations of selfhood can be and must be enacted (59).  

As I end my dissertation project, I have a better grasp of how gender identity and 

mentoring intersect, and how this intersection relates to the success and/or longevity of 

employee relationships. The participants in this study have taught me that workplace 
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relationships indeed affect their personal and community-based relationships, and vice 

versa.61  

Over the duration of this project, I have come to understand that this framework 

for understanding mentoring in the workplace is not only tied to non-academic 

workplace cultures and the employees who work for them. Rather, this framework 

enables Rhetoric and Composition teachers to focus on how mentoring unfolds in local 

ways, ways responsive to local conditions of their workplaces or departments. With this 

local understanding of how mentoring functions in a particular workplace, we can rewrite 

the field’s understandings of professional development and success in rhetoric and 

writing practice. Put another way, this project articulates how the invention of mentoring 

is connected to the larger ideological and socio-cultural commitments of each 

participant. The stories and experiences participants shared with me helped me to add 

to or challenge my (and others’) conceptions of what mentoring is and how it facilitates 

career-long, experiential learning. 

 

What Gender Identity, Mentoring, and Experiential Learning Have in Common 

While there were limitations to my study, I positioned mentoring as a rhetorical 

heuristic for professional identity development. This allowed me to create a framework 

for examining and developing sustainable writing curricula and writing programs that are 

centered around mentoring. Rhetoric and Composition teachers and researchers use a 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 I was curious about if and how participants’ gender identities affected their 
approaches to mentoring. During this project I did not directly consider how their race, 
class, or ability affected their experiences of mentoring. Instead, I focused explicitly on 
participants’ gender identities affecting their mentoring.  
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variety of different curricular and pedagogical approaches to teaching and research that 

reflect what we claim to value in our discipline. The policies that govern our programs, 

departments, and larger field often yield good results (i.e., graduates of our programs). 

And yet, while we have a healthy respect for mentoring in our field, we nevertheless 

have limited perceptions of the power mentoring has in shaping positive, long-term 

interactions with students and colleagues. As we have seen in the stories of Randall, 

Maria, Claire, and other participants, mentoring influences their relationships with one 

another and with customers, affects their home lives and personal commitments to 

family and friends, and even informs other daily work tasks. Upon close reflection, I find 

that the stories and experiences of participants are not unlike my own experiences of 

mentoring. My study reveals to me that an investment approach to mentoring is a more 

appropriate model rather than one that promotes enculturation at the cost of learning.    

Interestingly but not surprisingly, some participants’ gender identities highly affect 

their mentoring practices and their approaches to work. Several female participants in 

this study noted that, for them, mentoring is more high stakes than for their male 

colleagues. With this information, I’m reminded of Donna Haraway’s “Situated 

Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 

Perspective” (1991) when she writes: 

[Women] need an earth-wide network of connections, including the ability 

partially to translate knowledges among very different––and power 

differentiated––communities. We need the power of modern critical 

theories of how meanings and bodies get made, not in order to deny 
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meanings and bodies, but in order to live in meanings and bodies that 

have a chance for a future (187). 

For Maria and Claire especially, issues of identity related to their gender and/or sex 

further complicate their access to and experiences of mentoring. As I have shown 

throughout this study, an investment approach to mentoring celebrates diverse 

knowledges and positions, and can be difficult to sustain if participants refuse to take 

responsibility for their worldviews and actions with the company.  

In this way, Lucy Suchman’s located accountability (1994; 2000) and Stacey 

Pigg’s situated accounts of practice (2011) can help individuals take ownership for how 

their personal identifications affect their professional mentoring practices. Borrowing 

from both scholars, I argue that situated accounts of work are both visible and invisible. 

And these situated accounts of work must make connections across experiences, texts, 

bodies, and technologies that inform rhetorical, locatable, and critical knowledges. In 

this study, I have expanded Suchman’s located accountability by showing how various 

forms of visible and invisible work is more “all-or-nothing” for some groups than it is for 

others. Simply put, employees’ situated experiences of mentoring are gendered. 

Mentoring is, in fact, a real, bodily, and lived experience, an experience that has myriad 

outcomes, both good and bad.  

