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by Sonia M. Bribiescas

As
Nancy started her leadership adventure in October 2007, she
received no approval from her mentor teacher to pursue the prin-
cipalship certificate. She had been teaching business for 13 years.

She has known Ms. Joy, her mentor teacher, for 15 years and has the utmost
respect for her. Even though her mentor teacher had been tough on her
throughout the years, Nancy still considers her “The Master.” The focus of
this article is to examine the relationship between the mentor and mentee.

Being Frozen
When Nancy began teaching, she received positive comments on her lead-

ership qualities. She did not feel confident at the time and did not investigate
the possibility for months. How critical is support when it comes to relation-
ships? According to Powell, it is imperative to have support in the relationship
because without a solid foundation, the growth will never happen.

As Nancy developed her plan, her final task was to contact Joy to get her
approval. Joy, a business teacher of 35 years, was a department chair for 25
years and developed a reputation of being assertive and fair. Nancy met with Joy
to discuss her aspirations and her plan to obtain a principalship certificate. Joy
looked at Nancy and said, “In my opinion, I don’t think you can handle that
kind of job. You are good at being a teacher. I can’t see you as a principal.”
Nancy was in complete confusion. For the next few months, her plan was frozen.

The Relief
Nancy knew she had to make a decision, but needed closure with Joy’s

reaction to the news. She decided to call her mentor teacher and ask the
burning question. The conversation started as it usually did, with small
talk. Nancy then dropped the question, “Why did you not support my deci-
sion to pursue my principalship certificate?” Joy replied, “Because I know
your strengths and weaknesses, and you do not have what it takes to lead a
school.” Nancy asked, “Can you give me specifics?” Joy stated, “Your gram-
mar is not up to par, and you have a hard time articulating ideas to others.
You know, when I wanted to pursue a leadership position early in my
career, my mentor teacher told me I would not be good, and I have great
grammar and am very articulate.”

Nancy thanked her mentor for her comments and guidance and hung
up the phone.

Mentors are significant people in the world. Sometimes these people are
unaware of the potential damage they inflict. It is obvious that Nancy’s men-
tor was not an emotional leader. The only leadership experience the mentor
teacher had was being a department chair. The relationship between the two
had always been strong because the mentor was leading and making the
decisions for the mentee. Once the mentee decided to make a decision on
her own, the mentor made an executive decision to discourage her protégée.

The Rebirth
Nancy was devastated by her mentor’s remarks. She lost confidence in

her ability to pursue a principalship certificate. The comments bothered
her and made her second guess herself. After the initial hurt, the experi-
ence, however, enlightened her – as if she was born again.

The rebirth of an individual can be a powerful experience. The mentee
will gain momentum through the journey because of building up self-confi-
dence to prove the mentor wrong (Luna & Cullen, 1996).

Nancy was inspired by the book Leadership Is an Art, by Max De Pree.
For more than 20 years, De Pree has been active in mentoring emerging
leaders in both profit and nonprofit sectors. While writing Leadership Is an
Art, he realized the importance of mentoring relationships to leadership
development. And specifically advises seeking out “one or two mentors to
guide you along the path to discovering authentic leadership – and then
remember the best way to compensate a mentor is by becoming one your-
self.” Through his leadership practices, millions have been inspired to think
differently about work and life. This led Nancy to seek a second opinion.

The Journey
Nancy is continuing with her aspirations of becoming a principal some-

day. Even though her mentor did not support her decision and explained her
opinions, Nancy called her mentor, five classes later, to thank her for her
time and effort. She updated her mentor on what she was doing and apolo-
gized for going against her wishes. Joy responded with a mere “Good luck.”

Everyone has different experiences with mentors. Nancy is fortunate to
have a good support system of family and friends, which enables her to
overcome her negative mentor experience. She will remember the lesson
for the rest of her life, but she will also be conscious of what not to do as a
mentor. There are a lot of Ms. Joys out there in the world. How many peo-
ple fail to realize their dream because of a negative mentor experience?

This mentor experience happened to me. My name is Sonia Bribiescas.
I was born and raised in the small mining town of Superior, Ariz., 60 miles
east of Phoenix. I am the youngest child of Enrique Bribiescas and Romelia
Padilla. My three brothers and I grew up in an older neighborhood on
Magma Avenue.

In eighth grade, I wanted to be a teacher. By my junior year in high
school, I knew I wanted to be a business teacher.

I have had many mentors in my life who have made a difference in my
life – shaping me into who I am today. I want to honor and thank the fol-
lowing for their help professionally: Betty Sánchez, Albert Rodríguez, Janiel
Clark, Judith Houtchens, Cynthia Benson, Anis Mitchell, Kathy Hunter,
Angie Amparan, Lorraine Calbow, Wiley Davis, Dr. Richard Daniel, Dr.
Robert Gryder, Henry N. Bribiescas, Linda Tani, Dr. Sue Simeone, Gwen
Matheny, Nancy Guerra Roberts, Kevin Ames, Valeri Angus, Melania
Bustamante, Rachel Matthews, Dr. Janet Gandy, Katherine D. Hall, Dr. Gary
Nine, Dr. Ric Wiggall, Dr. Wally Delecki, Dr. Debra Duvall, Dr. Amy Fuller,
and Dr. Catherine McDaniel.

Sonia Briebiescas works at the Mesas Public School District, in
Mesa, Ariz., and is currently a team leader for the district.
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