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1 INTRODUCTION

Six years ago, six women gathered in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Our ostensible task
was the development of an initiation program for wodnarrite of passage. In
hindsight this starting point was like grabbing hold of the end of a thread that
eventually wound its way, circuitously, into the birthing of the mentorship program.

Following our first meeting, we gave up our images of noble purpose. No matter
how hard we tried to create an event for others, we kept being directed down into our
own life stories to find out what it would be like to unfold the next phase of our lives
from deep within. Though we were dedicated to service, our own healing needs at that
time overshadowed what we sought to do for others. This circle is now known as The
Circle of Seven, the seventh place representing the presence of the Great Spirit and an
occasional space for an invited guest. Anne Dosher, our Elder, describes our journey
most eloquently (see How It All Began in the Appendix).

Four years later,
having given ourselves
in radical trust to an
unfolding process, the
original intent
resurfaced. The cycle
naturally turned
outward to share the
hardwon gold of our
experience together.
This coincided with a
maturing of our
professional lives.
Satisfaction for us had ceased to lie in the heroics of changing organizations: more
fulfilling was passing on the sensitivities and orientation towards leadership we had
learned to the next generation of women who carried a dream for a healthy and
integrated world.

At the same time, in our work as organizational change agents, we noticed
ourselves surrounded by young women who were intent on finding another way to live
and lead. "What is it you know; how can | learn from you; at@you?" theyasked.

/BOne of our faculty team describes the experience that inspired us:

| can still see the eager faces of the young women who would ask to spend
time with us and learn from us at our professional Organizational

Learning and Leadership conferences. For me it was out of the genuine
request from three of them to experience a kind of rite of passage, guided
and witnessed by older women, that the major impetus came.



Our inner readiness, together with this request, converged in the inception of a
women's mentorship program. The home for this work became The Ashland Institute.

The Fetzer Institute partially funded a pilot program, followed by three more
iterations afer the success of the first. Generon Consulting weighed in as a third
partner, recognizing the particular need to develop women leaders in their client
companies. What follows is the story of the past three years.

We are writing first to describe oprocess in a way that could inform similar
programs others might like to conduct. The need in the world is huge. Secondly, we
believe that the premises and approaches we used are foundational in creating a world
aligned with life's creative impulse, generosity and deep design. Our experience
confirms that integrated people, both men and women, are the inspiration for an
integrated society. This is a story about convening leaders and iathersThe
mentoringapproach we took combined the gifts of @meone relationship with the
transforming power of the circle.
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2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The Fetzeinstitute indicated the following themes and questions to be of
particular interest to them in the mentoring project report and the research:

g How do you access collective wisdom, sustain it and pass it on to later
generations?

q How do you teach others how to do this? How could you make The
Ashland Institute's mentoring approach replicable?

q What does it mean to teach in an emergent reality? How dkngw
what is emerging?

This paper will be a combination of report and research. In it, we will seek to
reveal the core assumptions and foundational thinking that underpin our approach and
the models and processes we use in our circle work, which we hope will answer some
of the above questions. We will also try to tell the story of our experience and the
experience of the women who attended, as often as possible in their own words.

The methodological approach we have chosen is rooted in story, feedback,
reflection and personal testimony. We felt that this would be the most evocative and
the least reductionist way for us to figure out what actually happens in our programs
and why. We also hope that it will be the most readable approach.

ASO we haveraicked and recorded experience in the following ways:

faculty reflection sessions during and immediately after the program
faculty feedback to one another
faculty observation and impressions of what is happening for each
individual and the group during and after the program
faculty tracking of participants between sessions 1 & 2 of each program
written feedback from participants during and after each program
personal written testimony about the program's effetiieinlives from
representatives of each program several months after its completion

q longterm tracking of participants' lives (2 years after attendance) to
determine ripple effect/sustainability of intention

q transcripts of recorded group conference calls following participants’
attendance of the programs
individual interviews
oneon-one telephone tracking by mentors of participants' lives (up to 2
years after attendance)

