


IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

Mentoring 

Observing bluebirds train their offspring to Jly can offer surprising techniques for effective mentoring. 

The Bluebirds' 
Secret 

Mentoring 
With Bravery 
and Balance 

Bluebirds are wonderful mentors! 
There is a bluebird house in an oak tree six 

feet from my wife's and my bedroom window. 

The same pair of bluebirds returns to the tree 

each spring to build, populate, and empty a 

nest. This past spring, their parenting made 

me reflect on how instructive bluebird flying 

lessons could be for human mentors. 
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Bl ueb i rds don ' t just hatch 
eggs and depart . They get 
young birds from the securi-
ty of the birdhouse to the in-

dependence of flight. 
Let's depart from the world of blue-

birds for a while to recognize that we 
have entered an era in the world of 
en terpr i se in which revolut ionary 
changes render .skills and knowledge 
obsolete almost overnight. Peter Vaill's 
term permanent white water has been 
used to characterize the feel of the 
workplace. Similarly, success comes 
through creative adaptation and inno-
vative breakthroughs rather than the 
replication of tried (tired) and true (not 
new) ideas. "If it ain't broke, don't fix 
it" has been replaced by, "If ii ain't 
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become a key source for real-time em-
ployee learning. But combining an in-
charge role with an in-sight goal calls 
for balance. That's where the bluebirds 
come in. 

Finding the teachable 
moment 
Bluebirds know when their fast-grow-
ing offspring are ready to be pushed 
from the nest because they have ge-
netically coded weaning instincts. 
They watch for signs of maturation: 
restlessness, wing strength, and the ea-
gerness of a voting bird's lunge toward 
the birdhouse exit even when there is 
no worm dangling from mama's beak. 

Bluebird parents often perch some 
distance away from baby bluebirds and 
call out to them as though to gauge 
their reaction t ime—how fast did 
Junior respond to the chirp? A parent 
bluebird might perch atop the bird-
house and peer down the entrance, 
even though it would be easier to 
observe from inside. But the bluebird 
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broke, break it." Almost overnight, em-
ployees can go from being a champ to 
a chump unless they stay perpetually 
honed and forever ready. High-level 
knowledge requirements are moving 
to lower levels in the organization, 
meaning smartness can no longer be 
the purview of bosses only. 

All that implies a requirement for 
learning organizations—that growth, 
learning, improvement, and everlast-
ing experimentation are woven into 
their cultures. "The ability to learn 
faster than your competition," says 
Arie De Geus, "may be the only sus-
tainable competitive advantage." 

Employees not in a perpetual state 
of growth will be unable to cope , 
adapt, and succeed. And waiting for 
the next opening in a much-needed 
training class can be costly. Mentors 

knows that in or-
der to get a true 
picture, it must 
balance a comfort-
able and familiar 
close-up examina-
tion with a more 
dangerous and di-
verse perspective. 

Baby bluebirds and people need 
teachab le moments . A chief com-
plaint of proteges about their mentors 
is. "She wasn't on hand when 1 really 
needed her." Such key opportunities 
are called, "teachable moments." The 
timing of a teachable moment is im-
por tant : It's a combina t ion of the 
learner's readiness to learn, the quick-
ness with which learning can be ap-
plied, and the special conditions like-
ly to foster or support learning. 

So, what should mentors do to 
match teaching with timing? And how 
do mentors demonstrate the appro-
priate amount of attention? Too much 
attention can make a protege feel 
smothered; too little can make him 
feel abandoned. 
Stay vigilant. Seek opportuni t ies to 
foster discovery. Whenever you com-
municate with a protege, ask whether 
learning can result. 
Keep a lookout. Watch for signs of apa-

thy, boredom, or dullness—any of 
which may indicate a learning plateau. 
Ask A and listen for B. For example, 
ask. "How would you describe the 
challenge in your job?" But listen for 
the answer as if you had asked, "How 
would you describe the growth deficit 
or learning deficit in your job?" It's usu-
ally easier for proteges to talk about 
whether they're challenged than it is 
for them to discuss a learning deficit. 
W a t c h p ro teges a t work. As b lueb i rd 
parents watch from a distance, keep 
in mind that your goal is to determine 
whether it might be a good time to in-
tervene as a mentor. 

Support wi thout rescuing 
The morning one baby bluebird took 
its first clumsy flight from the bird-
house to the nearest bush, both par-
ents were on hand for the occasion, 
proud and no doubt anxious. As the 
wobbly fledgling took short, awkward 
bursts of flight, one parent was always 
in the tree nearby chirping encourage-
ment. When our cat, Taco Bell, came 
around the corner, one parent flew 
within a few feet of Taco, distracting 
her long enough for the young bird to 
reach safety. It was a beautiful display 
of bravery and vital, well-timed sup-
port by the parent. Still, the student pi-
lot was left to do its own flying. 

