
Intentionally Recursive:  
A Participatory Model for Mentoring 

Patricia Sullivan 
Purdue University 

401 HEAV 
West Lafayette, IN 47907 

+1 (765)494-3768 
sullivanatpurdue@gmail.com 

Lisa Meloncon 
University of Cincinnati 

P O Box 210069 
Cincinnati, OH 45521 
+1 (513) 556-3034 

lisa.meloncon@uc.edu

Michele Simmons 
Miami University 
374 Bachelor Hall 
Oxford, OH 45056 
+1 (513)529-5221 

simmonwm@miamioh.edu 
Liza Potts 

Michigan State University 
209 Bessy Hall 

Lansing, MI 48824 
+1 (517) 355-2400 
lpotts@msu.edu 

 

Kristen Moore 
Texas Tech University 

P O Box 43091 
Lubbock, TX 79409 
+1 (806)742-2501 

k.moore@ttu.edu 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
Technical Communication as an academic field is complex and in 
need of well-mentored faculty. This article reports on an initiative 
to improve mentoring of faculty and practitioners that has been 
underway for three years. We have focused on listening to needs 
expressed by women in Technical Communication 
(#womeninTC), comparing what they expressed about their 
experiences and needs to literature on mentoring models, and 
developing resources that do a more comprehensive job of 
addressing their experiences and needs. Our goals are to improve 
mentoring in ways that are sustainable for faculty and working 
technical communicators at the same time as we grow a sturdier 
field.   

Categories and Subject Descriptors 

H.5.2 [User Interfaces]: Interaction styles – theory and methods, 
training, help  
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Mentoring, Professionalization, Women,  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
As we sat as a round table at CPTSC in Colorado Springs on a 
warm fall day, two of the #womeninTC took notes as six other 
women took turns telling us why they were in attendance. Monica 
(pseudonym) spoke first. “I want to be able to do this at every 
conference--CPTSC, ACM SIGDOC, ATTW, IEEE ProComm, 
and so on. No, more than want to, I need to be able to find a table 
like this one where I will be welcomed, listened to, encouraged, 
and not judged. I am worried I won’t receive tenure because I am 

different from the other TC faculty. They praise my teaching but 
just assign me courses they don’t like or value.  
 

They urge me to publish more, remind me that they hired me 
because of the promise that my dissertation could be a book, but 
none of them have published a book. What if I cannot get the 
manuscript accepted at a press, I don’t have the articles they 
produced, and so they just dismiss me? I ask for advice and no 
one responds. So, after two years, I started looking for help 
beyond the TC faculty, finding a poet who was friendly, listened, 
and offered support. It was he that urged me to attend this group 
and try to find out more about my professional tenure-related 
needs.” 

Others voice stories that differ somewhat different from Monica’s 
one of isolation, fear, and loneliness. Three participants had been 
a cohort in graduate school and remained in close contact (though 
the cohort may not have been judged as equivalent because one of 
the three had been a student of one of the other two and also had 
become a practicing web designer with little interest in launching 
an academic/teaching career). As one began to tell her story about 
running a communication center as a non-tenure leading 
appointment, which she was trying to change to tenure stream, the 
other two would interrupt to embellish her points...and sometimes 
giggle (in the most supportive way). The trio was happier, 
potentially less secure in their careers, and harder to advise in 
some ways because they had more flexibility in taking actions that 
might be judged as successful whereas Monica operated in a 
tighter success-fail scenario. But Monica shouldered enormous 
stress—for herself and for the future of the field—because her 
tenure and promotion reflects on the field as a field. 
After the listening post time, we met to compare notes and decide 
what, if any moves were needed immediately; whether our current 
resource work was confirmed by these stories; and if we were 
satisfied that our work thus far had potential for contributing 
positively to these women’s lives specifically and to the health of 
the field more generally. 

The care and advancement of a field requires professors who 
mentor newer faculty, build national policy, review innovative 
programs at other institutions, and sustain local programs—to 
name some key activities that comprise senior leadership. We in 
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Technical Communication (TC) currently do not have widespread 
mentoring practices that ensure an influential top level 
professoriate, nor does the field sponsor extensive formal 
programs that soon will yield them. At a time when some apply 
pressure to deprofessionalize some job titles, reduce tenure’s 
footprint in American universities, and shrink the humanities and 
social sciences, we need more tenured professors to stabilize the 
field of Technical Communication. To mentor upcoming 
members, leaders, teachers, and caretakers in technical 
communication well is to position the field for sustainability 
going forward [25]. Work is needed in this area, and this talk 
addresses one important area of need—mentoring women faculty 
in Technical Communication. We highlight these areas of need, 
report on some current initiatives that aim to address the 
mentoring needs of women faculty in TC, and strategize about 
what further should be done in order to mentor current and 
emerging scholars, teachers, administrators, and practitioners in 
the field.  

Though many like to use the word “mentoring,” within TC, 
relatively little work has been done to examine and understand the 
problems faced by faculty in the field, and even less about women 
faculty’s particular problems. The low numbers of women who 
are tenured professors across the academy demonstrate that 
women faculty struggle to publish and move up the ranks [7]. 
While 58% of faculty in TC are women, the broader percentage of 
women as full professors, as associate professors, and as 
published scholars is lower than that of male colleagues in the 
field. Further, because 59% of programs in the field are run by 
women, the need for mentoring women and scholarship on this 
mentoring is even more pressing [30]. So, without existing 
mentoring programs or initiatives to build these mentoring 
programs for women in the field, we run the risk of having 
program administrators who may not be adequately prepared to 
navigate the institutional processes and practices of the university, 
nor adequately prepared to sustain programs over time.1 

2. TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION AS A 
LEGITIMATE PROFESSION AND 
ACADEMIC FIELD 
 

We approach Technical Communication as a legitimate 
participant in higher education (through its majors and programs 
at undergraduate and graduate levels).1 Though most technical 
communication programs grant degrees, they still sport some 
differences from traditional discipline-based academic units 
(notably being expected to be a program inside a department 
rather than have a departmental identity of its own, e.g. History) 
and also maintain other differences from technical specialties or 
business initiatives (e.g. Agricultural Extension). Some members 
of Technical Communication have worked to construct analogous 
footprints to those shaped by traditional disciplines (e.g., Carliner, 
2003; Rude, 2009; Stevenson, 1986) which can be seen in 
definitional identity debates from the 1970s-80s [1; 13; 31] or in 
                                                                    
1 TechComm Programmatic Central [30] has an inter-rated list of 
301 institutions that offer degree programs in technical and 
professional communication, and of those, 104 offer graduate 
programs (MA/MS) and 34 are locations where a PhD is awarded 
with a specialty in TC. The grad programs range from 1 core 
faculty member in technical communication who convinces others 
to cooperate to a full department that includes as many as 20 
specialists, and most programs have 3 to 5 core participants. 

philosophical/methodological disputes [23; 38; 43; 45] others 
have focused on identifying and formulating instruction for skills 
students need to be productive workers [e.g.,9; 22;44;46]. Further, 
a contingent of workplace researchers, scholars, professionals, and 
teachers have aimed to configure academic TC in the service of 
identifying and researching business needs of technology-rich 
industries [e.g., 13, 14; 21; 19; 35; 49]. 

While potentially discordant, these different paths to legitimacy 
have been cooperative enough to forge an academic identity for 
Technical Communication. That identity included ways to educate 
new members; make inroads into understanding how technical 
communicators work and contribute to organizations; supported 
technical communicators’ interests in emerging technologies (and 
the ethical and policy disturbances they sometimes render); and 
identified some genuine (and sometimes wicked) problems that 
technical communicators profitably participate in forging 
solutions that improve the world.  
The academic identity has been forged because many who are 
drawn to TC hold a dually genuine interest in its forwardness (as 
it is evidenced in technology/communication and in workplace 
praxis/communication). As TC pursues forward-looking goals, it 
also delivers an academic currency that configures a 
transdisciplinary profile (See [11; 34]) more than it reflects a 
disciplinary one.  

Thus, TC as an academic pursuit does not easily fit into one 
disciplinary category (even though it has worked hard and 
successfully to be a legitimate academic enterprise), and that 
reality poses complicating factors for mentoring efforts. But these 
qualities also complicate mentoring of faculty, especially when 
combined with the realities of shifting and shrinking resources in 
the 21st century university. Even though our field is well-
positioned to thrive in the postdisciplinary university, we find that 
traditional mentoring models will not provide the type of support 
we need. 

3. OUR PROCESS FOR THIS 
MENTORING INTIATIVE 
As this mentoring initiative has unfolded over the past three years, 
we do not claim this process to be uniform or strategic. It was 
developed using multiple reflective reactions to needs we 
perceived for faculty, programs, and the field’s sustainability. It 
was not undertaken with staged-like precision but was 
brainstormed and backtracked in order to focus first and foremost 
on needs expressed by participants. For example, the first 
luncheon sponsored by #womeninTC took place in Las Vegas and 
mentoring was not the focus, as it aimed to identify what 
participants most needed.  

Our data gathering was conducted in the following settings, See 
Table 1: 

• Year 1  
o Conference: ATTW  

• Year 2 
o Conferences: ATTW, CPTSC, SIGDOC 
o Artifacts: Social media 

• Year 3  
o Conferences: ATTW, SIGDOC, CPTSC 
o Artifacts: webpage, video artifacts and other 

mentoring resources 
o Actions: review mentoring models in light of 

participants’ expressed experiences, replicate 



Stevenson 1980s study of tenure requirements 
nationally (and add mentoring), train mentors 

When “mentoring” was chosen as the focus going forward after 
the first event, we have repeatedly posed questions about 
mentoring, documented our participants’ responses and concerns, 
researched models for mentoring (in education and work and 
work as educators), and interestingly enough have found that 
recursion is a sturdy ally. While we certainly are mentoring as we 
go, we recognize there are multiple pathways to mentoring 
success, and we strive to listen to those seeking mentoring as we 
deliver spaces, technologies, knowledge, support, collaboration, 
and relationships sought by those who ask for them through their 
attendance (and sometimes their words and/or actions).  

In doing so, we have pursued a three-pronged approach—first, 
deep listening to informants; second, researching how extant 
models of mentoring are sustaining challenges and delivering 
successes; and third, shaping alternative mentoring activities that 
respond to informants’ expressed needs (as they were recorded) 
and the literature’s expressed content and measured successes. 

3.1 Research Provided Models of Mentoring 
Because of what participants voiced, our research on models of 
mentoring normally deliver three points-of-view: the mentee’s 
needs; an organization’s needs; the mentor(s)’ 
motivation/satisfaction. While usually these components are 
symbiotic, they are not isomorphic or even close to having 
consistent features. Such overlap in the use of the same or similar 
features can lead to feature-use confusion. See Table 1.  

Frequently discussed models of mentoring are constructed 
according to their organizational positioning, to the goals and 
needs they service, the ecologies they operate in, their researched 
success, the structure used to deliver them, and so on. In this 
section we present some oft-used models and then discuss why we 
have pursued the approach to mentoring that we ultimately 
adopted. As we began our work, we set up a listening post for 
#womeninTC, and we were interested in serving whatever needs 
they voiced. Their abiding interest in mentoring propelled us to 
investigate models for mentoring and seek approaches that could 
sustain and extend TC as a discipline, its faculty, researchers, 
teachers, and practitioners.  

