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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses the issues faced when populating a set of questions that may be posed to mentors, in order to reliably create a large database of video-taped responses, which will be used to answer questions during on-line virtual conversations. The authors relate their experiences in indentifying and selecting the topics that often arise during mentoring. The goal is to create a Natural Language Processing (NLP)-enabled computer agent to respond to questions from mentees, focusing on issues like establishing command relationships and ameliorating early career stresses from family relocations. The paper describes the inception and the goals of the research, and then relates the early conception of the types issues to be included. They report on preliminary evaluations of these results and analyze the perceived adequacy of the impacts. Then, the approach to obtaining a more inclusive range of data is detailed. One part of this approach was the creation of an on-line survey, intended to ethnographically characterize the target population’s concerns. The data from this ethnographic survey are presented as an example of how this approach was useful in creating the range of necessary issues to be addressed. With the anticipated exponential growth in both the sophistication and the utilization of Artificial Intelligence and Virtual Humans, this paper will focus on methods and techniques that may be useful in similar situations. The discussion closes with an evaluation of the utility of such approaches, uses to which they may be put, and emerging technologies that may dramatically impact future capabilities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper focuses on the issue of topic selection for a large (>300) collection of question that might or should be asked of Naval service mentors. The paper opens with a brief outline of the genesis of the underlying project to create an on-line virtual conversational mentor to respond to junior officers (JO’s).  the first major section then deals with the need for such an asset, some issues now plaguing the facilitation of mentors, and the ways in which an on-line virtual mentor may alleviate the impediments observed. The next section will lay out some early attempts to generate a list of potential questions and the increasingly focused methods of establishing the data base of questions.  An informal ethnographic survey was conducted and the results from and utility of the data derived therefrom will be presented.  The penultimate major section deals with some of our analyses of the work and presents some conjectures about the meaning thereof.  The final major section is a recitation of conclusion to which the authors are both willing and anxious to append their names. Many of the assertions presented herein are the observations and opinions of the authors that will not be further justified or formally cited.  It is noted here that all of the authors are commissioned United States Naval officers, with a total of 111 years of service, including five individual tours as Commanding Officers of units in the warfare communities of Aviation, Surface Warfare, Submarine Warfare, and Cryptology.

BACKGROUND 

The preparation, advancement and retention of personnel to defend their country have been major goals throughout history.  Part of that process has been mentoring of junior officers.  Within the US Defense establishment, there have been myriad studies and no small number of programs designed to facilitate and enhance that process.  Despite that, there continue to be evidence that such program are more honored in the beach than in the compliance.  It has been the author’s observation that their wardroom mates more often complain about those programs than they praise them. To respond to some of these un-met needs, the Navy has authorized a project to present an on-line virtual mentor.  This program utilizes an artificial intelligence (A/I) approach called Natural Language Processing (NLP) that can characterize a mentee’s question and match it with a pre-recorded mentor’s answer, cue it up on web interface and play it within a 500 millisecond time frame, which is an acknowledged delay that is considered typical in face-to-face conversations. The issue to which this paper addresses itself is the questions that need to be in the storage location for mentor responses. To adequately address these issues, it would be beneficial to establish the mentoring process and environment. 

Mentoring In the Military Environment

In the Odyssey, Mentor was a friend of Odysseus. When Odysseus left for the Trojan War, he placed Mentor and his foster-brother Eumacus in charge of his son Telemacus and his house. Odysseus directed Mentor to ‘tell him all you know.’ Because of his relationship with Telemacus and the disguised Athena’s encouragement and practical plans for dealing with personal dilemmas, the name Mentor has been adopted as a term meaning someone who imparts wisdom to and shares knowledge with a less experienced person. (Homer & Fitzgerald, 1990)

The first recorded modern usage of the term is in a 1699 book entitled Les Aventures de Telemague by the French author Francois Fenelon. (de La Mothe, 1997) Today, the term mentor usually implies a relationship over a significant period of time.

Mentors pass their art on to others. The word is synonymous with sensei, which literally means “one who has gone before.” In other words, mentoring is age teaching youth. This definition suggests a similarity with coaching. In practice and many business settings, coaching is used interchangeably with mentoring. However, many see distinctness. Coaching seeks the improvement of performance and development of skills through some form of instruction and practice. In contrast, mentoring involves the acquisition of knowledge germane to a specific consideration or longer-term development of decisions necessary to achieve a goal. Thus, it takes a broader view of the person.

