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ABSTRACT: Significant numbers of adolescents in foster placement plan to
live independently following discharge. Mentoring is increasingly being used
88 a support service to assist older foster youths to make the transition to
adult living. A survey of 29 child welfare programs indicate that a variety of
tnentoring models are in use. The main models are transitional Life Skills
Mentors, Cultural-Empowerment Mentors, and Corporate-Business Mentors.
Mentoring connects foster wards with a cross-section of community citizens
who provide a bridge to higher education and employment, and serve as a
re80uree for transitional problem-solving. Information is needed on the im
pacts of mentor-mentee matches and efforts to sustain mentor-mentee rela
tionships.

Mentoring is increasingly being used as an intervention for youth
considered to be at-risk, vulnerable, or likely to be unprepared for
effective adult living. Youths identified as headed for problematic
~dlor unfavorable life outcomes include delinquents, homeless and
JOQless youth, pregnant and parenting teens, and school dropouts.
'rhe adolescent risk groups cited are not mutually exclusive. Much
ov~r1apping exists across subgroups. Within the past few years the
child welfare field has recognized that adolescents in placement rep-
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resent a significant risk-group. A high percentage of children in out
of-home placement are between the ages of 13 and 18 years. The
Child Welfare League of America points out that, "Adolescents cons1;i.
tute a major segment of the population served by the child welfllf\!
system. In 1989, over one-third in out-of-home care were teensi'
(DeWoody, Ceja, & Sylvester, 1993, p. 1).

For most adolescents in care, the accepted permanency options of
adoption or family reunification are not realistic. Rather than return
to their families, increasing numbers of older foster wards plan to livQ '
independently following discharge. The movement toward indepelt
dent living requires support systems that will help youths to attaip
self-sufficiency. The task ofhelping large numbers of emancipated fos
ter wards to make a successful transition to adult living is a difficult
undertaking. Most foster youths lack ongoing support from their 0Wl\
families.

In accordance with CWLNs standards for Independent Living Ser~

vices, the child welfare field is in the process of developing aftercare
services for youths who are attempting to move from a dependency
oriented placement system to independent living. Aftercare servicee
may include financial assistance, transitional subsidies, employment
counseling, housing assistance, emergency shelter, information and
referral with regard to community resources, and advocacy to invol'lle
community institutions in assisting youths in moving toward self-auf"
ficiency (Irvine, 1988). Mentoring is one of the services that is now
emerging to assist foster adolescents in making a transition to early I

adulthood.

Mentoring: A Role Perspective

Webster's II New Riverside University Dictionary (1984) defines a
mentor as a "wise and trusted teacher or counselor." A mentor makes
a conscious effort to guide and influence, and serves as a teachlll',
advisor, and sponsor. Mentors attempt to help their mentees to dl\o
velop a sense of competence, to increase skill levels, and to improve
performance. The mentorlng formula typically includes the following
elements: a) a one-to-one relationship between a pair of unrelated in- t

dividuals, b) an age difference in which the mentor is the older more
experienced person, and c) a relationship that is developmental in
nature, with focus on enhancing the character and competence oft!ul I

mentee (Freedman, 1993).
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The traditional mentoring model emphasizes achievement, nurtur-
JUIce, and generativity. Generativity refers to intergenerational re
ponsibility and the desire to -pass on knowledge, values, and culture
~ the younger generation (Freedman, 1993). Embodied in the ele
ment of achievement is a focus on competence in a chosen vocation.
The element of nurturance emphasizes transmitting lessons in char
acter development.

Mentoring has evolved from its traditional focus on males, and is
rapidly becoming associa~d with females. Men~ring has bee~ a.c
cepted as a positive factor ~n ~e corporate ~d busmes~ wor~d, WIthin
professions such as law, In higher. education, and WIth IPtu:d stu
dents. Although mentoring has typIcally focused on well motivated,
educated, and goal-directed individuals, modern mentoring practice
tends to focus on achievement and performance, and places less em
phasis on nurturance. The effects of mentoring on talented, moti
vated, and gifted individuals is well established. There is, however,
little information on mentor programs for youths considered to be dif
ficult to reach, such as, school dropouts, youths at risk of dropping
out, delinquents, pregnant and parenting adolescents, and youths in
foster care.

