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MENTORING BETWEEN ACADEMIC WOMEN:
THE CAPACITY FOR INTERDEPENDENCE

Linda K. Johnsrud
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Doctoral education at major
research universities is an intense so-
cializing experience designed to pre-
pare the student for a lifetime of
scholarship and research. Mentoring
relationships between faculty mem-
bersand their studentsare recognized
as a significant means for identifying
and developing the scholarly poten-
tial of students as well as for per-
petuating the traditional norms and
valuesofacademiclifeand intellectual
inquiry. On a more pragmatic level,
mentoring isalso onemeansby which
graduate students are sponsored for
faculty positions, coached to succeed
inresearchand publishing, and taught
the “rules of the game” in attaining
postdoctoral fellowships, grants,
tenure, promotions and benefits.
Unfortunately, there is increasing
evidence that women in graduate
school rarely receive the mentoring
that’their male peers receive, and that
too often when they are mentored,
their experience is debilitating rather
than enhancing (Aisenberg & Har-
rington, 1988; Clark & Corcoran, 1986).
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Despite the importance of these
relationships to the growth and de-
velopment of scholars within the
academy, relatively little is known
abouttherelational dynamicbetween
mentor and protégé in either cross-
sex or same-sex mentoring. This pa-
per presents a conceptual framework
for understanding mentoring based
upon the evolving capacity for inter-
dependence that undergirds human
development.Incontrast to dominant
developmental frameworks that de-
fine growth in terms of separation
and autonomy, Robert Kegan (1982)
argues that growth is equally about
integration and connectedness. Evo-
lution toward maturity is presented
asaseries of resolutionsof the tension
between autonomy and connected-
ness. Full maturity is characterized as
the capacity forinterdependence. This
formulation of human growth is im-
portant to the understanding of
mentoring relationships. The tension
between autonomy and connected-
ness is inherent in both the individual
development of the participants in a
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ties in their relation-
ships (e.g., depen-
dency, care-taking,
and self-effacement)
and in contrast, rein-
forcesmentoground
their identities in

achievement (e.g.,
independence, au-
tonomy, and compe-
tence). Thus, the en-
vironment provides
less support for
women to achieve
independence and
autonomy and less
support for men to
achieve inclusion
and connectedness.
Specifically, the en-
vironment provides
less support for
women tomove from
dependence to inde-
pendence. Similarly,
the environment
provides less sup-

he orientation of
women toward con-
nectedness and their
their individual| potential for interde-
pendence suggests
that academic
women have the
capacity to use the
structure of the
mentoring relation-
ship to work through
issues of dependency
and autonomy and
ultimately shape a
relationship commit-
ted to the mutual
growth and empower-

woman results in a
senseof continuity and
connection forgirlsand
a sense of separateness
and distinctness for
boys. Similarly, Keller
(1978) suggests that it
is this difference expe-
rienced by boys and
girlsintheirseparation
from the primary “ob-
ject,” mother, that re-
sultsinanaccentuation
of differentiation for
boys that is not experi-
enced in the same
manner by girls. The
point here is not to ac-
count for the origins of
gender differences but
rather to acknowledge
that the orientations
toward inclusion and
differentiation are fun-
damental to our un-
derstanding of human
growth and maturity.
The argument that the

portformentomove | ment Of both par tici- self /other tensiondoes
from independence ants not end in adolescence
to interdependence. pants. but characterizes our

The stereotypes of
the woman over-identified with her
relationships and the man over-iden-
tified with individual achievement
reflect these gender differences. Once
women are independent, however,
Kegan suggests that it may be easier
for them to move to ipterdependence;
that is, they may be - more reinforced
or prone to connectedness and less so
to an exclusionary autonomy.