This relationship provides timely clarity, awareness of risks and rewards, choices (of action), alternatives, feedback, and assessment. The purpose is not to find the ‘right’ or ‘optimal’ answer but to create and list all relevant alternative courses of action. 

In a military organization context, this paper differentiates mentoring from coaching, peer review, performance evaluation, and situations where junior personnel (in a hierarchical organization) provide knowledge or guidance to senior personnel. In an informal poll to be introduced below, many of the respondents did not adhere to this careful delineation, but referred to almost any professional advisory relationship as a mentor/mentee linkage. For this latter circumstance, examples include a division leading chief petty officer providing guidance to a newly reporting junior officer or a command’s senior enlisted advisor providing their perspective to the commanding general/flag officer. In addition, the authors are inclined to prefer to not include a mentor-mentee relationship where a direct or indirect senior-subordinate relationship exists because it inhibits the mentoring relationship, albeit observing that many in uniform cite former Commanding Officers as a paradigm for a good mentor. 

It is acknowledged that this restriction places a narrower definition on mentoring than many authors. The authors also note that in practice, many junior officers will say that mentoring by their first commanding officer had the most profound impact on their career decisions and early understanding of “Big Navy” institutions and actions. The most common example being BUPERS and the detailing (assignment) processes, respectively. While a junior officer’s first or possibly second commanding officer often has a disproportionate impact on their Navy career decisions, this paper prefers to use the for term guidance for this type of professional development from evaluating senior. Specifically, it is career planning and goal setting. 

See Figure 1 for an illustration of professional development opportunities for service personnel.

[image: ]
Figure 1 Depiction of five different means for providing professional development.

As previously defined, a mentor is a trusted counselor or guide who provides advice and considerations applicable to a decision or long-term objective. The authors do not place the restriction of the advice being positive. Hothe authors ver, the information provided must be accurate for the mentor-mentee relationship to be effective. This provision necessitates that the mentor is a higher-level manager or executive with extensive experience in the same organization, career field, or subject area on the decision being considered by the mentee. Counter-intuitively, a mentor does not need a track record of success. Why? If the mentor upholds their end of the discussion, the burden of execution is with the mentee. To build self-belief, the mentee must understand that their success is due to their own efforts.

The benefit of self-belief is one of many associated with a healthy, effective mentor-mentee relationship. As previously described, mentorship can provide awareness and responsibility in the short term for achieving a task or longer term guidance for a better quality of service and/or transition to a post-military career. The mentor may also be able to open doors to otherwise out of-reach opportunities.

Now that the authors have defined the term mentor and presented the benefits he/she can provide, the authors explore the characteristics of the mentor-mentee relationship. It may be an enduring relationship that lasts for a number of years. Alternatively, it can be more informal with interactions taking place as and when the mentee needs advice, guidance, or support.

The most challenging aspect of professional development is establishing the mentor-mentee association. Often, to the junior professional, looking from the outside, the barrier to entry appear formidable. Fortunately, there are multiple available avenues. Based on our experience, the most promising avenue for establishing the mentor-mentee relationship is membership in a professional society. Why? First, the members all share a common interest. Second, members have a wide range of experience and expertise. Third, the members are invested in the health of the society and mentors see mentees as the next generation of the society’s leadership. Fourth, in-person interactions at society events can provide precise feedback on whether the mentor-mentee relationship is a good fit. Lastly, participation in a professional society allows for communication that would otherwise be precluded by more formal affiliations associated with an organizational chain of command or professional stature. It should be noted that membership in a professional society may be necessary to gain full benefit of their mentorship opportunities.

Closely related to membership in a professional society, is attending or presenting at a professional conference. If the opportunity presents itself, ask the speaker a question and then personally greet the speaker after the presentation. One of the authors, when serving as a Commanding Officer, would order each of his JO’s to ask any unit briefer at least one question at the end of the briefing. Most individuals will be happy to give several minutes of their time and offer the opportunity for additional professional dialogue. While this example appears to be better described as networking, a personal connection has to first be established before the mentor-mentee relationship.

A third avenue to develop a mentoring relationship is utilizing one of the other four professional development opportunities depicted in Figure 1. For example, when receiving a performance evaluation, the person could ask their reporting senior (i.e. boss) to recommend potential mentors.

