What is Mentoring?
A matter of trust. Mentoring is a structured and trusting relationship that brings young people together with caring
individuals who offer guidance, support and encouragement aimed at developing the competence and character of
the mentee. A mentor is an adult who, along with parents, provides a young person with support, counsel,
friendship, reinforcement and constructive example. Mentors are good listeners, people who care, people who want
to help young people bring out strengths that are already there. A mentor is not a foster parent, therapist, parole
officer, or cool peer.
All young people have the potential to succeed in life and contribute to society. All children have the potential to
succeed in life and contribute to society. However, not all children get the support they need to thrive.
By all estimates, an astounding 17.6 million young people – nearly half the population of young people between 10
and 18 years of age – live in situations that put them at risk of not living up to their potential.
Without immediate intervention by caring adults, they could make choices that not only undermine their futures, but,
ultimately, the economic and social well-being of our nation.
Mentoring – the presence of caring adults offering support, advice, friendship, reinforcement and constructive
examples – has proved to be a powerful tool for helping young people fulfills their potential.
Mentoring can help by:
•
•
•
•
•

Improving young people’s attitudes towards their parents, peers and teachers;
Encouraging students to stay motivated and focused on their education;
Providing a positive way for young people to spend free time;
Helping young people face daily challenges; and
Offering young people opportunities to consider new career paths and get much-needed economic skills
and knowledge.

By using your influence and resources as a decision maker, you can bring new hope to young lives through the
power of mentoring. And you'll be surprised how much you will benefit, as well.

How Mentoring Helps
At its most basic level, mentoring helps because it guarantees a young person that there is someone who cares about
them. A child is not alone in dealing with their day-to-day worries.
Think back. Did you know how to study for a test or make plans for college? Do you remember wanting your first
car or looking for a part-time job? Simple things that seem easy or straightforward to you now may appear to be a
complete mystery to a young person.
Mentors provide their mentees with an experienced friend who is always ready to help in any number of different
situations.
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Support for education
•
•

•

Mentors help keep students in school.
Students who meet regularly with their mentors are 52% less likely than their peers to skip a day
of school and 37% less likely to skip a class (Public/Private Ventures study of Big Brothers Big
Sisters).
Mentors help with homework and can improve academic skills.

Support with day‐to‐day living
•
•
•
•
•

Mentors help improve a young person's self-esteem.
Mentors provide support for students trying new behaviors.
Youth who meet regularly with their mentors are 46% less likely than their peers to start using
illegal drugs and 27% less likely to start drinking (Public/Private Ventures study of Big Brothers
Big Sisters).
About 40% of teenager's waking hours are spent without companionship or supervision. Mentors
provide teens with a valuable place to spend free time.
Mentors teach young people how to relate well to all kinds of people and help young people
strengthen their communication skills.

Support in the workplace
•
•
•
•

Mentors help young people set career goals and start taking steps to realize them.
Mentors can use their personal contacts to help young people meet industry professionals, find
internships and locate job possibilities.
Mentors introduce young people to professional resources and organizations they may not know
about.
Mentors can help their mentees learn how to seek and keep jobs.

The number of ways mentoring can help a youth are as varied as the participants involved in each program. While
the lists and statistics can be impressive, take a look at two very different personal accounts of two very different
mentoring success stories.

Mentor's Role
A mentor is a caring, adult friend who devotes time to a young person. Although mentors can fill any number of
different roles, all mentors have the same goal in common: to help young people achieve their potential and discover
their strengths.
Mentors should understand they are not meant to replace a parent, guardian or teacher. A mentor is not a
disciplinarian or decision maker for a child. Instead, a mentor echoes the positive values and cultural heritage
parents and guardians are teaching. A mentor is part of a team of caring adults.
A mentor's main purpose is to help a young person define individual goals and find ways to achieve them. Since the
expectations of each child will vary, the mentor's job is to encourage the development of a flexible relationship that
responds to both the mentor's and the young person's needs.
By sharing fun activities and exposing a youth to new experiences, a mentor encourages positive choices, promotes
high self-esteem, supports academic achievement, and introduces the young person to new ideas.
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A mentor may help a young person:
•
•
•
•

Plan a project for school;
Set career goals and start taking steps to realize them;
Make healthy choices about day-to-day life, from food to exercise and beyond; and
Think through a problem at home or school.

If you think you'd make a good mentor, great. We have lots of information about the many opportunities that are
available. But you should be aware that it may take a while to be matched with a youth. Mentoring programs are
concerned with the well being and safety of both youth and the volunteer mentors.
In joining a formal mentoring program, you will probably be asked to go through an application process. As part of
that process, you will need to supply personal and professional references, perhaps have a background check
performed, and complete a personal interview. Also, remember that the role of a mentor comes with substantial
responsibilities so you will be required to take part in an orientation and training. Throughout the duration of your
mentoring relationship, be sure to seek support from the program coordinator.
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QUALITIES OF SUCCESSFUL MENTORS
•

Personal commitment to be involved with another person for an extended
time — generally, one year at minimum. Mentors have a genuine desire to be
part of other people’s lives, to help them with tough decisions and to see them
become the best they can be. They have to be invested in the mentoring
relationship over the long haul to be there long enough to make a difference.

