
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
September 30, 2006 
 
 
 
Dear Project Director: 
 
We are delighted to be able to make Preparing Participants for Mentoring: The U.S. Department 
of Education Mentoring Program’s Guide to Initial Training of Volunteers, Youth, and Parents  
available to you to help you make your mentoring program a success. This publication was 
funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools under 
contract with EMT Associates, Inc. Although this publication has not yet been officially released 
by the U.S. Department of Education, we have been authorized to make it available on the Web 
at this time to solicit your feedback.  

The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the U.S. 
Department of Education, nor does the mention of trade names, commercial products or 
organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. government. This publication also contains 
hyperlinks and URLs for information created and maintained by private organizations. This 
information is provided for the reader’s convenience. The U.S. Department of Education is not 
responsible for controlling or guaranteeing the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness 
of this outside information. Further, the inclusion of information or a hyperlink or URL does not 
reflect the importance of the organization, nor is it intended to endorse any views expressed, or 
products or services offered. 

We value your feedback on this publication. Please send your comments to us at: 

Mentoring Resource Center 
C/O EMT Associates 
771 Oak Avenue Parkway, Suite 2  
Folsom, CA  95630 
Phone: 1-877-579-4788 
E-mail: Shelly@EMT.org 

Sincerely, 

Judy Strother Taylor 
Project Director 
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MMeennttoorr  TTrraaiinniinngg  TTooppiiccss::  RReellaattiioonnsshhiipp  SSkkiillllss
To this point, your training has provided background information and clarified some
details about the program and how it works. Now it’s time to start actively preparing
your mentors for their first meetings with their mentees. In order for the match to get
off to a good start, they are going to need some skills that can help break the ice and
start forming trust and friendship with the youth. 

Initial mentor training should narrow the number of skill development activities to just
a few that you deem critical. Obviously, as matches progress they will encounter turb-
ulence and obstacles that will need to be addressed with additional training and sup-
port. Ongoing training can cover things like discussing difficult topics, dealing with
diversity issues, or providing appropriate academic help. But initial training should
really focus on the skills that will be needed most as the match gets started. These
early days in a match are critical. The following topics should give your mentors the
solid background they need to get the match started right.

1. Tips for starting the match

Many programs begin a new match by arranging a meeting between the mentor, the
youth, and the youth’s parent. This meeting is often facilitated by a staff member and
gives the parent an opportunity to meet the mentor and talk about how they will
approach working with their child (some programs provide the parent with the oppor-
tunity to reject or approve the match at this point). It gives the mentor and mentee a
chance to get to know each other in a less threatening environment. 

Regardless of how your program gets the match started, the bottom line is that your
mentors will soon be alone with their mentee for the first time. The following tips can
help the match get off to a good start:

� Have your first few meetings somewhere where it will be easy to talk. While
going to a movie may sound fun, it won’t offer much opportunity to get to know
each other. Similarly, being around lots of other people (such as at a ballgame or
in the school cafeteria) may stifle conversation and make the meeting less com-
fortable. Pick an activity that lets you have fun while also offering chances to talk.

� Clarify expectations and ground rules. This doesn’t need to be a big deal, but
you should spend some time talking with the mentee about the rules of the pro-
gram, the expectations each of you has around the relationship, and the attitude
the mentee has about the program.

� Have some icebreaker questions ready. Sometimes initial meetings are awkward
and uncomfortable because it pairs two strangers who are supposed to talk a lot,
yet know little about each other. Page 45 of this book offers a few sample icebreak-
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ing questions, and many of the resources listed in Part 3 also contain sample con-
versation starters for new matches.

� Be predictable and consistent. If you schedule an appointment to meet your
mentee at a certain time, keep it at all costs. Remain consistent about when and
where you’ll meet even if the young person is not.

� Be prepared for “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. An example of how a
mentee might test the mentor is by not showing up to a scheduled meeting to see
how the mentor reacts.

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

2. Building trust

Trust is the one thing that makes all the other facets of mentoring fall into place.
Without trust, there is not much of a bond between the mentor and mentee and the
role-modeling and facilitated growth that mentoring can provide has little chance of
happening. Thus, mentors need some ways to start building trust from the beginning.
The handout on page 37 provides good advice that can help mentors accomplish
that goal.

3. Setting goals and boundaries

Two of the most important tasks in new mentoring relationships are the establishment
of goals, which guide the relationship activities, and boundaries, which keep the
mentoring relationship structured and positive. 

Goal setting is a real cornerstone to a healthy mentoring relationship. Goals help
youth develop self-confidence, explore available options, create motivation, and fos-
ter a sense of accomplishment and competence. And depending on the nature of the
youth’s goals, they may wind up dictating the bulk of the activities the match does to-
gether.
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Items to work on that will build trust:

11.. BBeeiinngg  ffuullllyy  pprreesseenntt  wwiitthh  tthhee  yyoouutthh.. In other words, when you are with your mentee,
you are with them. You are not there to fulfill an obligation or to make yourself feel
good. You are also not distracted by thoughts of work, home, or your own family.
YYoouu  ddoonn''tt  uussee  yyoouurr  cceellll  pphhoonnee except in an emergency or to let someone know you
will be late. 

22.. SSeeeeiinngg  yyoouurr  yyoouutthh//mmeenntteeee  aass  aa  ppeerrssoonn..  Your mentee is not a project, and you are
not there to “straighten them out.” This means getting to know the mentee first, and
then responding according to who they are, not who you are. Discover their
uniqueness as a person, and how they are gifted. Encourage them in their unique
and gifted areas. 

33.. CCoonnssiisstteennccyy..  A big trust-builder is consistency. Keeping your visits with the mentee
consistent, even when they are being inconsistent, is key.  If something does come up
so your visit has to be at a different time, call at least a day or two in advance and
reschedule. It’s also very important that you always follow through with things you
say you will do. If you say you’ll help them with something on your next visit, do it. 

