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Introduction 
 
Setting appropriate short- and long-term 
goals is a common and effective strategy 
in helping mentees define themselves and 
solidify their aspirations. Setting goals, 
and following through, can develop youth 
self-esteem and highlight the relevance of 
school and other support systems to their 
future.  
 
Most of the theory and research on the 
concept of goal setting examines its use 
in a variety of disciplines, such as 
psychology, organizational development, 
and career growth. There are few studies 
that have specifically investigated the 
impact of the goal-selection process on 
mentoring relationships. 
 
Probably the closest that the existing 
mentoring research comes is the Big 
Brothers Big Sisters Impact Study, 
conducted by Public/Private Ventures. 
One of the findings from their study of 
BBBS relationships was that the youth 
who showed the best outcomes from the 
program were those who felt closest to 
their mentors, who had formed a solid 
bond and a sense of trust. These youth 
also happened to be the ones who were 
in relationships that were characterized 
more as “developmental” than 
“prescriptive” by the researchers.  
 
The developmental relationships focused 
on relationship-building activities and 

opportunities to simply “connect.” They 
tended to incorporate more “fun” and 
gave the youth a voice in the direction of 
the matches’ activities. The prescriptive 
relationships tended to focus more on 
specific activities that were designed to 
“fix” youth deficiencies. These 
relationships tended to give youth less of 
a voice and less of a chance to get to 
know their mentor through non-structured 
time. Unfortunately, this resulted in a high 
amount of tension and dissatisfaction 
between mentors and mentees. The youth 
simply did not bond as well, with the 
resulting distance and between mentors 
and youth subverting the desired 
outcomes (Morrow & Styles, 1995).1 
 
This indicates that if goal setting is to be 
effective in mentoring programs, it must 
be done in a way that does not impede 
the growth of the mentoring relationship 
itself. The goals must be the goals of the 
youth, not the program. And they must be 
envisioned and pursued in a way that lets 
the youth “own” the process, not be a 
passive recipient of an outside 
“intervention.” Prominent mentoring 
researcher Jean Rhodes theorizes that 
mentoring helps youth in three ways: 
social-emotional development, cognitive 
development, and identity development 
(Rhodes, 2005).2 Goal setting in 

                                                 
1 Morrow, K.V., & Styles, M.B. (1995). Building 
relationships with youth in program settings: A study of 
Big Brothers/Big Sisters. Philadelphia: Public/Private 
Ventures. 
2 Rhodes, J. E. (2005). A model of youth mentoring. In 
D. DuBois & M. J. Karcher (Eds.), The handbook of 
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mentoring programs has the ability to help 
in each of these areas. Letting youth 
direct the process helps with developing 
their identity, while the process of working 
towards identified goals in real life helps 
with emotional and cognitive 
development. 
 
Out of this framework, youth mentoring 
programs have begun to look more 
closely at how they go about helping 
youth set goals and the activities that 
matches subsequently engage in. 
Because of the scarcity of research in this 
area, mentoring program practice has 
outpaced the research. While there will be 
obvious variety in how individual 
programs structure goal setting, most 
programs strive to help youth set goals 
that are:  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                                            
youth mentoring (p. 338). Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage 
Publications, Inc.  

To facilitate the goal setting process, 
most programs focus on several key 
program components that make goal 
setting work: 
 

 
One promising strategy that borrows 
draws from these principles is being 
implemented by the Youth MAP program 
in Portland, Oregon, and is the subject of 
this case study. 
 
 

 Realistic – possible to be achieved
 

 Obtainable – achievable with the 
youth’s own strengths and abilities 

 
 Controllable – youth have control 

over achieving it 
 
 Challenging – it stretches the youth at 

least a little 
 
 Desirable – they want to achieve it 

 
 Believable – they believe they can 

reach it 
 
 Specific – so youth know exactly what 

it is they are working towards 
 
 Time bound – with a deadline date, 

so youth know how long they have to 
reach it (Adams, 1998)1   

 Mentors who can commit to desired 
length for the program’s matches the 
match for at least one year   

 
 Providing appropriate pre-match 

training to mentors on the program’s 
goal-setting strategy. 

 
 Making appropriate matches.  

 
 Tracking and recording goal-setting 

progress, and using this information 
to provide ongoing training, support, 
and recognition to mentors and 
youth. 

 
 Providing materials that can help with 

goal setting, including calendars, 
tracking logs, and other materials 
(such as art supplies) that can help 
youth do projects around the goals 
they identify. 

 
 Facilitating youth interaction with 

other community supports and 
services in the pursuit of goals. 
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Portland Impact: Program Description 
 
Program Overview 
Portland Impact, established in 1966, is a 
non-profit, community-based organization 
whose mission is to help people achieve 
and maintain self-sufficiency and to 
prevent and alleviate the effects of 
poverty. One method the agency uses to 
conduct this work is collaboration with 
Portland Public Schools (PPS) serving 
significant populations of low-income 
students. The agency has a history of 
implementing school-based mentoring 
services, and has worked with PPS to 
improve family access to resources and 
increase parental involvement, student 
achievement, and overall success of the 
school.  
 
