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Executive Summary

The provision of one-to-one, relatively open-ended support for disadvantaged groups moving towards employment is increasingly identified as a key factor in helping individuals make informed and confident choices that allow them to maintain positive progress towards sustained employment. Initiated in 2003, the Fresh Start project has been funded by Scottish Executive as an innovative approach to mentoring in order to explore the capacity of an established organisation to manage and develop volunteers as peer mentors and to examine the advantages and disadvantages of peer mentoring. 

Specifically the project aims were to:

· Provide additional support to disadvantaged lone parents to build confidence and to help them to move closer to education or employment;

· Develop a model of lone parent peer / mentoring support;

· Support participants through training and expert individual advice; and 
· Evaluate the pilot with a view to identifying its lessons for key stakeholders in the employability field.

Evaluation Aims

In this final year of the project the aim was to review the material that has been gathered during the first two stages of evaluation and draw out the longer term lessons.

Specific objectives were:

· To revisit whether there is a match between those engaged in mentoring activities and priority groups identified in Closing the Gap; 

· To consider the extent to which mentoring has raised the attainment and/or achievement of participants; 

· To identify the key elements involved in developing peer mentoring and examine in more detail the lessons that Fresh Start holds for stakeholders in the employability field;

· To examine the training materials developed in the programme and the potential for use beyond the life of the project.

Key Findings 

Evaluation of the third phase of the Fresh Start Project found that overall the project has progressed in a positive direction.  The key findings and conclusions are outlined below under headings developed from the original evaluation objectives. 

Developing peer mentoring

· It is evident that the combination of support provided is what makes the project a success. The mentors are not mentoring in isolation and group support and training seems to have had as much of an impact, and for some, more, than the mentoring. Crossing the border between befriending and mentoring has proved valuable.
· The location of the project within One Plus has been important over the three years. The lessons learnt throughout the evaluation have been taken on board and the necessary changes made where feasible. 

· In order to ensure that referrals are appropriate and the project is reaching its target group it is important to gather as much information as possible from referring agencies. This also helps with the matching process and allows for appropriate and adequate support to be provided to mentors. 

· Ongoing person centred support is offered to both mentors and participants through team building events, group work, family and social activities and one to one support where appropriate. 

· Group supervision sessions for mentors enhance the personal development and employability of the volunteers. In addition they provide accountability for their work through the use of a ‘think feel do’ approach. However, in some cases the groups are large and support and supervision was often incorporated into the training sessions, which can be difficult to manage. This may not allow the space for issues to be discussed thoroughly or the best environment to ensure that any questionable practice and any problems or issues that individuals feel uncomfortable discussing in a group setting.

Development of mentor training 

· ​​​​​​​​​A perceived lack of understanding of the mentoring process in other sections within One Plus was viewed as hindering the development of the Accredited Training Award. The Fresh Start team had the expertise to develop the training but not the expertise required to turn it into an SQA Accredited Award.  It is evident that the full three years of the Fresh Start was required to develop the accredited training because it is not an ‘off the shelf’ package. The additional support of staff from other departments experienced in developing training has been necessary to achieve the quality and standards necessary for accreditation. 

· Over the life time of the project the Life Coaching element, delivered as part of the preparatory training has been important for the lone parents who have participated.  The training sessions delivered by the College of Holistic Medicine, who have been heavily involved in delivering the personal development and life coaching aspect of the training course is now seen as an addition rather than the backbone of the qualification.  

Raised attainments of mentors and participants 

· One strength of the Fresh Start is the development of peer mentors who retain a distance from ‘professionals’ but behave in a professional manner.  Mixing groups or mentors and participants, therefore blurring boundaries has worked to build the confidence of the most vulnerable. However it has also led to some frustration for others, meaning that a delicate balance needs to be struck between the needs of each group. 

· The project has provided a stepping stone toward work for a number of lone parents while drawing on links forged with external training providers and voluntary sector organisations as well as the spectrum of social and employability support provided within One Plus.  However, other lone parents have remained with the project for the three years it has been in operation which may highlight a lack of a robust strategic approach to empowering people to move on.  While work has been done to address this, it is important that lessons are learned from the experiences gained over the last three years. 

Lessons for stakeholders in the employability field

On the basis of the evidence gathered it appears that there are a number of lessons that the Fresh Start Initiative could share with others developing mentoring and employability policy and services. Most of these relate to the role of the frontline worker and the assessment process, however there are also a number of lessons relating to active management of local service provision (Scottish Executive, 2005).  The lessons include:

· Improved outcomes (for employment and education) of a holistic and reflective approach have occurred. These are based to an extent on the location of Fresh Start within a sustainable larger organisation that can provide a range of services itself or in sustainable organisations that have strong links to other support services. In particular the robust management structure within One Plus has made delivery and development of provision more effective. Agencies with insecure funding and without good links would find it difficult to develop the quality of mentor support and management information that was achieved in the pilot.  A holistic approach is valuable where it allows a range of lone parents to identify and address a number of issues that act as barriers to their movement into, or return to, training or employment.  The varied skill levels as well as varied barriers can be more effectively responded to than a one size fits all approach.

· There are difficulties as well as advantages in developing and sustaining a robust assessment and monitoring tool that informal and formal mentor support workers can use. 

· There are considerable staff and volunteer development needs created in developing such an approach. For example,  mechanisms for identifying mentors and mentees and the point at which individuals can move into an effective ‘peer education’ model do not occur without a body of case studies and experience that longer term staffing can produce.  

· The need to meet the cost of meetings in the mentor relationship was a difficulty for some of the lone parents, most of whom were on a low income and they felt payment of expenses in advance would be reasonable in the circumstances.

· Measures to improve representation of communities and meet language and other support needs contributed to the value of the project for all participants. However, the project decided that there were boundaries to the support that it was able to provide and referral to other support services was made in some situations. 

Closing the Opportunity Gap 

· The mentoring programme has successfully supported some of the most vulnerable lone parents who are often disengaged from other services.   One of its strengths is perceived to be the focus on personal development and support towards personal goals. Nevertheless, the project achieved success in supporting groups of mentors and participants directly towards education and employment goals. 

· For lone parents at a distance from the labour market, an informal method of support has proved to be effective at increasing engagement with employment issues. This is likely to be true for other groups at some distance from work. There is a need to recognise the longer term resource base this entails if the concepts of welfare to work and lifelong learning are to be effectively connected for such groups. 

· The links between different employability services and projects are important in providing tailored support for lone parents moving towards the labour market. There is a need for small scale projects to understand their role in the chain of support services for non JSA clients, both within their own parent organisation and the wider employability landscape;

· Peer mentoring has proved to be an important asset in developing routes to work. However the constraints of inadequate childcare and financial issues continue to be significant structural barriers to employability for lone parents.

Overall, the lessons learned over the three years of Fresh Start should be taken into account when developing programmes of support for lone parents who wish to take up paid work. In particular, One Plus should consider developing a consultancy type programme through which they can offer support to other organisations wishing to develop peer mentoring for lone parents. 

Recommendations

Developing peer mentoring

RECOMMENDATION ONE: Care should be taken when making decisions about the location of a peer mentoring project. For example, locating it within an organisation with a strong infrastructure, or with an organisation that has effective partnerships with and links to a range of other support services such as One Plus, will provide a supportive environment for both project staff and for those using the service. 

RECOMMENDATION TWO: The systems developed within One Plus over the three years of the evaluation should be used to ensure that as much information as possible is gathered as early in the process as possible in order that the correct support package is put together for the individual involved, or that an appropriate referral is made.  In addition, the use of a transitions form to track (re)engagement with the service can inform longer-term service development and planning and should be included in any future strategy.
RECOMMENDATION THREE: Peer mentoring projects need to make clear decisions around the distinction between group training and supervision and support sessions.  For the existing project, the development of a more formal, but flexible, system of mentor support would address this to an extent. It would also contribute to ensuring some checks and balances in support for mentors and protection for mentors, participants and staff.

Development of mentor training 

RECOMMENDATION FOUR: Where possible mentoring training programmes are best located in organisations with a background in developing and delivering training in order that quality is maintained.  

RECOMMENDATION FIVE: By developing relationships with qualified life coaching trainers the quality of the personal development aspect of the training can be assured without relying too heavily on one provider.

