
On The Heels of an Encuentro, Part 1 - Mentorship 

“To be clear, the issue is not whether mentorship is important. It is. Mentorship and sponsorship are 

crucial for career progression…” (page 66) 

As we get closer to the Encuentro 2013 hosted by the Latino Theatre Alliance/LA, I’ve been thinking a lot 

about some of the findings and questions that have risen from the initial eight meetings and subsequent 

subcommittee meetings and individual interchanges I’ve had this past year. The people that have been 

part of the alliance meetings and survey, have expressed interest in topics I have grappled with, like 

mentorship, collaborations, aesthetics and inclusion. The meetings about the role of Latina/o theatre in 

Los Angeles and across the U.S. have got me thinking about my own journey. 

Theatre has been a part of my life for almost 25 years, and the representation of Latinas/os in theatre, 

their work, leadership and relevance has been part of my being for 20 of those twenty-five years.  Dr. 

Ethel Pitts-Walker of San Jose State University encouraged me to find my people. Elisa Marina Alvarado 

and Teatro Vision make up the formative Latino theatre years. Jose Cruz Gonzalez was an integral part in 

expanding what Latino theatre is, while Diane Rodriguez and Luis Alfaro were integral to what Latino 

theatre could accomplish. The founding of EAST LA REP as a theatre company to present the grand 

diversity of Latina/o theatre of the U.S. and its transition into a creative center that instigates the 

engagement of artists with community has stemmed from mentorship and a willingness from many to 

support my crazy ideas.  

“The strongest relationships spring out of a real and often earned connection felt by both sides…” 

(page 66) 

I recently read, LEAN IN: Women, Work, And The Will To Lead by Sheryl Sandberg (with Nell Scovell) and 

apparently it has been a bit of a controversial book, or rather, the idea to “lean in.” I don’t much care for 

the controversy and believe more in the scope of the book and the idea to lean in. As a Latino, in 

general, and especially in theatre, it’s important to “lean in” and to be at the table, to have a voice and 

to help fellow Latinas/os in your field, sector or profession. But the idea of leaning in is not what struck 

me but rather the chapter on mentoring, Are You My Mentor? 

I think of the mentors I have and those I have had. There was Amy Glazer, Dr. Ethel Pitts-Walker, 

Elizabeth Poindexter and Eliza Chugg. There was Jose Cruz Gonzalez, John McCluggage, Timothy Near, 

Michael Butler, Karen Altre-Piem, Philip Kan Gotanda, Lisa Peterson and Elisa Marina Alvarado. There 

are friends like Pamela Salazar-Schell, Carla Pantoja, Emily Rosenthal, Laura Greenlee, Patricia Garza, 

Juan E. Carrillo, Jose Delgado, Olga Garay-English and Linda and Carlos Morel. There are people I have 

never met but am influenced by and moved to action by, like Dan and Chip Heath, Maria Irene Fornes, 

Sidney Lumet, Baudelaire, and (insert snicker here) Madonna. Then there is Diane Rodriguez and Luis 

Alfaro.  I can say with certainty, that 95% of the people on my list have no clue of the impact they have 

had or would consider themselves mentors to me.   

“[*] Studies show that mentors select protégés based on performance and potential. Intuitively, 

people invest in those who stand out for their talent or who can really benefit from the help. Mentors 



continue to invest when mentees use their time well and are truly open to feedback. It may turn into 

a friendship, but the foundation is a professional relationship….Excel and you will get a mentor.” 

(page 68) 

*Romila Singh, Belle Rose Ragins, and Phyllis Tharenou, “Who Gets a Mentor?” A Longitudinal 

Assessment of the Rising Star Hypothesis,” Journal of Vocational Behavior 74, no. 1 (2009): 11-

17; And Tammy D. Allen, Mark L. Poteet, and Joyce E. A. Russel, “Protégé Selection by 

Mentors: What Makes the Difference?,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 21, no. 3 

(2000);271-82 

I’ve been very fortunate to have many mentors and to have participated in the TCG Mentorship program 

with the amazing Diane Rodriguez as my mentor, but recently I’ve felt irritated with people asking for 

mentors or mentorship. I get it. The ask is really more about making a connection with someone that 

can help guide and support a career or goals, an ally, and someone in the position that can help further 

one’s dreams, to be visible and to be included. But I believe that asking for a mentor, or maybe wanting 

to have a mentor, is something that is more organic and takes work from the individual that wants a 

mentor.  I also believe that many people that ask for a mentor or feel that a mentor would help them 

succeed, have missed out on the opportunities of connecting with people that are already part of their 

lives, their network. We do not live in a vacuum and there are people that are always there for us, but 

we do not consider them mentors. To want a mentor is something that should be combined with, 

seeking out a mentor, it is an actionable. Look around, do you really not have a mentor? How will you 

proceed to gain a mentor? How long will you wait to find a mentor? What will you do if you don’t find a 

mentor? What came first, the mentor or the mentee? In the chapter, Are You My Mentor? I found many 

passages that make sense to me and of all of the mentors I have listed, I never thought of them as 

mentors. Mentor and mentorship was never part of my vocabulary and I’m not sure what label to use 

for them, except that the current popular label is, mentor.  

“While asking a stranger to be a mentor rarely, if ever works, approaching a stranger with a pointed, 

well-thought-out inquiry can yield results.” 