Target Community 
In 1999, Portland Impact launched the 
Mentoring to Achieve Potential program 
(Youth MAP) to further its collaboration 
with PPS. The eight elementary and two 
middle schools served by Youth MAP are 
in low-income neighborhoods, with 
approximately 60 percent of the 
households in extreme poverty and 
another 25 percent considered 
economically challenged. The majority of 
the students (>80%) qualify for free or 
reduced meals. Many students are in one-
parent homes or are being raised by 
foster parents or grandparents. Multiple 
cultural and ethnic groups are served by 
the program, including Latino, African 
American, African immigrant, southeast 
Asian/Pacific Islander, and many students 
of mixed heritage. 
 
Program Staffing 
Youth MAP’s staff include a Program 
Director, three Match Coordinators and a 
full-time Volunteer Outreach Coordinator. 
Through Portland Impact, the program 
has a liaison to PPS to help gather 
referrals and coordinate with school staff.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Mentee Characteristics 
Youth MAP initially served at-risk children 
in grades K–5, and more recently, upon 
receipt of the Department of Education 
mentoring grant, expanded to include 
sixth and seventh graders. Mentees are 
recommended by school staff for the 
program based on five criteria: failure to 
meet academic benchmarks, failure to 
thrive in school as a result of low self-
esteem or lack of interest; school 
absenteeism or emerging behavioral 
problems while at school; lack of 
participation in the classroom and/or other 
school activities; and lack of healthy peer 
and/or adult relationships.  
 
Target Matches 
The program hopes to serve 100–120 
youth each year.  
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Goal-Setting Strategy 
 
Youth MAP is working with the Coaching 
and Learning Institute (CLI), a Portland-
based organization of professionally 
trained life coaches, to develop a youth-
centered approach to setting and 
achieving goals through their mentoring 
relationships. The approach is designed 
to counter some common challenges to 
effective goal setting among mentees:  
 

 youth who are discouraged or 
need other help before they can 
begin to set goals  

 
 the lack of helping skills among 

volunteers 
 

 a dearth of activities that facilitate 
the conceptualization and pursuit 
of youth goals 

 
 the lack of a system for tracking 

progress and nurturing the 
relationships goal-related 
activities 

 
 youth not “buying-in” to the 

approach. 
 
Based on well-established life coaching 
strategies developed for adults, the 
program seeks to address these 
challenges in a positive and 
developmental manner that appeals to 
youth.  
 
“CLI will encourage mentors to help youth 
identify an individual strength or passion 
to explore and grow in relation to,” says 
CLI founder Jacqueline Raphael. 
“Through training and program support, 
mentors will guide mentees through a set 
of life coaching activities and allows them 
to expand and connect the young 
people’s strengths to a range of new 
experiences they can accomplish.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are several specific elements that 
Youth MAP thinks will lead to success: 
 

 
Before matches engage in goal setting, 
they take the time to simply get to know 
one another. Initial training provides tools 
and activities to help mentor and mentee 
get to know one another’s interests and 
strengths and to help the mentee build 
trust in the mentor. For example, mentors 
are trained in using a “values” activity 
during which mentor and mentee talk 
about things the mentee loves to do. 
Together, they come up with themes that 
the youth has laid out. They then use the 
resulting themes (e.g., “adventure”) to 
explore areas for new growth and 
learning. At this point, the mentor is 
simply learning about the youth and 
establishing trust. But they are also 
learning valuable information about the 
youth that will help later on when they 
move into formal goal setting activities. 
 

 
Additional training teaches the mentor 
how to eventually approach goal-setting 
from a youth-centered perspective. “The 
mentor learns to step inside his or her 
mentee’s world view,” says Raphael. “Any 
goal setting that occurs starts with the 
mentee’s desires for something new in his 
or her life.” Mentors also learn to use the 
many tools and activities that the program 
has designed to help facilitate goal setting 
and the steps the youth takes to get 
there. Mentors also learn about how to 
report progress and how to get needed 
support from staff. 
 
Youth workshops help mentees learn how 
to set their own goals (as opposed to 
goals that adults in their lives have forced 
on them), how to make connections 
between the goal and areas of their life 
(such as parents and school), and the role 
that their mentor will be playing in helping 
them.   
 