Raised attainments of mentors and participants 

RECOMMENDATION SIX: Progress towards goals must be measured regularly using the monitoring system developed through the Fresh Start Project, to ensure that the lone parents involved are moving in their chosen direction and consider whether any aspect of project delivery is a factor in decisions about participation.

RECOMMENDATION SEVEN: To maintain the preparatory stage of the training as this allows people to identify the level of activity and expert support the need and can give. It has the added advantage of avoiding the stigma of helplessness that can be a barrier to individuals requesting mentor support before building relationships.

RECOMMENDATION EIGHT: Links and referral routes must be well developed to ensure that a balance is maintained between providing a supportive environment with enabling mentors and participants to move on from Fresh Start when appropriate. This could be achieved through the development of a clear exit strategy for mentors and participants. 

Lessons for stakeholders in the employability field

RECOMMENDATION NINE: The support provided by projects such as Fresh Start should not be time-bound but should be governed by the amount of support each lone parent requires to achieve their goals.  However, this approach should be within the context of development and review of exit strategies for mentors and participants. 

RECOMMENDATION TEN: Time to use the information gathered as part of the ongoing Monitoring and Evaluation should be built into staff activities so that it can be used to develop the project. The monitoring and Evaluation framework must also be revised to reflect and changes in the operation of the project over time.

RECOMMENDATION ELEVEN: While flexibility and informality are important, some formality is required to ensure good practice and personal safety for all involved. Therefore it is worth introducing a more formal, though flexible, review system to guide the one-to-one support sessions. 

RECOMMENDATION TWELVE: It is recommended that, when funding such programmes, the budget allocation to support mentor/participants expenses for one-to-one meetings is adequate and takes into account the range of costs involved in travelling to meetings and paying for coffee, tea and on occasions snacks. The development of a policy whereby mentors could access expenses BEFORE meeting participants rather than having to seek reimbursement following the meeting would address this. These measures should be reviewed on a regular basis to ensure that planning and delivery address equality mainstreaming principles. 

RECOMMENDATION THIRTEEN: It is important for peer mentoring projects to develop in a way that is as inclusive as possible. Learning and support needs should be considered in planning from the outset, including setting in place referral arrangements to address situations where the project is unable to help individuals. 

Closing the Opportunity Gap 

RECOMMENDATION FOURTEEN: It must be recognized that a project such as Fresh Start cannot address all the barriers to employment faced by lone parents. Childcare and financial problems remain important structural factors.

The Study

Data was derived through:

· Examination of the project database to assess the characteristics and progression of participants;

· Desk based review of reports and advisory group minutes to record key elements of the project’s development;

· Face to face interview with project co-ordinator;

· Focus group with staff to explore management and operational issues

· Observation and analysis of training sessions (3) and materials to record content and potential for use beyond the life of the project; and

· Group interview with participants to collect their views of the project and the training.
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1. Introduction

The Fresh Start Mentoring project aims to increase the longer-term engagement with education, training or employment, of lone parents whose family or personal circumstances currently prevent such engagement. 

This report presents the findings from evaluation of the third phase of the Fresh Start Project, which operated from July 2005 through to June 2006.  This period is referred to as Year 3 throughout the report. The report also draws together lessons from evaluation of earlier phases of the initiative and aims to share these with others developing mentoring and employability policy and services.

1.1 Background and Context

Mentoring developed as a formal response to social exclusion and social welfare problems in the United States and by the 1970s and 1980s had become well established and underwent a period of rapid expansion. Many of the schemes established in this period focused on vulnerable young people and were underpinned by the view that some of the problems of inadequate socialization, personal dysfunction and disaffection could be offset by the support of a mentor (Newburn and Shiner, 2006). 

In the UK, the number of mentoring schemes has grown substantially under New Labour and has become widely established as an intervention with socially excluded youth. There is now a substantial body of literature concerned with mentoring for young people. However, mentoring is increasingly being used as an intervention in programmes working with all age groups including Lone Parents, long term unemployed, prisoners and homeless people. A literature review of mentoring initiatives in the UK was carried out by the Scottish Executive (Wood, 2003). This was to provide background information for the development of lone parent mentoring initiatives in Scotland. This work identified the need to increase the evidence base in the UK, to support the current popularity of mentoring schemes and claims that it can help alleviate social exclusion. 

Initiated in 2003, the Fresh Start project was funded as an innovative approach to mentoring in order to explore the capacity of an established organisation to manage and develop volunteers as peer mentors and examine the advantages and disadvantages of peer mentoring. From the outset it was important the initiative would contribute to and increase understanding of whether mentoring works and, if so, under what circumstances and why. Evaluation, both internal and external, has been a key feature of the programme. Lessons at each stage of the initiative have increased knowledge and influenced the development of the service.

The type of mentoring programme which has been delivered by Fresh Start then, is face-to-face open-ended peer support, delivered by a volunteer lone parent who is ‘one step ahead’, to other lone parents who want to move closer to education, employment or training. The project works with individuals from whatever stage they are in their lives and aims to move people closer to their personal goals, addressing barriers to engagement in education, employment or training. The approach is client-centred, offering holistic support and guidance broadly at the client’s own pace. The project is now at the end of a third and final year of Scottish Executive funding. 

1.2 Aims and methodology 

The aims of the evaluation of Year Three were to review the material that has been gathered during the first two stages of evaluation and draw out the longer term lessons.

Specific objectives were:

· To revisit whether there is a match between those engaged in mentoring activities and priority groups identified in Closing the Gap; 

· To consider the extent to which mentoring has raised the attainment and/or achievement of participants; 

· To identify the key elements involved in developing peer mentoring and examine in more detail the lessons that Fresh Start holds for stakeholders in the employability field; and

· To examine the training materials developed in the programme and the potential for use beyond the life of the project.

The following methods were used in order to achieve the aims set out above:

· Examination of the project database to assess the characteristics and progression of participants;

· Desk based review of reports and advisory group minutes to record key elements of the project’s development;

· Face to face interview with mentor co-ordinator;

· Focus group with staff to explore management and operational issues;

· Observation and analysis of training sessions (x3) and materials to record content and potential for use beyond the life of the project;

· Focus group with participants to collect their views of the project and the training; and

· Further development of the monitoring and evaluation framework to better inform the programme delivery.

1.3 Structure of the report 

The remainder of this report is laid out as follows:

Section 2 provides an overview of the key elements of lone parent peer mentoring and the development of the Fresh Start monitoring and evaluation framework.

Section 3 describes the development of the Fresh Start accredited training programme and the support provided by the project.

Section 4 is concerned with characteristics of the mentors and participants who were supported by the programme in Year 3 and examines the impact of the project for service users in terms of hard outcomes and distance travelled. 

Section 5 analyses the views and experiences of the Fresh Start participants and mentors.

Section 6 examines the capacity of One Plus to support the development of mentoring for lone parents. 

Section 7 outlines the conclusions and recommendations for a range of stakeholders developed as a result of the evaluation. 

2. The development of Fresh Start

Key factors and stages which have influenced the progress of the initiative are discussed in the section which follows.

2.1 Outcomes of the pilot phase

The Fresh Start project has developed over a three year period and evaluation has fed into each stage of operation. In year one, funding was given to One Parent Families Scotland (OPFS) and One Plus to develop a one year joint lone parent telephone and face-to-face mentoring project. Previous experience of delivering mentoring by the two organisations suggested that they would be well placed to develop a mentoring initiative that could deliver support relevant to key Scottish Executive social justice aims. The project was offered to lone parents in Glasgow South and North, in Aberdeenshire and in the Borders. Both organisations were to provide additional support to disadvantaged lone parents, to build confidence and to help them move closer to education or employment. In Glasgow, One Plus focused on delivery of the face to face element of the mentoring as Fresh Start. OPFS delivered the telephone element as the Choices project through their already established national telephone helpline for lone parents.

The first phase of evaluation found that providing telephone mentoring without face-to-face support was ‘costly and difficult to sustain’. A key recommendation was to integrate the face-to-face and telephone delivery models and equip mentors to carry out both as appropriate so that in Year 2, the ‘telephone only’ arm of the project was dropped and face-to-face mentoring was extended and delivered by One Plus.