44.. BBee  yyoouurrsseellff.. Don’t try to come off as the “perfect adult” in the mentee’s life. On the
other hand, don’t dump all your problems on the mentee. Just be authentic. Be
transparent enough so that the mentee sees that you make mistakes, too. The im-
portant thing is that you learn from mistakes. Avoid phrases like “I would never . . .”
or “I always. . . .” 

55.. SSeett  aa  ggoooodd  eexxaammppllee.. Be an example of a trustworthy person. For example, don’t
divulge things that others told you in confidence. Don’t “fudge” the rules of the
program. If you meet out in the community, treat those you encounter respectfully—
for example, treat servers at restaurants with patience and respect and leave a
decent tip. Your mentee notices everything you do. 

Additional suggestions:

� Always listen to the mentee’s complaints, and don’t put the mentee down for feeling
what he feels. You’re hearing about the world he lives in—soak it up.

� Use as much empathy as possible, saying things like “that must be difficult” or “I
know that’s difficult, I have to obey similar rules at work.”

� Do not says things like “I can’t believe they would do that to you” or “how can
anyone be so mean”—that is taking sides.

HH AA NN DD OO UU TT

Handout adapted, with permission, from L. Villarreal, Save Our Youth Training Manual, Denver,CO: Save Our Youth,
2005.
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There is no “right” way to set goals. Some people prefer to start with a very long-
range goal (getting into college) and then break it down into the little steps that get
one there (keeping grades up, researching schools, applying for scholarships, etc.).
Others are more comfortable focusing on short-term objectives (passing the algebra
exam). Regardless of your approach, keep the following in mind when creating goals:

� Goals should be realistic, obtainable, challeng-
ing, specific, measurable, and time-bound. These
qualities ensure that the goal is appropriate and
achievable. “Having a lot of money” does not meet
these criteria; “becoming a doctor” does.

� The mentee must “own” the goal. In other words,
it must be her idea and she must be committed to it.

� Develop a plan in writing. This organizes the work
toward the goal while also helping it seem more
manageable. The plan should cover the smaller
steps needed to reach the goal, potential barriers
and solutions, and benchmarks to measure pro-
gress. Developing a written plan for a goal can be a
great way of teaching planning, organization, and
discipline skills to a young person. 

� Provide “lessons learned” from your own goals.
Mentors can help the youth set goals by talking
about how they achieved their own goals in life. And
even more meaningful instruction can come from
discussing goals you didn’t achieve, and why.

Setting boundaries can be a more complicated process.3 This is often driven by unex-
pected behavior on the part of the mentee (or even the mentee’s family). Some
mentors may find the idea of setting boundaries to be harsh, mean, or controlling. In
reality, boundaries are important in helping youth feel safe and protected. Boundary
setting is important so that each person in a mentoring relationship is clear about his
or her role. Boundaries help to establish and nurture trust in a relationship. Most
significant, they help to protect not only the youth, but also the volunteers and the
program.

A discussion on appropriate boundary setting will help volunteers start on the right
foot and avoid having to change things later once a strong pattern of behavior has
been established.

EEnnaabblliinngg  vvss..  EEmmppoowweerriinngg

EEmmppoowweerrmmeenntt::  MMeenntteeee  bbeeccoommeess  sseellff--rreelliiaanntt

� Mentee is involved in deciding how we spend
time together

� Mentee creates and accepts ownership of
goals and objectives

� Mentee accepts responsibility

� Mentee initiates

� Mentee does not freeze when faced with . . . 

� Mentee can change course 

EEnnaabblliinngg::  MMeenntteeee  ddeeppeennddss  oonn  yyoouu  

� You provide solutions to mentee problems

� You build an artificial safety net

Adapted, with permission, from Villarreal (2005).

3Content on boundaries adapted, with permission, from Arevalo (2004). 
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Common areas where boundaries are needed include:

� Time

� Money

� Working with parents

� Self-disclosure

Time Boundaries

After meeting for six months, Julia finds out that her mentee is failing all but one
class. It is the beginning of the second semester at school and Julia wants to do
everything she can to help. She begins to meet with her mentee three to four times
a week for long periods of time. Her mentee, in turn, cannot get enough of her. She
calls her at work, home, and on her cell phone. Julia is glad her mentee is relying
on her so much, but she is beginning to feel tired and overwhelmed.

Boundary setting and unrealistic expectations seem to go hand in hand. A mentor’s
role is not to solve all the mentee’s problems single-handedly. Appropriate bound-
aries in regard to the frequency of meetings and phone calls will help to protect the
volunteer’s ability to be there for his mentee long term. General guidelines to review
during mentor training in regard to time spent together include:

� Consistency and frequency of meetings are important elements of a successful
mentoring relationship. However, spending too much time together can create 
dependency and it will lead to the development of unrealistic expectations on
behalf of the youth and the family about what a mentoring relationship can and
cannot do.

� Do not feel like you have to solve every problem the mentee has. Seek help from
staff and community resources often.

� A child who calls too often or tries to cling to the relationship too hard may be
worried about being abandoned. Several meetings are not going to satisfy his
needs or calm his fears. However, setting regular and consistent meetings will help
assure him that over time, the mentor will be there. Mentors and mentees can
create a calendar of activities together by scheduling their meetings and the days
they will talk on the phone. If a mentor does not set boundaries with regard to his
personal time, he can unknowingly create the very conditions that will lead to burn-
out and a premature ending.
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Money Boundaries

Connie and Josie have been matched for almost six months. During one of their
weekly outings Connie notices that her mentee Josie looks worried and uncomfort-
able. When Connie asks her if she is okay, Josie begins to tell her about her family’s
financial difficulties. She explains that they will probably be evicted from their
apartment and she is worried they won’t have a place to go. She mentions she
needs a couple hundred dollars to help pay rent and goes on to ask her mentor for
financial help.