•

Respect for individuals and for their abilities and their right to make their
own choices in life. Mentors should not approach the mentee with the attitude
that their own ways are better or that participants need to be rescued. Mentors
who convey a sense of respect and equal dignity in the relationship win the trust
of their mentees and the privilege of being advisors to them.

•

Ability to listen and to accept different points of view. Most people can find
someone who will give advice or express opinions. It’s much harder to find
someone who will suspend his or her own judgment and really listen. Mentors
often help simply by listening, asking thoughtful questions and giving mentees an
opportunity to explore their own thoughts with a minimum of interference. When
people feel accepted, they are more likely to ask for and respond to good ideas.

•

Ability to empathize with another person’s struggles. Effective mentors can
feel with people without feeling pity for them. Even without having had the same
life experiences, they can empathize with their mentee’s feelings and personal
problems.

•

Ability to see solutions and opportunities as well as barriers. Effective
mentors balance a realistic respect for the real and serious problems faced by
their mentees with optimism about finding equally realistic solutions. They are
able to make sense of a seeming jumble of issues and point out sensible
alternatives.

•

Flexibility and openness. Effective mentors recognize that relationships take
time to develop and that communication is a two-way street. They are willing to
take time to get to know their mentees, to learn new things that are important to
their mentees (music, styles, philosophies, etc.), and even to be changed by their
relationship.
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TIPS FOR BUILDING A MENTORING RELATIONSHIP
1. Be there.
When you show up for every meeting with your mentee and strive to make things
work out you send your mentee a strong message that you care and that he or she
is worth caring about.
2. Be a friend, not an all-knowing authority.
Be the adult in your mentee's life who is just there without having to fix him or her.
Hanging out and talking is surprisingly helpful to a young person’s healthy
development. Young people learn more conversing with adults than they do just
listening to them. In the words of a mentee:
“My parents lecture me all the time. Why would I want my mentor to be the same
way? I have the best mentor in the program, but sometimes he tries too hard to
be a mentor instead of just being himself. What I mean is that he thinks he
always has to share some wisdom or advice, when sometimes I would rather just
kick it and joke around.”
Of course, when your mentee comes to you for help or advice, it is appropriate to
help them develop solutions. It's also okay to check in with them if you suspect that
they are struggling with something. They just don't want non-stop advice. So, take
the pressure off of yourself and just enjoy your mentee's company.
3. Be a role model.
The best that you can do is to lead by example. By becoming a mentor, you've
already modeled the most important thing a human being can do: caring about
another. Here are some other ways you can be a positive role model for your
mentee:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Keep your word: Call when you say you will. Do what you say you will. Be
there when you say you will;
Return phone calls and e-mails promptly;
Have a positive outlook;
If your program has group sessions, participate fully;
If you enter a competitive activity with your mentee, keep it in perspective and
by all means do not cheat (or even fudge a little) to help your mentee win, get
a better place in line at an event, etc.; and
Let your mentee see you going out of your way to help others.

4. Help your mentee have a say in your activities.
Some mentees will have a lot of suggestions about what you can do together, but
most will need a little guidance on your part. If your mentee doesn't have any
preferences, start by giving them a range of choices. "Here are some things we can
do. Which ones sound good to you?"
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5. Be ready to help out.
When your mentee lets you know that he or she is struggling with a problem, you
can help out by following these tips:
•
•
•
•
•

Be there for your mentee and make it clear that you want to help;
Be a friend, not an all-knowing authority: Don't fix a problem. Ask questions
and help your mentee figure out how to come up with answers;
Model ways to solve problems. You can also be a role model by describing
how you overcame a similar problem in your life. Metaphor is a great teacher;
Give your mentee a say: Once he or she comes up with a solution, don't try to
come up with a better one, but help explore all the possibilities and offer
support; and
Be ready to help out by checking back and seeing how things worked out.
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GUIDELINES FOR MENTORS
It’s not possible to anticipate every situation and the appropriate behavior to apply when
one is mentoring. However, here are a few suggestions to use as general guidelines:
Do:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Get to know your mentee. Try to really understand how things are for him or her
now.
Be positive, patient, dependable, honest and sincere.
Be consistent, but flexible. Expect changes in plans.
Encourage, praise and compliment – even the smallest of accomplishments.
Be an active listener. Use language that’s easy to understand.
Give concrete explanations.
Be straight, honest and sincere (people pick up on falseness and shallowness).
Ask for opinions and participation in decision-making.
Work with your mentee. Share your knowledge rather than giving advice.
Be enthusiastic – it’s contagious.
Stress the positive.
Be firm. Have your mentee assume responsibilities and hold him or her accountable.
Help your mentee use mistakes as learning experiences.
Be fair – they’ll notice if you’re not.
Help identify your mentee’s talents, strengths and assets.
Tell your mentee about yourself, especially what you remember from your high
school years.
Help them identify the significance for their own lives of the information you are
discussing (e.g., possible future profession, similar experiences, etc.) – tell them how
they can use the information.
Have activities planned in advance.
Take the initiative. A mentee who fails to call or attend must be pursued and the
coordinator notified of the situation so that issues can be resolved and sessions can
begin again, if applicable.
If you’re going to miss a mentoring session, call the coordinator and leave a
message for the mentee. It is important to let the mentee know you did not forget
about your mentoring session.
Learn to appreciate your mentee’s cultural and ethnic background. Strive toward
cultural reciprocity.
Be open to what your mentee can teach you or share with you.
Honor Your Commitment – This is extremely important! You’ll hear this over
and over again!
HAVE FUN!
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MENTOR ROLES AND TASKS
What Is and What Is Not a Mentor?
A Mentor Is:
Friend
Guide
Listener
Confidant
Resource Broker