2.2 Monitoring and Evaluation Framework

A focus of the work in the pilot phase was the development of the monitoring framework which One Plus has developed with assistance from the Scottish Poverty Information Unit. Guidelines for the framework were drawn up by the evaluators and disseminated to project staff. The framework allows the process of delivery and change to be recorded and evaluated. Outcomes for lone parents are recorded using hard and soft indicators. 

The framework is divided into four stages:

· An Initial Enquiry form has been created to track the number of individuals who make enquiries about the project but for different reasons decide to go no further than that. This form will also pick up on who is making referrals and the data can be used to analyse where the most successful referrals have come from; 

· The Registration Form, which has been in use since early in the pilot project, is completed when the participant becomes involved with the project in order to gather baseline data. This data includes a set of questions to measure lone parents’ ‘distance travelled’ through involvement with Fresh Start. There is no expectation that these questions are completed on the first meeting. The timing of this is at the discretion of the Mentor Support Worker who administers the form. While project staff understand the importance of effective monitoring and evaluation, they also feel that it is important to choose the right moment to ask participants to complete the distance-travelled questions in the Registration Form. The questions in the Registration Form are often used to plan the next meeting with the client and to build an appropriate support package for the person;

· In order to monitor progress, mentors/participants are asked to complete a Six Monthly Review Form covering the same questions as the distance travelled sections of the Registration Form, followed by a number of progress related questions on whether mentors/participants’ circumstances have changed with regards to moving into employment, education or voluntary activities.  As suggested by its title, this form is completed on a six monthly basis throughout the mentors/participants’ involvement with the project. This allows the project to look at distance travelled on an individual service user basis, or for the project as a whole. Year 3 evaluation has found six month reviews are not completed systematically by staff. Staff recognise the value of progress reviews, but the tools have proved time consuming and difficult to administer. Also, six-monthly reviews have not fitted well with the project’s processes of delivery. It will be necessary to reconsider both the timing and format of the review tools to ensure they better fit staff needs; and

· On making a transition or exiting the project, mentors/participants are asked to complete a Transitions Form. In Year 3 it became clear that the project delivers help and support to service users who re-contact the project. The monitoring framework has been altered to reflect this and capture service users’ shifts in expectations and aspirations. The Transitions Form covers the same questions as the Six Month Review Form but is followed by a set of questions designed to evaluate the project and get some feedback from service users on how their aspirations and expectations have altered since becoming involved with the Fresh Start Project. 

Staff have reported that the monitoring system is useful when doing follow up work with mentors/participants who have not been in touch for a period of time. Mentor Support Workers can look at the last contact with the mentor/participant, re-establish contact, and provide appropriate support where the client wishes to re-engage with the project. The information in the monitoring system can also help the Mentor Support Workers to make appropriate referrals for clients. 

An Access Database has been designed to store the information collected as part of the project. The database allows all of the information from the monitoring and evaluation framework to be stored in one place providing ease of input of the data. The data can then be transferred to Excel as required in order to produce reports for funding and statistical purposes. Management of the information was handed over to One Plus for data input and management in Year Two. The Scottish Poverty Information Unit has contributed to the development and maintenance of the Access database at every stage of the evaluation. The system has been designed to calculate the distance travelled for all mentors/participants, which will provide a picture for the project as a whole and for individual clients, allowing case studies to be created from the database. The database has been implemented across the base in Glasgow and the satellite project at Easterhouse allowing more effective measurement of outcomes and outputs, with a specific focus on soft outcomes and targets.

To enable a smooth transition of the database management, a short Database Training Session was held in February 2005 covering how to enter data into the database and how to retrieve the information required for reports. A sample set of monitoring framework paperwork was supplied and the trainees were required to input the information, find a specific record and retrieve information from the database. The training materials and database guidelines have been circulated to the team. 

In Year 3 while Mentor Support Workers collect data, One Plus support staff are responsible for inputting the data. This has ensured accuracy of input, however division of roles in this way has meant that the data collected is not fully utilised by the project. Also, monitoring tools and the design of the database were not altered to reflect changes as the operation of the programme developed. Importantly though, there is an acceptance in the project that monitoring and evaluation are both necessary and desirable and project staff recognise the need to ensure that the right things are measured. Organisational changes are timetabled within One Plus requiring projects to have direct responsibility for database management and it is anticipated that this will enable staff to closely manage the database. 

2.3 Changing Context 

Fresh Start is now well established within One Plus, the staff having raised the profile of the project and invested time in effective awareness raising in earlier years. In Year 3, staff have been able to spend less time on marketing and recruitment activities and there is now a waiting list for the project. In the lifetime of Fresh Start there have been changes in the organisational and wider context which have impacted on progress and these changes are discussed presently. 

In Year 2 the Department of Work and Pensions Discovery Week Mentoring programme within One Plus was located in the Mentoring Section of Learning Services.  The two projects worked in parallel with each other which had a number of benefits including two way referrals taking place between the two services. However, as outlined later in the report, this resulted in increasing the workload of Fresh Start staff.  Steps have been taken by co-ordinators of both services to resolve this issue. Furthermore, now that Fresh Start is well established within One Plus, a large volume of lone parent enquiries are directed to the project and signposted to a range of agencies as appropriate. This has also added to an already tight workload for Fresh Start staff. Steps have been taken to ensure enquiries are filtered by the lone parent helpline so that individuals interested in mentoring are directed to the project. 

As One Plus has grown, new management structures have become increasingly important. In 2003-4 management consultants were employed and a restructuring of the host organisation for Fresh Start took place.  This meant appointments of additional mentor support workers and administrative staff were delayed at the start of the second year for the project, as was the development of more formalised training. In the long run, however, it was anticipated that the clearer location of Fresh Start in the Learning Services section of One Plus was likely to offer a more effective service. In Year 3 the benefits of this can be demonstrated by the development of the comprehensive accredited Mentor Award discussed later in the report. 

More widely, the context in which the project has been developing has been changing.  Both the Scottish Executive and the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) view mentoring as a valuable approach to engaging with people moving towards the labour market. The Scottish Mentoring Network has now been established and aims to ensure the continuing development and quality of provision of mentoring in Scotland. It has a keen interest in the experiences and outcomes of Fresh Start.  Also, mentoring and holistic, one-to-one support are now seen by two important funders - the Department of Work and Pensions and Scottish Executive - as a valuable way of working to assist lone parents towards employment.  Both changes represent a positive environment in which to develop the Fresh Start Project. 

However, the changing policy climate for mentoring has coincided with uncertainty of funding sources for Fresh Start.   The development of Community Planning Partnerships in local authorities across Scotland has led to the creation of new funding structures which will have an impact upon how voluntary organisations providing services in local authority areas are funded.   Fresh Start is being developed further in South Lanarkshire where it continues from previous New Futures Funding until 2008.

In addition, One Plus, through Fresh Start, has established strong relationships with the DWP New Deal mentoring programme and will be involved in delivering part of the programme in Renfrewshire.  In Glasgow they have also been sub contracted to work with lone parents who engage with the wider DWP New Deal mentoring. Therefore, strong links with Jobcentre Plus and several local authorities have been developed as a result of the work of the Fresh Start project and a range of future funding possibilities have been created for One Plus. 

3. Fresh Start support and training 
The success of any mentoring programme relies on the support and adequate preparation of the mentors. This section examines the development of Fresh Start training and support over the lifetime of the initiative. It draws together findings from the earlier evaluations as well as data gathered in Year 3. 

3.1 Mentor Training

Fresh Start has developed an approach to mentoring tailored to lone parents. Training materials for mentors have been developed in a number of sectors (Prince’s Trust, 2003; McBeath 2002) but it was evident from the beginning of the initiative that little ‘off the shelf’ training for lone parent peer mentoring existed. A considerable amount of time and effort has therefore been devoted by staff to developing a mentor training programme and the completion of a comprehensive mentor training package in Year 3 has been an important achievement. Following the decision to work towards accreditation in Year 2, the Fresh Start training programme successfully gained accreditation from the Scottish Qualifications Authority in 2006. One Plus has also been approved to deliver this Customised Award in Peer Mentoring and Support. Undoubtedly this success is the culmination of work which began in Year 1 of the programme. The quality of the final training package is the result of expertise acquired over the lifetime of the project and could not have been achieved without the development of expertise built across the three years of Scottish Executive funding. 