Mentoring model research evidence some trends: undergraduate 
and young professional mentoring often is the most formal in its 
approaches (and often published articles detail attempts to 
formally address diversity needs in STEM); mentoring dispensed 
in higher education for future faculty (and here we focus on 
feminist approaches because they ultimately inform the 
intentionally recursive pathways we have discovered) more often 
is informal in structure and stresses long term involvement based 
on developing  deep, 1-to-1 relationships; new ways of connecting 
(as well as scarcity of role models from previous generations) 
with others beyond your local environs have been afforded by 
Internet and social media, including e-mentoring, co-mentoring, 
and an emerging model of networked mentoring. Still, some cite 
security issues as threatening trust in alternative models

 
Table 1. Features of Mentoring 

Goals/Needs Developmental Levels Physical Organization Configuration of 
membership 

Delivery Structure 

undergraduate success 
work orientation 
develop competence 
develop expertise 

college 
early job 

mid-career change 
advanced leadership 

f2f meeting 
e-mentoring 
hybrid 
physical place/retreat 
networked 

one to one 
one to many 
some to some 
some to many 
many to one or few 

formal 
informal-short 
co-mentoring 
networked 
e-mentoring 
informal-long 

 

3.1.1 Formal Mentoring Programs Most Often 
Target Undergradautes and Young Professionals 
Formal mentoring programs most frequently assist young 
professionals in adjusting to workplaces (or in some cases 
college), but costs, scarcity of mentors, and organizations’ cultural 
factors traditionally limit formal progams’ deployment. Thus, 
companies, e.g., IBM’s MentorNet or General Electric’s 
Women’s Network, have expanded orientation programs to retain 
their flight-risk employees. But there also is not strong enough 
agreement on what mentoring programs should address. 

Problems for women and minorities in STEM run deep, and 
mentoring as it has been imagined may not work. Those women 
who do graduate (women’s graduation rates peaked in 2002 at 
20.9%, NSF, 2015) are less likely to be practicing engineers three 
years after receiving a bachelor’s degree [2]. So while national 
efforts promote STEM majors, participation of young women is 

decreasing, and formal mentoring programs are not working well. 
Newly minted women engineers likely are to be hired by 
engineering firms that have their largest numbers of women 
workers in human resources or in clerical support roles, and 
women and other minority engineers may be quickly moved from 
more prestigious design roles to customer service positions 
because they relate better to customers. Gendered role 
assignments also might be found inside colleges, where the vast 
majority of faculty and students are men. These gendered habits 
tend to contribute to what McLoughlin [28] labels a “chilly 
climate” for undergraduate women in engineering, but 
“spotlighting” or singling out women, is not what women students 
see as a viable answer. To women students, McLoughlin 
discovers, recognition of their gendered needs makes them seem 
“not as good” as men. It seems that even when gendered behavior 
is recognized in classes (at a time when it already may be 
inculcated into habit but perhaps could be remodeled through 
intervention), the women students think that direct discussion of 



gender and the gendered division of work might hurt their efforts 
to BE engineers. This surfaces as a challenge for women teachers 
in Technical Communication who may be the only women 
teachers these students encounter; thus, before they feel mentored 
themselves they must mentor others. 

3.1.2 Academic Mentoring in Higher education 
Invokes Informal Models 
New academics either are presumed to need mentoring over a five 
to six year probationary (or pretenure) period or are presumed to 
know what to do when they arrive at their first positions. Thus, 
while new faculty may be expected to participate in a number of 
formally delivered institutional orientation programs, long-term 
faculty mentoring (for new or advanced faculty) rarely is dictated. 

Mullen [33] has shone a gendered light on four extant informal 
academic mentoring models—technical/functional, alternative, 
mentoring mosaic, and co-mentoring. Mullen connects technical 
(or functional) mentoring with a banking approach that accepts 
the values of dominant power and then sees the acceptance of 
traditional power relations in technical mentoring as “terribly 
misguided.” It accepts, she contends, a top-down and hierarchical 
view of what technical mentoring should accomplish, and 
includes “inappropriate ‘father’ and ‘mother’ transferences and 
power plays compound instrumental, linear processes of 
learning,” and ultimately its “educational processes rooted within 
a Eurocentric male ideology” [33, p.16]. Mullen also dispatches 
alternative mentoring on the grounds that while it may seem to 
inhabit the other end of the theoretical spectrum that focuses on 
developing collaborative, egalitarian relationships, in practice 
alternative mentoring often is indistinguishable from technical 
mentoring. Since many feminist approaches would be counted as 
alternative, because they focus on collaborative relationships, 
Mullen [33] infers that mentoring itself is so “squishy” a concept 
that the assumptions held by differing perspectives often collapse 
in the heat of practice. Mentoring mosaic, her third and preferred 
framework, builds networks for mentoring that can change in 
nature dynamically. Mullen’s mosaic model recognizes that 
mentors cannot be “everything” to their mentees, and it builds 
flexible ways to use its support--”assuming various guises, such as 
network, community, or even resources” [33, p. 20]. Mullen sees 
her fourth framework, co-mentoring, as one that complements 
mosaics, as it is “a process of reciprocal learning whereby 
mentors function [also] ... as adult learners within the mentoring 
dyad or group” [33, p.21]. 
Mullen [33] also noted that the academy often interchanges 
mentoring with advising or supervising, and sometimes even 
makes it synonymous with coaching, assisting, guiding, leading, 
teaching, learning, readiness, compensation, support, or even 
socialization, and she ambiguates faculty, graduate, and 
undergraduate mentoring as “an educational process focused on 
teaching and learning within dyads, groups, and cultures” [p. 12], 
and this definition was developed out of Rix and Gold [39]. Thus, 
Mullen takes a less flexible stance than many feminists, e.g., 
McGuire & Reger [27], who promote peer or co-mentoring 
because of a lack of appropriate (or willing) senior mentors. Some 
may criticize Mullen [33] for framing her typology at such a 
broad level (i.e., to cover all kinds of academic mentoring for 
students and faculty in every discipline) and conclude that it might 
not translate well to the particular needs of graduate women 
planning to work as academic faculty. But because of the variety 
of academic situations available to technical communication 
faculty, we find the variety less problematic. 

