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MENTORING IV

This is the final article on Developing a Mentoring Project.  This month’s article will cover Structuring an Effective Program Operation.   A mentoring program that is driven by the mentee’s interests and needs are more likely to succeed.  It requires the mentor’s to be flexible, express an interest in the mentee, and take direction from the mentee as to the type of activities they share.

Therefore, Recruitment of Mentors plays a big part in the success of your program.   You should aim for quality over quantity!  It is important that a mentor relates to the program and accepts its goals and structure.    Develop a “job description” that helps to define a volunteer’s eligibility.  This should include: desired qualities/attributes of a mentor, a description of their function, time commitment, and structure of mentor/mentee meetings.   Some characteristics that make a good mentor include;  a good listener, caring, discreet, tolerant, stable, committed, patient, non-judgemental, sense of humor, and  leadership qualities.  They should not be “rescuers”.   If you are just recruiting from your club members, you will already have a good idea who will do a good job.  However, if you open up to the community, doing a good screening of volunteers is paramount.
Where do you find outside volunteers?   There are several sources in a community.  The obvious would be a partnering organization or other service clubs with a like mission.   Consider businesses, local colleges, faith-based organizations, and volunteer groups such as RSVP.   Women are more likely to volunteer then men.  Senior groups often like to volunteer in schools.  Higher income individuals are more likely to be a sustaining volunteer whereas students are often not so reliable.   Emphasize the benefits of mentoring to the volunteer.  Surveys show that 83% of mentors feel they gain personally from the experience.  Marketing the program with a strong message to businesses and other clubs may be fruitful.
Defining the goal of your mentoring program will direct you to where you find the mentees. You will have made contacts with the target community when doing your community needs review.  Often this will include working with a referral agency such as schools, non-profits, social services, or United Way.  Remember, they are volunteers also.  
A well defined Screening Process from the onset is very important.  The higher the risk to the mentee, the more rigorous the screening of the mentor needs to be, especially when using “outside” volunteers.  Some degree of a background check and use of references would be in order for mentors of children.   This is where having a well written specific policy covering the process and qualifications is important.

Who do you screen out?   Obvious problems with a criminal record or abusers are a no-brainer.  Other clues include:  “not enough time”, volunteering for “status”, wrong skill sets, concerned about what the mentee will do for the volunteer, and volunteering to work on personal problems.  If you have to reject a mentor volunteer, consider other roles in the program where they could contribute.
Once you have selected the mentors and mentee, there should be an orientation/training for them.  For the mentors, this should include an overview of the program, a job description, policy review, and safety-security issues.   Consider using community providers such as the United Way have “formal training” sessions on mentoring skills including “how to be a good listener”, cultural sensitivity, or case management.   Once a mentee is selected, have an orientation meeting to see if the program is really appropriate to their needs and desires.  If working with children, include the parents or guardians.  Include information about the mentor, structure of the program, and how to get help if things aren’t working out for them.
Next you will need to match a mentor to a mentee.   Individuals are more likely to develop a good relationship if they share traits such as same gender, common language, availability, interests, life experiences, race, geography, and temperament.   Arrange and introduction with pre-meeting information to each about the other.   Understand there will be “failures” and have a plan for re-matching of individuals.  A “cooling off” period is usually a good idea before either the mentor or mentee re-enter a relationship.
There needs to be ongoing Support and Supervision of the mentoring process.  Encourage mentors to continue self-development through the formal training process as mentioned above.  The Program Coordinator should contact the mentor within the first two weeks after they start mentoring and then follow up regularly for the next 2-3 months.  Holding a group meeting of mentors is a good outlet for discussing problems and ideas.  Address grievances or conflict promptly.  As the mentoring process end, either as planned or prematurely, support the mentor and mentee in ending the relationship.  Holding a private confidential ‘exit’ interview is often helpful and informational.

Lastly, Recognize the Participants.  Provide public and private kudos for a job well done.  Use your success stories internally and externally to build recognition and participation in your program.  Hold an annual recognition event for all participants.  Solicit feedback from your mentors and mentee and use that feedback to modify and improve your program.

I hope this series of monographs on developing a mentoring program has been useful.  Again, I refer you to www.mentoring.org for a much more extensive “how to” discussion including resources such as tool kits and helpful tips.
Tamara Hagen  District 6 Service Chair