Stage 1 – Preparatory Training – 12 weeks

Lone parents who register with the project first attend a preparatory training and introduction to Fresh Start. This is delivered over 12 weekly sessions. The rationale for this first stage of training is based on the One Plus ethos which recognises the need to work closely with lone parents to support their personal development. In the following quote the project co-ordinator explains the approach to mentoring within One Plus

“We constantly work with that life-skills approach in mentoring. I would say that on a one-to-one basis we are probably more doing life-coaching... They are making their own decisions. You are only facilitating them to make them, ‘What could you do? How else could you do it? What else is not working?’  So you are using these skills and in turn, they are picking up those skills and they are using them with their participants.”

Project co-ordinator
Six sessions are held at the College of Holistic Medicine on a fortnightly basis. The sessions in the weeks between are held in One Plus and led by Mentor Support Workers. The focus of this introduction is Personal Social Development which aims to build individuals’ confidence and self-esteem. Lone parents are also introduced to the concept of mentoring and the skills required of effective mentors. The training delivered by each provider is complementary and reinforcing. This has been achieved through the close working relationship fostered between staff in the two organisations. 

Stage 2 – Mentor Training

Lone parents can choose to stop learning after the introductory sessions. However, for anyone who wishes to go on to become a mentor, Mentor Training is compulsory. Mentor Training is delivered by Mentor Support Workers and trainees can opt to have this accredited or not on a voluntary basis. Both mentors and participants are encouraged to attend the training as this not only provides mentors with the personal and practical skills required of mentors but also builds individuals’ personal social development and aims to enhance life skills:

 “Everyone can benefit from the training in some way. Although mentoring is involved in the training there is also personal social development and life skills. So it doesn’t matter, because at some point they will get something from it and I think everybody does.” 

Mentor Support Worker

Inclusion of both mentors and participants in the mentor training has been an important development in Year 3. In Year 2 there was a move towards group support rather than one-to-one support, which is both resource and time intensive. Group sessions with mentors proved successful but this approach was far less successful with participants. Staff found that mixed groups of mentors and participants worked better. Lone parents who are further ahead can encourage those who are less confident. Also, as one Mentor Support Worker explains below, by delivering the training to groups in this way more lone parents feel ready to be a mentor:

“A lot of people who maybe started off not thinking about being a mentor - by the end of the 12 weeks we can see they might be a good mentor. So we can suggest it to them and let them think it through and many people do change.”

Mentor Support Worker

Fresh Start Mentor Training involves 48 hours of training delivered over 3 months. The units and learning outcomes are shown in table 1 below. The content of the training course reflects the findings from careful monitoring and evaluation of the support provided by Fresh Start as well as learning from the experiences of the lone parents who participated. 

Engagement in the Mentor Training offers individuals an opportunity to increase their employability. Its duration gives participants time to explore key issues in depth and put learning into practice, with the support of staff.  Completion of the training takes, enthusiasm, time management and commitment - which are all qualities sought by employers so that a further strength of this programme is that the skills trainees gain are meaningful beyond the mentoring programme and include personal and practical skills that would be appropriate in any workplace and in life.

Table 1. Fresh Start Accredited Training Modules and Learning Outcomes

	Unit Title
	Learning Outcomes

	Establish a positive relationship with individuals
	1) To have developed an understanding of appropriate personal and professional boundaries in the mentoring relationship

2) To be able to demonstrate effective listening

	Respect and support individuals in order to maintain their safety and wellbeing
	1) To be able to relate to and support individuals in the way they choose

2) To be able to treat people with respect and dignity

3) To be able to assist in the protection of individuals

	Support individuals to prepare and develop an action plan in order to achieve goals
	1) To be able to assist individuals to clarify their requirements

2) To be able to identify methods to implement a course of action

3) To be able to develop an action plan

	Support individuals to implement and review their action plan in order to achieve their goals
	1) To be able to motivate and build confidence in individuals to work towards their action plan

2) To be able to assist individuals to review their progress on agreed action plans as appropriate

	Interact with individuals using a range of telecommunications
	1) To be able to establish interactions with individuals using telecommunications

2) To be able to end interactions with individuals using telecommunications

	Support individuals to identify and access other appropriate services 
	1) To be able to support individuals to identify appropriate services

2) To be able to enable individuals to access, select and use information

3) To be able to enable individuals to evaluate the appropriate services

	Provide appropriate additional support to individuals who are distressed
	1) To understand and recognise the aspects of individuals’ lives that may cause distress

2) To be able to work with individuals and others to deal with their distress

3) To be able to provide appropriate additional support to individuals experiencing stress and distress


There is flexibility to the order in which the units can be delivered and staff have developed a range of alternative written and practical exercises to ensure the training can be tailored to suit the learning needs of different groups. In year 3 a key addition to the delivery of the training has been to introduce sessions delivered by external agents and providers.  These sessions address specific issues or training needs raised or identified by trainees, as the project coordinator explains in the following quote;

“We’ll use external agencies and we’ll bring in speakers who are experts in their field to the groups for example, drug training or alcohol. Each group will bring them in as they need it, if they say ‘oh this or that happened’. Like last year we brought in the police and they said ‘oh they’ll only tell you one side of it’ so we also brought in a drug agency to bring in the balance.” 

Project Co-ordinator

Trainers have found lone parents appreciate the way these sessions vary the format of the training. The approach also encourages trainees to take ownership of their learning through analysis of their individual and group’s learning needs. Staff arranged for lone parents to attend advocacy training in Year 3 and this proved to be particularly successful, developing and broadening individuals’ knowledge and skills. For some lone parents this training has not only improved relevant mentoring skills but led them to take up volunteering opportunities in this field. 

A valuable resource developed by staff is a Peer Mentoring and Support Handbook for trainees, which includes an overview of the course contents and training programme and contains key resources including:

· Information and background about mentoring;

· Guidelines for mentoring sessions;

· Guidelines for documenting mentees’/participants’’ progress;

· Information about support and guidance for mentors;

· Health and Safety guidance;

· Child Protection Policy; and

· Guidance on exit strategies

It also sets out what is required of lone parents before they can enter the programme. They must:

· Submit a Disclosure Scotland Application. This is now standard procedure in the recruitment of paid or unpaid staff who may in the course their normal duties, come into contact with children under the age of 18;

· Sign a ‘One Plus and Volunteer Mentor Agreement’. This lays out the roles of the organisation and the individual. The importance of commitment and attendance on the training and mentoring programme are reinforced in the Handbook and Agreement; and 

· Read and sign the Mentoring Confidentiality Policy.

3.1.1 The route to accreditation

In 2003-4 management consultants were employed by One Plus to review its organisational structure and, as a result of the subsequent restructuring, responsibility for Fresh Start was transferred from the Sustainable Employment Team to the Learning Services section. Year 2 evaluation found that in some ways this hindered strategic development of the Fresh Start initiative as the second stage began and delayed the development of more formalised training. However, it was anticipated that, in the long run, the clearer location of Fresh Start in the Learning Services section of One Plus would be important in easing the journey towards accreditation. 

The role of Learning Services has been to ensure the training programme met the criteria required for approval by the Scottish Qualifications Authority as well as providing some guidance and support with the development of the training materials. However, due to staffing issues within this department, the Fresh Start team has taken the lead in collating and developing relevant training materials. This was additional responsibility which has had to be managed alongside their other duties, as the head of learning services explains in the following quote:

“…there was a lack of continuity because someone was referred to [Fresh Start to] help with the training then they were withdrawn so it’s been someone else. So different people have been referred to the Mentoring Team to support them then they’ve been called away…” 

Training and Learning Services

The Fresh Start staff were able to draw on additional support from the Scottish Poverty Information Unit evaluators who contributed to the clarification of training resources and accreditation procedures in Year 2. 

Although One Plus does have a history and experience of delivering mentoring, with extended funding, Fresh Start has presented the first opportunity to develop formalised training. Learning Services staff were limited by a lack of understanding of the mentoring process highlighting the appropriateness of the support from the external evaluators. 

