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This month we are revisiting Standard 4 with guest columnist Julie Chapin, 4-H Program Leaders with MSU Extension and a Mentor Michigan Providers Council member.
Orientation and training are critical elements in the effective development and management of volunteers in all types of organizations. In youth mentoring programs, orientation and training are important for those who are interested in becoming mentors AND those young people who will be participating in our programs as mentees and their parents or guardians. Orientation is important because it acts as the first stage of training for new program participants. Training is the process of preparing individuals to perform the “work” they have agreed to do. In the case of mentoring programs, it is the way we prepare individuals to be successful in a mentoring relationship. Through training we equip our participants with the skills and knowledge they need as a mentor or mentee. 

Volunteers become involved and stay in organizations where they are given support, shown appropriate recognition, and managed well (Wittach, 2002). Quality orientation and training require both an organizational commitment of time and an investment of resources. Everyone has skills and talents but not everyone “fits” into a mentoring role. Finding this “right fit” between the potential mentor and the youth mentee is critical to match success and retention. Culp & Schwartz (1998) have shown it is more economical for organizations to invest in retention efforts than to continually focus on recruitment of new volunteers. One of the key indicators of success in youth mentoring relationships is matches that continue for a minimum of nine months. Investing time and resources in effective orientation and training of potential mentors, mentee and parents/guardians can be an effective tool in helping to increase the duration of mentoring matches in our programs. 

The content of an orientation program is very program specific. However, there are some basic components of training that all programs will want to consider. The topics listed in Standard 4 provide an excellent starting point for any youth mentoring organization. The youth audience being served by a program may require some additional topics be added in order to prepare mentors for the situations and issues they might be faced with. Ongoing training (after the match has been made) is also important for organizations to consider. This may be accomplished in face-to-face meetings or through the resources and information we provide to matches through newsletters, telephone calls or mailings. Each of these approaches has value and a place in our overall orientation and training plans. 

Organizational and volunteer-development literature frequently address the concept that developing a “sense of community” has beneficial effects for volunteers and the organizations they are involved in. Effective mentoring programs are built around the idea that the development of quality relationships is an essential element for positive youth outcomes. Gardner (1990), Mauro (2002) & Putnam (1993) have shown that individuals who participate in programs that are based on the concept of a “supportive community” have a greater sense of responsibility toward others and the program. This can help with volunteer retention and effectiveness. According to Mauro, members are more likely to perform at their best and fulfill their obligations, when committed to such a community. There is a direct correlation between the quality of attention given to volunteers and the quality of their contribution to the organization. Volunteers who feel needed, valued, appreciated and see personal benefit from their involvement are more likely to stay involved in a volunteer role. 

By providing high quality orientation and training opportunities for participants in our youth mentoring programs, we can set the stage from the very beginning and help our program participants feel needed, valued and appreciated and help them see the personal benefit they receive from their participation.
To learn more about the Mentor Michigan AmeriCorps Initiative, click here.