Substantial Pre-Match Training

A Developmental Approach
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After the get-acquainted phase, the match 
discuss where the youth wants to be in 
the future. Significantly, CLI does not 
usually use the word “goal” in its goal-
setting work. “We try to talk about pictures 
in the mind,” says Raphael, explaining 
that her life coaching approach borrows 
from Dr. William Glasser’s work on how 
students become interested in goals. “It 
seems that youth are better able to work 
towards something when they literally 
have a mental picture, an almost idealized 
vision in their head of what they want to 
achieve or how they want to be. That 
‘vision’ is critical to youth who have a 
hard time with abstract thought. Our 
program hopes to take that vision and 
make it more tangible and alive.” 
 
Through training, the mentor helps the 
mentee develop a clear and specific 
picture, detailed images of what she 
wants. Specific arts and crafts activities 
are designed to assist in this. Once such 
activity is the creation of a collage that 
establishes the young person’s vision for 
him or herself. Don Clarkson, a veteran 
life coach who is assisting with the mentor 
training explains: “A youth wanting to be a 
better soccer player, for example, could 
describe the physical powers she would 
like to achieve, such as kicking a soccer 
ball halfway across the field, making three 
goals in a game, and running faster than 
other members of the team. The mentor 
will work with the youth to find these 
images—in magazines, on the internet, 
wherever. Identifying, organizing, and 
visually connecting these images help the 
youth see the gap between where they 
are and where they want to be. Specific 
images from the collage can be converted 
into a visual “map” of actions needed to 
progress towards the goal.  
 
Another activity is the “Wheel of Life,” 
whose six “wedges” are connected by 
mentor and mentee to an overall goal. 
The wheel includes a “Learning in School” 
wedge, which (using the example from 
above) allows the match to discuss how 
academic success is critical to staying on 

the soccer team. It also includes “‘Family 
Relationships” wedge, which the mentee 
can see is important if she needs her 
mother’s help getting to an athletic event. 
Throughout the process, the mentee sets 
the goal and discovers ways to achieve it 
by making connections.  
At the end of the year, the collages and 
other visual representations of goals are 
displayed at a group event. Youth are 
encouraged and rewarded for whatever 
progress they have made. “the process 
does not ignore ‘failure’,” says Raphael, 
“it simply reinforces that even small steps 
are positive.” 
 

 
Another interesting aspect of the Youth 
MAP approach is that mentors also go 
through the same process as the youth. 
They set a goal, go through the activities, 
make their “visualization” of where they 
want to be. The hope is that not only will 
this role model the process of pursuing 
goals, but that youth will also gain some 
insight into the process of helping others 
reach for a goal while forming a closer 
bond with the mentor because of the 
shared experience. 
 
For example, a mentor who is a physician 
might create a vision for the kind of 
medical practice she would like to create. 
The mentor may identify reading more 
medical journals as a short term goal 
toward achieving her long-term vision. 
She would report her progress to her 
mentee, and her mentee would report 
progress on her own goals to her mentor. 
 

 
The program is developing goal tracking 
logs that mentors will use to chart what 
the goals are, the program activities used, 
the steps taken in pursuit of the goal, and 
areas of need. The program will be using 
this information to guide future trainings 
and to offer ongoing support to matches 
as they work on goals. As of this time, it 
was unclear as to how the goal-setting 
impact would be assessed in the formal 
program evaluation. 

Track Progress towards Goals

The Mentors Model the Behavior

Strength-Based Activities 
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Replicability 
 
Youth MAP and CLI currently completing 
and implementing the goal-setting 
curriculum and are tailoring new adult life 
coaching activities for their middle school 
audience. Regardless of the specific ways 
that your program organizes goal setting 
activities, the overall approach illustrated 
by Youth MAP can be incorporated into 
any program: use getting-acquainted 

activities that help mentors and mentees 
learn about each other’s aspirations and 
strengths in as visual a manner as 
possible, then help mentees describe a 
specific picture of what they want in their 
future. Break down that picture into action 
steps that mentees can take each week 
to inch a little closer to their ultimate 
dream.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tips for Creating Your Own Goal-Setting Program 
 

• Have a plan for providing mentors with comprehensive, consistent training in 
goal setting. The plan should include an introduction to positive goal setting 
early in the relationship with specific tools introduced after the relationship has 
been established. 
 

• Establish a formal method for tracking progress. This should include having 
mentors keep records of their mentees’ goal-setting progress. This is important 
for evaluating the effectiveness of your goal-setting program and allow for 
continuous improvements.  

 
• Have a firm understanding of the differences between prescriptive and 

developmental approaches to mentoring (not just goal setting) and instruct your 
mentors in the differences. 

 
• Ensure that mentors and mentees go through an initial get-acquainted period 

during which mentee develops trust in the mentor and the mentor discovers the 
mentee’s passions. 

 
• Provide all needed resources including worksheets and activities, etc., for the 

mentors and mentees to use.  
 

• Provide a formal evaluation of your goal-setting program. This can be part of 
your overall mentoring program evaluation.  
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