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Summary:

What did the research aim to do? 

This research reports on an evaluation of a mentoring program, referred to as the Seniors Offering Support (SOS) program, that aims to enhance the resilience of students and families in a large public schooling system in the United States of America. The SOS program was designed to reduce at-risk behaviour in adolescents by regular contact with a senior citizen who played the role of mentor and academic tutor to the student and support person for the student’s family.

How was the study designed?

Twenty-five volunteers helped 65 students and 35 families between 1996 and 2000. Volunteer seniors were required to commit to regular contact with students and parents; attend training and supervision sessions with the coordinator; and participate in shared social events. Parents and families who participated in the program did so voluntarily. A variety of approaches of data collection were utilised to examine the effectiveness of the SOS program. These included observing program planning meetings; examining applications completed by parents and volunteers; reviewing materials used for volunteer training; reviewing archival records; interviewing program staff; and surveying teachers, administrators, parents and senior volunteers. 

What were the findings? 

Findings indicated that the SOS program had significant merits for all parties. The volunteers commented that the initial training provided them with skills in how to deal with children. Three-quarters of the volunteers indicated they were satisfied with the program. For some volunteers, the experience enabled them to feel like a family member. Parents reported the program gave them recognition and helped them feel more valued. It also encouraged them to spend more time with their children. Teachers commented favourably about the program, particularly in terms of its tutoring aspect, which strongly encouraged students to achieve academic success. A negative outcome of the tutoring was jealousy by students not included in the scheme. Other important findings included: 

· increased knowledge about available community resources among parents

· feeling valued as a volunteer—by students, families and program staff

· improved quality of life among families who participated in the program

· decreased risk-taking behaviour among youth who received services.

What conclusions were drawn from the research? 

The research suggests that a mentoring program that matches senior citizens to students and families has potential to generate personal, social and attitudinal benefits for all parties. Students were said to benefit by improved academic grades and decreased risk-taking behaviour; volunteers improved their skills base and made a contribution to the academic development of students with whom they worked; and parents appreciated the support provided by the volunteers for their children and for themselves. While the research claimed these and other benefits, a more rigorous plan of evaluation would have provided more concrete examples of the positive effects of the program particularly in relation to improved student grades. 

What are the implications of the study? 

Six key lessons for policy makers were identified by the SOS program experience.

· It is critical to implement a sound and comprehensive evaluation plan for mentoring programs. Such a plan should include a process for monitoring and measuring the outcomes of the program each year it is offered and these outcomes should inform program development.

· An important component to include in volunteer training is content related to cultural diversity since volunteers may find themselves working with students and families from a range of backgrounds.

· If volunteers are to provide families with support relating to community services, they need to have up-to-date information.

· The coordinator is a key person who liaises with parents, students and volunteers and therefore requires solid communication and follow-up skills to ensure the program is proceeding effectively.

· Participants in the program should be given time and opportunities to get to know each other before matching is finalised.

· A final implication of the SOS program was its cost in time and resources since it required a full time equivalent professional staff member to coordinate it. Without ongoing resources and goodwill demonstrated by the parties involved, mentoring programs of this nature are unlikely to achieve their goals. 

Where can interested readers find out more?

Centre for Intergenerational Learning at Temple University: http://www.temple.edu/departments/CIL/
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