Based uponclinical work, Kegan
describes the gender difference re-
garding orientations toward au-
tonomy versus connectedness as
fundamental and pervasive. He ac-
knowledges that gender differences
in orientation may be either intrinsic
or a matter of acculturation—a stance
that is not incompatible with that of
Chodorow (1978), who suggests that
the experience of being mothered by a

development as adults
offersinsight into the ability to enable
the growth of others through
mentoring relationships. The orien-
tation of women toward connected-
ness and their potential for interde-
pendence suggests that academic
women have the capacity to use the
structure of the mentoring relation-
ship to work through issues of depen-
dency and autonomy and ultimately
shapea relationship committed to the
mutual growth and empowerment of
both participants.

. The Academic Holding
Environment

The academic culture can be
conceived of as a “holding environ-
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ment” and evaluated in its ability to
nourish and sustain the growth and
development of persons it holds. In
some disciplines (especially the pro-
fessions, suchaseducation),advanced
graduate study usually follows some
period of time spent pursuing one’s
career interests. Often women makea
shift from an established professional
role to doctoral student—a shift that
may be profound in its impact. In
other disciplines, graduate students
are more likely to come directly from
their undergraduate experience. The
transition variesin impact depending
upona host of factors particular to the
individual graduate student and the
quality of the graduate experience.

Despite individual differences,
doctoral program seems to have an
impact on students’ identity beyond
the impact of the transition into the
program. Aisenberg and Harrington
describe a “transformational aspect
of learning” that for women is essen-
tially the building of a new identity
that is at the same time empowering
and confusing (1988, p. 29). Several
common threads run through dis-
cussions of the personal impact of the
doctoral process: immersion into the
program is a valued norm; the inten-
sity of the experience results in re-
definitions of self and self in rela-
tionship with others; relationships
are lost—at least in part because they
cannot withstand the redefinition;
redefining the self and shifting values
are both cause and effect of growth
and development.

The growth described within
this academic “holding environment”
is not balanced but loaded by defini-
tion to be intellectual and oriented
toward competence within the cog-
nitivedomain. Balance isnotthenorm
in the pursuit of the doctorate; im-
mersion is. The residency require-
mentsand thenature of thequalifying
examinations ensure that to succeed
one must give the program primacy.
The pressure inherent in the program
is to identify solely with one’s work.

Thus, the graduate student enters in
transition, experiences multiple chal-
lenges to her sense of self, and fecels
vulnerable to the norms of the aca-
demic culture which are skewed in
terms of intellectual performance.
This then is the academic culture in
which the graduate student finds
herself embedded—a culture notori-
ously callous to the insecurities, self-
doubt and apprehensions that many
womenexperienceingraduate school
(Sandler & Hall, 1986).

Extending this notion, men-
toring is one means for “holding”
within this culture. The graduate
student’s sense of wholeness may be
determined by the quality of the
“holding” in this relationship. In the
following paragraphs, the mentoring
relationship is posited to progress
broadly from phases of dependence
to independence to interdependence.
Following Kegan’s formulation of
adultdevelopment, growth within the
relationship depends upon the evo-
lutionary stage of the mentor as well
as the protégé and the extent to which
therelationship performsitsfunctions
of confirmation, contradiction, and
continuity for the protégé.

For purposes of this discussion,
the mentor will be assumed to be be-
yond the dependent stage of her own
development. It seems most likely
that the senior academic woman in a
position to enter a mentoring rela-
tionshipwould haveachieved astrong
sense of autonomous self and be in-
dependent, if not interdependent.
Although the protégé, the advanced
doctoral student, may also be beyond
the dependent stage, it scems that the
degree of change and vulnerability
experienced in the academic envi-
ronment may result in an initial de-
pendency reminiscent of the inter-
personal stage. That is, the context
may be sufficiently transitory and
challenging that the protégé grasps
an old and familiar way of differ-
entiating self and other—interper-
sonally—even if she has moved be-
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yond this stage. In the following ex-
tended examples, the role and func-
tion of the mentor is explored in re-

lation to the stage of the protégé’s
development.

