TWO WAY MENTORING FOR INDIGENOUS APPRENTICES AND STAFF
Tanyah Nasir, Group Training Northern Territory

Abstract

The terminologymentorsandmentoringis everywhere - it is used in different contexts a
all levels of education and training, and acros®idie sectors for a variety of purposes.
The terms are laden with conflicting interpretatiomnd expectations from all
stakeholders. Namely the VET system and the werkathin this sector, industry and
small business and most significantly the cliemtbo in the case of this paper, are
Indigenous apprentices.

Mentors and mentoring are also terms that pronteeptospect of ‘a magic wand’ or a
‘quick fix’ for complex employment, training andadming problems as well as more

deep-seated cultural negotiations

From an Indigenous apprentice’s perspective, tbeseepts often appear to never quite

deliver the level of successful mainstream engagearinitially promised.

Introduction

Recently mentors and mentoring has gathered mommerstnd accrued a positive
reputation in the workplace. Mentoring programs aumerous in a variety of areas -
Leading the Way, Mentoring and Capacity Buildingittive, Mentor Marketplace for
Department of Families, Housing, Community Servicasd Indigenous Affairs,
Indigenous Leadership programs and Indigenous NMeRtogram (Employment and
Training with Mission Australia), to name only avie

This paper will provide an Australian Indigenousrgpective on mentors and
mentoring’, and interrogate the widespread perception that phienomena inevitably

benefits the disadvantaged as well as provide stismeission of the emerging findings
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from a research project being undertaken by thismrtraining organisation. It is
written by an Indigenous practitioner in an orgahan that is currently working towards
the development of support strategies which wilbiave the recruitment, retention and

completion of apprenticeships by Indigenous Auitrel.

Field officers are recruited into the organisatiorundertake the critical and complicated
interface between the group training organisatio #he apprentice and the host
employer and the training provider. Part of threle is to undertake regular mentoring
visits to apprentices in their caseload and thid fdficer/mentor function is assumed to
be interchangeable. The appointed mentor is eggetd develop in isolation with

minimal initial or ongoing professional developmeand learning.

Within the organisation a significant amount ofawses are being invested in ensuring
quality service to all stakeholders. This resegmdject in progress provides the space to
critically analyse and reflect on how we currenfiypport Indigenous apprentices,
identify what works and what does not and what eeded to enhance our service
delivery. The process of building staff and orgational capacity to effectively mentor
has transformed how we do business, particularlyh wour clients, Indigenous
apprentices. The process and the importand&v@fway mentorings emerging. It is
apparent that it is critical that we value Indigesavays of knowing, doing and being,
and embed these practices into the day to day opesawhen mentoring Indigenous
apprentices. There is a risk that mentoring tsabnly one way can fail because it
involves ‘blaming’ that prompts resistance fromgédeing mentored and ultimately acts

to perpetuate the current status quo of Indigenmedvantage.

Literature Review

Clutterbuck, (2001) and Colley, (2003)ote that there is confusion and no clear
consensus in defining mentoringlentoring is described as classic or traditiondieve

it is one to one, with an older experienced peradt can provide some guidance
(Bernard, 1996; Linney, 1999; cited by McDonald02)) Mentors and mentoring are
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loaded terms which, intentionally or unintentiogalmply deep cultural values anchored
in an invisible and silent deficit thinking whiclnfiluences people’s interpretation and

construction of this phenomenon.

In the research project and within this paper, way mentoring is being identified and
interpreted as a collaborative, developmental amgbimg social learning process where
the relationship is based on the foundation of e@espshared responsibility and a

commitment to achieving positive outcomes.

Mentoring is many things ... but at its heart liesadfirmation of human
relationships and the capacity for good relatiompshito enable those
involved (the young people and their mentors) éorleand to grow. At the
same time mentoring is no soft option. Quality pangs require hard
work and tough decisions. They require firm undartgs from all

involved. They operate with purpose and delivet oedcomes from rising
self esteem, healthier behaviours, and improvedodchattendance
through to better informed career choices and a ensecure place in

education or the workforce. (Hartley 2004, p. 2)

MacCallum; Beltman 2002 and Lovelock 1999 (citedHartley 2004 page) agree with
Hartley 2004 in that the human element is importamtl necessary for successful
mentoring relationships. As a practitioner, thisw is significant especially with
Indigenous apprentices as this acknowledges thepswef knowing, doing and being.
As Philip, Shucksmith and King (2004), and Coll&p@la, 2001b) note, mentoring
programs are being developed, promoted, and impitsdeacross a range of sectors.
Application of these programs are believed to beiqudarly useful in settings where
the employees are defined as the disadvantagedndisé at risk and with the least

social capital.

As Indigenous disadvantage persists in this courtrg quest by policy makers for

intervention strategies, capacity building prograand empowerment policies remains a
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stronghold in Australian politics, government depents, businesses and systems across
the nation. This overwhelming desire to find ‘sdinireg that works’ as stated by Colley
(2001a; 2001b; 2002), Brabazon & Disch (1997), Bhdip & Shucksmith (2004) has
produced a rapid rise, resurgence, and advocacyeotors and mentoring. However,
caution is highlighted with ‘casting the net’ toadely and broadly.

