
How to build and maintain a relationship with your mentors 
 

MJR Montoya 

 

Mentorship is an essential component of higher education.  It provides the professional training that 

research and teaching don’t always provide.  The idea of an apprentice-like relationship dates back to 

the classical academy, where future scholars were seen as keepers of the information that was essential 

for the survival of civilization.  In this regard, mentorship is what helps shape the spirit of scholars by 

building the personal relationships that make universities into an intellectual community.  Surely, you 

acquire much of this from your cohorts.  However, mentors also help you understand how to behave 

like a scholar, and more importantly, how to defend the intellectual traditions you’ve chosen to invest 

in.  Building and maintaining these relationships are what separate a good research experience from rich 

professional experience.  The following points are helpful tips on how to make the most of a mentor 

relationship. 

 

1.  Let your mentor know your work.  Mentors are just as busy as you are, and in some cases, much 

busier. When sharing your work with a mentor, try not to “throw the kitchen sink” at them.  

Mentors are happy to look at your work once you’ve proven that they can trust you not to 

exploit their time.  Begin your relationship by sharing some basic information. For example: 

 

A brief description of your research interests and your professional goals.  If you’ve 

already written a personal statement for graduate school, this might be a good place to 

start.  Most often a 1-page “prime abstract” that describes your research in basic terms 

(what is your research, when/where – what is the time and place of your research, and 

how will you do your work) helps your mentor identify places where they can be of most 

use.  This is how mentors distinguish between those students that are serious about 

their work and know how to ask for guidance.  Once you’ve let a mentor know your 

work, they can help place your work in a much deeper professional context. 

 

2. Never take a mentor for granted.  It is very easy to treat mentorship relationships as superficial 

social relationships.  Many professors are challenged to navigate between their personal time 

and their professional responsibilities.  Be mindful that the time that mentors spend is given at 

great expense to their own work.  It is easy to let your demeanor become increasingly casual.  

This is not always a bad thing.  It becomes a problem when you don’t take one’s time for 

granted.  Here are some steps to avoid this. 

a. Always respond to emails and other correspondence directly and fully.  If you are asked 

for several things, make sure that you at least address each point even if you say “I don’t 

know.  Do you have any suggestions that can help?” etc. 

b. Keep in touch.  Even if you’re doing great, make sure you check in with small but 

tangible updates. 



c. Make sure you help keep appointment.  Sometimes, schedules are difficult to 

coordinate.  Be patient, but also respectful. A good mentor won’t mind being held 

accountable.  Straightforward, respectful reminders are sometimes all that is needed to 

keep meetings on schedule. 

d. When meeting with a mentor, make sure that you have an agenda, with a list of tangible 

outcomes.  This minimizes the time a mentor will spend giving you advice. 

 

3. Shared mentorships.  Sometimes you may be lucky to have several mentors.  Try to keep those 

relationships separate and discreet.  Always try to address serious concerns you have with 

mentors directly with mentors.  If that does not work, then you should certainly seek the advice 

from others.  However, you should always err on the side of disclosure.  Part of being a 

professional is making sure that you can be a strong partner to those supporting you.  However, 

sometimes rivalries among professors or miscommunications between mentors can place you in 

a difficult (if not impossible) situation.  Here are some tips to minimize these problems. 

a. Keep your shared discussions with mentors about your work and your development as a 

scholar.  If discussions deviate to interpersonal issues, don’t get into it.  Stick to the 

agenda you’ve set up.   

b. If you have shared mentorship that requires group discussions/meetings (for example 

for your thesis or dissertation committees) always disclose the outcomes of those 

discussions and meetings (including the availability of times) with everyone.  Privileging 

information can place mentors at odds with each other.   

 

4. Getting support for things you don’t know you need to know.  It’s difficult to know what to ask 

for.  This is why knowing your own research well is essential to getting good advice.  Here are 

some tips on how to fish for information you may not get without the experience of a mentor: 

a. How does advancement in your field occur?  Aside from producing good research and 

teaching, what are the hallmarks of professional development in your field? 

b. How do professionals in your field get satisfaction from their work? 

c. What are the procedures/bureaucratic challenges to work in your field? 

Asking these things in the context of your work can help you get nuance in the advice you 

receive. Try to make these questions emerge naturally as you learn more from your mentor. 

 

5. Be a good citizen.  If your mentor is running a conference or if they need help with their own 

work, and you can spare the time, learning to be a good source of support shows that you know 

how to give back – not just to your mentor, but to the academy.  This is a good way to get first-

hand experience in the work of a mentor.  

 

6. Defend yourself and your work.  Some fields require that you work with a mentor in a more 

demanding time-schedule.  If you cannot meet a mentor’s requests it is okay to decline.  It is 

acceptable to be thankful for opportunities while turning it down graciously.  Doing this all the 

time may show that you are not interested in the opportunities being shared with you.  Earn 



your mentor’s trust and respect by focusing on your work.  At that point, saying no to an 

opportunity is something you can say with credibility. 