The Dependent Stage

Within this early stage, the
protégé needs tutelage and guidance
within the academic culture. As the
protégélearnsfrom the mentor within
a supportive environment, a sense of
identificationand closenessdevelops.
In Kegan’s terms, during this depen-
dent stage, there is no self other than
the relationship; the individual is de-
fined by the relationship. For the
protégé new to academe or new to
learning and working one-on-one
with another, it may not be possible to
distinguish between an autonomous
self and the self that is the mentoring
relationship. This may be particularly
true for the protégé struggling to see
herself as a scholar-in-the-making.
The protégé may well perceive no
budding scholar other than the
scholar-self in the relationship. The
aspiration to performcompetentlyand
live up to external expectations is not
just the hope to please another; there
is no self independent of the context
of the expectations. Growth during
this stage is a function of both the
degree of dependence of the protégé
and theabilityof thementor to provide
appropriate kinds and amounts of
confirmation, congradiction and con-
tinuity in the relationship.

The mentor must resist being
fused with the relationship and insist
onrecognizing the protégé as distinct
while still acknowledging the value
of closeness. If the protégéisbeginning
toemerge from her dependencein the
relationship, the mentor’s efforts to
acknowledge her autonomy will be
affirming. If the protégé is not yet
reddy to begin the transition, such
efforts may be perceived as abandon-
ment or rejection. Thus, the mentor
must be sensitive to the evolving
maturity of the protégé—a maturity

that is not age-related but a function
of her evolving sensc of who she is in
relation to others. As the protégé
matures within the relationship, she
will sense the need for a more distinct
self. Issues such as “cloning” or the
need to “find one’s own voice” may
arise. The protégé must balance the
dilemma of boundaries—how much of
my self does it cost me to stay in this
relationship? AmlIaclone? Amlanybody
other than her protégé? Do | have a voice
that is not my mentor’s?

The mentor must “hold on”
while the initial relationship is chal-
lenged. “Holding on” at this stage is
to confirmthe valueof therelationship
while the protégé experiences and
wrestles with these dilemmas of self.
It isimportant that the mentor not try
to relieve or take on the protégé’s
issues because such actions may un-
dermine the protégé’s sense that she
can be her own person, that she is not
dependent upon the mentor to man-
age and solve her problems. The
mentor needsto provideattentionand
confirmation at the same time she is
preparing the protégé for separation.

The mentor must contradict the
sense of dependence by creating op-
portunities for the protégé to perform
independently. Responsibilities such
asindependent writing, research, and
professional presentations enable the
protégé to begin perceiving a self-
authored self within the relationship.
“Letting go” at this stage may be dif-
ficult for both mentor and protégé.
Steps toward personal autonomy
within therelationship must be taken
but both may feel a sensc of loss. The
protégé may feel she’s being shoved
out of the nest, and the mentor may
feel sheis nolongerneeded or valued.

Finally, the mentor needs to
provide continuity or to “stay put” in
the relationship as the protégé goces
through the transition to the next de-
velopmental stage. In Kegan’s terms,
thereisa new construction of self and
other as the individual grows—"a
redrawingof thelinc wherelstopand
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you begin” (1982, p. 131). Thus, it is
important that the mentor stay in the
relationship to enable the protégé to
separate selfand otherand incorporate
this recognition into a new balance in
the relationship. The quality of this
separation lays the foundation for the
next stage that provides both the
mentor and the protégé distinctness
in the relationship.

The Independent Stage

As the protégé moves to the in-
dependent stage, the sense of self as
authority is proclaimed as the old
dependency is rejected. Distinctive-
ness and autonomy are valued and
the self is differentiated from the
mentor and the mentoring relation-
ship. Tasks such as the general ex-
aminations and beginning one’s
“own” work on the dissertation sup-
port and extend the sense of autono-
mousand competent self. The protégé
begins to provide self-assessments of
competence that were formerly
needed from the mentor. The protégé
begins to establish and acknowledge
her own purpose and direction as
distinct from her mentor’s. Within
the relationship, it is important that
the mentor respect and recognize the
protégé’s independent judgment.