Focus

The focus of this article is on trends in mentor programs for adoles
cents in foster care. In theory, mentoring matches adults who are in
the economic, educational, and social mainstream of society with
young persons who are growing up in difficult circumstances. The
main focus of the matches with foster youth is to prepare for adult
living. Young people who enter the placement system usually do so for
teasons of neglect, abuse, exploitation, abandonment, and inability
mdlor unwillingness on the part of their families to provide proper
\:ltte. Foster placement poses special risks that children who are
tBised in their own homes are not .likely to encounter. The child wel
fare system tends to be fragmented, with some responsibility for the
needs of the youth assumed by the agency, some by caretaker(s), and
8'11me may be assumed by the biological parent(s). Of concern is that
wt-of-home placement carries with it the likelihood of multiple place
lnents and feelings of impermanence. Foster care tends to isolate
youths from their community, and prevents them from gaining practi
cal knowledge about community resources. Moreover, many foster
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youths lack social supports and/or consistent family ties, and face for
midable obstacles in maintaining satisfactory educational progress.
For the reasons cited, it is understandable why many child welfare
agencies are implementing mentor programs for adolescents in place,.
ment. At this juncture, little systematic information is available on
the characteristics of mentor programs in the child welfare field.

Accordingly, our survey posed a series of questions as a guide to
collecting information about mentoring programs within the child
welfare system. The main questions posed were as follows: 1) What
are the main program models in use to mentor foster adolescents?, 2)
How are mentors recruited and matched with foster adolescents?, 3)
What are the expectations and guidelines that are established for '
mentors, and what are the main program supports available to men
tors?, 4) What are the characteristics of mentors in terms of age, rac$
ethnicity, sex, education, occupation, income, and reason(s) for men
toring?, and 5) What are the characteristics of mentees in terms of I

age, racelethnicity, sex, school status, and placement background?

Data Collection

Information was collected from 29 mentor programs located in 15
states. States represented in the study were: California, Connecticut,
Indiana, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada,
New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Vlt
ginia. No formal directory or list of mentor programs for adolescents
in placement was available at the time the survey was initiated. Out
procedure was to contact, on a state-by-state basis, child welfare ad·
ministrators who were recipients of federal Title IV-E foster youth
independent living funds. The process of identifying, contacting, and
interviewing key personnel in various mentor programs covered il
time span of approximately two years. Mentor sites were selected for
inclusion if three criteria were met: a) the program was designed to
serve adolescents in foster care, b) the program was operational for at
least twelve months prior to the site visits, and c) the program pro.
vided access to information on mentor-mentee characteristics.

During site visits, interviews were conducted with administrators, I

program coordinators, and support staff, as well as with sub-groups of
mentors and mentees. Focus in this article is on the programmatic
aspects of mentor services for adolescents in placement as provided
by program coordinators. Questions posed in the field interview
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schedule included the following: "How are mentors recruited?", "How
long is the mentoring commitment?", "What incentives are provided
to recruit and retain mentors?", "Are mentors required to have a car,
driver's license and insurance?", "Is a background check required be
(ore mentors are approved?", "How are matches supervised?", "How
many hours per month are mentors expected to spend with their
mentees in face-to-face contact?", "Does your program require men
tors to participate in program orientation, pre-program training, on
going training, or mentor support group meetings?", "What percent
age of your matches stay together for the expected time commit
ment?", "What are some of the reasons as to why the mentor/mentee
~atches disrupt?", "How much support does the mentor program get
from your agency staffl", and "In relation to other aspects of your job,
how much time do you spend on activities devoted exclusively to men
toring?"

PNgram Trenda

Mentor Models

Five categories of mentor models emerged, as follows: a) Transitional
Life-Skills Mentors, b) Cultural Empowerment Mentors, c) Corporate!
Business Mentors, d) Mentors for Young Parents, and e) Mentor
Homes. Each model is considered in turn.

D-ansitional Life-Skills Mentors (TLS). The Transitional Model of
mentoring utilizes adults as mentors to assist older adolescents make
the transition from foster care settings to independent living. Men
tors attempt to provide mentees with social support, friendship, and
to serve as role models. Transitional mentors are expected to facilitate
the acquisition of independent living skills, and to assist mentees to
develop tangible and intangible life skills.