Boundary setting, in the abstract, seems simple and easy to do. When mentors are
told that they are not to act as their mentee’s ATM machine they chuckle and say “of
course.” However, in the complexity of day-to-day interactions, setting boundaries
around money issues is not so easy. Should a mentor help in a financial crisis?
Should a mentor provide for a mentee’s basic needs? When should a mentor give
gifts and how much is reasonable to spend on a gift? Who should pay for outings?

These are all questions that will likely come up in mentoring relationships around
issues of money. It is important that you spend time prior to the mentor training think-
ing about these issues and agree as a staff on a course of action. Of course, many of
the situations that come up in mentoring relationships are not black and white. How-
ever, it will help your volunteers review different scenarios and get feedback from staff
on general guidelines when dealing with money.

Here are some general suggestions:

� A mentor’s role is not that of provider. If a young person is going through
financial difficulties, it is important for mentors to remember that they can help by
connecting their mentee to the appropriate resources and by being supportive of
their emotional needs through their friendship. Creating financial dependency will
only end up causing a rift in the relationship. Mentors who take on financial
responsibility for their mentees tend to feel used, overburdened, and end up
resenting the relationship. Trying to solve all the mentee’s problems can create in
the youth a sense of guilt and dependency. It also sends the wrong message to the
youth that they are in fact helpless, weak, and unable to solve their own problems.

� Gift giving should be reserved for special occasions (i.e., birthdays, holidays,
graduations, etc.). Gifts should also be kept to a reasonable amount. Excessive
gift giving takes attention away from the relationship. For many youth who come
from chaotic environments, buying things is sometimes used as a way to compen-
sate for the lack of relationship. Volunteers need to send out the strong message
that the time spent together is the gift. The gift of time and friendship is more val-
uable than any material thing they can give their mentees. RED FLAG: It should
also be noted that excessive gift giving from a mentor can signal inappropriate,
even predatory behavior.
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� Mentors should keep their activities simple and reasonable. Though many
youth love grand activities like going to amusement parks, many say that the most
significant time spent with their mentor involved simple, day-to-day activities. Go-
ing on expensive outings can detract from relationship building and it emphasizes
an inappropriate role of a mentor as the entertainer. Mentors should be encour-
aged to set a budget for their activities. Since most mentors take on primary
responsibility for paying for outings, it is important for them to plan and to set a
budget. This should ideally be done with the help of the mentee. Doing so can
teach youth valuable lessons about money management, but most important, it
solicits their input for the types of activities they would like to do with their mentor.

Self-Disclosure Boundaries

Josh, a 45-year-old mentor, was matched three months ago with a 14-year-old
boy. Josh is currently divorcing his wife and is in the middle of court custody
proceedings. Needless to say, this is a stressful time for him. His mentee, Joel, is a
bright and articulate boy whose parents are also divorcing. As soon as they met
they got along splendidly. They had a lot in common and a lot to talk about. Josh
is the only person who seems to understand what Joel is going through. In turn,
Joel has begun to express to program staff how much he admires Josh for his
ability to handle all the things he is going through. Joel mentions he is glad he is
able to be there for his mentor.

Mentors need to be careful about the type of personal information they share with
their mentee. When disclosing personal information, it is important for mentors to
ask themselves: What purpose does it serve to share this information? Am I doing it
because I need the support? Or do I think this information will serve a higher
purpose? Will sharing information about myself cut off communication or lead to
more open communication?

Here are some general guidelines to lead your mentors through when discussing the
topic of self-disclosure:

� Mentors should be careful not to burden their mentee with their own life problems.
Though mentors greatly grow and benefit from the mentoring relationship, this
growth should not take place at the expense of a reversal of roles. A mentor’s
primary responsibility is to be supportive of the youth and listen to her concerns.
The motives for sharing should always be youth centered, not self-centered.

� Mentors should be careful not to disclose information that may be inappropriate.
The specifics of a volunteer’s sex life or the intricacies of their marriage may be
information that can be shared with other adult friends, but not with a child. Al-
though mentors do offer friendship to their mentees, they are not just friends.

� Mentors should be careful not to shut down communication by talking about per-
sonal experiences instead of listening first. If a mentee asks, “Did you have sex
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before you got married?” an appropriate response would be to say, “Are you ask-
ing because you are wondering what age is appropriate to have sex?” This
approach might get youth to think about their own life and concerns, rather than
divert attention by talking about oneself. If a young person really wants to know
about their mentor’s personal past and experiences they will ask again.

� When self-disclosure is done in the appropriate context and to an appropriate ex-
tent, self-disclosure can be a powerful way to connect with youth and build trust.
Appropriate sharing combined with genuine interaction can empower youth to
open up and help them to reap the benefits of learning from the experiences of
someone they respect.

Boundaries with Parents

A mentor phones the home of his new mentee to introduce himself and set up a
time to meet. When he asks for the parent by name, the person answering the
phone on the other end responds that the parent is not available, but offers to take
a message for her. As the mentor begins to communicate who he is and why he is
calling, the person on the other end abruptly interrupts and conveys that she is the
parent. The mentor can tell that the mother is obviously hiding from something.

Situations like this can appear very bizarre to a new mentor. It is important for mentors
to remember that the realities of the families of those they will be mentoring may be
very different from their own. Mentors must be very careful not to judge, be appalled
by, or appear uncomfortable in these differences. These idiosyncrasies can provide
insights into why a child coming from such a family may handle certain uncomfortable
or challenging situations similarly (by hiding, running away, avoiding, etc.).