3.1.3 Co-mentoring/Peer mentoring Models Stress 
Participants’ Contributions to Mentoring 
Co-mentoring and peer mentoring started as aids to developing 
teaching expertise and have proven to help mentees contribute to 
mentoring. de Janasz & Sullivan [10], for example, have noted 
that much research on mentoring[ has studied informal processes 
between one mentor and one protege, but that “changes in the 
workplace in general and in our conceptualizations of careers in 
particular…. have necessitated a shift in our thinking about 
mentoring” [10, p. 264]. Why do they believe mentoring has and 
is changing to include more input from mentees? Because faculty 
are presumed prepared for their jobs (and not require a mentor), 
because the separation of management and labor in an academic 
environment is more permeable than in many business 
organizations, and because the hierarchical academic levels do not 
parallel the multi-layered organizations found in most businesses 
and professions.  

Thus, it comes as little surprise to them that alternative mentoring 
pathways are desired and needed, both in the academy, and 
beyond. Bona, Rinehart, & Volbrecht [5] noted that feminist co-
mentoring gives a name: Placing the prefix "co" before 
"mentoring" reconstructs the relationship as nonhierarchical; "co" 
makes mentoring reciprocal and mutual. This reciprocity means 
that over time the mentee and mentor roles may shift; no one is 
stuck in one or the other for the duration of the relationship. It 
does not, however, remove the elements of counseling, modeling, 
and teaching preserved in the term mentoring. Co-mentoring 
names a dynamic that may evolve within collaboratively [5, 
p.119].  

They identified companionship, caring, reciprocity, and sharing 
work (action) and responsibilities as key features but did not stress 
authority and power that may surface in the traditionally gendered 
mentoring they saw as patriarchal (or at least hierarchically 
modeled). Bona, Rinehart, & Volbrecht [5] were seeking to be 
followers and friends, and as Sandler suggested, their mentoring 
work often was hidden or unacknowledged because it also could 
be seen as  private instead of public.  

Feminist theories of mentoring have lauded the rise of co-
mentoring in graduate programs [3, 4; 16; 20; 27; 32], though they 
also have stressed that it involves relationships both with each 
other and older advisors). As co-mentoring has matured, 
connections with older, experienced mentors who act as guides 
have been blunted as a feature in favor of sharing and building 
dynamic communities that enhance new ways of learning. Perhaps 
the change is a response to perceptions that older women are more 
likely to accept and reflect how masculine the academy is, not 
only in the production of knowledge, but also in its social 
practices. Thus, feminist co-mentoring models have, as Moss et 
al.,[32] proclaim: worked to build women-centered groups, allied 
with marginalized groups, enabled democratic access to 
intellectual resource, engaged in collective decision-making 
processes, and dismantling academic structures [32, p.416-417]. 

Many studies of how well co- and peer-mentoring models work 
feature cases. Santucci et al., [42] checked in periodically with 5 
faculty for two years, tracking their research activity (e.g., 
manuscripts or grants), their meetings, and their maintenance of 
relationships with senior faculty). Santucci’s group concluded 
their efficiency of production increased (which probably boded 
well for tenure). They, also, concluded that the increased numbers 
of women graduate students exacerbate the scarcity of tenured 
graduate faculty who are women, and that the scarcity has meant 



that traditional mentoring has needed to be supplemented by 
students’ support of each other.  

In academic mentoring settings co- and peer-mentors are grouped 
as members in pairs or small groups to work together toward 
tenure. All members are expected to contribute experiences and/or 
skills to the group that can improve all members’ abilities to gain 
tenure/promotion. Challenges or threats to the success of co- and 
peer-mentoring include a lack of genuine commitment to others, 
inconsistent participation, jealousy over others’ success, and 
suspicion (or even conviction) that peers are not providing 
reciprocal help. 

3.1.4 E-Mentoring Supports Individual Search for 
Knowledge and Interactive Discussions 
Technology, too, has contributed to the growth of this family of 
models, in part because Internet and social media tools support 
ease of electronic communication. E-mentoring has taken many 
forms from email answering services, to knowledge bases that can 
be searched/queried, to synchronous discussion groups that 
facilitate private, semi-private, and open discussions of text-based, 
audio-based, and video-based connections. This means that those 
who have few places to turn or who wish to maintain near 
anonymity need to use technological features or relational 
connections to manage mentoring knowledge and discussion. 
Because e-mentoring normally replaces face-to-face meetings, it 
can be used for online discussion or storage of information 
(through blogs, comments, forums, wikis, etc.), and it lowers the 
stakes for diverse populations. 
Rodrigo et al. [40] stitched together more traditional mentoring of 
graduate students with technology support that allowed them to 
pursue DIY mentoring and Personal Learning Network that 
follows Anya Kamenetz’s advice to gather “A universe of people, 
texts, books, Web sites, blogs, any and all knowledge resources 
and relationships that help situate you in a community of 
practitioners” [25, p.58]. Why? They see a need for graduate 
students to build resources that will support their career goals 
rather than planning to model themselves after their teachers.  