Transitional mentors are recruited directly from the community.
Programs advertise for mentors through newspapers, public service
announcements, church bulletins, and corporate newsletters, and
through direct appeals to social, service and fraternal organizations.
Typically, mentors are required to be over 21 years old, economically
self-suffiCient, and have an interest and ability to work with youth.
Emphasis is placed on forming a relationship that cultivates a com
Illunity connection for youths that is sustained during their transition
to iI).dependence. The goal is to recruit as many mentors as possible,
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irrespective of factors such as age, sex, religion, race, or socio-eco
nomic status, and to match mentors with youths in placement who
are receptive to a mentoring relationship. Of the program sites sur
veyed, nearly 80%, use a '1i'ansitional Life-Skills model.

Cultural-Empowerment Mentors (CE). The Cultural-Empowerment
Model matches youths from a minority cultural, or ethnic group with
adult members from the same group. The rationale for Cultural Em
powerment Mentoring is that minority status groups are recipients of
negative societal messages, and that a positive role model from their
minority group can have a beneficial influence on mentee identity
aspiration levels and future orientation. Two sites in our survey~
the Cultural Empowerment Model: Rites of Passage at Don Bosco
Hall in Detroit, Michigan and the Big Siblings program at Gay and
Lesbian Adolescent Social Services (GLASS) in West Hollywood, Cali
fornia. The Detroit program recruits African-American males over
age 30, who are expected to emphasize the importance of educatiOl~

and to convey a sense of responsibility to self, community, and society.
The Big Sibling program at GLASS matches mature, responsible gay
and lesbian adults with gay and lesbian adolescents who reside in
GLASS group homes.

Recruitment of culturally-specific mentors is quite focused, as it iii
not feasible to advertise to the general public when looking for a spec
cific type of mentor. Recruitment efforts are aimed directly at the tar.
get population. In order to recruit gay and lesbian mentors, advertise
ments may be placed in gayllesbian newspapers or newsletters·.
Speakers may address the congregation of a gay and lesbian-support;,
ive church or synagogue, or gay and lesbian professional organizlle

tions. Similarly, African American, Hispanic, Asian American or pet,
sons from other ethnic/cultural groups are recruited by using targeted
advertisements and speakers.

Corporate / Business Mentors (CB). The Corporate Mentor Model
matches older foster adolescents with mentors from the private sec.
torlbusiness community. In the corporate model, job placement is of
central importance. Corporate mentoring recruits businesses that ate
ready, willing, and able to hire foster teens. Social agencies serve as
brokers and attempt to bring together motivated adolescents and
mentors. Participating businesses agree to provide jobs, to monitor
work experience, and to offer career development employment oppor
tunities for mentees who successfully complete a prescribed progrllJlL
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An example of the CorporateJBusiness Mentor Model is the Missouri
Mentoring Partnership located in St. Louis.

Mentors for Young Parents (MYP). In the Mentors for Young Par
ents Model, experienced mothers are matched with young pregnant or
parenting teens. Mentors share their child rearing experiences and
try to help young mothers to develop responsibility, confidence, and a
positive orientation toward raising children. Emphasis is placed on
guiding young parents toward self-sufficiency, so that they can make
responsible choices about subsequent pregnancies, education, and
averting child maltreatment. Mentors for Young Parents is an exam
ple of a preventative program. The goal is to prevent young mothers
from becoming involved in neglect, abuse, or child maltreatment situ
ations that can result in their children being placed into the foster
care system. One program that matches mentors with young parents
is Mentoring Mothers, part of the Summit County Children Services
in Akron, Ohio. Mentoring Mothers' was founded in 1987 and cur
rently has 25 active members.

Recruitment of mentors for young mothers is difficult because they
are such a diverse group. Mentoring Mothers addressed the recruit
ment problem by using the following procedure. The mentor program
worked with a local newspaper to develop a human interest story on
the Mentoring Mother program. This article, complete with pictures of
some of the young teens and their children, also included a direct
appeal for volunteers to assist these young mothers. Using an innova
tive marketing strategy, the article ran in the newspaper on Mother's
Day. As a result of the no-cost recruitment strategy, the agency was
inundated with phone calls from willing volunteers.