Research suggests that enthusiasm for mentoringéinot be
allowed to run ahead of the evidence. Mentoringnat a
panacea for all young people and is problematichwsbme
groups of young peopléHartley 2004, p. 17)

Colley (2002) statethat given the positive policy stance towards the of mentoring,
and the overwhelmingly favourable, even celebratoegard in which the practice is
held, we might expect that the last 20 years wiiatde produced clear theoretical and

practical frameworkddowever, 20 years later, Piper and Piper, (20084preveal:

The concept of mentoring remains ... evaluation kagdd
to be programmatic and anecdotal ...

However, gaps in our knowledge about the theorkbeae
for such work, and questions about the aims, metraod
effectiveness of the concept, have become evident.
Overall many programmes start with a ‘deficit mbde
implying that young people and their families feol meet

some undefined ‘norm’

Colley 2001b echoes the same concerns, and emesdkes plight of the ‘deficit view'.
As does Howard 2006, p 113 states:

“For non-Aboriginal people, it can be difficult teepe from
the ingrained cultural view that equates ‘differehowith

‘deficit’. The legacies of history, the expectaia@mbedded in
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notions of professionalism and ‘good managememtt peer
attitudes all support negative judgements aboutrdsponses

of Aboriginal people where these differ from wisa¢xpected.”

This point of view highlights the need to maintaive challenge filter- to continue to
confront the unconscious uptake of mentoring pnograwithout due analysis and
consideration, especially when these programs awengited as the solution for the
Indigenous apprentices perceived shortcomingss an Indigenous Australian, one
cannot help but think that mentors and mentoringetsaanother ‘tag’ which contributes to
the amplification and exaggeration of the Indigendwstralian’s collective deficit in
contemporary Australian society. Whether the cantexvithin the government, private
or industry context the terminology is commonly disend the process readily embraced
and appears to have saturated every workplacextonte

In reviewing some of the literature on mentors andntoring it was evident that
knowledge and information about Indigenous appecesti which described the

meaningful and engaging mentoring process fordhiiral cohort was limited

M ethodol ogy

The methodology is informed hysing a critical ethnographic approach. Accordiag t
Thomas (1993) critical ethnography describes, aeslyand opens to scrutiny otherwise
hidden agendas, power centres and assumptionsntiibit, repress and constrain. As
Thomas (1993, p 2-3) argues:

If critical ethnography is about anything, it is @it freedom from
social repression and a vision of a better socieBesearch helps
identify what oppresses and how it can be alterddrequires that
we understand our subjects, our culture, and aladl/eurselves ...

critical ethnographers challenge comfortable, buépressive,
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cultural definitions and offer an invitation to eage in social
change.(Thomas, 1993, p. 71)

This research project is about ‘privileging Indigas voices’ in a particular context for a
specific period of time. The primary objective Mak to describe Indigenous apprentices
perspectives that emerged during contact and sugpovided while involved in the
above mentioned work. This helps to describeettygeriences of an apprentice in the
public sector and will help develop a better untrding of their lived ‘working life
reality’. Laplantine (1996, p 15) advocated an@approach to reveal the invisible: ...
“The seer is the one who sees what is not “in frdmiit “inside”, that is to say, at first

sight the others cannot see what is not immediaisligle for all: the invisible.”

This research project aims to explore and analyse durrent mentoring process
undertaken with Indigenous apprentices in a greamihg context. This phenomenon
will be explored from the multiple perspectives tbe field officer, the Indigenous
apprentice and workplace supervisor. This resegraject will provide the opportunity
to critically analyse, reflect, discuss and destlie approach of two way mentoring and
the importance of deconstructing and reconstructiegterms mentors and mentoring

within this context

It will be context specific and conducted withinlacal group training organisation’s
partnership with the state’s public sector withld@igenous apprentices, 4 field officers,
2 group training organisation managers, 3 host eyeplsupervisors and 1 trainer.

The methods which will be used to collect the datilie data include transcripts from
semi structured interviews and focus groups, amabfsartefacts, a literature review and
the critical reflections of workplace observatioasd anecdotes from an Indigenous
practitioner’'s perspective. There is a varietydata collection methods which will
amplify the patterns and themes, enabling us toaseeunderstand ‘the invisibleThe
data will be transcribed and thematically analysethe reference group will ensure

validity and the collaborative critical friends gghas already proved to be invaluable.
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This research project is limited in that it i€ase studyf a small number of Indigenous
apprentices and their appointed mentors. However tb the openness and the
commitment of the group training organisation ahd field officers working directly
with the apprentices it is envisaged a comprehenaivd critical understanding will
manifest itself. This data will have the depth aictiness necessary to articulate the type
of mentoring needed for Indigenous apprenticesnd the implications drawn from this
research project may be used to encourage and @i organisations and other
groups of Indigenous apprentices, mentors and viacks who desire better social,

economic and political, outcomes

Emerging Findings and Discussion

When non-Indigenous people discuss mentors andomegthe assumption is made that
only Indigenous people need a mentor to develop khewledge, skills and

understandings required to conform, comply andeeddn the mainstream workplace.