At the same time, it is imperative that mentors set clear boundaries with families
about their role and their responsibilities. The mentor’s role is not to try to be a parent
or to take over the parent role, but rather to provide an additional and very different
source of support. If those boundaries are not clear, parents may begin to feel
threatened and that can jeopardize the relationship.

Here are some general guidelines to introduce to your mentors at the initial training:

� It is important that mentors remember that the relationship is between them and
the mentee—not the parents or other siblings. Extending this relationship to other
family members usually jeopardizes the friendship. Many times the very reason why
youth are in mentoring programs is because they lack the one-to-one attention
they need. Advise mentors not to get caught up in an unhealthy cycle by be-
coming involved in the family’s problems. This will lead to the mentor feeling used
and it will create unrealistic expectations on the part of the parent. Most important,
it will take the focus away from the youth.
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� Unless it is part of the program structure, siblings should not be part of mentoring
meetings. Even if the mentee asks the mentor if his sibling can come along, he
could be doing it because he has been pressured by his parent or sibling, not be-
cause he really wants to be inclusive. Mentors need to be the one to say NO and
to explain that it is not recommended by program rules to include another child
on the outing. (It is important for programs to review the limits of their insurance
and liability coverage with their mentors. This will help to protect volunteers in case
something happens during one of the outings.)

� It is not a mentor’s responsibility to be the family’s babysitter or to give the parent
“a break.” In general, activities should be planned outside the child’s home and
should not include other family members or friends, except for very rare occasions.

� Mentors should discourage confidence by the parent, whether about the child or
other family problems. If the parent needs help, suggest she contact the office.

� It is important that the child always be present during any contact the mentor has
with other family members. Mentors should not give reports on the child to the
parent or listen to a parent’s complaints about the child. This can cause mentees
to feel “ganged-up” on. Advise mentors not to let a parent or guardian get them
into these situations.

This advice on boundary setting can be easily turned into a training activity by
having participants brainstorm solutions to the four “scenarios.”

4. Offering encouragement

One of the most valuable things a mentor can do is offer positive encouragement and
reinforcement to a child. Many of the gains that result from mentoring come from an
increase in the youth’s self-esteem and by fostering feelings of competence in things
like school, peer relations, and planning for the future. Thus, positive encouragement
is a critical mentoring skill. 

The handout on page 44 offers nine strategies for mentors on how to encourage
mentees as they reach for their goals.

5. Nonverbal Communication

This can be a difficult topic for many people to grasp. At some level we’ve all heard
about the impact that nonverbal communication can make, yet few of us ever spend
much time paying attention to the details of our own posture, expressions, and
gestures. 

Body language is perhaps the most common way people communicate nonverbally.
Mentors can learn to identify subtle messages in the body language of their mentees



44

NNiinnee  SSttrraatteeggiieess  ffoorr  EEnnccoouurraaggiinngg  MMeenntteeeess

11.. GGiivvee  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy.. Take the attitude that the mentee is a responsible person.
Expect that he or she will take responsibility for his or her actions.

22.. SShhooww  aapppprreecciiaattiioonn  ffoorr  eevveerryy  ppoossiittiivvee  aaccttiioonn.. Show that you appreciate these
efforts.

33.. AAsskk  mmeenntteeeess  ffoorr  tthheeiirr  ooppiinniioonnss  aanndd  ssuuggggeessttiioonnss.. Mentees probably know things
that you don’t, especially in the areas of fashion, computers, and music. Show
confidence in their judgment and you’ll learn something!

44.. EEnnccoouurraaggee  ppaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  iinn  ddeecciissiioonnmmaakkiinngg.. Show respect for mentees’ opinions by
getting them involved in making decisions about plans after high school, which
electives they will take in school, career choices, etc.

55.. AAcccceepptt  mmiissttaakkeess. Without mistakes, there would be no learning. Mistakes can
occur anywhere, and can be made by anyone. Don’t overreact when they occur.
Teach them that failure is an event—success is a process, and failures can be
steppingstones to success. 

66.. EEmmpphhaassiizzee  tthhee  pprroocceessss,,  nnoott  jjuusstt  tthhee  pprroodduucctt.. Focus on the effort, progress, or
movement (process), not just on the goal, achievement, or accomplishment
(product). Remember, it takes time to accomplish any goal; by encouraging efforts
and progress, you can help increase teens’ self-confidence.

77.. TTuurrnn  lliiaabbiilliittiieess  iinnttoo  aasssseettss..  Become an expert at scouting for positive potential. 
Accentuate the positive. By focusing on the positive, you will provide a safe
environment for teens in which they can openly discuss their fears and perceived
shortcomings.  

88.. HHaavvee  ppoossiittiivvee  eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss.. If you expect the worst, chances are you’ll get it!  How-
ever, don’t expect perfection. Instead, expect positive things and increasing effort.
Raise the bar higher than they would. 

99.. HHoolldd  aassppiirraattiioonnss  ffoorr  yyoouurr  mmeenntteeee.. A simple statement like, “I can’t wait until you
graduate high school in two years!” can show that you really do expect them to
do well, and are holding it as an aspiration for them. 

Handout adapted, with permission, L. Villarreal, Save Our Youth Training Manual, Denver, CO: Save Our Youth, 2005.

HH AA NN DD OO UU TT
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and give them some background information to help them analyze their own non-
verbal communication. You might want to incorporate some role-playing into the
training session at this point, so that participants get a chance to practice identifying
and recognizing positive and negative body language. For more information about
body language, see Dennis Kyle’s Reading Body Language for Sales Professionals:
http://www.selfgrowth.com/articles/kyle.html.

