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ABSTRACT

Moving from teaching at the basic education level in grades K-12 to higher education is a journey that
can take many different paths. The author examines the difference between role models, coaches, and
mentors as well as co-mentoring experiences. The value of and guidance provided by mentors on the
author’s journey from deciding to become a K-12 educator to teaching science methods at the higher
education level is examined in this chapter. Additional influences explored are those that come from
professional networks. Through scenarios and reflection, lessons learned are considered with recom-
mendations to be considered.

INTRODUCTION

Near the end of the first year in my first (and current) tenure track position at a regional public univer-
sity, the then dean of the College of Education and Human Services stopped me to chat. In honesty, he
caught me off guard. I was trying to take a shortcut out of the building through the mechanical room,
which usually allowed me to avoid being stopped for small talk. But no, there he was, standing outside
of the back doors taking a cigarette break.

The encounter went like this. He stopped me. He asked me how I was doing. And then he made a
statement that went something like, so you really hit the ground running, probably better than most first-
year faculty members do — do you have any insight as to why? Or how to help others do that? At that
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point, I am sure the look on my face and my eye movement showing a review of mental thoughts made
it quite apparent that I was trying to process all that was going through my mind and select something
appropriate to state — or perhaps it looked like I was being contemplative of the moment and reflecting
on the question. It was the first. What went through my mind initially was nothing that I could state.
Finally, I paused and looked at him and said, “Um...could we chalk it up to some great mentors before
coming here who have continued to look out for me?”

That experience has stayed with me for many reasons throughout the years. That comment was and
still is probably one of the most important realizations and lessons of my professional career. The lesson
is that there were and are great mentors who, and experiences that, have helped me to see further, grow
as a professional, reach for new challenges, and give back in similar ways. 1 recognize that I had been
fortunate to have mentors before moving to higher education who involved me in different opportuni-
ties. In my thinking, it is because of these people, and those experiences in which they involved me, that
the transition from teaching at the K-12 education level to higher education was more manageable and
provided a trajectory for my career.

For professionals, regardless of where they are in their career trajectory, the benefits and learning
that accompany the mentoring process, including collaborating with other peers and developing a pro-
fessional support network, are numerous and necessary. Finding those professional networks can occur
both locally and at a distance through participation and involvement in professional associations. Once
involved, there is a myriad of connections, each nested within other networks that can be made and
many opportunities to seek out and be a mentor. This chapter will focus on how experiences such as
those identified above, the reflections, and lessons learned can help an individual grow professionally.

THE EARLY YEARS
Becoming an Educator
“What I am to be, I am becoming.” — Benjamin Franklin

I am not sure when I decided to pursue teaching at the higher education level. Like many educators, my
graduation from college with an education degree had set me on a path to teaching at the basic educa-
tion level. I can, however, remember the moment that I was encouraged to pursue being a teacher. That
decision was during my sophomore college year, at which point I had already changed my major from
a precursor to forensics called medical technology to business. I liked science, just not standing at a
bench all day. I was not thriving as a business major and still unsure of my choice. In hindsight, it is
clear that having a mentor would have been a help, but I had grown up during a time when careers were
not discussed, and shadowing didn’t exist. Perhaps a survey inventory was taken for potential fields but
exploring what one would do for the rest of their lives was not a conversation people had with teenagers.
As many college students often do, I returned to the high school I attended to visit the band teacher who
had also taught me private flute lessons for several years to say hello, catch up, and likely, in retrospect,
return to a comfort zone. I can very clearly remember his question, of Why aren’t you going into teach-
ing? You work at summer camps; you like kids. Which I promptly rejected for one additional semester.
However, he had a point, and I switched my major to education, and the rest is, as they say, history.
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