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This month we are revisiting Standard 3 with guest columnist Lisa Bottomley, Mentoring Specialist and Extension Educator at MSU Extension and a Mentor Michigan Providers Council member.
Parents entrust mentoring professionals with what they value most- their children. They allow us to decide who qualifies as a positive role model for them and who will keep them safe. What a responsibility! It is for this reason that Standard 3: Eligibility Screening is so important. We need to be certain that we do not introduce youth to individuals who are likely to cause physical or emotional harm. This isn’t a job to be taken lightly and it certainly takes time, but we owe it to youth and their parents. 

When you consider screening, what do you think of? Many people think first and foremost about criminal history. That is a big part of screening, but there is much more to it. Screening is not only about looking at someone’s past, but it is also about assessing a person’s ability to meet the requirements of your program. When you review the standard, you will notice that there are a variety of steps to screen a volunteer. Each step provides you with information that will help you make a decision. Unfortunately, these decisions are rarely black or white. Certainly, a significant criminal history will prohibit a volunteer from most mentoring programs. But what about the little things? There are nuances and it is important to always think about the best interest of the child. It’s imperative that your program policies clearly identify who will and will not be accepted. 

When I am unsure in these situations, I think of Cliff. I’m sure that you have a Cliff too. For me, Cliff was the potential volunteer who seemed almost too good to be true. He was dynamic, engaging and really had a heart for kids. His references were wonderful, his criminal history was flawless (not even a speeding ticket!) and he answered all of the interview questions appropriately. He had to reschedule the interview a few times but he had a great reason each time. I grew concerned when he missed a training session but he agreed to make it up and I just knew that he would be great for one of our boys, so I let it go. In the end, Cliff’s mentee and his family absolutely adored him. Unfortunately, Cliff wasn’t consistent and often cancelled plans because of business trips. Occasionally he was gone for weeks with no contact. This broke their hearts. When we talked to Cliff about this, he always assured us that his schedule was starting to slow down. As much as Cliff’s mentee adored him, I know that he would have had a better experience with someone else. Mentors need to be consistent. Cliff showed me his true colors by missing appointments but I chose not to see them. It’s easy to do when we have such a shortage of mentors, particularly males. He taught me that no matter how impressive someone is, they have to actually be there to make a difference. 

We also need to remember that we need to screen the youth in our programs for eligibility as well. While every youth needs mentors in their life, not every youth is appropriate for a structured mentoring program. It is necessary that the parent is supportive of the match and that the youth agrees to meet your program requirements. This is why a face-to-face interview with the youth is highly recommended. 

I challenge you to think about your screening process and to assess all the information that volunteers give you. Look at their ability to meet the requirements as well as their history. Do your reference questions help you assess their ability to meet the expectations? What about your interview questions? How do you go about assessing all of the information that you have collected? Mentoring is a privilege and we need to be sure to only offer it to those that are going to provide our youth with an opportunity to develop a caring relationship that will support them in building competence and potential.

 Click here to learn more about the Journey 4-H Youth Mentoring Program.