The mentor’s “holding” role at
this stage is to confirm and recognize
the personal autonomy and compe-
tence of the protégé. As the protégé
finishes her program, the role of
entor as sponsor may be enacted to
facilitate the protégé’s move into a
career position. Typically, this
physical separation will serve to fur-
ther affirm the mutual independence
of the mentor and protégé. The
achievement and performance orien-
tation of the protégé at this stage is
timelyin thattheearly career progress
will benefit from the drive and need
to affirm an autonomous and com-
petentself. Despite theimportance of
the autonomy inherent in this stage,
the continued guidance and support
of the mentor is invaluable to the

protégé new to the academy. Advice
regarding such issues as job negotia-
tions,departmental politics, workload
balance and tenure preparation can
smooth the early years and enable the
success of a junior faculty member.
The ability of the mentor to acknowl-
edge the autonomy of the protégé at
the very time she acts on behalf of the
protégé is critical to a continuing re-
lationship between mentor and
protégé. No less critical is the ability
of the protégé to acknowledge her
own autonomy at the very time she
accepts her mentor’s continuing sup-
portand help. Onceagain the protégé
is balancing the dilemma of bound-
aries. Canlwork with my mentor and be
my own person? Am I competent and
independent if I am still being helped?
Canldoindependent work? Aremyideas
my own? Will I always be a protégeé?
As the protégé further estab-
lishes autonomy in the first career
positions, the mentor needs to con-
tinue to confirm her independence,
butnow beginsto offer contradictions
to the protégé’sgrasp ondisconnected
autonomy. The mentor who is herself
capable of interdependence can see
beyond this stage of autonomy and
differentiation. For example, coop-
erative efforts must move beyond a
mutual “carving-out” of turf and
weighing of contribution to collabo-
rative efforts that acknowledge the
value of interdependence. The men-
tor needs to “stay put” during the
transition so the protégé who is
growing out of the need for differen-
tiation can fall back when necessary
and notrisk theloss of therelationship.
The protégé in transition would
probably risk the relationship before
risking the loss of autonomy. Indi-
vidual achievement is honored in the -
American culture, and even more
significant to the developing scholar
is the emphasis within the academy
uponindependentscholarship. Thesc
conditioning forcesare powerful, and
the protégé in transition may deny
the pull toward connection and make
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a choice that costs her support and
delays her growth. It is the mentor
who mustsee beyond the transition to
themutual benefits of interdependent
work.

The Interdependent Stage

At this stage, persons have the
ability to fulfill for one another the
yearning for connectedness and the
yearning for identity. The ability to
retain one’s sense of self in relation-
ship is the capacity for mature inti-
macy. Although it is rare for rela-
tionships to reach this stage, women
may have an enhanced capacity for
attaining this level of development.
Women'’s orientation toward con-
nectedness and inclusion may allow
them to move beyond the indepen-
dentstage moreeasily thanmen. Thus,
once they have affirmed their au-
tonomous self in relation to others,
they may be more able to differentiate
self from autonomy and embrace this
new balance in their relationships.

Roles of mentorand protégéwill
notbe forgotten buthave the potential
at this stage to evolve to reciprocal
roles of supportive colleagues.
Growthbecomesa mutual recognition
of each other’s distinctiveness and an
effort to create a context within which
these two distinct selves can work
and evolve together. Dilemmas of
boundariesgive way to mutualityand
concerns center on the process rather
than the product of the relationship:
How can we work together in ways that
enable our mutual growth? How can we
each use our talents and strengths to
contribute to our mutual development as
persons as well as scholars? In what ways
can we serve to support our mutual need
for autonomy and connectedness? To be
connected and not subsumed, and to
be autonomous and not alone is the
quality of experience possible as
women invest in relationships in
which connection and autonomy are
mutually honored.