Reflecting the recommendations of earlier evaluation, delivery of the training has been structured in a way which ensures all lone parents have access to the same level and quality of training, regardless of whether or not individuals are working towards accreditation. Importantly, this also means that individuals have the flexibility of opting for accreditation after having started the course should they wish to. For some individuals, working towards accreditation is an important element of their participation and this could be for a number of reasons. For example, it can be a way to sustain motivation and recognise the hard work and skills gained through involvement. For others though, Fresh Start is viewed as a stepping-stone to employment in mentoring or a related field so that formal recognition of involvement can be viewed as valuable in moving on and increasing employability.

It is important to highlight that all lone parents are supported to get the most from their training in terms of self development, knowledge and practical skills. Staff stress that rather than being ‘work first’ or ‘training first’ Fresh Start is person-centred. It is about supporting lone parents in ‘their own personal steps’: 

“That’s a special thing about this project; you have time to work with people. You are working with them with an aim of moving them forward, there’s a point to your activities.” 

Mentor Support Worker

“I think that epitomises what One Plus is about. That we work with lone parents where they are at in their lives. So for somebody that could be that they want a change of job.” 

Funding and Development Manager

The structure of the programme and the support provided by staff have enabled those lone parents furthest from the labour market and most disadvantaged to attend and engage with the training. To date, 10 mentors have now successfully gained this qualification. 

3.2 Support and supervision

“The task of supervision is to enhance the development of the volunteers, recognise the importance of their involvement and provide accountability for their work”

 Youth Justice Board
Common mentoring models combine group supervision with training and this approach has been adopted in Fresh Start. Group support became, and continues to be, a feature of the approach to mentoring since Year 2.  It is a time-efficient method of sharing good practice which enables peer-support. However, as the experience of Fresh Start suggests, the process of delivery needs to be carefully tested by projects. 

In Year 2, mentor support groups were organised for mentors after they had completed their training. This recognised the need for on-going peer group support after completion of training. This type of support can be good because volunteers can discuss problems with others who face similar challenges. Fresh Start staff have found, however, that mentor support groups should be led by a facilitator who can suggest strategies for coping with difficulties, thereby ensuring bad practice is not reproduced by others. They have made appropriate changes as a result.

An important element of the mentor supervision is incorporated into the training. This is an exercise where trainees are encouraged to reflect on what they are ‘thinking, feeling and doing’ in their role; 

“That think/feel/do process is really quite important for them to become personally aware of what they are doing when they are sitting with someone.

They are not telling them what to do. They are not ordering them about, they are really being connected within themselves, they are hearing and not judging, bringing all these little skills that they have learnt.” 

Project coordinator

The ‘think/feel/do’ exercise is used widely in mentoring programmes as a way to highlight areas of difficulty that require personal support or information, or identify strengths or weaknesses pointing to opportunities for development, training or role change. In Fresh Start, lone parents are encouraged to do this exercise at the end of each training, learning day or matched meeting. Responses under each heading should be recorded. In Year 3, mentors and others attending training regularly do this exercise and written responses can be submitted as evidence of learning by those working towards accreditation. 

In addition to the group support, mentors and participants can access one-to-one support from a Mentor Support Worker. A key feature of Year 3 has been the increase in the number of trained mentors who are ready to be matched. This has allowed Mentor Support Workers to target their one to one support towards the most vulnerable lone parents prior to their joining a group. In addition, support is sometimes provided in conjunction with peer mentoring.  For other lone parents, the bulk of their ongoing support is provided by their mentor and staff support is primarily provided to review their progress towards their goals. 
In Year 3, staff have been much clearer about the limits of the support and resources Fresh Start can offer lone parents. Staff who participated in the focus group identified what proved to be inappropriate referrals that were accepted in early stages of the initiative. These came from both voluntary and statutory agencies and were predominantly lone parents with severe and enduring mental health problems. The programme helps individuals with complex issues and mental health problems are a common experience of lone parents who are, and will continue to be, recruited to Fresh Start. However, the programme does not have resources to provide effective support directly to individuals with more severe and/or enduring mental health problems. The project has instead made links and established good relationships with agencies that can deliver the appropriate support. They can also now quickly identify when this help is needed and are better at linking individuals into appropriate support structures. This means that not only does the programme meet the expectations of lone parents who join, but also Fresh Start resources are used to greater effect.

One-to-one supervision was delivered to mentors in an informal way in Year 3. Staff have made the project office an open and welcoming space and encourage mentors to ‘drop-in’ or call the office at any time. In this way mentors can access one-to-one support from a Mentor Support Worker on a needs basis. While there is much to be gained from establishing an open and trusting relationship between support staff and mentors, it is important that formal mechanisms are in place to ensure problems can be identified at the earliest opportunity. It cannot be left to mentors to identify when that time is. Since the six-month review process which was in place has fallen away, it will be important, if the programme is to be delivered in the future, for staff to revisit the process of formal reviews. Formal review meetings would also provide a framework for exploring on a one-to-one basis, lone parents’ goals and aspirations as well as monitoring ‘time to move on’.

An additional feature of the support and supervision delivered by Fresh Start includes the social, team building events and family activities for lone parents which bring mentors and participants together. Also, throughout the lifetime of the initiative, staff have organised ‘celebrations of achievement’ and graduation events for those who have completed their training. These have provided opportunities to acknowledge the value of everyone’s contribution and recognise the hard work of all who have participated. 

4. Fresh Start mentors and participants 

In this section of the report we examine the characteristics of the participants, assess how well the project has reached its target group and explore the impact of the project for participants in terms of hard outcomes and ‘distance travelled’. Analysis draws on the data contained within the project database and collated for the project funders. Since Year 2 there has been a blurring of the boundaries between mentors and participants. In Year 3 there has been flexibility in mentor status since all lone parents attend training.  Individuals often feel differently about the role they are ready to take after completing their training. This has impacted on analysis to the extent that limited information is available regarding individuals’ mentor status within the project database. Therefore, the analysis of the data in this section is not separated for mentors and participants. 

4.1 Mentors’ and participants’ characteristics

The number of ‘initial enquiries’ the project receives has increased over the three years so that staff handled 126 initial enquiries in Year 3 compared with 52 in Year 2. The profile of Fresh Start was well established by Year 3 so that for the first time there has been a waiting list for the project. This has meant staff have been able to focus on maintaining now-established links with a range of agencies to draw in lone parents. Individuals have come to the project through more than 70 different referral sources. Referrals are now two-way between the huge range of projects both within and outwith One Plus.

As well as recruiting new lone parents, at each stage of the project staff have continued to work with clients recruited in previous periods until they are ready to move on. In Year 3 staff worked with 121 new clients and continued to work with lone parents who joined at previous stages. Table 2 shows the number of clients recruited at each year of the project. Lone parents recruited came though referrals from external agencies, projects within One Plus in addition to lone parent ‘initial enquires’. 

Table 2. Recruited Mentors/Participants

Year


Recruited


Target

1



65


48

2



74


86

3



121


120

Total = 260

Fresh Start aimed to engage with those lone parents identified as a priority by the Scottish Executive in the Closing the Opportunity Gap objectives. These are lone parents who face disadvantage through living on a low income and having limited involvement in the labour market. Table 3 gives information on the key characteristics of all mentors/participants who have been recruited by Fresh Start. Analysis of the characteristics of the lone parents has been limited here by missing data. Most of the information that is missing was not collected in the early stages of the pilot when the monitoring and evaluation framework was still being developed.  Analysis of the available data, however, does indicate that the project has successfully reached its target group. 