A Mentor Isn’t:
Parent/Guardian
Social Worker
ATM
Babysitter
Disciplinarian

A Mentor Is . . .
•

A trusted guide or friend
Young people today do not get much of an opportunity to be friends with adults,
especially adults who are going to listen to them.

•

A caring, responsible adult
He or she provides access to people, places and things outside the mentee’s routine
environment.

•

A positive role model
A mentor may be a positive role model. A role model is someone the youth aspires to be
like, whereas a mentor is someone who offers to help the youth be whoever he or she
wants to be. Today, youth have many role models; however, they are not necessarily
positive role models.

Key Qualities of a Good Mentor
•
•
•
•

Good listener;
Persistent;
Committed; and
Patient.

A Mentor Is Not . . .
Mentors must understand that they cannot be all things to their mentees. Quite often when
mentors run into problems in their relationships, it is because the mentor, the mentee or the
parent/legal guardian did not understand the proper role of a mentor.
The mentor may have taken on one of the following inappropriate roles:
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A parent/legal guardian
The role of a parent or legal guardian (governed by law) is to provide food, shelter and clothing. It is not
the mentor’s role to fulfill these responsibilities. If the mentor believes his or her mentee is not receiving
adequate support, he or she should contact the mentor program coordinator rather than trying to meet the
needs of his or her mentee.
A social worker
A social worker is a licensed professional with the necessary skills and training to assist in
family issues. If a mentor believes there is something wrong in the mentee’s home life, the
mentor should share this concern with the mentor program coordinator and not assume the role
of a social worker and attempt to solve the problem.
A psychologist
A mentor is not a formal counselor or therapist. A psychologist or psychiatrist is a licensed
professional.

The Four Primary Tasks of a Mentor
Establish a positive, personal relationship with mentee:
• Establish mutual trust and respect;
• Maintain regular interaction and consistent support; and
• Make your meetings enjoyable and fun.
Help mentee to develop or begin to develop life skills:
• Work with your mentee to accomplish specific program goals (e.g., drop-out prevention,
general career awareness); and
• Instill the framework for developing broader life-management skills, (e.g., decisionmaking skills, goal-setting skills, conflict resolution, money management).
Assist mentee in obtaining additional resources:
• Provide awareness of community, educational and economic resources available to
youth and their families, and how to access these resources. Act as a resource broker
as opposed to a resource provider;
• Act as a guide and/or advocate, coach and/or model; and
• Avoid acting as a professional case manager. View the role of a mentor as a friend
rather than a counselor.
Increase mentee’s ability to interact with people/groups/things from various
backgrounds (cultural, racial, socioeconomic, etc.):
• Respect and explore differences among people/groups from various backgrounds. Do
not promote values and beliefs of one group as superior to those of another; and
• Introduce mentee to different environments, such as workplace vs. school setting;
discuss differences in behavior, attitude and style of dress.
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STAGES OF A MENTORING RELATIONSHIP

Stage 1: Developing Rapport and Building Trust
The “getting to know you” phase is the most critical stage of the relationship. Things to expect and
work on during Stage 1 include:

•

Predictability and consistency
During the first stage of the relationship, it is critical to be both predictable and consistent. If you
schedule an appointment to meet your mentee at a certain time, it’s important to keep it. It is
understandable that at times things come up and appointments cannot be kept. However, in order
to speed up the trust-building process, consistency is necessary, even if the young person is not
as consistent as you are.

•

Testing
Young people generally do not trust adults. As a result, they use testing as a coping or defense
mechanism to determine whether they can trust you. They will test to see if you really care about
them. A mentee might test the mentor by not showing up for a scheduled meeting to see how the
mentor will react.

•

Establish confidentiality
During the first stage of the relationship, it’s important to establish confidentiality with your young
person. This helps develop trust. The mentor should let the mentee know that whatever he or she
wants to share with the mentor will remain confidential, as long as (and it’s important to stress this
point) what the young person tells the mentor is not going to harm the young person or someone
else. It’s helpful to stress this up front, within the first few meetings with the mentee. That way,
later down the road, if a mentor needs to break the confidence because the information the
mentee shared was going to harm him or her or someone else, the young person will not feel
betrayed.