Similarly, mentors provide support 
and encouragement as proteges work 
to master shaky new skills. The chal-
lenges for all mentors are: "When does 
too much support become rescue?" 
and "When does too little support be-
come callousness?" Many mentors 
tend to take help to the level of inter-
ference. Too often they say. "Let me 
just show you how to do that" when 
they should be asking, "What do you 
think you should do next?" 

The following assemble-it-yourself 
statement may help you find the right 
balance between helpful support and 
unhelpful rescue. "If 1 were honest. I 
would say that 1 tend to offer help be-
cause 
t I don't want to see a protege re-
peal mistakes that I've made." 
» I can't afford too many errors in 
the name of learning." 
> I don't want to see a protege hurt, 
embarrassed, disappointed, or dis-
couraged." 
» 1 feel the need to show proteges 
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how competent and skilled I am." 
I If I don't show proteges how, they 
will never become competent." 

If there is one lesson that bluebirds 
can offer, it is the living illustration of a 
teacher's courage to let learners fail. 
Mentors, like human parents, want 
learning to be painless. But the most 
significant growth happens through 
the discomfort of grappling with a 
new skill. Our bluebirds dived coura-
geously at our menacing cat as the 
bluebird student pilot fluttered awk-
wardly. The parents seemed to be pro-
tecting their youngster at risk to them-
selves. The lesson: Learners dare to 
risk when they see mentors take risks. 

Avoid perfection 
The greatest gift a mentor can give 
proteges is to demonstrate authenticity 
and realness. Conversely, the biggest 
barrier to mentoring is an environment 
with expectations of perfection and 
the implication. "Why can't you be as 
good as I am?" There is nothing wrong 
with mentors showing off to proteges. 

as long as what they show is their gen-
uineness—clay feet and all. Consider 
the following suggestions: 
» Tape your mentoring sessions to 
determine whether they contain con-
trolling language—such as. "I want 
you to...." "You should...." Don't use 
the patronizing royal we as in, "We 
must take our medicine." 
» Listen to see whether you take as 
many risks as proteges to be real and 
open. Do you sound like an expert or 
another learner? 
I Eliminate anything that may com-
municate power or distance. Mentor-
ing from behind a desk can be more 
intimidating than sitting at a 45-de-
gree angle to a protege without barri-
ers. Power can be an obstacle when 
learning is the objective. Take steps 
to literally and symbolically minimize 
the power of your role or position. 
> Be open to alternative views and 
unique interpretations. The path to ex-
cellence zigzags between extreme 
views. Help proteges refine their views 
by honoring extreme ideas, while ask-

ing questions to encourage the discov-
ery of a balanced, effective position. 
I Take learning seriously, but not 
yourself. Laugh with proteges, never 
at them. An occasional "1 made that 
same mistake" can mitigate their ap-
prehension and promote the neces-
sary risk taking for learning. 

At the moment, our bluebirds are 
empty nesters. Their protege has 
joined the world of other adult blue-
birds hunting tasty bugs, dodging curi-
ous cats, and perhaps serving as the 
flight instructor for a new generation. 
Like with bluebirds, the ultimate gift of 
a human mentor is to allow proteges 
the freedom to find their own way. • 

C h i p R. Bel l is manager of Performance 
Research Associates. 25 Highland Park. 
100, Suite 374. Dallas, 7X 75205. 
Phone 214/522-5777; fax 214/691-
7591; e-mailprawest@aol.com. 

To purchase reprin ts of this article, 
call ASTD Customer Service at 
703/683-8100. Use priority code 586 
and reprint number TD029730. 

TRISYS 

TAKE COA\A\AND 
OF YOUR TRAINING 

PROGRAMS 
PUT T R A I N I N G C O M M A N D E R TO WORK FOR YOU. 

TRAINING COMMANDER offers an innovative approach to your 
organization's training needs. Training Commander reduces your 
administration overload and assists you in managing your: 

T R A I N I N G C U R R I C U L U M • STUDENT REGISTRATION • 
INSTRUCTOR SCHEDULING • FACILITY M A N A G E M E N T • 
CORRESPONDENCE & REPORTING • R E M O T E REGISTRATIONS • 
T U I T I O N REIMBURSEMENTS 

Training Commander will automate your training department, save you 
t ime and money, minimize errors, and increase productivity. 

For more information a b o u t T R A I N I N G C O M M A N D E R ' S high value, 
low cost solution to tomorrow's training needs call ( 8 0 0 ) 7 2 6 - 8 0 0 6 . 

Free Sof tware Demo • Free Sof tware Eva lua t ion Copy (Shipping 
Charges apply) 

SOFTWARE SOLUTIONS 9457 S. University Blvd.. Suite 131, Highlands Ranch, Co. 80126 Fax (303) 791-8514 

Circle No. 155 on Reader Service Card 

Training & Development, February 1997 3 3 

mailto:e-mailprawest@aol.com