Table 3. Characteristics of Fresh Start Mentors/Participants

Characteristic




Number

Current Mentoring Status

Mentor





74

Mentee





123

Unassigned





63 

Total






260

Gender






Female





253

Male






7

Age

16-19






12

20-24






21

25-34






97

35-50






101

50+






4

Missing Info





25

Ethnicity

African





2 

Asian






16

Mixed Race





3

White






229

Other






3

Missing Info





7

Qualifications

None






65

Standard Grades/ SVQ 1 or 2


68

Highers/ SVQ 3




16

HND/ SVQ 4





15

Degree or equivalent



9

Postgraduate qualification



3

Other






14

Missing Info





59

Employment Status When Joined

Education full time




3

Education part time




5
Other not in paid work



35
Paid work full time




7

Paid work part time




14

Registered unemployed



101

Training full time




4

Training part time




3

Missing info





88

Most of the Fresh Start lone parents were women, seven were men. Their ages ranged from 16 to 50 years or over. Most people were aged between 25 and 50 years. Individuals were asked to self-define their ethnicity and it is known that 88% self-defined as ‘white’ and 6% ‘Asian’. The project has reached increasing numbers of lone parents from black and ethnic minority groups over time with more than half of the total number coming to the project in Year 3.

The employment status at the point of registration was recorded for more than half of all lone parents (66%). It is known that 101 lone parents were registered unemployed when they joined the project, which is 59% of the total recruited. 51 of those lone parents also provided information about the length of time they had been unemployed, so that it is it known that 33% of lone parents had been unemployed for one year or more before registering with Fresh Start. 

Almost three quarters of lone parents who registered had low incomes and were financially dependent on Income Support. However, the past experiences, circumstances and needs of the lone parents who have joined Fresh Start are diverse. Mentors/participants include lone parents with work experience as well as individuals lacking in basic skills and with no previous experience of either training or employment. Some have poor health or suffer from depression and/or addiction issues. Although it is known that 25% had no qualifications, 5% are qualified to degree level or above. Amongst those most in need of support are lone parents who lack confidence and self esteem and require substantial help in moving closer to employment, education or training. It is in understanding and working with the lone parents as a heterogeneous group that the expertise of One Plus lies. 

The data presented in the table above highlights how Fresh Start differs from many mentoring programmes where mentors tend to be female, white and middle class (Hall, 2003).  The narrow gap that exists between Fresh Start  mentors and participants  is important since previous studies have found (see Hall, 2003; Colley, 2003) that, in order for mentoring to be effective, the power differential between mentor and participant should not be great and the experiences of the mentors should not be too far from those of the participants.

4.2 Mentors’/Participants’ Outcomes

This section looks at both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ outcomes for lone parents who engage with the project. ‘Hard’ outcomes are discussed in relation to the targets set by the project funder and include moving into education, employment or training. Analysis of the ‘soft’ outcomes for lone parents follows discussion of the development of the soft indicators, as part of the monitoring and evaluation framework.

4.2.2 Outcomes

Although no targets were set for the number of clients retained on the project in Year 3, a target of 73% was suggested in earlier years and the project has achieved this guideline figure. 26% of lone parents left the project without completing. The majority of ‘early leavers’ ceased contact without giving a reason, and project staff were unable to re-establish any contact. Others gave reasons for leaving the project. Two people moved into employment; two people moved away from the project catchment area; seven individuals said they no longer needed the support of the programme, for example because they were in contact with other support services or because they wanted to focus on job searching without involvement in the programme. Overall though, these findings support the view that the project has been successful in retaining recruited participants and sustaining their motivation and interest. 

Table 4 shows the number and type of positive outcomes that lone parents on Fresh Start have achieved. The tables show that in total, 77 lone parents who have registered with the programme have moved into employment, education or training. This is 30% of the total recruited. 

Table 4. Positive Outcomes Fresh Start Mentors and Participants

Positive Outcomes

Total to Date

Employment F/T



23



Employment P/T



6

Training F/T




15

Training P/T




27

Education F/T



4

Education P/T



2

Total = 77

Through mentoring relationships, mentors and participants can begin to address barriers to achieving personal goals. Participants can receive support and help through difficult stages in their lives and gain stability and continuity through their mentoring relationship. This support has enabled some to move on within the project to engage with Mentor Training. Others have engaged in activities outwith the project. Figures provided by the project to the project funder are present in the table below and show the outcomes for participants who have registered to date.

Table 5. Positive Outcomes Fresh Start Participants
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Through mentoring, mentors can build and develop their skills for work and life by improving soft skills, such and communication, as well as their motivation, self esteem and confidence. Table 6 shows the outcomes for lone parent mentors to date.

Table 6. Positive Outcomes Fresh Start Mentors

[image: image3.emf]Mentoring Project 05-06 - Fourth Quarter 

(Mentors)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Recruited

Undertake

Training

Complete

Training

Become

Active

Mentors

Achieve

Qualifications

Progress to FT

Employment

Progress to

PT

Employment

Progress to

Further

Education

Progress to

Higher

Education

Apr-06 May-06 Jun-06 Total Total to Date Annual Target


A strength of the project has been a focus on achieving sustainable outcomes for lone parents. In practice, this means staff work closely with lone parents to help identify and support them in working towards their personal and long-term goals. Staff encourage individuals to take up opportunities, to take small steps towards long-term goals, for example through volunteering or part-time work, training or education. These are opportunities that lone parents can take up while continuing to access support from and attendance at Fresh Start. This way of working is reflected in the figures in Table 4 which show that more than half of the lone parents who achieved positive outcomes moved into training, either full or part time. Lone parents have been able to access training courses within One Plus as well as a through range of agencies with which staff have developed close links, such as local colleges and voluntary organisations.

  4.2.1 Soft Indicators 

In addition to the basic profiling information, a number of soft indicators were developed as part of the monitoring and evaluation framework. These explore mentors’/participants’ interests, barriers and competencies in relation to a number of employability related factors. They are measured using a set of questions which are reproduced in Table 7 below.

Table 7. Distance Travelled Questions

	Competencies - You probably feel more confident about being able to do some things than others. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate the following as something you feel you can do?

1 = don’t feel at all confident about doing this                 5 = Feel very confident I can do this 

	Working with people

Understanding lone parent issues

Contacting NDLP Advisor

Getting what you want from a NDLP Advisor 

Knowledge of local projects 

Getting what you want from employers 

Getting what you want from college

Involvement in voluntary and community activities

Finding time to do what you want

Setting realistic goals

Writing CVs

Making a job application 

	Interests - Again on a scale of 1 to 5 can you let us know which of the following things you are interested in doing in the next few months?

1 = not interested    5 = extremely interested   NA = not applicable 

	Meeting new people

Getting out of the house 

Keeping or developing your skills for future employment

Getting involved in formal education or training

Encouraging other lone parents 

Gaining new qualifications or experience

Reducing stress 

Improving your health 

	Barriers - Several things are considered barriers to moving into work or education. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate the following as being a barrier for you?  

1 = no problem    5 = major problem 

	Managing bills and debt when changing source of income

Benefit delays when changing source of income

Loss of benefits e.g. school meals

Childcare problems

Family issues

Health issues

Lack of education/training 

Lack of experience 

Lack of self confidence

Literacy

Lack of transport

Housing issues 

Criminal record

Racial discrimination 

Drug abuse 

Alcohol abuse

Physical disability

Long term illness

HIV/AIDS

Language 


On registering for the project mentors/participants are asked to complete these questions. This is a self assessment where lone parents rate, on a scale of one through to five, their level of confidence and the extent to which they believe a given set of barriers to have an impact on entering work or education. Lone parents are asked to complete this same set of questions when they exit the project. However, these soft indicators could also be measured during participants’ involvement with a project to chart progress over time.

The data collected is input to the Access database which has been set up to produce graphs detailing the distance travelled between the two dates for mentors/participants on a group or individual basis. These can be generated to allow analysis of the effectiveness of the project and can be reviewed at regular intervals to track progress. The same graphs can be produced on an individual client basis allowing case studies to be built to illustrate particular aspects of the support the project provides to lone parents. In total, 51 lone parents have now completed the soft indicators on entry and when leaving Fresh Start. Lone parents’ confidence in relation to all key employability factors have shown an increase. Those with the greatest level of increase are:

· Feeling confident about contacting an NDLP adviser;

· Feeling confident about getting what you want from an NDLP adviser; and

· Feeling confident about your knowledge of local projects.

A key function of mentoring is signposting and supporting individuals to access services. Increased confidence in these areas suggests that through Mentor Training and mentoring relationships, lone parents can access services effectively. 

In Year 2 only a small increase in confidence was reported in ‘getting what you want from employers’ while in Year 3 lone parents overall have shown a much greater increase in confidence in this area. 