6. Asking inviting questions and effective listening  

Mentors will have a much easier time building trust and communicating with the
youth if they ask questions that put the youth at ease and then listen purposefully to
their answers. Mentors can ensure their questions are inviting by:

A. Limiting the number of questions. Too many questions can cause a men-
tee to feel uncomfortable. He/she may begin to wonder why the mentor
wants to know so much and what will be done with the information.

B. Avoiding “why” questions. Questions that begin with “Why” can arouse a
mentee’s defenses because it may sound like the asker is making an accusa-
tion. For example, “Why do you feel that way?” is risky to ask an adolescent.
A better way to ask this question would be, “What happened that bothered
you so much?” 

C. Using “what” or “how” questions. The most inviting questions for adoles-
cents usually begin with the words, “what” or “how.” Though there are many
other ways to construct questions, these are usually the most inviting.

The following are examples of inviting “what” and “how” questions for 
mentees:

� What is your favorite thing to do at school?

� How would you change school, if you could?

� What do you look for in a friend?

� What do you like to do with your friends?

� How do you deal with stress?

� What do you hope to be doing in five years?

� How are you going to get there?

Copyright permission granted by YouthLight Inc. at http://www.youthlight.com. Bowman and
Bowman  (1997). 

http://www.selfgrowth.com/articles/kyle.html
http://www.youthlight.com
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Effective listening is mostly a matter of effort. The mentor must be willing to turn off
his or her own thoughts (and mouth) and concentrate on the mentee’s answers.
Effective listening happens when mentors:

� Pay attention to their own body language. Are they in an inviting position? Or
are they subtly telling the mentee something else?

� Make eye contact. This makes some youth feel uncomfortable, but it always lets
them know you are engaged and present with them.

� Do not interrupt.

� Do not plan out what to say next while the mentee is talking.

� Listen for attitudes and feelings, not just words.

� Reflect what they’ve heard and ask non-threatening follow-up questions.
Paraphrasing mentees’ responses lets them know that you have heard them and
gives them a chance to clarify anything that was heard mistakenly. Follow-up
questions let them know you are interested in what they have said. Don’t ask so
many that the youth feels badgered, but don’t let something important slide just
because it would mean asking another question.

Adapted, with permission, from Adams (1998). Developed with support from a grant to Communities
in Schools of Chesterfield through the Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act.

7. Handling turbulence and overcoming obstacles

Chances are that most mentoring relationships will begin with some awkwardness
and uncomfortable silent moments. But some relationships also have more serious
issues. Your mentor training should not only teach mentors who to contact in the pro-
gram if the match is having problems, but also provide them with some skills in iden-
tifying and reacting to negative behavior on the part of the mentee. 

The handout on pages 47–48 identifies some common mentee misbehaviors and
some solutions for dealing with them. While the responses on the chart offer some
practical tips for inhibiting disruptive behavior, it should be noted that sometimes
attention-seeking behaviors mask larger issues or problems that the youth may be
having. Regardless of the specific ways a mentee might be disruptive, mentors should
always work with the youth to discuss the motivations and reasons behind the
behavior. After all, part of the purpose of mentoring is precisely to pay attention to
youth who may not have another caring adult doing so. So make sure your mentors
understand that attention-seeking misbehavior is likely to produce very productive
and meaningful “teachable moments.” 
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CChhiilldd’’ss CCoommmmoonn  AAdduulltt HHeellppffuull  AAdduulltt
BBeehhaavviioorr PPuurrppoossee RReeaaccttiioonn RReeaaccttiioonn

HH AA NN DD OO UU TT

SShhoowwiinngg  OOffff To be noticed by doing
something shocking.

To notice and react to
the behavior.

Ignore the behavior
unless the child can
physically hurt him/
herself or others.
Remove the child from
the situation.

PPuusshhiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  LLiimmiitt To push adults as far as
possible and then stop
the behavior before get-
ting into serious trouble.

To give continuous
warnings that the be-
havior must stop. This
reaction only tells child-
ren they can continue to
misbehave.

Give no warning. When
the misbehavior takes
place, immediately
apply a consequence.

GGiivviinngg  uupp  EEaassiillyy To get as much as
possible with the least
amount of effort.

To tell children they
could do better if they
would only “try” or
“take their time.”

Break up required tasks
into shorter assign-
ments. Positively
reinforce child after
completion of each task.

TThhee  QQuuiizz  KKiidd To keep the adult busy
by asking questions,
many of which are un-
necessary.

To answer questions
because adults feel
obligated to do so.

Give answers that make
no sense or answer by
asking the child a ques-
tion. If the child is play-
ing a game, the
questions will soon stop.

BBeeddeevviillmmeenntt To keep adults on edge
by playing tricks.

To warn the child that
he/she is not to embar-
rass them in a public
gathering.

Say nothing to the child
and at first sign of mis-
behavior, apply a conse-
quence such as remov-
ing the child from the
situation.

TThhee  BBuussyy  BBeeee To appear to be doing
everything that is
expected so it is impos-
sible to be blamed when
things do not work out.

Give in and allow child
to have extra time to
complete a task, stay up
later, etc.

Rationalize with the child
about the reason for
limits. Set limits, and
follow through with the
limits set.

CChhaatttteerrbbooxx To gain adult
recognition by cute
sayings, tattling, bright
remarks, telling secrets.

To laugh or comment
about the cleverness of
the remarks. To accept
tattling.

Ignore the remarks.

GGooooddnneessss To be noticed and
rewarded for all the
good things they do.
The trap is that the child
is only doing all these
good deeds to gain
adult approval.

To remark how
wonderful and good the
child is. Adults cannot
understand why other
children do not like
these children.