•

Goal setting (transitions into Stage 2)
It’s helpful during Stage 1 to take the time to set at least one achievable goal together for the
relationship. What do the two of you want to get out of this relationship? It’s also good to help
your mentee set personal goals. Young people often do not learn how to set goals, and this will
provide them with the opportunity to set goals and work toward achieving them.

Stage 2: The Middle—Reaching Goals
Once trust has been established, the relationship moves into Stage 2. During this stage, the mentor and
mentee can begin to start working toward the goals they set during the first stage of the relationship.
Things to expect during Stage 2 include:
•

Closeness
Generally, during the second stage the mentor and mentee can sense a genuine closeness in the
relationship.

•

Affirming the uniqueness of the relationship
Once the relationship has reached this stage, it’s helpful to do something special or different from
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what the mentor and mentee did during the first stage, which helps affirm the uniqueness of the
relationship. For example, go to a museum, sporting event, special restaurant, etc.
•

The relationship may be rocky or smooth
All relationships have their ups and downs. Once the relationship has reached the second stage,
there will still be some rough periods. Mentors should be prepared and not assume that
something is wrong with the relationship if this happens.

•

Rely on staff support

Stage 3: Closure
If the rough period continues or if a mentor feels that the pair has not reached the second stage, he or
she shouldn’t hesitate to seek support from the mentoring program coordinator. Sometimes two people,
no matter how they look on paper, just don’t “click.” Some mentor/mentee pairs don’t need to worry about
this stage until farther down the road. However, at some point all relationships will come to an end—
whether it’s because the program is over, the mentor is moving or for some other reason. When this
happens, it’s critical that the closure stage not be overlooked. Many young people today have already had
adults come and go in their lives and are very rarely provided the opportunity to say a proper goodbye.
•

Identify natural emotions, such as grief, denial and resentment
In order to help mentees express emotions about the relationship ending, mentors should model
appropriate behavior. The mentor should first express his or her feelings and emotions about the
end of the relationship and then let the mentee do the same.

•

Provide opportunities for saying goodbye in a healthy, respectful and affirming way
Mentors shouldn’t wait for the very last meeting with their mentees to say goodbye. The mentor
should slowly bring it up as soon as he or she becomes aware that the relationship will be coming
to a close.

•

Address appropriate situations for staying in touch
Mentors should check with the mentoring program coordinator to find out the policy for staying in
touch with their mentees once the program has come to an end. This is especially important if the
program is school-based and mentors and mentees meet during the school year but the program
officially ends before the summer starts. If mentors and mentees are mutually interested in
continuing to meet over the summer, they may be allowed to, but with the understanding that
school personnel may not be available should an emergency arise. Each mentoring program may
have its own policy for future contact between mentors and mentees. That’s why it’s best for
mentors to check with program personnel during this stage.
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Boundaries
The definition of a boundary is a border or limit. It is very important for mentors to think
in advance about setting appropriate boundaries with their mentees. When working
with young people, there are do’s and don’ts which are prescribed by the nature of the
relationship, the context, and other factors specific to the mentees’ age and
developmental level. Just as you think about boundaries at work and with different
groups of people, it is important for you to always be thinking about what is and is not
appropriate in your mentoring relationships. Keep in mind the three types of boundaries:
1. Physical
Be clear with your mentee about what type of physical contact is appropriate.
Decide what type of physical contact, if any, you and your mentee will have. For
example, is it okay for your mentee to give you a hug at the end of your meetings? If
you have a young mentee, will you hold hands when you cross the street?
2. Emotional
Deciding what and how much personal information to share with your mentee can be
challenging. Your mentee may bring up sensitive issues such as sexual activity or
drug use. Listen without judging, and remember to keep such conversations
confidential unless the mentee or someone else may be harmed. How much
information you share about yourself will depend upon the age of your mentee and
the policies of your mentoring program. However, do not share if a certain topic
makes you uncomfortable or you are not sure whether you should.
3. Social
Your program most likely has specified guidelines about the meeting schedule you
and your mentee will follow. You might meet once a week for an hour. But what if
your mentee would like to see you more often? What if s/he would like to talk on the
phone every day? Let your mentee know how often and what type of contact is
appropriate.
Here are five things you can consider as you make decisions about what is or is not
acceptable in your mentoring relationship:
1. Is it safe? Is it legal? Is there potential for harm (physical, social or emotional)?
2. Is it within the rules and guidelines established by your mentoring program?
3. Have your mentee’s parents/caregivers told you what they expect and will
accept, and it is within those guidelines?
4. Will it contribute to the positive and healthy development of your mentee?
5. Does it fit your comfort level and expectations for your mentoring relationship?
If the answer to any of the five is no, this may be a sign of a potential boundary conflict.
If you have any concerns about an activity or decision, follow up with your program
coordinator, your mentee’s parents/caregivers, or (depending on the age of the mentee)
your mentee to clarify any uncertain areas.
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HELPFUL COMMUNICATION SKILLS
The following four communication skills are very helpful for mentors to develop and practice. These skills
are particularly useful when your goal is to open up communication with a young person. They are also
useful skills that you can help your mentee develop:

Active Listening
Active listening is an attempt to truly understand the content and emotion of what the other person is
saying by paying attention to verbal and non-verbal messages. The task is to focus, hear, respect and
communicate your desire to understand. This is not the time to be planning a response or conveying how
you feel.
Active listening is not nagging, cajoling, reminding, threatening, criticizing, questioning, advising,
evaluating, probing, judging or ridiculing.
Skills to Use:
• Eye contact;
• Body language: open and relaxed posture, forward lean, appropriate facial expressions, positive
use of gestures; and
• Verbal cues such as “um-hmmm,” “sure,” “ah” and “yes.”
Results of Active Listening:
• Encourages honesty — helps people free themselves of troublesome feelings by expressing
them openly;
• Reduces fear — helps people become less afraid of negative feelings;
• Builds respect and affection;
• Increases acceptance — promotes a feeling of understanding; and
When you actively listen, you cooperate in solving the problem — and in preventing future problems.

“I” Messages
These messages give the opportunity to keep the focus on you and explain your feelings in response to
someone else’s behavior. Because “I” messages don’t accuse, point fingers at the other person or place
blame, they avoid judgments and help keep communication open. At the same time, “I” messages
continue to advance the situation to a problem-solving stage.
For example: “I was really sad when you didn’t show up for our meeting last week. I look forward to our
meetings and was disappointed not to see you. In the future, I would appreciate it if you could call me and
let me know if you will not be able to make it.”
Avoid: “You didn’t show up, and I waited for an hour. You could have at least called me and let me know
that you wouldn’t be there. You are irresponsible.”
Take care that the following actions and behaviors are congruent with an honest, open heart:
• Body language: slouching, turning away, pointing a finger;
• Timing: speaking too fast or too slow;
• Facial expression: smiling, squirming, raising eyebrows, gritting teeth;
• Tone of voice: shouting, whispering, sneering, whining; and
• Choice of words: biting, accusative, pretentious, emotionally laden.
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Results:
“I” messages present only one perspective. Allowing the other person to actually have a point of view and
hearing it doesn’t mean that he or she is right. “I” messages communicate both information and respect
for each position. Again, this skill moves both parties along to the problem-solving stage.

Paraphrasing
Paraphrasing focuses on listening first and then reflecting the two parts of the speaker’s message — fact
and feeling — back to the speaker. Often, the fact is clearly stated, but a good listener is “listening
between the lines” for the “feeling” part of the communication. Using this skill is a way to check out what
you heard for accuracy — did you interpret what your mentee said correctly? This is particularly helpful
with youth, as youth culture/language change constantly. Often words that meant one thing when mentors
were young could have an entirely different meaning for youth today.
Examples for fact:
• “So you’re saying that . . .”
• “You believe that . . .”
• “The problem is . . .”
Examples for feeling:
• “You feel that . . .”
• “Your reaction is . . .”
• “And that made you feel . . .”
Paraphrases are not an opportunity to respond by evaluating, sympathizing, giving an opinion, offering
advice, analyzing or questioning.
Results:
Using active listening skills will enable you to gather the information and then be able to simply report
back what you heard in the message — the facts and the attitudes/feelings that were expressed. Doing
so lets the other person know that you hear, understand and care about his or her thoughts and feelings.

Open-Ended Questions
Open-ended questions are intended to collect information by exploring feelings, attitudes and how the
other person views a situation. Open-ended questions are extremely helpful when dealing with young
people. Youth, teenagers especially, tend to answer questions with as few words as possible. To maintain
an active dialogue without interrogating, try to ask a few questions that cannot be answered with a “yes,”
“no,” “I don’t know,” or a grunt.
Examples:
• “How do you see this situation?”
• “What are your reasons for . . . ?”
• “Can you give me an example?”
• “How does this affect you?”
• “How did you decide that?”
• “What would you like to do about it?”
• “What part did you play?”
Note: Using the question “Why did you do that?” may sometimes yield a defensive response rather than a
clarifying response.
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Results:
Because open-ended questions require a bit more time to answer than close-ended questions (questions
that can be answered by “yes,” “no,” or a brief phrase), they give the person a chance to explain. Openended questions yield significant information that can in turn be used to problem solve.
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EXAMPLES OF ROADBLOCKS TO EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION
The following, while not always bad to use, have a tendency to close down communication
rather than open up communication and should be avoided in conversations with mentees.
Ordering, directing, commanding
Telling the child to do something; giving the child an order or command.
“I don’t care what other children are doing — and you have to do the yard work!”
“Now you go back up there and play with Ginny and Joyce.”
“Stop complaining!”
Moralizing, preaching — shoulds and oughts
Invoking vague outside authority as accepted truth.
“You shouldn’t act like that.”
“You ought to do . . .”
“Children are supposed to respect their elders.”
Teaching, lecturing, giving logical arguments
Trying to influence the child with facts, counter-arguments, logic, information or your own
opinion.
“College can be the most wonderful experience you’ll ever have.”
“Children must learn to get along with one another.”
“Let’s look at the facts about college graduates.”
“If kids learn to take responsibility around the house, they’ll grow up to be responsible
adults.”
“When I was your age, I had twice as much to do as you.”
Judging, criticizing, disagreeing, blaming
Making a negative judgment or evaluation of the child.
“You’re not thinking clearly.”
“That’s an immature point of view.”
“You’re very wrong about that.”
“I couldn’t disagree with you more.”
Withdrawing, distracting, sarcasm, humoring, diverting
Trying to get the child away from the problem, withdrawing from the problem yourself,
distracting the child, kidding the child out of it, pushing the problem aside.
“Just forget it.”
“Let’s not talk about this at the table.”
“Come on — let’s talk about something more pleasant.”
“Why don’t you try burning the school building down?”
“We’ve all been through this before.”
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EXPLORING AND VALUING DIVERSITY