 

Situated Mentoring Applied to Rhetoric and Writing Research and Practice 

I have shown throughout this dissertation project that situated mentoring 

experiences provide a useful through-point to understanding professional identity 
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development both for our students and us. I turn once more to Pigg (2011) when she 

describes situated accounts of practice as “culturally situated, […] detailed portraits of 

the work of rhetoric and writing” that can (and perhaps should) become the foundation 

of many kinds of disciplinary action of contemporary Rhetoric and Composition. What I 

have highlighted in this study, especially so, is that situated accounts of mentoring 

provide a way to tackle the difficult questions surrounding what counts as success in our 

teaching, research, and service practices in Rhetoric and Composition.  

Situated accounts of mentoring within academic and non-academic workplace 

cultures present us with explicit and visible moments to better value mentoring as a 

mode of career-long, experiential mentoring. The idea of “mentoring networks” provides 

a useful frame to locate existing mentoring practices and invent new ones. For instance, 

when a mentoring network is constructed in a learning space (e.g., a classroom), 

moments of learning are easier to pinpoint, trace, and mobilize to other situations. As I 

have shown in Chapter 3, mentoring happens in a variety of ways, and is not tied to one 

specific space or department at HealthTech. Indeed, mentoring facilitates and promotes 

learning. In fact, its traceable quality is what makes its many performances unique and 

worthy of continued study.  

Mentoring in academic and non-academic settings reflect current understandings 

of what constitutes work, practice, and relationship building; the experiences of 

mentoring drawn upon in this study reveal similarly to Berkenkotter et al. (1989) that 

moments of initiation into a specific discourse community manifest themselves in written 

text and also through interaction with superiors and with peers (193). By understanding 
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mentoring in this way, we are more capable of locating writing and mentoring alongside 

one another. Each writing act and mentoring experience are moments of identity 

building through which an individual learns the customs and conversations that would 

help her enter into desired professional communities. In short, mentoring makes visible 

and accessible the multiple languages and discourses that sustain networked 

relationships for the employees at HealthTech, and for other kinds of professionals as 

well.  

  The feminist, qualitative framework on which this project is built enables us to 

continue the work of Goodburn, LeCourt and Leverenz (2013) in redefining professional 

success in Rhetoric and Composition. Moments of “career training, knowledge-making, 

and disciplinarity” work together to regulate the field through assumptions that manifest 

themselves in multiple ways (x). We see this manifestation in our undergraduate majors 

and minors, graduate training and career advice and, as I have argued in this project, in 

our mentoring relationships and other professional development practices. The lack of 

publicly visible demonstrations of ‘success’––or rather, a range of possible successes 

within Rhetoric and Composition is indeed disheartening; however, a renewed 

understanding of mentoring can create room for richer and more contextualized 

approaches to informal and formal learning.  

Rhetoricians building from this feminist rhetorical framework for locating and 

inventing mentoring now have the opportunity to listen to other stories of mentoring, to 

collect and analyze artifacts associated with mentoring, and most importantly to 

continue building value around the spaces and places, technologies, and ways of being 
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and doing that support experiential learning in our discipline and beyond. When we 

understand mentoring to be not only inventive and rhetorical, but also multiple, situated, 

and always-already connected to gender identity, we are positioned to revise our current 

understandings and assumptions of what counts as success in our field. In the following 

section, I outline two areas for continued research emerging from this study: 1) the 

distributed, knowledge work practices of mentoring and 2) the need for a mentoring-

based institutional critique.  

 

Distributed Work and Institutional Critique: From Mentoring Relationships to 

Mentoring Networks  

In this study, I looked for ways that mentoring is invented in workplaces. I did so 

by using the methods I detailed in Chapter 2, which have led me to argue that mentoring 

is a mode of career-long, experiential learning for HealthTech employees as well as a 

set of practices and relationships that are connected to their gender identities. In terms 

of the implications of these findings for future research, in this section I make explicit 

how the mentoring experiences of participants I have described in previous chapters are 

tied to knowledge work, distributed work/knowledge, and institutional critique.   

