A note on mentorship, by Liz Hendricks and Sarah Wolfe (2006 Fellows)
Liz (sipping her coffee): “I think I hate my thesis.” 
Sarah (laughing): Good, good! That’s a definite sign that you’re ready to finish.  What about your plans to do a Ph.D.?”

In the academic world, mentorship has always been an integral part of the culture. Graduate students learn the research ‘ropes’ by working with a tenured faculty advisor and by receiving feedback from their senior colleagues and peers.  For young researchers these types of formal and informal interactions – or mentorship – are essential; not only for honing new skills, but also for professional advancement.  In many cases, without letters of reference, scholarships, jobs and promotion become almost impossible.  

According to one recent definition, mentorship is “strengthening the professional capacity of students and young professionals through mutually beneficial, meaningful relationships.”
 Mentorship relationships can open a door to a new professional network and seemingly inexplicable norms can be clarified.  The conversations can also be critical for understanding the issues that influence one’s professional objectives and intentions. An informal mentorship relationship can provide candid discussions that may not otherwise be explored in a more formal setting.  The nitty-gritty of research is, of course, more than just theories and data analysis: there are budgets to be balanced, administrative corridors to be navigated and partnerships to be established.  For female researchers the thorny questions, and the practical realities, of balancing one’s personal choices and professional aspirations can be an ongoing conversation.  

While a mentorship is invaluable, making the initial contact can be complicated. Particularly in an entrepreneurial academic environment, it’s essential that young researchers identify mentorship relationships beyond the faculty.   Some organizations are responding proactively with a formal mentorship agenda. The Canadian Water Resources Association (CWRA), for example, has recognized the social power generated by mentorship relationships.  The association has established a dynamic Students and Young Professionals wing and an emerging mentorship program.
But sometimes an informal approach can be just as effective for connecting individuals. For example, the Gordon Foundation’s fellowship program has been a catalyst for establishing such dialogues.  Two of the Foundation’s current Water Policy Fellows, Elizabeth Hendriks and Sarah Wolfe, began a conversation at the Foundation’s 2006 Forum for grantees and Fellows and it continues today.  Because of their geographic proximity – both are based in the Department of Environment and Resource Studies at the University of Waterloo – weekly coffee meetings are easily arranged.  Their professional proximity – Liz is completing her Masters thesis and Sarah is conducting post-doctoral research – the similarity in their professional interests, goals, age and experience is hugely beneficial.  Liz is now working as the Research Assistant with Sarah’s post-doctoral project (an assessment of water innovation in a small community) and they are developing a new project on water efficiency in the building sector. 

The series of ongoing discussions, as well as the research collaboration, has been beneficial for both. For Liz, the mentorship relationship has created a calming effect.  

Sarah’s research experiences and humour has provided a sounding board to discuss personal and professional opportunities.  Actively contributing to the development of a new research project is a challenging and exciting learning experience. 
For Sarah the relationship has been less about “giving advice” and more about collaboration and new perspectives. The graduate survival tips – developed through trial and error and gleaned from her own mentors – are readily shared with Liz.   But having emerged from two years of isolated dissertation writing, it’s a much more engaging process collaborate and exchange research ideas. 
Both Liz and Sarah recognize the important role the Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation played.  With out the dedication of the foundation staff to making professional connections in the water community, this beneficial mentorship relationship could have been missed.  
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