Table 8 presents the results from the Distance Travelled data for mentors and participants. Here distance travelled is measured across a range of key competencies including ‘getting what you want from an NDLP adviser’, ‘getting what you want from an employer’, ‘setting realistic goals’ and ‘CV writing’. The table shows that the competencies of the mentors and participants on a range employability related competencies has increased.  

Table 8.  Competencies: Distance Travelled All Reviewed Clients
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The distance travelled by lone parents in relation to their interests in a range of employability indicators is presented in table 9. Key indicators here, include ‘getting out of the house’, ‘developing skills for future employment’ and ‘improving your health’.  The pattern of change for all clients by the end of Year 3 mirrors that in Year 2. Lone parents expressed a high level of interest in the areas examined and there was little change across all of these areas. There are a number of possible reasons for this but it is likely that these are priorities for those lone parents who join Fresh Start and they have an expectation that the project will address these. 

Table 9. Interests: Distance Travelled for all Reviewed Clients
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The last distance travelled chart presented in Table 10 shows lone parents’ distance travelled in relation to a broad range of barriers to moving into work or education. In this chart a reduction in the overall score illustrates a positive development for the project. The picture in terms of barriers is complex. This may be due to the increased number of indicators or, indeed, the more complex nature of the barriers faced by lone parents moving towards work.  At the end of Year 3 the factors which are viewed as less of a barrier are:

· benefit delays when making the transition; 

· childcare; 

· family issues; 

· health issues; 

· lack of education/training; 

· lack of experience/skills; 

· lack of confidence; 

· literacy; 

· lack of transport;

· housing; 

· having a criminal record;

· language; and 

· drug/alcohol abuse. 

However, the following are viewed as greater barriers by lone parents than they were when they entered the Fresh Start project: 

· managing bills and debt during the transition; 

· lost or reduced benefits during the transition to employment; 

· racial discrimination; 

· physical disability; 

· long term illness; and

· HIV/AIDS. 

At the end of Year 3, the number of factors lone parents view as a barrier is less than those reported at Year 2. This suggests the project is more effectively targeting support. For example, language is one factor which is now viewed as less of a barrier where lone parents at Year 2 did not feel this was the case. It is known that both a greater number of lone parents from black and ethnic minority groups have been recruited by One Plus and that staff have developed links with a range of support services for these individuals. Specifically, staff ensure that individuals have access to English language support when required. It is the impact of this work which could be evidenced in the soft indicators. 

The indicator which measured the greatest change was “lost or reduced benefits during the transition to employment”. This was perceived as a much greater barrier by lone parents when leaving the project than when they started. This is consistent with other research that shows there are particular concerns about benefits and financial changes in the period of transition from benefits to employment (Woodland et al 2003; Gillespie et al 2005) and that benefits lost or delayed were of most concern amongst mothers who had actually gone through the process of moving into education or work (Gillespie et al 2003).  

Table 10. Barriers: Distance Travelled All Reviewed Clients
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The measurement of distance travelled using soft indicators allows project staff and policy makers to see the impact of this type of intervention on the expectations and aspirations of lone parents.  The soft indicators presented above, when used together with hard indicators produced through the positive outcomes recorded by the project, provide a detailed picture of the effectiveness of the project and the impact of the intervention on the individual.  In the long term, the data can be analysed to provide information on the average time it takes an individual to enter the labour market assessed from their individual starting point.  

5. Views of Fresh Start mentors and participants

The evidence presented in this section is drawn mainly from the group interview which was held with the mentors/participants in April 2006. Table 11 provides an overview of the characteristics of the focus group’s participants. The focus group was well attended by both mentors and participants who had joined at different stages and had been involved with the project for different periods of time. 

The interview schedule was informed by phase 1 and 2 research tools to allow comparative analysis of findings from each stage of evaluation. The group interview explored mentors’/participants’ experiences of Fresh Start - of the training and support provided by the project and the impact of the project on their heath, well-being and future goals.

Table 11. Characteristics of Mentor and Participant Group Interview Participants

Characteristic


Number

Mentor status



Mentor



11


Participant



4

Total 




15

Gender

Male




1

Female



14

Age

25-34 6

35-50 9

Months since recruited 

4-6 2

7-12 2

13-24 8

25-36




3

5.1 Expectations of Fresh Start

Thinking back to when they first joined Fresh Start, mentors/participants said they were unsure what their expectations had been. For most, it was really important to meet other lone parents with whom they could share their experiences. Mentors/participants described what the Fresh Start programme was to them:

“Lone parents supporting lone parents.”

“It’s giving you a chance to look into different things that affect us as lone parents. Just ways to help yourself and other people to improve their situation and meet people in the same boat which I think is really important.”
5.2 The mentoring relationship

The matching of mentors and participants has evolved since the beginning of the project. In Year 2 mentors/participants self-matched within their groups. However, this approach made it difficult to track matches. Also, lone parents described a lack of confidence in self-matching and felt this should be facilitated by staff. All mentor matches are now facilitated by staff. 

In Year 3 mentors/participants were assigned a Mentor Support Worker. Also, all mentors and those participants who wished to attend training could join a group and meet for training sessions once a week. Organising the training in this way means that more experienced mentors were able to support and encourage less confident lone parents. Within groups staff facilitate ‘practice mentoring sessions’, usually between two lone parents who established a connection, by offering support to individual’s issues raised during group meetings. When mentors are ready to work with participants, staff arranged a formal match outwith the group. Lone parents have reported that keeping the mentoring relationships separate from the support and training session was important for them being able to maintain the boundaries of their mentoring relationships and benefit fully from the support available.

Lone parents described their experiences of mentoring relationships. The early stages are primarily about getting to know the person and building trust. First meetings can be challenging and mentors described the range of activities and approaches they have adopted to reduce the tension and ‘get the mentoring relationship started’;

“My first meeting, I go for coffee with them and I sit and explain that I’m there for them and that whatever they say is confidential and the circumstances under which I would break that if needs be. After that first initial meeting then I don’t need to sit over a table with a coffee because I think that can be quite intimidating. I find retail therapy is wonderful. Car boot sales and charity shops.”

“If you’re walking down the street with a friend, you talk you don’t walk in silence. It’s amazing the amount of talking you do and you have a laugh as well. It does help to build that friendship, walking down the street, having a laugh.”

“Everyone’s different as well. Some might want to go shopping and others might want to sit. It’s their time and they can decide what to do.”

The second stage evaluation examined in some detail the use of the telephone in the mentoring relationship. It was evident that the telephone plays a crucial role.  Using mobile phones is particularly important in the early stages of relationship building when text messaging often feels less intrusive.  

Mentors/participants who are matched usually meet once a week for one-two hours. The length of the relationship depends on individuals’ needs but is usually not less than three months. Mentors provide support with a range of practical and emotional issues. Examples described by lone parents included, supporting their participants to access money advice; providing guidance with employment or training issues; or giving emotional support in coping with stressful issues. Lone parents described the strengths of mentor support and said they had gained in the following areas:

· Accessing and getting what you want from services;

· Increasing confidence and self esteem; and

· Adult company and reducing isolation

5.2.1 Boundaries and goal setting

Mentors/participants explained that at initial meetings it was important to agree the ground rules of the relationship. Typically, mentors would discuss when and how often they should meet and explain confidentiality issues. At the group interview, lone parents discussed complex issues connected with agreeing, setting and maintaining the boundaries of their mentoring relationships. Most agreed the training had laid sufficient emphasis on the importance of establishing boundaries and provided them with clear guidance on how to do this effectively. However, some felt that the training could do more to help them put this learning into practice. In the quotes below interviewees discuss issues relating to maintaining boundaries. One mentor suggests there should be more emphasis on assertiveness:

I3: In my situation it was really difficult because I didn’t really know what I was to do when [my participant] was overstepping the boundaries because obviously I felt there were times when I was trying to do things but I knew she needed support and I didn’t want to be rude or nasty but at the same time…

I1: We are trained to be nice but we’re not being trained to be assertive or to say no… I think we could have more help with that - being more assertive towards a person.