The methodological approach found in this study, which I described in Chapters 1 

and 2, and on which I reflect in the previous sections of this final chapter, have led me to 

understand how mentoring, work, and gender are always already deeply connected to 

one another. For the participants in this study, how they mentor and work inform the 

constructions of their genders and vice versa. As I detail in Chapter 4, this central 



	
  
	
  

116 

finding comes from participants’ interviews about their gender identities affecting their 

mentoring and work practices at HealthTech. Previous to this study, gender and other 

identity categories (such as race and class) were positioned as add-ons to the 

mentoring relationship; however, this study shows that an individual’s mentoring, work, 

and gender intersect in ways that combine personal, social, and professional 

commitments and roles. As an example, the participants in this study talked extensively 

about their roles as a spouses or a partners, as caregivers to elderly parents, and as 

members of local and regional community organizations (e.g., local churches, and area 

4-H clubs). The many personal and professional roles participants occupy influence and 

indeed inform how an individual develops as a professional.  

The macrostructures and microstructures by which mentoring, work, and gender 

are made visible intersect with a range of current Rhetoric and Composition and 

technical communication research and scholarship. An investment approach to 

mentoring, which is the crux of this dissertation, requires more complex understandings 

of mentoring, especially for marginalized groups who may not have access to or benefit 

from traditional, top-down mentoring relationships. A networked model of an investment 

approach to mentoring is a viable alternative to hierarchical approaches to mentoring. 

Networks of mentoring are one way to support knowledge creation in both 

academic and industry settings. Echoing Michelle Eble and Lynee Lewis Gaillet in their 

forthcoming chapter “Re-inscribing Mentoring” in Realizing the Dream: Essays in Pursuit 

of a Feminist Rhetoric, mentoring networks enable individuals to see more clearly the 

distributed work of mentoring, work that is sometimes invisible in workplaces. Similarly, 
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Clay Spinuzzi (2007) writes that distributed work is “the coordinative work that enables 

sociotechnical networks to hold together and form dense interconnections among and 

across work activities that have traditionally been separated by temporal, spatial, or 

disciplinary boundaries” (268). Mentoring networks rely on “negotiation, trust, alliances, 

agility, persuasion, and relationship building;” these networks are not constrained to 

space, place, or time. Therefore, as Eble and Lewis Gaillet note: 

Focusing on these specific collaborative––and we argue, mentoring––

skills helps highlight the possibilities inherent within a network that can 

lead to the synergistic and reciprocal relationships which constitute 

productive mentoring networks. These relationships, based on a network 

of people, disrupt the hierarchical nature of the traditional expert/protégé 

relationship that can be so exclusionary. 

Mentoring networks depend on multiple, culturally situated knowledges and resources 

both human and non-human. A distributed work understanding of mentoring allows for a 

more fluid transfer of knowledge throughout the network. A distributed work approach to 

mentoring by disrupts and flattens hierarchies that are professionally exclusionary at 

best and personally destructive at worst.  

This study shows that stories about and experiences of mentoring are plentiful at 

HealthTech. Participants use mentoring to interact with one another and other 

coworkers, and they also use mentoring to share information and knowledge about 

HealthTech.62 Participants distribute knowledge to others in their network (and across 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
62 See Morville (2005).  
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networks, too), and build supportive learning groups at HealthTech. This distributed 

network can reinforce an investment approach to mentoring by making information 

immediate and accessible to all others in the network. With this new understanding of 

how mentoring is invented, rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers (especially 

those in technical communication) have the potential to learn how individuals build 

relationships in their workplace that have a direct impact on their learning and writing 

practices.  

 

Micro and Macro-level Mentoring-based Institutional Critique 

Separating writing from mentoring, or positioning writing as more important than 

mentoring, is a common practice in Rhetoric and Composition. To clarify, rhetoric and 

writing teachers and researchers have not traditionally addressed mentoring as a set of 

rhetorical skills or practices that help writers improve their writing, or help us value our 

writing, teaching, and service equally. However, research and scholarship has been 

devoted to accounting for the ways in which intellectual and service work might be more 

equitably treated in the academy. This research provides another way to see mentoring 

as rhetorical work.  