Give the child attention
when it is not expected.
Involve the child in co-
operative projects, but
not in leadership role.
Do not elevate the child
above others.
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CChhiilldd’’ss CCoommmmoonn  AAdduulltt HHeellppffuull  AAdduulltt
BBeehhaavviioorr PPuurrppoossee RReeaaccttiioonn RReeaaccttiioonn

CCoommmmoonn  AAtttteennttiioonn--SSeeeekkiinngg  MMiissbbeehhaavviioorrss, p. 2 of 2

Reprinted, with permission, from Creative Mentoring, (2001), Elements of Effective Mentoring: A Mentor Training
Manual for the In-school Volunteer Mentor, Wilmington, DE: Author.

LLaazziinneessss To keep the adult
involved by stalling for
time.

Prodding, coaxing,
threatening, and
sometimes giving up.

Stop prodding, coaxing,
and threatening. Set up
consequences and
follow them.

DDeeppeennddeennccyy To get others to do what
they are capable of
doing themselves. Com-
monly used phrases are
“I can’t,” or “I don’t
know how.”

Reminding and often
doing the child’s tasks.

Help the child get
started and then have
the child work on
his/her own. Gradually
help less and less.

TTiirreedd//LLaacckk  ooff  EEnneerrggyy//
FFeeiiggnneedd  IIllllnneessss

To get preferential
treatment because
supposedly they are
physically unable to do
something. “I wish I
could write my assign-
ment, but I have such
an awful headache.”

Give in and help the
child out.

If you are not sure, get
a physical examination.
If nothing is wrong,
allow child to accept
consequences for
incomplete tasks.

SShhyy To avoid situations that
force them to be active
participants.

Excuse them because of
their timidity.

Provide short, frequent,
non-threatening ways
for children to express
themselves.

FFeeaarrffuull To prove helplessness
because they are afraid.

Sympathize. Discuss the reasons for
the fear and work on a
plan to overcome it.

SSeellff--IInndduullggeennccee To get other people to
do things for him/her.

Do things for the child
that she/he is capable
of doing.

Realize that you are
being manipulated and
allow child to do own
tasks.

CChhaarrmmeerr To use personality to get
attention for what they
are, not for what they
do.

Go out of their way to
do for the child because
he/she is so nice.

Recognize only actual
accomplishments.
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RReeffeerreenncceess

8. Closure

Although it may seem odd, you will want to briefly cover the topic of closure. During
initial training, mentors and mentees need to understand that their relationship will,
someday, end, minimizing negative feelings when the day comes and focusing
attention on activities in the present.

Much of what you will want to cover will be related to your program’s closure proced-
ure. You should have written policies regarding how and when matches are purpose-
fully terminated (such as in a case of misbehavior or a match that is not gelling) and
a process by which naturally ending matches wind down and find closure. Your pro-
gram should do everything it can to make closure a positive event for all participants.
The following tips can help mentors end matches appropriately:

� Prepare early. If possible, begin preparing your mentee several weeks before your
final meeting. Remind him periodically when your last meeting will take place.

� Review highlights. Recall some of the smooth and turbulent times during your
relationship.

� Share feelings openly. Encourage discussions about the end of your match.

� Reaffirm strengths in each other. Talk about the positive qualities you found in
each other during your relationship.

� Avoid new issues. Ensure that your final meeting time does not include dis-
cussion of new issues that will need to be resolved. If your mentee brings up a new
concern, either refer her to your match coordinator or, if logistically possible,
reschedule your last meeting so that you can help this time with the new issue.

� Exchange a letter or card. Most programs allow this, perhaps even a small gift.
Make sure you model positive behavior by following the gift giving rules of your
program.

� End on a “high.” Be sure to laugh and have some fun during your last formal
meeting together. You’ve both earned it!

Copyright permission granted by YouthLight Inc. at http://www.youthlight.com. Bowman and Bowman
(1997). 

http://www.youthlight.com
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PPrreeppaarriinngg  PPaarrttiicciippaannttss  ffoorr  MMeennttoorriinngg

EEnndd  WWiitthh  tthhee  ““BBiigg  PPiiccttuurree””
At this point, you have covered a lot of material in your initial mentor training. Your
participants may be feeling a bit overwhelmed with all the new information, skills, and
guidelines. You may wish to close with something similar to the handout on page 51
that covers some of the overarching principles of being a mentor. These principles
break the complexity of mentoring down to some core ideas that mentors can build
on. This list can reaffirm many of the concepts covered throughout the training, while
also providing a handy checklist of core mentoring values that they can reference
down the road. 

AAddddiittiioonnaall  IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  ffoorr  PPaarreennttss  aanndd  YYoouutthh
Orientation and initial training for parents and youth participants will be slightly differ-
ent than what you provide mentors. In general, the training will be shorter and the in-
formation presented will have a different focus. Parents and youth will need less skill-
building practice than mentors, although it may be useful to engage your mentees in
some role-playing to get them ready for their first meeting. For youth audiences, you
will want to make sure that your content is age appropriate. As in mentor training,
you will want to cover program history and mission, background information on
mentoring and your program’s mentoring approach, the roles of all participants and
staff members, and relevant policies and procedures.

For parent groups, be sure to emphasize:

� Safety. Many parents have concerns about risk management issues. Be sure to
cover your screening process, your monitoring procedure, and how problems in
matches are handled. Emphasizing formal policies and establishing the program
guidelines can put parents at ease about the safety of your program.

� Their role and the mentor’s role. Parents can often feel threatened or apprehen-
sive about the presence of a mentor in their child’s life. Spend some time explain-
ing that the mentor is not there to replace them or subvert them. The mentor is
simply another support that can improve the life of the child and make the task of
parenting easier, not harder.

Conversely, parents should understand that they have a role to play in making
mentoring work. You should provide parents with a list of Dos (make sure the child
is available for meetings, help the staff monitor the match, treat the mentor
respectfully, etc.) and Don’ts (withholding meetings as punishement, asking the
mentor for favors, etc.) outlining what is expected. You can also provide more
detailed information about roles, depending on the nature of your program. For
instance, a program with a heavy academic focus could provide some tips on how
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PPrriinncciippllee  ##11::  YYoouu  aarree  nnoott  aalloonnee
� Remember you are not in this relationship

alone.

