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Build Relationships That Matter: Mentor
Mentoring, the relationship between an adult and child that positively influences a young person, is the single 
most important action educators can take. It does not matter if the mentoring is through an organized program 
in which you are matched to a mentee, or if a relationship develops naturally through daily interactions at 
school, but what does matter is the characteristics of the mentor. Research on people who grew up in poverty 
and made it to a bachelor’s degree showed they all had mentors, and the mentors had common characteristics 
(See Beating the Odds: How the Poor Get to College by Levine and Nidiffer, (1996) & See Poverty: Be the 
Difference by Dr. Donna M. Beegle).  Below are the characteristic and strategies of effective mentors:

Believe in the student’s ability to get out of poverty. 
Tell your mentee many times, in many ways, you believe in them, you know they are smart, can • 
learn more, graduate from high school and be successful afterwards. If you do not believe in them, 
they probably will not believe in them self either. 
Find ways to help your mentee understand that what they currently know is not all they can know. • 
Explain that people are not “born with a high or low IQ,” that the IQ test assumes the test-taker has 
been taught the concepts. People cannot know something they have never been exposed to.

Believe the student has strengths and talents. 
Practice a strengths-based approach every day; look for what is good and right about the student. • 
Build on the student’s current knowledge and skills. Suggest classes or activities to get involved • 
with (yearbook, drama, photography, etc.), and after school opportunities (sports, clubs, etc.). 
When you suggest activities, tell them you think they would be great at it.
Walk your mentee through the steps of signing up for activities, asking and applying for • 
scholarships, and finding resources needed to participate and succeed. Set them up for success!

Know the benefits of connecting mentees to others who are educated.   
Introduce your mentee to a network of people who have benefitted from education or who have • 
moved up in a job. 
Assist the students from poverty in understanding that people who are educated are not “better,” • 
they are just people who have had different experiences and opportunities. 
Help the student feel a sense of “belonging” among new environments and new people: provide • 
needed supplies to participate, attend with them the first time; and before arriving, talk about 
expected rules, procedures, etiquette, etc.

Know that assets are critical to success and how to build them.
Understand that students need supports to succeed and that no one does • 
everything by them self.
Visit the Search Institute and download “The 40 Developmental Assets.” • 
Use the list to assess your mentee’s internal/external assets. 
Give information, examples, and supports to build internal (self-• 
confidence, hope) and external capacity (supplies, knowledge, 
transportation, etc.) for moving out and staying out of poverty. 

Know how to navigate middle-class systems, procedures, and paperwork.
Help connect your mentee and their family to resources needed and to          • 
those who can help. 
Assist with filling out paper work, applications for services or programs, etc.• 
Teach students to advocate for themselves. Show them how to find                                    • 
resources and ask the right questions. 