In Grabill et al.’s “Institutional Critique: A Rhetorical Methodology for Change” we 

learn that institutional critique is a “rhetorical practice mediating macro-level structures 

and micro-level actions rooted in a particular space and time,” which moves beyond the 

classroom and the university (612). This type of macro and micro-level critique can, over 

time, produce rhetorical and material change by validating actions and practices that 
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have long been discredited as “mere service work” (Grabill et al. 627; 631-632). A 

mentoring-based institutional critique can instead position those discredited actions and 

practices as a reinterpretation of what counts as ‘intellectual work’ (see also Clary-

Lemon and Roen 2008).  

Mentoring, as I discussed in Chapter 1, is often positioned as an undervalued 

service to Rhetoric and Composition, and yet is done with more frequency than our 

teaching and research efforts combined. Therefore, a mentoring-based institutional 

critique positions mentoring as the kind of work that helps us interrogate our attitudes 

toward not only writing at the micro-level but also our allegiances to the larger, macro-

level structures––the networks––that contribute to what counts as knowledge creation, 

research, and teaching in Rhetoric and Composition.  

 

Situated Mentoring for the Classroom and Beyond: Other Spaces for Pedagogical 

Intervention 

My dissertation project explores the invention of mentoring in school and non-

school settings. Mentoring is situated and relational, and as I’ve shown throughout this 

project occurs in workplaces like medical device manufacturing companies. Mentoring 

also happens in classroom spaces, and in other academic spaces like university 

hallways, offices, and living-learning spaces (like dormitories and cafeterias) (see 

Lewis-Gaillet and Eble 2008). I have devoted much of this project to examining 

mentoring at HealthTech Industries; however, another place informs this study, too. As I 

described in Chapter 1, since the fall of 2013, I have examined RCAH alumni and 
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students’ approaches and attitudes toward mentoring. During my time with alumni and 

students, I have interviewed them about their mentoring experiences inside and outside 

of the residential college. My motivation for interviewing RCAH alumni and students was 

this: non-academic, industry workers (i.e., HealthTech Industry employees) report that 

mentoring is situated, relational, and adheres to transparency, self-reflexivity (or self-

awareness), and reciprocity. Do students also experience mentoring in these ways?   

I interviewed four alumni (three women and one man) from the residential 

college. Alumni-participants shared with me that they occupy various levels of 

employment and leadership in their academic classrooms and industry workplaces 

across the country. I chose to interview recent college graduates because I was 

interested to learn about any professional development practices that began in the 

residential collage that may have transferred to their new work environments. In this 

study, I interviewed recent college graduates from MSU as well as senior-level 

employees HealthTech to see if what I learned about mentoring in one place happens in 

another. 

What I have learned from all participants in this study is that the importance of 

mentoring in traditional classroom spaces, alternative-learning spaces (e.g., writing 

centers and dorm rooms), as well as in non-academic workplace settings is crucial for 

sustained, career-long learning. Long-term pedagogical implications will certainly 

require collecting more and varied experiences of mentoring from different kinds of 

people and in different workspaces and places. Still, RCAH alumni identified three 
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necessities for forming and sustaining positive mentoring relationships both in school 

and work settings.  

First, alumni indicated that they want and need the option to invent mentoring 

that fits each unique situation they are in. Each alumna agreed that when they were 

students in the residential college, they did not want to be assigned a mentor if only for 

the sake of having one. Instead, alumni stated that the best kinds of mentoring they 

experienced in the college placed equal responsibility and accountability on both the 

mentor and mentee. To illustrate, Alex, an RCAH alum and licensed clinical therapist in 

New York City, noted that mentoring was most useful when it was “invent[ed] in 

whatever ways made sense to me and the other person involved.” Alex’s mentoring 

experience reveals, similarly to Randall, that mentoring is situated, and happens 

because of self-identified needs and wants.  