� The relationship involves you, your mentee,
and your mentor supervisor.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##22::  BBee  ccoonnssiisstteenntt
� Many youth live in a world where they have

no consistency.

� Their day is often determined by the urgent
and there is no feeling of security or stability
but rather a feeling of insecurity.

� There may not be a place or person with
whom they feel safe. They find it hard to trust
anyone.

� They don’t plan because planning and look-
ing forward to something has only brought
them disappointment in the past.

� They will test you to find out if you are going
to follow through.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##33::  BBee  ppeerrssiisstteenntt
� Building trust takes time and work. A realistic

expectation for forming a trusting relationship
is eight months.

� Don’t take it personally if your mentee pushes
you away. Most mentees have been let down
time after time in their lives. Therefore, they
have built walls around their hearts and find it
very difficult to trust others.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##44::  BBee  aa  ssaaffee  ppeerrssoonn
� It is important that you allow your mentee to

be herself/himself.

� Many youth are in situations at home where
they are often asked to take on adult
responsibilities such as caring for their
younger siblings, taking care of the house,
paying bills, or interpreting for parents.
Because of this, they have a deep need to
have fun—to just be a kid.

� It is also important to encourage your mentee
to grow. His fear of failure and disappointing
you may cause him to resist making changes.

The very thing that may enable him to move
forward is the knowledge that you will accept
him no matter what happens.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##55::  BBee  yyoouurrsseellff
� Mentoring is all about relationships.

� Both you and your mentee are unique people.

� Establishing a relationship that helps your
mentee will require you to be yourself. “I
know I could trust you when I saw you
treating other people the same way you treat
me. I knew that the person I knew was the
real you.”

PPrriinncciippllee  ##66::  BBee  ppaattiieenntt
� As in all relationships, a mentor must earn the

right to be heard.

� Sometimes when we are given a title (of
mentor)—especially with kids—we are
tempted to rush in and assume a relationship,
a familiarity, before we have earned it. In
addition to alienating your mentee, this is a
bad example of how to establish a healthy
relationship. Be patient.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##77::  BBee  rreeaaddyy  ttoo  ttaakkee  aaddvvaannttaaggee
ooff  tteeaacchhaabbllee  mmoommeennttss
� Often some of the most valuable break-

throughs are made when teachable moments
occur and we use them.

PPrriinncciippllee  ##88::  BBee  aawwaarree  ooff  yyoouurr  mmeenntteeee’’ss
ggooaallss  vvss..  yyoouurr  oowwnn  ggooaallss
� The mentoring relationship is not about you.

� Because many adults are goal-oriented, they
enter situations—even relationships—with
expectations and goals in mind.  They then
go about the business of striving to reach
those goals.

� If you are unaware of what is important to
your mentee and insensitive to her goals, you
will be seen as just another adult who has an
agenda.

� In order to trust you, your mentee must know
that you care about her and her chosen goals.

HH AA NN DD OO UU TT

PPrriinncciipplleess  ooff  MMeennttoorriinngg

Adpated, with permission, from L. Villarreal, Save Our Youth Training Manual, Denver, CO: Save Our Youth, 2005.
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PPrreeppaarriinngg  PPaarrttiicciippaannttss  ffoorr  MMeennttoorriinngg

to work with the mentor to help the child get homework and studying tasks
completed. 

� Supplemental services. Some programs offer supplemental services to partic-
ipating youth, or even to the whole family. If your program provides access to
things like special library hours, recreational opportunities, tutoring services, after-
school programming, counseling services, or other youth development opportun-
ities, make sure parents are aware and know how their child can participate. Some
programs also provide services to parents and families, such as workshops on
topics that would benefit parents or access to career or counseling services. High-
lighting your supplemental services lets parents know that your program is there to
support the whole family as best it can and this is a great way of getting parental
buy-in.

� Program outcomes. Nothing will get parents excited about your program like tout-
ing your positive outcomes and evaluation results. So be sure to let parents know
that mentoring, and your program, works.

For groups of mentees, emphasize: 

� What a mentor can do for them. Youth often have a hard time seeing how a men-
tor can affect their future (not to mention difficulty in simply visualizing their future).
It may be helpful to have some former mentees come in and talk about the impact
a mentor had on their lives. This can often make having a mentor seem less
“dorky” or “meaningless.” Help your mentees explore connections between their
own dreams and goals, not just the goals of the program, and having a mentor.

� Their role in the mentoring relationship. Youth need to meet the mentor halfway
if they are to form a close, trusting relationship. Make sure the mentee understands
the importance of keeping meeting appointments, participating fully in mentoring
activities, and respecting program rules. Also, cover the ground rules that govern
mentors. Mentees are less likely to be disappointed by their mentor’s inability to do
something if they know in advance what the program ground rules are. 

� Staff members’ roles. Provide mentees with a contact sheet that details who to
call in emergencies, who is responsible for monitoring the match, and other staff
information. Youth will feel more comfortable in new mentoring relationships if they
know there is a support system there for them. 

� Tips for the first meetings. These can be nerve-racking for a young person.
Spend some time talking about how the first meetings will go, some suggested
things to talk about, and what they can expect from their mentor. Encourage lots
of questions on this topic.