3.1.5 Networked Models Can Refer to Technology as 
Structures or as Relationship-builders Networked  
An emerging model of mentoring that received much interest 
from participants at our conference meeting is a networking 
model for mentoring. Because networks build and rely on non-
hierarchical relations (more than 1:1 coaching found in many 
informal settings for mentoring or 1: many coaching delivered in 
formal orientations), networked models can circulate knowledge, 
experiences, and yes even power across age groups, work roles, 
and educational achievement. Expertise, too, becomes distributed 
in networked models of mentoring through the strength of ties 
rather than through accolades normally attributed to the most 
prestigious figures in the room.  
 
A fly in the networked ointment, or perhaps we can label it a 
challenge, is that not everyone agrees on what it means to have a 
“network” mentoring model. Some focus on networks as noun or 
an ecology. The network is an architecture, an infrastructure that 
allows for multiple mentors, a diversity of mentors, mentors 
drawn from various places, everyone’s ability to build thoughtful, 
helpful relationships (and ability to mentor because they see 
networks as nodes and links). Others see networks as verbs, as 
activities that seek and gather relationships that can be called upon 
to deliver introductions, connections, and entrees to advice (see 
[17; 26].) 

Higgins and Kram [36] expect increasingly variant meanings for 
networked mentoring. Taking past and present into account, they 
see three phenomenological boundaries that are challenged: 
mentoring relationships, functions served, and levels of analysis. 
So, their Developmental Network Perspective emphasizes 
multileveled relationships over hierarchical and dyadic ones, and 
prefers mutuality and reciprocity over a focus on perfecting 
protégés’ ability to follow a similar career path as has been 
followed by the mentor. They also challenge traditional 
organizational functions, arguing that because institutions have 
decidedly less loyalty to employees, the employees should be 
mentoring themselves without overdue loyalty to employers. The 
typology Higgins and Kram [36] favor crosses 2 dimensions—
strength of relational ties and diversity of developmental 
relationships (see figure 1). By making such moves their view of 
developmental networking begins to forge stronger relations 
among people who hold varied power positions at the same time 
as they weaken mentoring that intends to serve particular 
organizations or structure traditional careers. 

As we have interfaced with models such as the one offered by 
Higgins and Kram [36], at the same time as we have repeatedly 
listened to our participants, we have found that our participants 
are challenged to be as cynical as Higgins and Kram become. We 
therefore approach mentoring with the assumption that all 
members of a network have meaningful and valuable knowledge 
to contribute, and we advocate an approach to mentoring that 
supports building a network that accomplishes such work. 
 

 
Figure 1. Strength of ties in network mentoring (Source: [36 p. 
270]. 
 

Older models of mentoring where an experienced faculty mentor 
is paired with a new colleague are problematic on a number of 
levels. (See [48]). To begin, these models presuppose that the 
experienced faculty member is an expert in faculty matters and 
has expertise to dispense information in any question that may 
arise. “To be an expert is to claim a piece of the world, to define 
yourself in relation to certain insights into human experience” [18, 
p. 1], which does not account for expertise that is embedded 
through lived practice. In other words, the model of expert is one 
that we want to push back against and recreate in a more 
democratic fashion that allows for an emphasis on multiple 
experiences and practices of diverse faculty. 



The existing literature on mentoring spends considerable time 
pointing out the power dynamic problems inherent in existing 
mentoring models. For example, Darwin & Palmer [9] suggest 
that the power constructs present in traditional mentoring limit the 
potential for transformation. When there is a presumption of 
status, power and caution, as is often the case with traditional 
mentoring, there is limited potential for transformational change 
[12]. Within such frameworks, learning is seen as a means of 
transmitting knowledge from mentor to mentee, and the 
partnership is often protective and paternalistic. “Such models 
may have been useful in bygone days but reproduction of the 
status quo is not what higher education institutions require in 
today's knowledge economy” [9, p. 126]. 
 

Driscoll et al. [15] critique the dyadic model of mentoring, 
particularly when the protégé is from a non-dominant group (like 
women or racial minority groups). They suggest that the model 
produces hierarchical power structures, which in turn can 
“engender feelings of loneliness and professional self-doubt” (p. 
5). They propose, instead, collaboration and peer networks, which 
we also find problematic.  
 
 

4. OUR EVOLVING RECURSIVE 
MODERL FOR TECHNICAL  

COMMUNICATION’S ACADEMIC 
MENTORING 
In our study of models, we have uncovered promising aspects in 
each but also have found that they fall short in accommodating the 
needs for mentoring graduate students and faculty in 2015. Extant 
models do not quite align with the complex stories and nuanced 
questions we have encountered as we listened and interacted with 
participates at events we have sponsored or in follow-up 
conversations. While they certainly struggle to find traditional 
mentors who deliver a satisfying traditional mentor-protégé 
relationship (in part because there are fewer mentors), our 
participants so far have been more comfortable with technology 
use and social media interactions. They also are aware that 
changes in the profession might also mean that different 
mentoring models are needed. Thus, we have combined research 
on mentoring with intent listening to participant needs in order to 
affirm or challenge how various approaches to mentoring 
(standard or emerging) work for those in Technical 
Communication who seek mentoring.  
 

In Table 2, we have summarized the approaches of existing 
models and noted their benefits and challenges. This summary 
exercise helped us realize what we wanted to leverage and what 
challenges we needed to overcome. Moreover, it helped us see the 
work we were doing as a way to theorize something different 
from existing models, which is something much needed in 
mentoring scholarship [36]. 