Mentor Homes (MH). In the Mentor Homes model the plan is to
place four to six foster adolescents in a home with an adult mentor.
The mentor is in residence and is responsible for guiding the activ
ities of youths in terms of education, employment, community in
vQlvement, etc. Wolverine Human Services program in Michigan is an
~ple of a program that utilizes the Mentor Homes approach tc
prepare foster wards for independent living. Mentor Homes is thE
llJl1y model studied that employs mentors to work with at-risk youth

•Although the Mentoring Mothers Program is not specifically designed for youth it
toster care. it was included in this study because it is designed to prevent foster CllrI

~ents. The young women who participated from this site were similar in age
ocIacation level, and race as those from other sites.
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In addition to a small salary, mentors receive free room and board.
Mentors are hired to live in the homes and to supervise the youth.
They are also expected to serve as role models for the youth. Mentors
are typically college or university students who attend classes dUring
the day. Mentors teach and model independent living skills such as
grocery shopping, laundry, cooking and housekeeping. They also
model positive behaviors such as getting to school and work on time,
and studying. Mentors are recruited and hired in the same manner 88

other youth workers.

Recruitment 7echniques

The main approaches to mentor recruitment include: word-of-mouth
referrals from other mentors, newspaper advertisements, articles,
television/radio public service announcements, presentations to S6- .'

cial service and fraternal organizations, announcements through
United Wa; organizations, community-circulars, church bulletins,
voluntarism bureaus, and college/university organizations.

Expectations, Guidelines, Supports

The typical program expects mentors to devote an average of 10 hours
per month to their mentees. Most programs offer mentors few, if any,
incentives. Generally mentors do not receive a stipend, mileage reim
bursement for program related travel, or liability insurance coverage.

With respect to requirements, the list is extensive. Most programs I

require that mentors have a valid driver's license, access to a car, and
auto insurance. The majority of programs also require mentors to
submit to a police background check. Most programs require partici- I

pation in some form of training. Nearly 80% require on-going trainr
ing, and a high percentage expect attendance at monthly mentor sup'
port group sessions. With respect to mentor training, most progr8JDII
used a modified veraion of the curriculum developed by Waltere,
Furnas, and Renstrom (l989)-from the Nebraska Department of So
cial Services. The Nebraska curriculum includes topics that are rele-
vant to the foster placement system and independent living. 'lbpic.e
covered are: Elements of foster care, physical and emotional develop.
ment, attachment and bonding, separation and grief, problem-solving,
decision-making skills, the role of volunteer-mentors in communica~

ing, listening, relationship building, serving as a link to the comrnw
nity, and the matching process. .

Supervision and monitoring varies widely across sites. Three tech;
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niques are typically used to monitor the progress of mentor-mentee
JIlatches. The approaches are (a) phone calls from program coordina
tors to mentors, or phone contact with coordinators that is initiated
by mentors, (b) activity logs that are maintained by mentors, and (c)
in person meetings with mentors and mentees.

Mentor / Mentee Characteristics

Socio-demographic information was obtained for 260 mentors and 269
JIlentees. The typical mentor was nearly 37 years old. Nearly 3 in 4
were female. Sixty-three percent were white. The mean education
level was 15.0 years with 55% completing a college degree. Nearly 7
in 10 were employed full time. Sixty-six percent were unmarried, and
JIlentor incomes ranged from less than $20,000 a year to more than
$80,000 a year.

The typical mentee was 18 years old, female (69%), non-white, with
8 mean educational level of 10th grade. Nearly 60% of the mentees
were enrolled in a general high school curriculum with only 15% en
rolled in a college preparatory track. The m~ority were in out-of
home placement for reasons of physical maltreatment, sexual abUBe,
or neglect. More than 50% first came into foster care between the
ages of 13 and 17. Only 1 in 10 plans to return to the biological homs
or to live with relatives. The m~ority (70%) indicated that indepen
dent living was the permanency goal.

