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P o r t i c o   
 S E A T T L E  C H A P T E R ,  S O C I E T Y  F O R  D E S I G N  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N  

Dena Berrios is a Senior Certified Administrator and works in the Detroit office of Parsons Brinckerhoff. She has been 
with the firm for nine years. She began serving as a mentor in 2008, and has experienced good and not-so-good 
mentor/mentee relationships. Her recent and most successful experience as a mentor began in 2010 and continues to 
this day. This article was originally published in a Parsons Brinckerhoff internal newsletter (All Points Bulletin...Project 
Administration CoP 047, Winter 2013). Reprinted by permission. 

 

Mentoring can be fun and exciting but over time, it can easily become tedious and boring. Like any relationship, it all depends on 
how much effort you put into keeping it exciting that will make a difference. Accomplishing this takes some thought, a little 
creativity, and a bit of planning.  

Assuming you have had a mentor/mentee relationship for a while now, you have already spent time discussing the basics that help 
you get to know one another and established a trusting relationship where the mentee is comfortable coming to you for advice. 
Since this relationship has evolved, it is easy for the regular conversations to become unfocused, off growth areas, and even a bit 
boring. When this started happening with my mentee I began looking for new ideas to focus our conversations on growth areas, 
but still have something new to discuss.  

While participating in a local “mentoring month” event, I received a list of ice breaker topics that could be used for building a 
mentee/mentor relationship. I really liked the idea of having thought provoking questions that could help inspire a real discussion 
with my mentee. Because any relationship takes effort from all parties involved, I reached out to my mentee and we did a 
planning call. We took the list that was already put together, reviewed it for what we liked, added a few items, and tweaked it a 
bit more to make it suitable for us; a predetermined script is not exciting at all. We settled on 11 topics, one per month, which 
became our monthly “Coffee with Your Mentor” focus. The final month we looked at our accomplishments for the year, goals for 
the following year and discussed how those topics helped us grow. Using this idea was an exciting way to keep the conversations 
from getting stale and focusing our calls on the business at hand, but still allowed us to openly transition the conversation to other 
areas.  

Some of the questions included: 
 Who is in your personal and professional network?  How do you build that network? 
 How do you manage work/life balance? 
 What books have influenced your ideas and thoughts the most? 
 What are your strengths?  What are your weaknesses? 
 What is it that you really want to be and do?  
 What are you doing well, and not well, to get you there (follow-up from previous topic) 
 If you could change your life in one way, what would you change? 

Although this idea was very successful for us, it was important to think of a new and creative idea for the following year so that 
our calls would continue to focus on growth in a new way. As the year came to a close I found myself on the lookout for another 
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Keeping the mentoring relationship exciting 

Sound Bites  
I wanted to thank you for your field-shading tip [Dorothy Skan’s Microsoft Word presentation to the 

Seattle Chapter]. I was just working on a document, needed to shade a field, and whipped out your 
hand outs. Yay!!  (Audree DeAngeles, Senior Technical Editor, Aspect Consulting) 
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Mentoring (continued from page 8) 

idea that would keep us engaged but still inspire thought provoking discussions. Keeping an eye open for ideas to share with my 
mentee, I found a great book on procrastination that I hoped would inspire thought and analysis for personal growth areas. This 
book, “It’s About Time! Six Styles of Procrastination and How to Overcome Them” by Linda Sapadin and Jack Maguire, helped to 
identify characteristics of our individual procrastination styles and ways to move past those; a great discussion topic!  I ran across 
a great article on why procrastination is good…another discussion topic for sure!  Since procrastination is related to productivity 
that became the next topic area to inspire thought.  

I felt it was important to change the set-up of the call to a focused theme that still inspired thought and reflection. The new focused 
themes then became the planned topics of the following year.  

Some of the themes included: 
 Procrastination: What is your procrastination style? How did this help you reflect on ways you can improve your work and

home life?  What areas in your life can procrastination be good?  How? 
 Productivity: Using what you have learned about how you procrastinate, what

changes have you made to increase your productivity? 
 Planning: What tools do you use to manage your work and home life and get

everything accomplished? 

While all of our calls had a planned topic, it was only there to assist the flow of 
discussion and self-reflection. All of our scheduled calls would cover much more than the 
topic at hand, and we also had frequent conversations in between those calls to discuss 
anything that was happening at that time.  

Being a mentor is a very rewarding experience, and you quickly become friends with your mentee as they turn to you to help 
guide them. You learn about their family, their hopes and dreams, goals and their life. You become a confidant that they trust with 
information they don’t share with just anyone. This is a trust that builds over time through open discussions and should not be 
treated lightly. Spending time thinking of creative ways to help your mentee grow will in turn have you reflecting on those same 
topics; your experience and guidance will be needed throughout the relationship to help the growth. You are the one that will 
help them learn things about themselves that will help them see “a possible future, and believe it can be obtained.” 

Over time this mentor/mentee relationship will transform even further into one where the mentee can even become the mentor. 
When the mentor begins turning to the mentee for advice and sharing their own answers and reflections to these topic questions, 
the relationship transitions to another level of mentoring. This new relationship is mutually rewarding and encourages growth and 
self-reflection from both parties as they grow and learn.  

Although not all mentoring relationships experience this type of success, many do. It is important to continue to find ways to keep 
the relationship exciting by looking for new ways to inspire growth and self-reflection. As I read newspaper articles, blogs, books 
and magazines, I am always on the lookout for things that I can share with my mentee that will inspire exciting conversation. 

A mentor empowers a person to 
see a possible future, and believe 
it can be obtained.  

-Shawn Hitchcock 
Illinois State University 

Don’t forget—early bird registration for EDSymposium14 ends March 15! Don’t 
miss out on more than 18 continuing education credits, plus the other activities 
planned, such as the Awards banquet, installation of the new national Executive 
Committee, and the Diamonds and Denim party. And don’t forget about the national 
scholarships that provide funding to attend. 

The EDS14 brochure outlines everything you need to know; check it out: 

http://www.sdanational.org/?page=EDS14Registration. 

EDSymposium14:  May 14-17 in Nashville 