Now that you know several paths to developing a mentor-mentee relationship, the authors explain prospects and opportunities that should be avoided. Most critically, a person who could be in competition for the same professional goal is not a good mentor. The rationale is clear. In addition, a mentor should not be in a person’s chain of command, i.e. a direct or indirect senior-subordinate relationship. If a mentor were in their mentee’s chain of command, suggestions of alternatives would confound the line of authority. In addition, it would put the mentee in the untenable position of having their mentor formally evaluating their performance. At an absolute minimum, the restrictive nature of a command may block open, unfettered dialogue. Thus, the authors conclude that a commanding officer cannot control all aspects of the efficacy of a command mentor program. 

Any attempt to evaluate a commanding officer or senior enlisted advisor on their command’s mentorship program will only serve to corrupt the establishment of healthy, enduring mentor-mentee relationships. Commanding officers will become disenfranchised knowing that their performance will be judged on a criterion that they cannot control. It is illogical for a commanding officer to order their personnel to have a mentor and the fluid nature of when a person could benefit from a mentor makes any assessment of a mentorship program highly subjective. The authors note that in the private sector, a person would not want to have their end-of-year performance review contingent on the actions of a person or organization that they cannot control. For example, have three articles published in a peer review journal. On the surface it sounds like a reasonable objective. However, the individual cannot control the editor’s review process. 

What qualities does a good mentor possess? There are many related terms and a few are listed below:
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•	Patient
•	Supportive
•	Interested
•	Good listener
•	Perceptive
•	Aware
•	Attentive
•	Retentive


Just as it is important to know the qualities of a good mentor, it is critical to know what a mentor does not do. They do not dictate action; the burden of the decision and subsequent action rests with the mentee. In addition, they do not appraise an action. However, they may elicit aspects a self-assessment from the mentee.

A person may ask the following question – Can mentorship skills be taught? This paper asserts that the answer is yes. The necessary skills include techniques for effective questioning, active listening, explaining how there is no one right way to achieve a goal, and exploring the many different avenues to establish the relationship.

The authors conclude our exploration of mentoring by presenting the mentor’s and mentee’s responsibilities. In review, the mentor does not necessarily provide answers. He/she provides considerations or elicits considerations. Specifically,

•	Although the mentor does not provide any particular answer, they may find that the demand for an answer is essential to compel the mentee to think, to examine, to look, to feel, to be engaged.
•	The answers sought should be descriptive and not judgmental.
•	A mentor can act as a “sounding board” without jeopardizing a person’s self-esteem.
•	A mentor could energize their professional network when the mentee requires guidance outside their area of expertise or to gain an appreciation of alternative courses of action.
•	A mentor may be able to diminish external obstacles; could also eliminate internal obstacles
•	A mentor should not provide advice, per se. If they do and it fails, the mentee will often blame the mentor and the relationship may be inhibited.

The primary responsibility of the mentee is accountability for their thoughts and actions. Specifically, 

•	Be motivated and feel empowered to plan and manage the direction of their professional career.
•	Take responsibility for their development, learning, and professional growth.
•	Participate as an active listener when receiving guidance.
•	Maintain confidentiality within the mentoring relationship.

Question-set DATABASE CREATION
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Subheading Example

Subheading titles should be set in acceptable style 10-point font that is boldfaced and uses initial capitals. As mentioned above, insert one blank line between paragraphs and subheadings.

DATABASE VALIDATION

Major headings should be set in 10-point bold, capitalized text as shown above and preceded by 2 blank lines except when starting a new page. Body paragraphs (like this one) should be set in acceptable style 10-point font, and fully justified (block style). Insert one blank line between paragraphs and between paragraphs and subheading. Do not indent.
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ANALYSIS

This project focused on mentorship of junior officers (JOs).  The primary way JOs obtain information and guidance about the naval profession is through the experience of officers that have come before them.  While the US Navy employs many informational programs focusing on procedural aspects of a naval career, maturity of formal mentorship programs is lacking.  While every command or naval activity is required to nominally institute a mentorship program, oversight is sub-par, usually given as a collateral duty, and subject to an activity’s operational or, if not operational, general work, tempo.  

In general, employing seasoned officers to provide experiential input provides this project data that otherwise might be compartmentalized to a certain command, community, or small group.  Further, experiences oftentimes transition easily across communities.  While a ‘sea story’ might be specific to an aviation experience, it is easy to visualize a similar experience occurring in a different community.  In micro, personal experience highlights nuances that are not easily gleaned or understood if researchers are not directly part of the organization they are studying.  By including naval officers in this study, researchers are accumulating and concentrating pointed data for use by any junior officer in any naval organization.

