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Mentor roles and responsibilities are varied and complex. Serving as a guide, facilitator, role 
model, and/or ally to the mentee, a mentor must be prepared to take on a range of roles and 
responsibilities that may change as the mentor/mentee relationship develops over time, as the 
needs and goals of the mentee shift, and as specific contexts and situations require different 
strategies. Although it’s not possible to pigeonhold any mentor, mentee, or mentoring 
relationship, a mentor will generally enact a number of common roles and responsibilities. It’s 
worth emphasizing that whatever role the mentor may take, the mentor’s principal goal, as 
Paulo Freire reminds us, is to invite and nurture the “total autonomy, freedom, and 
development of those he or she mentors.” 
 

A mentor is . . . 
 

• A knowledgeable and experienced guide who teaches (and learns) through a 
commitment to the mutual growth of both mentee and mentor. 

 

• A caring, thoughtful, and humane facilitator who provides access to people, places, 
experiences, and resources outside the mentee’s routine environment. 

 

• A role model who exemplifies in word and deed what it means to be an ethical, 
responsible, and compassionate human being. 

 

• A trusted ally, or advocate, who works with (not for) the mentee and on behalf of the 
mentee’s best interests and goals. 
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Mentors and mentees should understand that mentors cannot be all things to their mentees. 
A role model is not a flawless idol to be mindlessly emulated by the mentee; an experienced 
guide is not a surrogate parents who stands in as a mother or father figure; a caring facilitator 
is not a professional therapist who is capable of treating serious personal problems; a trusted 
ally or advocate is not a social worker or a financier. Often, mentors and mentees encounter 
problems in their relationships due to different ideas about the appropriate role(s) and 
responsibilities of either the mentor, mentee, or both. There are boundaries in virtually any 
and all relationships, and the mentor/mentee relationship is no exception. While there are no 
hard and fast rules, and while there may be rare exceptions, there are guidelines for what a 
mentor is (or should be) and for what a mentor is not (or should not be). 

 

A mentor is not . . . 
 

•        A (surrogate) parent. 
 

•        A professional counselor or therapist. 
 

•        A flawless or infallible idol. 
 

•        A social worker. 
 

•        A lending institution. 
 

•        A playmate or romantic partner. 
 

 
 

As a Peer Mentor, your principal objectives should be to: 
 

1.  Establish a positive, personal relationship with your mentee(s). 
 

• Avoid acting as if you were nothing more than a professional service provider (“I’m 
here to do a job. I’m a tutor/peer advisor/student office worker; I’m not here to be 
your friend!” Make a proactive effort to act as a guide, a “coach,” and an ally and 
advocate. 

 

• Once a positive, personal relationship is developed, it is much easier to realize the 
remaining three goals. 

 

• Trust and respect must be established. 
 



• Regular interaction and consistent support are important in many mentoring 
relationships. 

 

2.  Help your mentee(s) to develop academic and life skills. 
 

• Work to accomplish specific goals (e.g., tutoring assistance on a homework 
assignment or peer advising about the best use of “free” time). 

 

• When and where appropriate, emphasize life-management skills, such as decision-
making, goal setting, time management, dealing with conflict, values clarification, and 
skills for coping with stress and fear. 

 

3.  Assist mentee(s) in accessing academic and college resources. 
 

• Provide information — or better yet, help your mentee(s) to find information — 
about academic resources (faculty, staff, academic support services, student 
organizations, etc.). Assist your mentee(s) in learning how to access and use these 
resources — don’t assume that just because they know where their professor’s office 
is that they also understand how to talk to their professor.

 

4.  Enhance your mentee’s ability to interact comfortably and productively with 
people/groups from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

 

• Your own willingness to interact with individuals and groups different from yourself 
will make a powerful statement about the value placed on diversity. Model the 
attitudes and behaviors that you emphasize. 

 

• Contrary to popular belief, we are not “all the same.” It is important to acknowledge 
and understand, not ignore, our differences. We need to learn how to use our 
differences as resources for growth. 
Respecting our differences is necessary but not sufficient; we need to know how to 
negotiate our differences in ways that produce new understandings and insights. 

 

• Everyone holds particular preconceptions and stereotypes about one’s own group 
and other groups.  Take special care that you are not (intentionally or unintentionally) 
promoting your own views and values at the expense of your mentees’ viewpoints. 
Work at understanding and critically examining your own perspectives on 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, religion, sexual orientation, etc. 
 

 

[Adapted from Mentor Training Curriculum, National Mentoring Working Group convened by United Way 
of America and One to One, 1991, in One to One “Mentoring 101” Curriculum, The California Mentoring 
Partnership.] 

 

 