With respect to race/sex distributions for mentors and mentees
only 11% of the mentors were non-white males compared with 24% of
mentees who were non-white males. Nearly 40% of the female men
tees were non-white, whereas only 26% of the mentors were non
white females. The major responsibility for mentoring is carried by
white mentors, primarily white middle-class females. In contrast,
n\!arly 2 out of 3 mentees is non-white.

Discussion

The movement toward extending mentoring services to youths classi
fied as disadvantaged is receiving considerable support in the child
welfare field. Even though mentor programs for youths in foster care
!II'e relatively new, tend to be small in scope, and have low visibility,
the movement represents an important transitional support. While
mBntoring should not be construed as a panacea for transitioning fos
tel' adolescents to independent living, the process of connecting foster
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wards with a cross-section of community citizens can do much to oft!.
set a tendency to become overly dependent on experts and profeil'
sionals for answers to societal problems.

Non-parental adults who assume a mentoring responsibility can
have influence with young people, particularly adolescents who art
alienated from their families or those motivated to differentiate them,
selves from their own parents. Typically, adolescents in placement
have experienced a series of negative forces in their lives including
maltreatment, separation from families, and weak or non-existent '
parental ties.

Irrespective of type of facility, emphasis in placement is on confor
mity and adhering to rules and regulations. Placements for adoles
cent wards value structure and control-characteristics that are re
flected in group, residential, and congregate/institutional facilities. In
placements that are heavily oriented to conformity and control, many
young people may not have sufficient opportunity to interact with
adults who live outside youth serving systems. Mentoring represents
an effort by child welfare agencies to provide adolescent wards with
opportunities to interact with adults in community settings. At the
present time, little information is available about the impacts of men
tor services on adolescents in placement. Literature on adolescent de.
velopment suggests that the characteristics of a "significant adult" ,
include"... availability, trustworthiness, helpfulness, understanding,
and honesty" (Galbo, 1986, p. 45). However, the affective elements
valued by mentees may not be priorities for mentors who may atrive
for tangible progress and achievement in an adult-youth relationship.

At this juncture, it is important to expand efforts to improve men·
tor programs in child welfare. The formula for program improvement i

includes establishing realistic outcome expectations for mentor/men- '
tee matches, developing stronger infrastructures for coordinators that
permit upgrading with respect to the recruitment, training, and sup
port of mentors, as well as supervision of mentor-mentee matches. In
our 29 site survey, the majority of mentors were white females. In
contrast, the majority of mentees were non-white youths. Information
is needed on the potential impacts of cross-racial and cross-sex men
tor/mentee matches.

For most adolescents who leave placement at the age of majority,
the 18-21 age period represents a critical developmental phase. Hav·
ing a mentor prior to leaving placement is important, but sustaining
a mentor relationship after leaving placement may be vital to the
well-being of many foster wards. The future direction of mentor ser-
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vices in child welfare can benefit from an expanded information base.
Little is known about the nature of adolescent perceptions of a men
tor, or the extent to which meaningful adult/youth relationships can
be obtained through formal mentoring programs. The issue of formal
assignment of mentors continues to be a controversial topic. Pessi
mists suggest that mentoring cannot be engineered but must evolve
as a"... spontaneous and mutual involvement of two individuals ..."
(J{ram, 1987, p. 185). As a basis for making informed decisions Car
den (1990) recommends that prospective mentors and mentees should
be made aware of the positive as well as negative aspects of advisory/
support relationships.

Viewpoints toward mentoring range from the skepticism and am
bivalence expressed by Coles (1991), to the optimism of Blechman
(1992) who perceives mentoring for disadvantaged youths as a politi
cally viable prevention strategy. The Wingspread Conference on the
Future of Mentoring directed attention to the need to recruit mentors
who can bridge the "... social distance between middle and upper
class mentors and poor youth" (Watson, 1993, p. 22). '1bo often youths
lack trust in adults who attempt to make connections with them, and
they lack the patience needed for relationships to evolve. Overall, the
potential benefits of mentoring as a transitional support for at-risk
youth appear to outweigh the disadvantages. As Freedman (1992) re
minds us, "the movement offers a glimpse not only of our better
selves, but of a potentially better society ..." (p. 71).
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