At this juncture, academic
women are providing a culture for

growth that is rare within the acad-
emy. The norms of the traditional
academy are skewed in favor of in-
dividual achievement. The tribute
paid to independent scholarship can
be seen in tenure and promotion cri-
teria that require careful documenta-
tion of one’s unique contribution to
the field (to the extent of demanding
the precise apportionment of indi-
vidual effortinmulti-authored work).
Furthermore, these norms reinforce a
single-minded commitment to pro-
ductivity and a goal orientation that
too often neglects the process in favor
of the product. Thus, evolution to the
interdependentstage holdsbenefit not
only for individuals but for the acad-
emy itself.

Discussion

To underscore the potential of
academic women to support one
another’s development is not to dis-
count the reality that for a majority of
the women currently enrolled in
doctoral programs, thereare no senior
women with whom to work. Al-
though the optimum mentoring rela-
tionshipsmay exist betweenacademic
women, the model outlined here can
be enacted by both women and men
committed to enabling the growth of
others and aware of their own evolv-
ing development. The developmen-
tal framework used here forexploring
mentoring relationships offersinsight
into the integrity and maturity re-
quired for a healthy, mutually en-
hancing relationship. Despite the dif-
ficulties and potential liabilities of the
traditional mentoring model, it can be
enacted in keeping with values of col-
laboration and caring. Many of the
criticisms regarding the dependent
nature of the traditional mentoring
modeland the dangersof feeling used
orsubsumed result from therelational
quality of development. If the protégé
isat the stage in which shcis “embed-
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ded” in her relation-
ships and is unable to
differentiate self from
other, she will not rec-

shebeginsthe transition

theless, her ability to
evolve beyond depen-

with the quality of the
environment provided

he values of
ognizeher dependency | collaboration, con-
nectedness and caring
tothe nextstage. None-| are not only essential
to quality mentoring
dency has much to do| but also they are
essential to an aca-

of scholars as well
as their work.
Academic
women have the ca-
pacity and commit-
ment to cnable one
another to grow to-
ward interdepen-
dence. Rather than
discouraging men-
tor-protégé rela-
tionships, all mem-
bersof theacademic

by the mentor. A qual-| demic institution that |community must

ity environment can
only be provided by a

rity to recognize the

is genuinely a “com-
person with the matu-| munity” of scholars.

recognize the integ-
rity and maturity
required for mutu-
ally healthy and

vulnerability of the evolving protégé
and the integrity to actonly in her best
interests.

The role of mentoring in trans-
ferring to new generations the norms
and values of the academy is well
established but even more critical is
the potential of mentoring for trans-
forming the academy. The values of
collaboration, connectedness and
caring are not only essential to quality
mentoring but also they are essential
to an academic institution that is
genuinely a “community” of scholars.
The traditional norms of individual
accomplishment, competition and
scholarly isolation are limiting and
reinforceanacademic culturethatfalls
short of its potential as a community
gommitted to the mutual growth and
development of all its participants.
Moreover, to enhance the process will
enhance the product. Scholarly work
will benefit from the intellectual
openness and shared rigor of collabo-
rative, interdependent efforts. The
complexity of the problems and is-
sues westudy demandsour collective
wisdom;itisincreasingly rare thatthe
“significant breakthrough” comes
from a scholar working in isolation.
The academic community that pro-
vides a culture for work and learning
that honors both accomplishments
and caring canenable the full maturity

productive relationships. Develop-
ing the capacity for interdependence
within theacademy will contribute to
the growth and development of
scholarsas wellas to the quality of our
academic community.

This paper was presented at the annual meet-
ing o?l}?: American Educational Research As-
sociation in Boston in April 1990. Michael
D'Andrea, George P. Lloyd, Mar{ Ann D.
Sagaria, and Lynda Stone made helpful com-
ments on earlier drafts.
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