Stereotyping
This unit addresses one of the most critical training needs that has surfaced in surveys of
mentors and volunteer coordinators: the need to help mentors deal with diversity. Some
mentors talked about “culture shock” in reference to their initial apprehension and lack of
familiarity with, and/or understanding of, the world from which their mentees came. When you
think about it, it is normal and natural to feel a certain amount of apprehension about meeting
someone for the first time, especially if it’s expected that you will become a trusted friend. Add
to that a significant difference in age, in socioeconomic status and/or in racial and ethnic
background and it is easy to understand why this is such a critical issue for mentors.
Toward a broad definition of cultural diversity
Many mentor programs prefer to match mentees with mentors who come from similar
backgrounds in terms of race, socioeconomic status, etc. Often this is not possible, and mentors
are matched with young people who may look and act very differently than they do and whose
backgrounds and lifestyles may be dissimilar to their own.
Culture, in this sense, is more than race or ethnicity. It encompasses values, lifestyle and social
norms and includes issues such as different communication styles, mannerisms, ways of
dressing, family structure, traditions, time orientation and response to authority. These
differences may be associated with age, religion, ethnicity and socioeconomic background. A
lack of understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity can result in mentors becoming
judgmental, which may prevent the development of a trusting relationship.
What can you do?
As in many other situations, knowledge is the key to understanding. Below are descriptions and
examples of different diversity issues. Each has the potential to cause misunderstandings
between a mentor and a mentee. However, cultural understanding is not something you can
learn exclusively from a textbook. Talk to your mentee about his or her background and
ancestry, about what life is like at school or home or with his or her friends. Find out the reasons
for what he or she does. Your program director, other mentors, friends and coworkers may also
have insights into cultural differences.
As you begin to learn and understand more about your mentee, you will be less likely to make
negative value judgments. We hope that these examples will help you become more
knowledgeable about and encourage you to explore your mentee’s cultural background.
Ethnic Diversity
If your mentee comes from a different ethnic background, learn about the values and traditions
of that culture. Such things as the role of authority and family, communication styles,
perspectives on time, ways of dealing with conflict and marriage traditions vary significantly
among ethnic groups.
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For example, people from Scandinavian and Asian cultures typically are not comfortable
dealing directly with conflict. Their approach to problems or disagreements is often more subtle
and indirect. Consequently, a mentee from one of these cultures may find it difficult to discuss a
problem with candor. Similarly, many Asian and Hispanic families emphasize respecting and
obeying adults. For them, disagreeing with an adult, particularly a family member – or in this
case a mentor – is forbidden. Conversely, the role and style of communication of some African
Americans is much more direct and assertive.
Many Asian cultures have unique courtship and marriage traditions. For example, a Hmong girl
typically marries before age 18 and most often is expected to marry a Hmong man of her
parents’ choosing. She may have no choice about whom she marries.
Ethnic groups can also vary in terms of their beliefs about and orientations toward time. For
instance, some Native Americans may follow an inner clock, which they believe to be more
natural, rather than adhering to a predetermined agenda or timetable.
Families that have recently arrived in this country often develop distinct reaction patterns.
Children of recent immigrants typically react negatively to their parents’ insistence that they
follow the “old ways.” These children are often ashamed of their culture and their traditions.
They may even be ashamed of their parents. Mentors can help their mentees celebrate the
uniqueness of their culture by showing curiosity and interest in the history and traditions of their
mentees’ cultures.
Obviously, these are gross stereotypes. They are used here only to demonstrate the range of
diversity among different ethnic groups. It is your task as a mentor to learn about ethnic diversity
from your mentee, from your observations and from discussions with program staff so that you
can better understand the context of your mentee’s attitudes and behavior.
Socioeconomic Diversity
Often, mentors come from different socioeconomic backgrounds than their mentees. While one
may have grown up on a farm, the other may never have been outside of the city. One may own
a house, while the other may not know anyone personally who owns a new car, let alone a
house. A mentee’s family may move frequently, perhaps every few months, and may not have a
telephone. A mentee may have to share a very small apartment with many people. A mentor
must learn that many things s/he may have taken for granted are not necessarily common to all.
These types of cultural differences are common between mentor and mentee and require time
and understanding for an appreciation of their significance. Remember, however, that poverty is
color-blind, i.e., many white people are poor, many people of color are not and dysfunction can
occur regardless of income, geographic location or level of education. Try not to make
assumptions.
It is important to realize that there are psychological effects of chronic poverty. Some mentees
may develop a short-term “culture of survival” attitude. A mentor may comment that her mentee,
who comes from a very poor family, spends large sums of money on things she considers
frivolous (the example she gives is $100 jeans). Poverty often prevents people from believing
that their future holds any promise of getting better. Saving money and investing in the future is
a luxury they don’t believe they have. Buying a pair of $100 jeans when you don’t have enough
food to eat may very well be a function of the “take what you can get while you can get it”
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Youth Culture
Many of the characteristics of adolescence are normal, common, developmental traits and
consequently don’t vary significantly from one generation to the next. For instance, while many
adults believe that, in general, teenagers are exceedingly more rebellious than they themselves
were as young people, rebellion is a common (and perhaps necessary) ingredient in an
adolescent’s transition into adulthood. Most of us, as teenagers, dressed very differently—
perhaps even outrageously—by our parents’ and grandparents’ standards. We did things our
parents didn’t do, spoke differently, etc.
Take the time to remember what it was like to be your mentee’s age. If you think about the
following questions, you’ll find that much of what you went through at that age, your mentee is
also going through:
For example, when you were in ___ grade:
•
•
•
•
•