The following pages offer a few sample agendas, one for each training audience.
These provide a rough example of how these sessions might be structured.
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SSaammppllee  MMeennttoorr  TTrraaiinniinngg  AAggeennddaa

8:30 Registration and Refreshments 

9:00 Welcome and Introduction – Project Director

9:45 Overview of Our Organization – Lead Trainer 

10:00 Overview of Mentoring – Lead Trainer

10:30 Break

10:45 Special Characteristics of Our Youth – Program Staff & Outside
Speaker

� Who they are (demographics and personal histories) 

� Strengths and concerns of our youth

� Our hopes for their future

12:00 Lunch

1:00 Our Mentoring Program – Project Director

� Program Structure and Philosophy

� Mentor Commitment

� Policies and Procedures

1:30 Mentoring Skills and Tools – Lead Trainer & Panel of Former
Mentors

� Effective Communication 

� Body Language

� Open Ended Questions

� Tips from Past Mentors

2:15 Boundaries of the Relationship and Dealing with Difficult Issues
– Lead Trainer

2:45 Mentor Support from the Program – Lead Trainer

3:00 Activities You Can Do with Your Mentee – Program Staff

3:10 Building Trust (a short exercise) – Lead Trainer

3:25 Match Closure

3:45 Q & A, Wrap-up

4:00 Adjourn        
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PPrreeppaarriinngg  PPaarrttiicciippaannttss  ffoorr  MMeennttoorriinngg

SSaammppllee  PPaarreenntt  TTrraaiinniinngg  AAggeennddaa

9:00–9:10 Welcome and introductions

9:10–9:20 Overview of the program (goals and objectives)

9:20–9:30 Overview of mentoring

9:30–9:40 Overview of program nuts and bolts 

9:40–9:50 What a mentor is and who our mentors are

9:50–10:00 Mentor screening procedures

10:00–10:10 Mentor roles and responsibilities

10:10–10:20 Parent roles and responsibilities

10:20–10:35 Youth roles and responsibilities

10:35–10:45 Confidentiality and abuse issues

10:45–11:00 Break

11:00–11:10 Community resources

11:10–11:15 Important names and phone numbers

11:15–11:30 Questions

11:30 Adjourn     
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22..  IInniittiiaall  TTrraaiinniinngg  TTooppiiccss  aanndd  AAggeennddaass

SSaammppllee  MMiiddddllee  SScchhooooll  MMeenntteeee  TTrraaiinniinngg  AAggeennddaa

3:30 Welcome

3:45 Icebreaker activity

4:00 Mentoring overview

� What is mentoring?

� What a mentor can do for you

4:15 Expectations, roles, and limitations

� Do’s and don’ts

� Characteristics of good mentors and mentees

� The importance of being dependable

� Confidentiality

Break 

4:45 Communicating with your mentor

� How to decline an offer

� Schedule for communication (when is it 
OK to call?)

� Where and when to meet

� What to do with your mentor (suggesting 
activities)

� Ideas and examples of available/
appropriate activities 

5:15 Questions and answers

5:30 Adjourn





57

PART 3

Sources of Training
Activities and Sample Forms

This book has provided you with a background in training basics and the key points
to cover during the initial training of mentors, youth, and parents. The last step in
solidifying your participant training is creating and gathering your actual training
activities and materials. Most trainers use a combination of entertaining training activ-
ities they have culled from other sources and homegrown activities or handouts they
have developed themselves. The MRC encourages programs to create handouts,
PowerPoint presenttions, and activities that fit their own structure and goals. After all,
no one can explain the nuances of your program to your new participants better than
your own staff. 

There are, however, a number of places where mentoring programs can find existing
activities they can either adapt or use as is. In conjunction with the release of this
book, the MRC has made a number of sample training activities available on the MRC
Web site at: http://www.edmentoring.org/forms.html. These activities are available in
Microsoft Word format for easy customization.

In addition, there are a number of training books available to OSDFS mentoring
programs both online and through the MRC Lending Library. The list on the following
page offers some of the best titles. We have included the URL for downloading the
materials that are available online. 

http://www.edmentoring.org/forms.html
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TTrraaiinniinngg  SSeessssiioonn  PPllaannnniinngg  TTeemmppllaattee

LLeessssoonn  TTiittllee:: ________________________________________________

DDaattee:: ___________________________

TTrraaiinniinngg  OObbjjeeccttiivveess

BByy  tthhee  eenndd  ooff  tthhiiss  sseessssiioonn  ppaarrttiicciippaannttss  wwiillll::

1. _____________________________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________

SSppeeaakkeerr//AAccttiivviittyy TTiimmee  AAllllootttteedd NNootteess  ttoo  TTrraaiinneerr//FFaacciilliittaattoorr

SSeessssiioonn  AAccttiivviittiieess



TTiimmeeffrraammee

PPaarrttiicciippaannttss

LLooccaattiioonn

RRoooomm  SSeett--uupp//
EEqquuiippmmeenntt

MMaatteerriiaallss
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SSppeeaakkeerr//AAccttiivviittyy TTiimmee  AAllllootttteedd NNootteess  ttoo  TTrraaiinneerr//FFaacciilliittaattoorr

SSeessssiioonn  AAccttiivviittiieess  ((ccoonnttiinnuueedd))

SSeessssiioonn  LLooggiissttiiccss

Used with permission from Taylor (2003).
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EEvvaalluuaattiioonn  ooff  TTrraaiinniinngg  SSeessssiioonn

Date: ________________

1. What did you find to be most useful in this workshop?

2. What did you find to be least useful? 

3. Was there anything you felt was missing from this session—anything you would have liked to
know more about?

4. In what other ways could we improve this session?

5. Please rate the following:

Poor Average Excellent

Effectiveness of trainer 1 2 3 4 5

Training room 1 2 3 4 5

Training content 1 2 3 4 5

Training activities 1 2 3 4 5

Training materials 1 2 3 4 5

Overall rating 1 2 3 4 5

6. List other topics or concerns you would like to have addressed in upcoming training
sessions.

Please use the back of this form for any additional comments.

Used with permission from Jucovy (2001). 
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