 
Table 2. State Strength and Challenges of Selected Mentoring Models 

Dimensions/Features Potential Benefits Challenges 

Traditional 1 on 1 • pedigree is imp if mentor famous 
& claims you as protégé  

• can build deep scholarly 
relationships  

• can coach & model roles 
• protect new faculty’s positions & 

reputations 

• not many opportunities for this 
because of scarce resources 

• requires connections on both sides 
(see Barondess, 1995) 

• lack enough mentors     

Traditional, Institutionally run program 
(usually some to some or some to many) 

• orient in many areas  
• often focus on obvious actions 

(performance support more often 
than building expertise) 

 

• depends on money & values 
• very hierarchical & structured which 

threatens sustainability 
• able to show success through 

assessment 

Co- or Peer-Mentoring • inclusiveness, interdependence, & 
friendships 

• flexibility in issues 
• shared knowledge 
• widen external networks, broader 

vision of the organization, develop 
team spirit & skills  

• often provides a safe place/space 

• takes time/effort and not as certain 
will work 

• can receive bad (or sly) advice that is 
masked  

• lack genuine commitment (jealousy 
over uneven success, inconsistent 
participation, &/or conviction that 
peers are not helping you as much as 
you help them)  

e-Mentoring • ease & flexibility of use 
• repeatable 
• knowledge can be stored 

• requires comfort with tools used as a 
way to receive/circulate  

• listen through these media 
• may need alternative definition of 



success 
• possible miscommunication 

Networked • strong relational ties among 
participants 

• constraints considered 
• opportunities to use varied styles 

of interaction 
• diffuse power of mentor 

• can also lack ties 
• can strip mentor(s) of power 
• can make mentoring more mechanical 

or robotic 
 

While we are intrigued by and drawn to networking mentoring 
models that can be flexible, our approach might be more 
accurately described as “intentionally recursive” because it always 
pushes us to listen as deeply as we act. The recursion also helps us 
focus on a key difference in thinking about mentoring that drives 
our model but not others we have found, namely, almost all 
mentoring models in the literature aim to educate mentees in ways 
that they meet goals and/or improve their knowledge of know how 
needed to succeed (or even become expert). While we are 
gratified if those who are mentored meet their career goals, our 
mentoring aims are much more on-the-ground triage because they 
work with events in people’s lives and seek to make sense out of 
these events and experiences. 

4.1 A Recursive Participatory Mentoring 
Model 
Through this research on models, listening and interacting with 
faculty who attended our events, and reflective discussions, we 
were able to highlight some key features that made our model 
different from existing models.  First and foremost, our model is 
recursive and participatory.  As we have described, we 
consistently have listened and then made follow-up decisions 
based on what we heard. The recursive dimension of our model is 
intentional and one of its greatest strengths because is gives time 
for active reflection and discussion, which is driven by what we 
heard from participants.  Invoking participatory is our deliberate 
move to ensure that it is made clear the recursion does not work 
without actively engaging with and listening to the participants we 
hope to enable in the mentoring process.  

Our recursive, participatory mentoring model has four key 
components: people, resources, places, and affect. Figure 2 is our 
initial attempt at visualizing our recursive participatory model and 
highlighting the four dimension. 

The dotted circle that encloses the four dimensions is meant to 
represent the recursive nature of the model, and it also highlights 
the flexibility of it in that it is not a closed circle. Keeping it open 
allows us the opportunity to move between dimensions.  

4.1.1 People 
From the beginning, we wanted to focus on the experiences and 
practices of the people involved rather than a more traditional 
model. The emphasis on experiences and practices provides space 
for a wide range of diverse experiences to be heard and 
considered. When we speak of people in our model, we are 
talking about all the participants who want or need mentoring and 
those willing to share their own experiences and practices.  The 
people component of the model ends up being a network of ready-
at-hand resources that can be called upon when a problem or 
situation arises. By having a network of people, participants in 
need of mentoring can then call upon the person who best fits 

their situation. In this model, we allow for the development of 
one-on-one relationships as well as group relationships and 
situational relationships.  There is also a strong bi-directional or 
circular component where participants are encouraged to learn 
from one another.  
 

4.1.2 Resources 
The most important resource, of course, are the people willing to 
participant and share their experiences and practices with others. 
However, beyond people, our model calls for a central location (in 
our case an online portal) that houses a wide variety of resources 
and serves as a central point of contact. This resource space 
provides participants an alternative way to access information and 
find answers to their questions or concerns. It, too, reflects the 
recursive nature of participation since the resources to be included 
are driven by what participants told us they needed. As a central 
point of contact, it also provides another way for participants to 
provide feedback and interact with others. 

4.1.3 Places 
Early in the process, and as our opening story indicates, 
participants made it clear that they needed and wanted multiple 
places and ways to interact. A recursive participatory model then 
allows for any number of places for interaction from online 
Twitter chats, to one-on-one Skype conversations, to roundtable 
discussions at conferences. These multiple and ongoing place 
based discussions provide participants to form more meaningful 
and long lasting relationships that often only come from 
consistent conversations where trust can be built and maintained. 
Places as we have it conceived allows for the affordances of 
technology but also understands the limitations of it, such as 
participants not feeling comfortable in an online space or 
preferring more personalized contact. 

4.1.4 Affect 
When we were trying to pinpoint what was making our in-process 
model work, we kept coming back to the many affective qualities 
we’ve trying to infuse into the work we’re doing. Much of the 
affectivity starts with purposeful and close listening. Similar to 
Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening [36], the listening we did in the 
early stages and still do now helps to establish a “stance of 
opening that a person may choose to assume in relation to any 
person, text, or culture” [36, p. 1]. An affective stance also allows 
us to more readily address successes and failures and to humanize 
the experiences that we’ve had. By humanizing the process and 
allowing for a participant to hear multiple views, we are building 
deeper relationships with a foundation of trust. 

 



 
Figure 2. Visual Depiction of an Initial Recursive Mentoring Model 

 

Even these four dimensions are recursive and dependent as they 
overlap and complement the other parts. Our model would not be 
successful without these dimensions because the model 
emphasizes the situational nature of mentoring. The same problem 
at two different institutions may need to be approached quite 
differently. The flexibility that is an inherent part of the model 
addresses this situational need, but it still provides a structure and 
direction for the mentoring process. 