What was a typical day like?
What was really important to you at that time?
What was your father/mother like? Did you get along? Were you close?
Think of your friends. Were friendships always easy or were they sometimes hard?
In general, did you feel as though adults typically understood you well?

However, it is also important to remember that some things, particularly sociological trends, do
change dramatically and result in very different experiences from one generation to the next.
There is significantly more alcohol and drug abuse today than there was when you were
growing up (although, to be sure, alcohol and drug abuse have always existed); sexually
transmitted diseases are more common and more dangerous; crime and violence have
drastically increased throughout the country, particularly in urban areas; single-parent families
have become more common and greater demands are being placed on all families.
For example, one mentor had a conversation with his mentee about school dances, which, for
the mentor, were filled with fond memories of discovering dating and dancing. For the mentee,
on the other hand, school dances were dangerous, since gunfire was a common occurrence.
Obviously, it is important to be aware of these generational changes in lifestyle and children’s
coping responses to their life circumstances.
Remember. . .
The following are some suggestions that may help you successfully handle diversity:
•

Keep in mind that you are the adult—you are the experienced one. Imagine, for a
moment, what your mentee might be thinking and feeling. In general, young people of all
ages, but particularly teens, believe they are not respected by adults and worry about
whether a mentor will like them or think they’re stupid. They are coming to you for help
and may already feel insecure and embarrassed about the problems in their lives. Thus,
it is your responsibility to take the initiative and make the mentee feel more comfortable
in the relationship.

•

It’s also important to remember to be yourself. Sometimes, with the best of intentions,
we try to “relate” to young people, use their slang and be like “one of the gang.” Mentees
can see through this facade and may find it difficult to trust people who are not true to
themselves.
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•

Furthermore, you may learn a lot about another culture, lifestyle or age group, but you
will never be from that group. Don’t over identify with your mentee; s/he realizes you
will never know exactly what s/he is feeling or experiencing. A mentee may actually feel
invalidated by your insistence that you know where s/he is coming from. There is a big
difference between the statements, “I know exactly what you’re feeling” and “I think I
have a sense of what you’re going through.” It is helpful to paraphrase what you think
your mentee has said or is feeling and to give examples of similar situations that you
have experienced.

•

If something about your mentee is bothering you, first determine whether the behavior is
simply troubling to you because you would do it differently or it is truly an indication of a
more seriously troubled youth.

If, in fact, you feel that a troublesome situation is harmful to your mentee or others, you have an
obligation to discuss this with your program coordinator. The coordinator will know when and
where to refer the young person for professional help. For example, if it is a serious problem —
your mentee’s abuse of alcohol and/or drugs, for instance — the program coordinator may refer
the mentee to an adolescent drug abuse program. It’s important to know what you should and
should not do or say to your mentee. You are not expected to solve the problem or to be a
therapist, but there may be situations where you can help. For instance, your program
coordinator might suggest that you actively support your mentee’s attendance and participation
in support groups, or s/he might suggest that you talk with your mentee about similar situations
that you have either experienced or heard about and the ways in which these problems were
successfully overcome. Get suggestions from your program coordinator about ways in which
you can be helpful and supportive.
Some behavior is not necessarily indicative of a serious problem but can nonetheless be
troublesome. For example, being chronically late for appointments, adopting certain styles of
dress or excessive swearing may have negative consequences. While your mentee has the
right to make decisions about dress, speech and other behavior, you can help by letting him or
her know:
•
•
•

How the behavior makes you feel;
What judgments others may make about the mentee as a result of the behavior; and
The reactions and consequences s/he might expect from others.

