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A. CHALLENGE:  LACK OF VERBAL COMMUNICATION

1. Question:  Why doesn’t my Mentee return my calls and emails?

· Many children/adolescents are uncomfortable with calling unrelated adults.  Others may be shy or just nervous until they become more comfortable in the mentoring relationship.

· Hang in there.  Give them some time to become comfortable with receiving phone calls and e-mails—or even text messages.  Some children may not even have computers.  Perhaps the teacher of a mentee can tell you whether students are allowed to maintain e-mail accounts.  If yes, the mentee might get a kick out of receiving your e-mails and sharing these with his/her classmates.  Note also that some school-based programs specifically disallow contacts outside the regular meetings.

· Make sure parents are aware of –and approve--e-mails or phone calls.

· Tie phone calls/e-mails into a special event such as, “Call me after your basketball game, school field trip, etc.

2. Question:  What if my mentee seldom initiates conversation?

· First, regard silence as a form of non-verbal communication.  Some children/adolescents are shy by nature; a few children may come from a culture where children are to be seen, not heard.  Some may be quite unused to talking to adults, other than those in their family or a teacher.  As you talk with them about more topics they’ll realize that there are many things they can discuss with you.
· To encourage dialogue, share with your mentee some of your daily challenges, tell funny jokes and/or enjoy the peace.  Some mentors have stated that some event, such as a visit to a museum or festival, a movie or a sports event will trigger conversation.  Others find that a fishing trip or a woodworking or gardening project works wonders in stimulating easier conversation.  This reality is also why school-based programs seek to include many activities to create casual interaction and also build a history of shared experiences. For many youth, a shared activity creates bonds more easily than talking.
· Watch how your mentee verbally interacts with members of his/her family, peers and persons with whom he/she is comfortable.  Perhaps this will cue you as to what type of verbal triggers can help stimulate conversation with this young person.

· Be sure to ask open-ended questions: Example:  “What happened at the school (name the event)?” as opposed to asking a closed question such as “Did you have a good time at the (name of the event)?”

· For more ideas, see the One Minute Guide on Asking Open-Ended Questions
B. CHALLENGE:  LACK OF CLARITY ABOUT THE ROLE 
OF A MENTOR

3. Question:  What if my mentee wants me to buy him/her clothes?

· Your role as the mentor should not interfere with that of the parent/legal guardian of your mentee.  By law the parent’s role is to fulfill the needs of the child until age 18.  Therefore, you have to set guidelines early as to your role.  If the child appears needy, report this to your caseworker who will be familiar with community resources including FIRSTLINK (211).

· “You are not an ATM machine!”  Avoid setting uncomfortable expectations by buying clothes and other items for your mentee. Giving gifts suggest to the young person that you have money or are rich, particularly in comparison with their own circumstances.  More appropriate would be for the mentor to give a small token after the mentee has accomplished some task or goal. In any case, always check with the coordinator/match supporter person about program rules concerning gifts.

4.  Question:  What if my Mentee’s family expects me to (a) provide care for other siblings and/or (b) help with my mentee’s homework?

· Ideally, parents should receive early orientation about the role of the mentor and will understand that caring for the siblings of your mentee is not an appropriate request, except in an emergency. 

· Helping a mentee with homework can be another way to create useful connections between yourself and your mentee.  However, you want to avoid feeling responsible for overseeing assignments and deadlines. These responsibilities lie with the youth and parent(s).  Becoming a “nag” about homework puts the mentor in a role very similar to that of the parent: in that case, the youth may conclude that he/she doesn’t need another adult hounding them and that can lead to the early closing of the match.  A better solution may be to provide some help with academic tasks, perhaps strategies for task completion, but without becoming “the person in charge.”

· If a parent requests you to perform some task with which you are uncomfortable, contact your program coordinator

C. CHALLENGE:  UNMET EXPECTATIONS

5. Question:  What if my mentoring relationship takes more time than I expected?


· In the beginning of the mentoring relationship, time is necessary to become comfortable with each other’s personality.

· There is a “honeymoon” period during which both parties are still on their best behavior.  However, as the relationship moves into the second phase (or “Growth Period”), the mentor and mentee will begin to express more of his/her true personality and character.  This is the fun part of evolving a real friendship and enjoying what makes your mentee unique!

· Be sure to include your mentee in your daily activities/responsibilities like

grocery shopping or running errands as well as going on special outings.  This shows time management, organizational and other skills and helps a young person learn these skills. You needn’t feel that each time you are together that there must be a special activity.  

6.  Question:  What if my mentoring relationship takes more patience than I expected?

· If you enter into the mentoring relationship expecting the mentee to trust you immediately, you are asking for a highly unlikely outcome. Adults as well as children gradually learn to trust (and relax) overtime. 

· Try a more developmental mentoring style, that is, be creative and willing to change course, if what you planned did not happen.  Remember that a key part of your role is to look for your mentee’s strengths and help build on those.  Often, the conversations or activities that lead to these discoveries happen “when no one was looking!”  The trip to the zoo may be rained out, but you can create fun memories related to the way you solved those challenges together!

· Do not force your mentee to reveal his/her private feelings

· Do not become overly entangled in the mentee’s family affairs

· Do not promise your mentee things that you cannot keep

· Confidentiality:  explain early in the relationship that you cannot keep secrets that will result in harm to either the mentee or someone else

· Learn to use “I” messages such as “I do not feel comfortable whenever you ask me to (insert act) because the consequences will be (insert consequence).  The

Goal of an I-message is to explain your thinking without making the mentee (or other person) defensive.  Hopefully, the statement of the consequence invites the 

young person to see what is at issue. With luck, they will see why a different course of action is needed. (Note: this is a particularly helpful pattern to use on spouses, colleagues and even bosses.  Try it!)

7.  Question:  What if my mentoring relationship takes more commitment than I expected?

· Entering into the mentoring relationship creates expectations on the part of the mentee, his/her family and the mentoring program/agency.

· It is very important that before you undertake a mentoring relationship that you ask yourself honestly if this is an activity that you have time and commitment to make. Research shows that mentoring matches that close before six months can actually do more damage to the child than if it had not been started.  This is because many young people have been repeatedly disappointed by the adults in their lives. As a mentor, you don’t want to become just another adult that doesn’t follow through!

· If you find yourself unable to meet with your mentee, notify your Program Coordinator, and/or your mentee.  If you are part of a school-based program, contact your Coordinator or the school, whichever arrangement you have been advised to use.

· In the event of a major life or job change that may impact the conduct of your mentoring relationship, discuss this with the Program Coordinator as soon as you become aware of this issue.
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