I was in the building. It was important for me to be in the building. A dumpy two-story building on the 

corner of Grand Ave. and Temple St. in downtown Los Angeles. When I returned to Los Angeles after 

studying and working in San Jose, California, I took a break from anything theatre to  reconnect with the 

living and with the familia I had placed in the number two position. When it was time to get back into 

the swing of things, I made it a priority to make it into that building. The building that houses the offices 

and departments that make up Center Theatre Group, and by many accounts, the brass ring of Los 

Angeles theatre. If I wanted to build a career and encounter opportunities, I knew that I had to go to the 

top. So I aimed for the top. One day, I was in the building, going up and down the hall working as Lisa 

Peterson’s assistant on Water and Power (the year prior, Luis Alfaro had recommended me to Lisa and I 

was her assistant on Electricidad) when Diane Rodriguez called out to me. I popped my head into her 

office. She knew I had to get back into the rehearsal room and quickly uttered that she had an idea and 

wanted to talk to me about it, she asked if I would be interested in applying for a TCG mentorship grant 

with her. “Yeah!” That was my answer.  



“Mentoring and sponsoring relationships often form between individuals who have common interests 

or when the junior members remind the more senior members of themselves.” (page 71) 

When I was in San Jose I made it a goal to make it into San Jose Rep that was the brass ring in San Jose. 

The Lort house with a beautiful new theatre and solid funding. I met John McCluggage through my 

college friend, Tony. John invited me to be in readings and eventually part of Red Ladder Theatre 

Company, the educational arm of San Jose Rep. Red Ladder allowed me into that building then assisting 

on a couple of productions for Michael Butler and Sharon Ott. Then it happened, I was cast in a show 

directed by Timothy Near, I made onto the stage of that building. A private goal was achieved.  

And before San Jose Rep there was San Jose State, my aim was Amy Glazer. She was the one! A 

freelance director working outside the theatre department, a professional. I knew that I didn’t want to 

become a professor, what I wanted was to be part of the theatre world, to make a difference, to be a 

player. I learned from Amy, became her mensch and eventually assisted her on various professional 

shows. Because of Dr. Pitts-Walker I found Teatro Vision, a leading Chicano theatre company. I knew 

then that working with Teatro Vision was to be my ticket to real on-the-job training. It was also about 

timing. Teatro Vision was growing and would eventually move into a new 500 seat theatre. I worked my 

way up from volunteer to a member of the arts committee to literary manager and eventually directed 

and performed on the new stage. It was Elisa Marina Alvarado that gave me opportunity after 

opportunity to push my dreams forward and learn from failure and success. It was at Teatro Vision that I 

connected with Jose Cruz Gonzalez, Luis Alfaro and Diane Rodriguez. When you hear that the world is 

small – believe it! 

“Few mentors have time for excessive hand-holding. Most are dealing with their own high-stress jobs. 

A mentee who is positive and prepared can be a bright spot in a day.” (page 71) 

Diane and I got the 2007 TCG Future Leaders Mentorship Grant, because we were first friends followed 

by mentor/mentee on paper, there was a natural rapport and a certain amount of mutual respect. I 

believe that she saw something in me, maybe saw a bit of herself, but what she saw was something she 

believed in and instinctively knew that she had the history and capacity to help me shape my intellect, 

goals and dreams into reality and eventually become that player I so longed to be. I think she knew that 

I had purposefully made it into the building. Our relationship continues but my life has been completely 

altered by her guidance and the doors, windows and roofs she exposed for me. 

“Mentorship is often a more reciprocal relationship than it may appear…Sociologists and 

psychologists have long observed our deep desire to participate in reciprocal behavior. The fact that 

humans feel obligated to return favors has been documented in virtually all societies and underpins 

all kinds of social relationships**. The mentor/mentee relationship is no exception. When done right, 

everybody flourishes. (page 69) 

**Alvin W. Gouldner, “The Norm of Reciprocity: A Preliminary Statement,” American 

Sociological Review 25, no. 2 (1960): 161-78. 



While not on paper, Luis Alfaro has been equally a mentor as Diane, and it’s no surprise that these two 

have a history and are cut from the same cloth. The way they attack their work is impressive. There are 

thousands of adjectives used to describe Luis, I’m sure that they equal the number of Facebook friends 

he has. The thing is they’re all right on the money, even the bad adjectives. Somehow I slid into his life. I 

can be insidious when I want to be. And even though we come from the opposite side of the river, we 

connected. I’m certain that empathy comes to play when Luis thinks of me, but his generosity to support 

and guide and instill knowledge has been an incredible source of inspiration that has served as fuel to 

the goals, projects and ideas I’ve had.  

 “Peers can also mentor and sponsor one another. There is a saying that “all advice is 

autobiographical.” Friends at the same stage of their careers may actually provide more current and 

useful counsel.” (page 74) 

The role that Luis and Diane have played as mentor, friend, and colleague is something that is genuine 

and comes from their natural instincts, to give back to those they believe in and in those willing to take 

risk and take action. Luis has an uncanny way of reminding me to believe in myself and Diane has a way 

of reminding me to stay on track. I have a responsibility to move forward, to give back, to create, to 

support, to instill encouragement, to be an advocate and to make things happen because all of my 

“mentors”, the ones I sought and the ones that picked me, have invested in me. 

http://encuentro2013.eventbrite.com/ 
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