EXAMPLE: Let’s say your mentee usually wears torn jeans and a leather jacket with signs and
symbols on the back and is quite proud of his or her unusual hairstyle. Although these outward
differences made you uncomfortable at first, you (being the great mentor that you are!) have
gotten beyond these “troubling” aspects and realized that, in this case, “different” does not mean
“bad.”
Now your mentee is looking for a job. Initially, you had decided to say nothing about the
importance of appearances during job interviews, but your mentee is having trouble getting a
job. You might ask him or her something like:
•
•

Why do you think you didn’t get the job?
What do you think was the interviewer’s first impression of you? What do you think gave
him or her that impression?
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•
•

Do you think the impression you gave is one that is helpful in getting a job? What can
you do about this?
If you were 30 years old and owned a business, would you be hesitant to hire someone
who looked and dressed in a way that was completely foreign to you?

You might also discuss ways in which your mentee could keep his or her individuality and
identity (both very important needs in adolescence) yet make a more favorable impression. A
typical response from a young person might be to refer to the “hypocrisy” and “material values”
of the adult culture. Don’t mislead or misrepresent the truth — the fact is, like it or not, there are
standards and norms in certain situations with which one is expected to comply.
Cultural Reciprocity
An important but often forgotten aspect of cultural diversity is the mutuality of the mentoring
relationship, which is what we call cultural reciprocity. This phrase refers to the fact that mentors
and mentees alike can benefit from their increased understanding of others who may at first
seem unfamiliar. For the mentor, a greater breadth and depth of understanding of others can
facilitate better relationships at work, at home and in other social situations. As your mentee
begins to trust and know you, s/he will begin to learn about life outside a limited circle of peers
and discover new opportunities and ways of doing things: you can be a model for your mentee.
The more options we have, the better off we’ll be.

Remember: Our lives are enriched by diversity!
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Reporting Abuse or Neglect
Under Massachusetts law, the Department of Social Services (DSS) is the state agency that receives all
reports of suspected abuse or neglect of children under the age of 18. State law requires professionals
whose work brings them in contact with children to notify DSS if they suspect that a child has been—or is
at risk of being—abused or neglected. DSS depends on reports from professional and other concerned
individuals to learn about children who may need protection.
Under Massachusetts law, the Massachusetts Disabled Persons Projection Commission is the state
agency that receives all reports of suspected abuse or neglect of any person who is disabled. Under the
Massachusetts Disabled Person Protection Law, a disabled person is defined as an individual between
the ages of 18-59 who is mentally retarded or otherwise mentally or physically disabled as a result of
mental or physical disability; and who is wholly or partially dependent on others to meet his/her daily living
needs.
Contact information for Massachusetts Disabled Protection Commission:
1-800-245-0062
1-800-426-9009 (24 hour hotline)

Mentoring Program Staff are Mandated Reporters
According to the Ombudsman’s Office of the Department of Social Services, mentoring program staff are
mandated reporters in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and required to follow the procedures
outlined in Chapter 119, sections 51 A-E of Massachusetts law. Only paid employees are mandated
1
reporters. Although there is no legal obligation for volunteers to report suspected abuse or neglect of
children, mentoring programs are encouraged to familiarize their volunteers with the reporting procedure
in their organization and encourage them to fulfill their moral responsibility to care for and protect youth.
Massachusetts law requires mandated reporters to immediately make an oral report to the Department of
Social Services when, in their professional capacity, they have reasonable cause to believe that a child
under the age of 18 years is suffering from abuse or neglect. A written report must be submitted to DSS
within 48 hours after the oral report has been made. During the screening and investigation, mandated
reporters are required, upon request by DSS, to disclose relevant information to the Department. Failure
to make a report can be punished by a fine of up to $1,000. Under the law, mandated reporters are
protected from liability in any civil or criminal action and from any discriminatory or retaliatory action by an
employer.
How Are Abuse and Neglect Defined by Law?
Abuse means: The non-accidental commission of any act by a caretaker that causes or creates a
substantial risk of physical or emotional injury or constitutes a sexual offense; or any sexual contact
between a caretaker and a child under the care of the individual.
Neglect means: Failure by a caretaker, either deliberately or through negligence or inability, to take
actions necessary to provide a child with minimally adequate food, clothing, shelter, medical care,
supervision, emotional stability and growth or other essential care.
What Does This Mean for Me as a Mentor?
As a volunteer mentor, you are not mandated by law to report suspected abuse or neglect. However, you
do have a moral responsibility to care for and protect the young person you are mentoring.
If you suspect your mentee is being abused or neglected, your response is to immediately report to your
mentoring program manager or coordinator. If you cannot contact the program, i.e. at night, on a
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weekend, or another time when the program is closed, you should contact the Massachusetts
Department of Social Services (DSS) directly. DSS procedures for reporting abuse or neglect are
included in the handbook appendix along with contact phone numbers for DSS.
Remember, you are expected to make an immediate oral report not a judgment about an incident or
circumstance. It is the role of the DSS to investigate and make a determination about the information you
provide.
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