What has crystallised in this project is that tsues experienced by, and with,
Indigenous apprentices is a shared responsibiityafl stakeholders and it is essential

that a two way mentoring approach is implemented.

Two way mentoring is a developmental, shared, lagrprocess, not dissimilar to
parenting; where a quality relationship is vitalhe outcomes to be achieved and the
understandings to be facilitated alependant on the willingness and the capacity ®f th

mentor. As described by an Indigenous field officentor:

. its about supporting the apprentice by walkindesby side
...Sharing the issue rather than pointing ... standiite by side in
a shared role where the mentor guides and crede®pportunity
of decision making which leads the apprentice t&ingaa choice

with the knowledge of consequence either positiveegative.
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(Indigenous Field Officer)

...it is important to not be too direct or confrorgior the
apprentice shuts downs because they feel they @irggb
blamed. People don't like just being talked ataimapid
pace, they want a discussion. They wait for a rsmwthey
can come in, so they can talk too. The appremtess to
feel safe and not intimidated by the type of laggua. you

know nothing too formal. (Indigenous field officer

Interpersonal communication skills, level of seliameness, emotional intelligence,
passion and empathetic understanding of Indigem@ys of knowing, doing and being
are vital. A foundation of mutual respect, shaggdal responsibility, critical reflection
and a passion and commitment to dig deeper; torstadel what ‘other’ does not know
and an acknowledgement of the diversity that exaststhe significant values needed for

a meaningful and trusted mentoring relationshignwitdigenous apprentices.

The emerging findings from this project is highligiy mentoring as one of the value
added services that is implemented by this gro@mitrg organisation to support
Indigenous apprentices A myriad of definitions and interpretations wereldhef
mentoring by field officers, workplace supervisormanagers and apprentices.
Consciously or unconsciously, these interpretatiomgacted on expectations of service,
day to day practice and most importantly an indigids construction of this
phenomenonThis project has highlighted the dangers of mentpheing informed by
deficit thinking or a deficit view (Colley 2001b;dward 2006; Piper and Piper 2000).

In view of the above, this project has affirmedtthids important to continue with the
internal cross cultural learning and developmemttfe group training organisation’s
staff. And that we need to continue to systemHyicanalyse the organisational

processes, procedures and the policies ensuriggatieereflecting Indigenous knowledge
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systems. The positive outcomes achieved is dematedtin the following observations

of a field officer:

“... He has become much more reflective ...willingsteh
before he approaches a workplace issue ... he nowahas
different perspective of the Indigenous apprentieesl
much more inclusive of using the Indigenous pewojiiein
the company ...”

Indigenous colleague’s observations of a fieldoeffi

What has also emerged is the level of commitmeadt aotive support from the group
training organisation’s board and senior managemeéftte CEO has been a stalwart
advocate and supporter ensuring there are repertalanisational and work division
key performance indicators targeting Indigenous legmpent and training outcomes.
Without this executive support the staff and orgational transformation would not have

been possible.

Conclusion

This project in progress has highlighted there appéo be an over simplification and
unquestioning acceptance of this phenomenon withdatjuate contextualised analysis
and interrogation. Mentoring appears to be vielwgdnany as the “knight in shining
armour” coming to the rescue however care mustakent that the purported rescue is
needed and wanted and that the rescuer knows widatand how to do it. Moreover, to
be effective the knight may need to get off hisskooften - take off his armour and be
prepared to learn from those he is ‘rescuing’. tddesnand mentoring promises much but
the process implemented and the outcomes attairedq@estionable. Especially if
operating within a traditional one way mentoringdabin an Indigenous context. There
is a danger that mentoring may become anotherdbdthe collective deficit thinking
which serves to blame Indigenous people for thesitpn and lack of, in the wider

society. Yet it is actually the failure of mairesam systems to adapt to inclusive,
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collaborative and non judgemental ways to ensuee éhgagement and success of

Indigenous people.

To conclude, this article advocates that the caleby, uncritical approach to mentoring
needs to be revised. There is a need for furtherareh investigation which can help
develop the theoretical understandings about tlhisnpmenon specifically from an
Australian Indigenous perspective as active pgdicis utilising a two way mentoring
approach. Without this we risk mentors and mentpriperforming as a tool to
perpetuate the current positioning and disadvantdgmdigenous Australians in the

apprenticeship sector.

I would like to acknowledge and thank the Indigen@pprentices for sharing their
experiences, for my committed work colleagues wirl diligently to make a difference,
for the vibrant discussions and contributions framg family Joanne Nasir and Roland
Dyrting, for Damien Howard’s valuable insight anditR Wallace’s academic expertise.
To each of them | am grateful for their generousitspnd willingness to share their

knowledge.
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