As we further develop our model in the future, we will look more 
closely at how it mitigates other limitations of current models 
such as inconsistency, lack of commitment, uncertainty of advice, 
limited ability to expand or contract based on participants, 
diversity and flexibility to meet a wide variety of needs and 
expectations. 

What makes our model different so that it addresses issues of 
power? It: 

• flattens hierarchies of power 
• offers multiple modes of entry  
• facilitates a network of people and experiences from 

which to draw 
• encourages ways to work within power structures that 

cannot easily be solved (that is to work within the 
university in healthful and practical ways) 

• provides a caring and safe space 
Practically speaking:  

• It spans platforms & media 
• It crosses institutions because a single institution cannot 

provide all support 
• It builds from previous interactions 

• It focuses on building relationships 

5. CONCLUSION 
As a recursive model we are invested in working with the model 
we’ve created. With that said, as we look forward, we are 
determining the best ways to build on the foundation that we’ve 
created in both a practical sense and a theoretical sense. 
 

In practice going forward we want to continue our Mentor 
Mondays on Twitter, but to expand it to include more facilitators 
and to systematically collect the knowledge (probably using blog 
entries so that participants who prefer that delivery system over 
twitter are better served) that is being shared and created 
(something we have not done well). We will be expanding the 
website to include more information and resources, such as a 
regular blogging schedule, creating our “dial-a-mentor” video 
series based on the topics that have been generated from our 
participants, and to provide an online space where people can 
submit topics or ask specific questions. We’ve gone slow with 
developing resources because of our recursive model--we have 
moved carefully WITH participants and we are in the process of 
considering ways to leverage technology to bring participants 
together in the times between the larger meetings. (So we’d love 
participants to help us). Finally, on the practical front, we are 
working on developing ways to sustain the participatory model 
while also conservatively growing it, which hinges on the creation 
of a network database of those willing to share their experiences 
and practices.  
 

From a theoretical standpoint, we are looking forward to working 
with the recursive participatory model we’ve discussed. We feel 



that the intentionally recursive model of mentoring can be 
extrapolated to other organizations, and we look forward to 
expanding the research into our model.  
 

Moreover, given the changing nature of the field, this model is the 
scholarly representation of one way we are integrating research 
and service. We see this a necessary move of the shifting 
landscape of the modern university in that if you are drawn 
toward service or if your institutional setting requires it, then there 
are ways to frame it and make it “count.” 
 

6. REFERENCES 
[1] Allen, J. The Case Against Defining Technical Writing. 

Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 4, 2 
(1990), 68-77. 

[2]  Amelink, C. T. and Creamer, E. G. Gender differences in 
elements of the undergraduate experience that influence 
satisfaction with the engineering major and the intent to 
pursue engineering as a career. Journal of Engineering 
Education, 99, 1 (2010), 81-92. 

[3] Benishek, L. A., Bieschke, K. J., Park, J. and Slattery, S. M. 
A multicultural feminist model of mentoring. Journal of 
Multicultural Counseling and Development, 32 (2004), 428-
442. 

[4] Benkin, E., Beazley, J. A. and Jordan, P. Doctoral Recipients 
Rate Their Dissertation Chairs: Analysis by Gender. UCLA 
Graduate Division, Los Angeles, CA, 2000.  

[5] Bona, l. M. J., Rinehart, J. and Volbrecht, R. M. Show me 
how to do like you: Co-mentoring as feminist pedagogy. 
Feminist Teacher, 9, 3 (1995), 116-124. 

[6] Carliner, S. Characteristic-Based, Task-Based, and Results-
Based: Three Value Systems for Assessing Professionally 
Produced Technical Communication Products. Technical 
Communication Quarterly, 12, 1 (2003), 83. 

[7] Committee on the Status of Women in the Profession. 
Standing still: The associate professor survey. The Modern 
Language Association of America, New York, 2009.  

[8] Darwin, A. and Palmer, E. Mentoring circles in higher 
education. Higher Education Research and Development, 28, 
2 (2009), 125-136. 

[9] Davis, M. T. Shaping the Future of Our Profession. 
Technical Communication, 48, 2 (2001), 139-144. 

[10] de Janasz, S. C. and Sullivan, S. E. Multiple mentoring in 
academe: Developing the professional network. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 64, 2 (2004), 263-283. 

[11] dePlessis, H., Sehume, J. and Martin, L. The concept and 
application of transdisciplinarity in intellectual discourse and 
research  Real African Publishers Pty Ltd on behalf of 
Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection (MISTRA). 
Johannesburg, SA, 2014. 

[12] Diamond, C. and Mullen, C. A. Alternative perspectives on 
mentoring in higher education: Duography as collaborative 
relationship and inquiry. Journal of Applied Social Behavior, 
3, 2 (1997), 49-64. 

[13] Dobrin, D. What's technical about technical writing? 
Baywood, City, 1983. 

[14] Doheny-Farina, S. Writing in an emerging organization: An 
ethnographic study. Written Communication, 3, 2 (1986), 
158-185. 

[15] Driscoll, L. G., Parkes, K. A., Tilley‐Lubbs, G. A., Brill, J. 
M. and Pitts Bannister, V. R. Navigating the lonely sea: Peer 
mentoring and collaboration among aspiring women 
scholars. Mentoring & tutoring: Partnership in learning, 17, 1 
(2009), 5-21. 

[16] Dua, P. Feminist mentoring and female graduate student 
success: challenging gender inequality in higher education. 
Sociology Compass, 1, 2 (2007), 594-612. 

