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Mentor Michigan seeks to have youth gain as much as possible from their mentoring relationships. To maximize the benefits programs can offer, Mentor Michigan and its Providers Council have established the Quality Program Standards.

Developed by expert mentoring professionals, the 11 Standards identify the key characteristics that are critical to high-quality mentoring programs. The Standards do not certify or accredit programs, but they do impart a planning and evaluation framework for providing exceptional mentoring experiences. Mentor Michigan wants to continuously raise the bar on meeting the needs of youth and their families.

To help programs use the Standards, News and Views will highlight a different Standard in each issue. Click here for a list of all the Standards.
We begin with Standard 1: Definition of Youth Mentoring. To meet this Standard, a mentoring program must define mentoring as an ongoing, structured relationship with a trusted individual aimed at developing the competence and potential of the mentee. A key element to identifying a youth mentoring program is the type of program it is – community, school-based, or group.

While community and school-based programs both offer one-to-one mentoring, they are different in the time commitment required and the frequency of interaction between mentor and mentee.

A community-based mentoring program should ask the mentor to commit him or herself to the program for at least one calendar year. It is expected that mentor and mentee will meet several times a month – totaling a minimum of four hours monthly.

These requirements are not arbitrary. According to a national Big Brothers Big Sisters study, “youth in matches that ended within six months suffered larger drops in feelings of self-worth and perceived scholastic competence than youth who had never been matched with a mentor (controls).” Yet, youth who were in stable mentoring relationships for at least a year showed higher levels of self-worth, social acceptance, and scholastic achievement. They also reported better relationships with their parents, more interest in school, and a decline in alcohol and drug use. It is important to note that the effectiveness of the mentoring is the result of the quality of the time spent together, not simply the quantity.

The study highlighted that the continuity of the relationship was bolstered by mentor training, parent support, structured activities, an expectation that they would meet frequently, and program monitoring. The items fall into three categories: screening, orientation and training, and support and supervision.

School-based mentoring programs differ slightly from the community programs. At the beginning of the relationship, the mentor and mentee understand that they will connect for the duration of the academic school year. By setting this as the expectation, there is less chance of youth feeling abandoned when the program ends. But, even in these shorter-term relationships, it is vital for the meetings to be consistent in their frequency and length.

Group mentoring programs for adolescents are often run by schools and youth-focused community organizations, but are unique in important ways from the former two programs. Rather than one-to-one mentoring, the suggested ratio is one mentor to four youth. And, the same four youth should meet with the same adult each time the group meets.

Research from “Group Mentoring, A Study of Mentoring Groups in Three Programs," shows that youth can benefit in many ways from the group setting. It can give a boost to an individual’s ability to cultivate social skills and peer relationships. Youth also have the opportunity to learn from their peers, as well as their adult mentor. The study also reported that these youth developed better relationships with their parents and teachers.

Like all mentoring, there are challenges to the group concept. Youth mentored in groups may not feel as close to their mentors as those who experience one-to-one mentoring. Also, group mentoring can attract mentors that are comfortable with more structure and lower levels of intimacy. At the same time, a group mentor needs to understand their role in the group, be aware of adolescent group dynamics, and take on the responsibility of directing the groups’ communication and interaction.

According to the study, the following can lead to positive group mentoring:

· Support from the host organization from the initiation of the relationship
· Activities that do not solely focus on academics and gives group an opportunity to adapt to the group process
· Mentors who are active, direct, and engaging
· Youth that have difficulty in social situations and with interpersonal relationships.

Click here for more information on keeping matches together.
Click here for more information on group mentoring.