Secondly, similarly to HealthTech employees, RCAH alumni noted that mentoring 

happens in and because of a large system of professional development resources. This 

network of resources is made up of both human and technological actors in the 

residential college, the larger MSU campus and surrounding community, and other work 

and internship experiences both locally and globally. And, like HealthTech employees, 

RCAH alumni associated successful mentoring with transparency, self-reflexivity (or 

self-awareness), and reciprocity. As Carrie, another RCAH alumna put it: 

good mentoring doesn’t necessarily mean happy or feel-good mentoring, 

but it does mean growth, learning, and awareness of self, of others, of 

privilege, and of your place in your community. 
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From Carrie’s experience, we learn that mentoring requires a balance of an individual as 

both separate and connected; she is an individual in a community, acting in her 

environment and being part of it. Carrie and Claire’s mentoring experiences uphold the 

three criteria proposed in this study (and in the previous paragraph) to sustain positive 

and productive mentoring relationships.  

And thirdly, participants at both places have shown me that positive mentoring 

takes a lot of time, a lot of physical and emotional energy, and mutual respect from both 

the mentor and mentee. The stories of HealthTech employees and RCAH alumni reveal 

that the physical, emotional, and intellectual labor of informal and formal mentoring are 

highly influential in the way mentoring relationships form, are sustained, and even 

mobilized from one work or class situation to another. With this knowledge, I argue for 

increased attention to and action in developing peer mentors alongside peer reviewers 

in the writing classroom.  

 

An Investment Approach to Mentoring as a Pedagogical Tool for Inventing 

Relationships and Writing  

I articulated in Chapter 1 that teaching and mentoring are complementary modes 

of learning. To reiterate, what I mean by this is that when students become active and 

positive peer mentors for one another, their opportunities for learning in the classroom 

increase. Positive peer-to-peer mentoring enables students to develop more productive 

rhetorical skills, writing strategies, and relationships with one another. Again, this 

pedagogical shift in classroom writing and learning practices reflects contemporary 
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scholarship surrounding academic and workplace writing practices and strategies. 

Developing peer-to-peer mentoring relationships in the writing classroom is one 

approach to expanding the ways undergraduate and graduate students learn to write 

and communicate effectively. Ultimately, peer-to-peer mentoring, alongside writing and 

peer reviewing, provides rhetoric and writing teachers with a new way to teach students 

how to write and think critically about knowledge as a rhetorical production. 

Furthermore, I suggest that rhetoric and writing researchers and teachers, 

especially those in technical communication, consider the rhetorical and relational habits 

we create and use as writing pedagogies. As our courses expand from technical report 

writing and website design, to courses in usability research, user-centered design, and 

experience architecture, implementing peer mentoring in our classrooms can help 

students understand that writing well comes from investing in positive and productive 

relationships. Therefore, the more students can practice modeling and building positive 

peer mentoring relationships with one another, the better chance they have of 

employing transparent, reciprocal, and self-reflexive (or self-aware) writing strategies 

when working with and for local and global citizens.  

 

Conclusion: Using an Investment Approach to Mentoring as a Framework for 

Seeing and Inventing Rhetorical Work 

In this final chapter of the dissertation, I have articulated the complex weaving of 

mentoring, learning, and professional development, and the implications for the way we 

understand professional identity development and learning in our scholarship, teaching, 
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and service. What I have shown in this chapter, and throughout this dissertation project, 

is that in order to continue to build value in our discipline, we must re-evaluate our 

commitments to positive, sustainable relationship building practices. Further, the 

investment approach to mentoring articulated in this study is connected to cultural and 

social change. Change happens in and across traditional, alternative, and non-

academic learning spaces and workplaces.   

This study is a place to start, a way to visibly call attention to how we value 

mentoring and learning in our Rhetoric and Composition, and how writing programs can 

contribute to workplace learning beyond the classroom. In turn, future research must 

take up the shortcomings of this study with the goal of creating more and nuanced 

understandings of the role mentoring plays in learning and writing. For instance, it is my 

plan to revisit and analyze participants’ comments about and views of mentoring from a 

more critical stance, perhaps a stance informed by a more direct cultural rhetorical 

analysis of participants’ experiences of mentoring.   

We have more work to do in uncovering the stories of colleagues (both in 

academia and industry), of our students, and others who have taken alternative routes 

for their careers. Thus, the more and varied accounts of mentoring we record and 

collect, the more we can be accountable to and participate in expanding the dominant 

definitions of what counts as professional success in Rhetoric and Composition.  
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