[17] Girves, J., Lepeda, Y. and Gwathmey, J. Mentoring in a post-
affirmative action world. Journal of Social Issues, 61, 3 
2005), 449-479. 

[18] Hartelius, E. J. The rhetoric of expertise. Lexington Books, 
Plymouth, UK, 2011. 

[19] Hayhoe, G. F. Inside Out/Outside In: Transcending the 
boundaries that divide the academy and industry. Baywood, 
City, 2003. 

[20] Heinrich, K. T. Loving Partnerships: Dealing with Sexual 
Attraction and Power in Doctoral Advisement Relationships. 
The Journal of Higher Education, 62, 5 1991), 514-538. 

[21] Henry, J. Writing workplace cultures: An archaeology of 
professional writing. Southern Illinois University Press, 
Carbondale, IL, 2000. 

[22] Henschel, S. and Meloncon, L. Of Horsemen and Layered 
Literacies: Assessment Instruments for Aligning Technical 
and Professional Communication Undergraduate Curricula 
with Professional Expectations. Programmatic Perspectives, 
6, 1 (2014).  

[23] Herndl, C. and Nahrwold, C. Research as Social Practice: A 
Case Study of Research on Technical and Professional 
Communication. Written Communication, 17, 2 (2000), 258-
296. 

[24] Higgins, M. and Kram, K. E. Reconceptualizing mentoring at 
work: A developmental network perspective. The Academy 
of Management Review, 26, 2 2001), 264-288. 

[25] Kamenetz, A. DIY U: Edupunks, edupreneurs, and the 
coming transformation of higher education. Chelsea Green 
Publishing White River Junction, VT, 2010. 

[26] Mathews, P. Academic monitoring: Enhancing the use of 
scarce resources. Educational Management and 
Administration, 31, 3 (2003), 313-334. 

[27] McGuire, G. M. and Reger, J. Feminist co-mentoring: A 
model for academic professional development. NWSA 
Journal, 15, 1 (2003), 54-72. 

[28] McLoughlin, A. Emergent bias in undergraduate engineering 
education. Journal of Engineering Education, 94, 4 (2005), 
373-381. 

[29] McMurtrie, D. H., Coleman, B. K., Ruppert, N. and Senn, G. 
J. The Impact of Service Learning on Middle Level Pre-
Service Teachers. Current Issues in Meddle Level Education 
19, 1 (2014), 36-42. 

[30] Meloncon, L. Unpublished raw data. 2014. 

[31] Miller, C. A humanistic Rationale for Technical Writing. 
College English, 40, 6 (1979), 610-617. 



[32] Moss, P., Debres, K. J., Cravey, A., Hyndman, J., 
Hirschboeck, K. K. and Masucci, M. Toward mentoring as 
feminist praxis: Strategies for ourselves and others. Journal 
of Geography in Higher Education, 23, 3 (1999), 413-427. 

[33] Mullen, C. A. Re-imagining the Human Dimension of 
Mentoring: A Framework for Research Administration and 
the Academy. The Journal of Research Administration, 40, 1 
2009), 10-21. 

[34] Nicolescu, B. Transdisciplinarity: Theory and Practice. 
Hampton, City, 2008. 

[35] Odell, L. and Goswami, D. Writing in nonacademic settings. 
Guilford, City, 1985. 

[36] Ragins, B. R. and Kram, K. E. The roots and meaning of 
mentoring. Sage, City, 2007. 

[37] Ratcliffe, K. Rhetorical listening: Identification, gender, 
whiteness. Southern Illinois University Press, Carbondale, 
IL, 2005. 

[38] Rickly, R. J. Messy contexts: Research as a rhetorical 
situation. Hampton Press, City, 2007. 

[39] Rix, M. and Gold, J. 'With a little help from my academic 
friend': Mentoring change agents. Mentoring & Tutoring: 
Partnership in Learning, 8, 1 (2000), 47-62. 

[40] Rodrigo, S., Miller-Cochran, S., Roen, D. and with Jolayemi, 
E., Spiegel, Cheri Lemieux, & Mitchum, Catrina DIY 
mentoring: Developing personal learning networks. 
Enculturation (2014). 

[41] Rude, C. D. Mapping the Research Questions in Technical 
Communication. Journal of Business and Technical 
Communication, 23, 2 (April 1, 2009), 174-215. 

[42] Santucci, A. K., Lingler, J. H., Schmidt, K. L., Nolan, B. A., 
Thatcher, D. and Polk, D. E. Peer-mentored research 
development meeting: a model for successful peer mentoring 
among junior level researchers. Academic Psychiatry, 32, 6 
(2008), 493-497. 

[43] Scott, J. B., Longo, B. and Wills, K. V. Critical Power tools: 
technical communication and cultural studies. State 
University of New York Press, City, 2006. 

[44] Selber, S. A. Multiliteracies for the digital age. . Southern 
Illinois University Press, Carbondale, IL, 2004. 

[45] Slack, J. D., Miller, D. J. and Doak, J. The technical 
communicator as author: Meaning, power, authority. Journal 
of Business and Technical Communication, 7, 1 (1993), 12-
36. 

[46] Spilka, R. Practitioner Research Instruction. Journal of 
Business and Technical Communication, 23, 2 (April 1, 2009 
2009), 216-237. 

[47] Stevenson, D. Evaluating technical communication faculty: 
Some empirically-based criteria and guidelines. Journal of 
Technical Writing & Communication, 16, 1 (1986), 9-32. 

[48] Wanberg, C. R., Welsh, E. T. and Hezlett, S. A. Mentoring 
research: A review and dynamic process model. Research in 
Personnel and Human Resources Management, 22 (2003), 
39-124. 

[49] Winsor, D. Writing power: Communication in an 
engineering center. State University of New York Press, 
Albany, NY, 2003. 

 

 
 