One of the major challenges and, indeed deficiencies, junior officers face is professional writing skills or lack thereof.  These officers will find themselves writing all types of professional documents throughout their career, most important of which are personnel evaluations and fitness reports.  Lack of understanding on the gravity of these documents goes far beyond the writing.  Little emphasis is given on the effect an officer’s words and the way they are conveyed has on the careers of themselves and, more importantly, their subordinates.  Largely, these skills are developed through on-the-job training, which, while important, means the officers are operating at a professional deficiency.  Early intervention by superior officers, acting as mentors, can accelerate development of these skills as well as the understanding that the impact of a leader’s words can significantly impact the career of a subordinate.  

Along with writing skills, junior officers will find themselves presenting material to all types of audiences early on in their careers.  The ability to speak cogently, concisely, and specifically to their topics is essential to personal and professional development as an officer.  While some communities build this skill into training programs (e.g. aviation; flight briefs) many others do not and the personnel accept poor verbal communication as the modus operandi for young officers.  Without proper focus from superiors on these skills, young officers run the risk of a chronic failure to convey and emphasize information.  On a personal level, proper and professional speaking skills simply increase the likelihood of an officer being taken seriously.  It is clear when mid-grade officers have not been given an emphasis on their speaking skills early in their career they suffer later. 

Detailing is a constant ordeal while in the military.  Early on in an officer’s career, there can be little interaction with the detailer.  Indeed when it is time for an individual officer to approach their detailer about orders, it can be a daunting experience.  Few know what questions need to be asked and what options they have.  Good ‘front offices’ are responsible for some liaisons with detailers in order to give input as to where an individual should go.  If a front office does not do this, then the individual is solely responsible for looking out for themselves.  However, formal information does not do an appropriate job of preparing young officers for this possibility.  Mentorship from superiors, usually mid-grade, pre-command officers can guide these junior officers and give them input as to how to interact with detailers and the specifics of the detailing process.

At all levels, an experienced officer leading a team is an invaluable resource to those working with or subordinate to them.  Their experiences show in how they handle the team and what skills they use to lead the team.  Oftentimes the problems they are seeking to solve are not new.  The value in this type of officer is that they can direct the team’s attention in specific areas that they know need to be the focus.  This is a function of previous experience and is huge driver in the success of any team.  A hypothetical team with inexperienced leadership can find itself exploring several different focus points that are not pertinent to the task at hand and not know it.  This is simply a function of leadership without proper experience.

Subheading Example

Subheading titles should be set in acceptable style 10-point font that is boldfaced and uses initial capitals. As mentioned above, insert one blank line between paragraphs and subheadings.

CONCLUSIONS

Major headings should be set in 10-point bold, capitalized text as shown above and preceded by 2 blank lines except when starting a new page. Body paragraphs (like this one) should be set in acceptable style 10-point font, and fully justified (block style). Insert one blank line between paragraphs and between paragraphs and subheading. Do not indent.
Subheading Example

Subheading titles should be set in acceptable style 10-point font that is boldfaced and uses initial capitals. As mentioned above, insert one blank line between paragraphs and subheadings.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The acknowledgements section is optional. If included, it appears after the main body of text and before the references. This section includes acknowledgements of help from associates, credits to sponsoring agencies, etc. Please try to limit acknowledgements to no more than a three or four sentence paragraph.


 (
Figure 1.
 Example of a Half Page Figure
)Tables and figures should be embedded in the submitted paper and inserted in the body text as soon as possible after they are referenced (see Figure 1). 

They may be sized to fit half the width of the page, or the full-page width. Captions should follow APA guidelines such that Figure captions are placed below the figure. In some cases, you may need to insert a text box and group the caption with the figure. If this approach is taken, you may also need to set the “text wrapping” properties to “square”.                       



Table captions (see Table 1) are placed above the Table.

   Table 1. Example of a Single Column Table

	
	Processing Time (in 10-5 seconds )

	
	Speed
	Heading
	Total  
	DR

	Min
	6.89029
	6.19888
	13.08981
	2.2888

	Mean
	7.77692
	7.47008
	15.24700
	2.7974

	Max
	20.5993
	29.7999
	50.3992
	6.35981


[image: ]A sample of a figure spanning the entire width of the page may be seen in Figure 2. Color graphics may be used. 
Figure 2. Example of Figure Caption
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