q oObservation of an exemplar circle to determine similarities and
differences between these and the prototype circle and practices used in
the mentoring program.
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What we have discovered is simple: this particular program flows from the unique
individuals who comprise the faculty, and the unique relationship we have created
with one another. The importance of the personal cannot be overemphasized. While
we can articulate what we do, why we do it and the effect we think it has, there is no
guarantee that another faculty teaching the same program would achieve similar
results, or even whether this would be desirable. We hope to shed light on the
fundametal principles which will support any brave guide team in this work, knowing
that they will inevitably create their own field based on their relationships, their
values, their intentioland their unrealized shadows. It is our belief that those who
cometo be with us enter our field field that is born out of our particular web of
relatedness. Another mentor faculty group would by definition create a unique and
different field in which they would hold the young women.
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3 WHAT IT MEANS TO MENTOR

Mentor was the loyal advisor of Odysseus,
who was entrusted with the care and education
of his son Telemachus. The term "mentor"
usually implies that an influential senior, well
versed in her practice or profession, acts as the
sponsor, teacher and supporter of a younger, less
experienced junior. Inherent in this description
is the assumption that the younger is initiated
into thestatus quethat is, the activity of
mentoringis essentially a conservative
undertaking, and is a oneay learning process.
In traditional tribal initiations, adolescents are
initiated into the timenonored social customs
and arcane beliefs of their community, to which
they are bound to subscribe.

We think there are traps in this approach. To be sure, wise elders who have lived
successful and respected lives have something to pass on. However, we believe that
each generation has something new to bring something tisatom integrated into the
next cycle. For the most part, the young do not yet know what it is that will be born
through their generation's lifhis emerges over time. But if the senior generations
remain closed to what is emerging through young peopievation and fresh
thinking will not appear. Being open to the young also means being open to making
changes in oneself, which is never easy.

We are committed to mutual learning (also
never easy!), and to welcoming the exploration$
the insights, the enthusiastic experimentation
and challenges of the young. We wish to
interact around the learnings of our life
experience, trusting that whatever knowledge
and wisdom we have been able to distill will be
useful. We also know that treeis much in our
own lives which is not yet seen or harvested,
and that being part of a mentoring process will
highlight these.

We try to be both confident and
authoritativeandopen and humble. Surely
there is nothing more irritating than an arnasiga
or an unsure mentor! We are deeply touched
and honored that young women would come to us in trust and safety, opening the
thoughts of their hearts and minds to us. We do not take this lightly, and we think
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carefully about what to bring to them and how to allow them to discover for
themselves what they can use for their own growth. And we try to teach only what we
can exemplify.

And finally, mentoring is usually thought of as a @reone practice. We have
taken our cue from traditional rites of passage ritual and created a collective mentoring
process using the power of the circle to birth individuals into a deeper awareness of
their calling and the next phase of their lives. This happens partly through what we do
in the charged space of the circle and, to a large extent, through the field created by the
mentors and the peer grouping of women.

We learned on many levels. We learned persosaligetimes through painful
feedback from our colleagues and friefatisl we learned how to function more
effectively as a faculty group. We learned a lot more about hovetio iw the
emergent. A big learning was that being in these programs is really hard
work-perhaps the hardest work we have ever done. We had no idea before we began
what it would take to steward a cycle like this, how intense it would be, or how much
energy would be required to sustain the container over two sessions. Working in the
emergent meant that we had to live on the edge of what was unfolding and be rigorous
in our commitment to that, rather than just following our plan. We learned to leave
our schedules open for three days before the programs began, as the field began to
form, and for three days afterwards, in order to appropriately release what had been
happening. We also needed time to recover!

Because we wanted to learn from the pgoéints, we regularly asked for feedback
and requested written suggestions for what we should change in the program. We had
mixed feelings about what came back; the feedback consistently suggested that we
changenothing

A major learning in South Afreg, and to some extent in the U.S. programs also,
was the importance of setting up a trusted colleague, friend or sponsor at home or at
work to ground each participant during the time between the two sessions. The young
women in particular left after tHest session in a state of heightened awareness and
sometimes found it difficult to renter their ordinary lives. Grounding her experience
with a trusted friend who would work with her in her chosen intention, give her
feedback and share her ré&und insights became very valuable.
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