Interviewees clearly viewed boundary setting as crucial to minimising the risks associated with entering into a mentoring relationship. Both mentors and participants illustrated the responsibilities that mentors and participants have and must uphold if relationships are to be successful. Any mentor programme must reflect this in the content of training and the approach to supervision. The training and support provided by Fresh Start is examined in detail in section 3 of this report.

In definitions of mentoring, emphasis is generally laid on the focused and goal-oriented nature of this type of relationship in contrast with befriending, which is about providing informal social support and building a trusting relationship over time (Befriending Network Scotland, 2005). The present research found substantial overlap between these two types of support. Several of the mentors interviewed felt that the skills they used, particularly the early stages of their relationships, focused on relationship building and other key befriending skills. This process was often essential in building trust and increasing the mentee’s confidence and self-esteem.

The research examined the experience of goal setting and most lone parents’ explained that this was rarely a straightforward task. Even where goals had been set early on in the mentoring relationship, the changing circumstances of individuals could lead to shifts and change. In the following quote, one mentor describes a situation where identifying an achievable, common goal presented challenges. This mentor illustrates the importance of a trust-based relationship to successful mentoring. This takes time and, for some individuals, progress can be slow and uneven:

“The person I worked with had one particular goal in his life, which I’m not here to discuss. I couldn’t help him with that and I thought ‘what is the point really’ because he was so focused on this one particular thing. I said ‘if it’s not really what you want then you don’t need to see me’ but he said himself that it takes time. Now he initiates it, to meet up and although it might only be half an hour and he might not say much he does not want to break ties. We are making slow progress but we are getting there.”

The ideal mentoring relationship then, is based on mutual trust and commitment, where each person is responsible and honest but above all realistic about what can be achieved. Reflecting the findings of previous research (Phillip, Shucksmtih and King, 2003; Kendrick, Hunter and Cadman, 2005), what is clearly important is having the non-judgemental and non-professional support and friendship from a mentor. This was evidently valued as highly as, if not more than, the outcomes in Fresh Start.

5.4.1 Mentor expenses

Mentors/participants highlighted a range of practical issues which can impact on the mentoring relationship. Childcare arrangements can limit the amount of people mentors can work with as well as where and when they can meet. This was raised as a key concern for parents who preferred not to involve their children in the mentoring relationship. Lone parents also felt that having to claim expenses for their meetings could affect their meetings. As the following quotes illustrate, while most felt confident about claiming their expenses, having to cover costs put a strain on many people’s budgets. There was a feeling that it would be better to be given money in advance and that they should be trusted to spend the money responsibly:

“It’s easy to claim them back and you do get it but you have to wait for it to go into the bank. A lot of us are struggling for money at it is.” 
“It’s a real pain when you have to fork out in advance and then claim the expenses back when you are surviving on benefits. Sometimes I don’t have bus fares into town or somewhere to meet them and then pay for coffee and stuff and sometimes paying their bus fare too.” 

“I think to have a bit of trust and maybe being given a float upfront so that we could get money in advance and not have to fork out would be better.”

5.3 Mentors’/participants’ views on Fresh Start support and training

Mentors need to be equipped to deal appropriately with a range of situations and, for mentoring to work, a great deal of support is needed for the mentors themselves. This section of the report focuses on the lone parents’ experiences of the training and support provided by the project. The findings are drawn mainly from the group interview. Aware that the training programme they had attended was new and still in the piloting stage, the group was keen to reflect on its experiences and contribute to the development of the programme. The range of support and training delivered by Fresh Start is as follows:

· Formal training and supervision is combined and delivered at weekly group meetings;

· Mentor Support Workers provide one-to-one support to mentors and participants, as well as the most vulnerable lone parents until they are ready to join a group and often this support will be ongoing; and

· Informal support for both mentors and participants is provided by promoting an open-door policy at the office and encouraging mentors/participants to telephone staff at any time.

The first training that lone parents receive focuses on personal social development. They attend the six sessions at the College of Holistic Medicine in Glasgow and six sessions at One Plus, led by a Mentor Support Worker. The training delivered by the facilitator at the College of Holistic Medicine was well liked by lone parents we interviewed and at informal meetings in which Fresh Start service users have been very positive about their experiences of these sessions. Lone parents we interviewed found the training both challenging and intellectually stimulating and said the sessions helped them to reflect on past experiences and life course. Some found this to be positive and viewed this as an important process if they were to be able to mentor someone else:

“I really enjoyed the classes that we had at the college; they just opened my eyes to totally different things. She talked about taking off the blinkers and widening your experiences.”

Accepting this, lone parents at the group interview exchanged a range of views on their experiences and a number of valuable points were raised. The training encourages individuals to acknowledge their personal fears and personal life course. Some people loved this and described the experience as “someone switching a light on.” Others found the approach more problematic because they felt it could raise issues that would potentially be difficult for mentors/participants as well as staff to handle:

“It forced you to look at yourself more deeply. Take the blinkers off to yourself and how you’ve been.”

“It wasn’t always positive or always easy. I found it quite difficult at times.”

The researchers asked if there was anything they would change about this first stage of the programme and a number of suggestions were made. There was agreement amongst a number of interviewees that one thing they would change would be ‘if you could speak back’. One woman described her experience of participation:

“I opened my mouth and I said the wrong thing, remember? And I got a rollicking. What was in my head never came out my mouth and I wished I hadn’t opened my mouth.”

This may be linked to the development of self confidence as can be seen from the comments below. Thinking about any changes they would make to the training they had received, there was a strong feeling that mentors/participants could get more from the training, if it were delivered to more established groups:

“When I went there I thought it was too much for me and now, if I was there I think I would talk more and understand better. I would really love to see her now.”

“I just think now the group is established. If the group had a chance to pair up with each other and spend some time with each other before we went to college it would be better.” 

The training explores personal issues and interviewees felt they would have been more open and honest about if they had known other people in group. They explained that at the beginning of the programme they all felt low in confidence and that it requires a great deal of confidence to reflect on and speak about personal issues in front of people you do not know.

“Keep in mind you didn’t really know anyone else in the room and the things that she’s asking is quite personal and you might feel guarded and don’t want to say you feel this or that.”

I6: I think then you would be able to challenge her better as well.

I2: Yeah, I think we were all insecure and unsure if what she was asking was a direct question. You never knew where you stand with her.

Interviewees reflected on the aims of the personal and social development and felt it was important that they addressed their personal issues and choices, before mentoring other lone parents. This clear understanding of the purpose of the personal social development had been achieved by introducing the ethos and key aims of peer mentoring throughout these sessions. This gives evidence that the first stage of the programme is well connected and provides a good introduction to the One Plus mentoring training. 

5.4 Accredited Mentor Training

One Plus now delivers an accredited mentor training programme approved by the Scottish Qualifications Authority. All mentors/participants receive this training and submission of coursework for accreditation is optional. Overall the interviewees clearly felt confident and well prepared in their role as mentors. Again, the individuals interviewed by the researchers were keen to contribute to the development of the training delivered by One Plus. Key points which emerged in relation to the training they had received included the following:

· Condense the content to avoid repetition. Interviewees felt that the same topics were sometimes covered in different activities. This resulted in a loss of interest and boredom for some;

· Emphasise the importance of attendance. Interviewees felt that while individual circumstances meant some people would not be able to attend every session, attendance was important. They felt more stress should be laid on the importance of attendance at the start of the course; and

· Provide a programme for the training so that participants understand the structure of the training programme. Interviewees felt it would be helpful if the training had a clear structure and they were able to see ahead and get a sense of the different elements of the training.

Interviewees said they would like to have a permanent space for the group, a space of which they could have some ownership. Individuals explained that not having such a space made them feel they weren’t valued and that One Plus as an organisation did not consider the Fresh Start programme as important.
Interviewees felt it was necessary to make these changes in order to sustain participants’ interest and motivation throughout the course. However, a strength of the training has been that its demands have not distorted mentoring relationship in any way so it is important that any changes do not reduce accessibility.

In Fresh Start, supervision and training are combined in the group sessions where mentors/participants have space to discuss emotional and practical issues, and the mentor support worker is there to facilitate group support. 

“If you are looking for someone else’s opinion or use someone else as a sounding board then that is what that facility is for… They might have been dealing with an issue too and can give you some advice.”
“It’s a sounding board, the same as what the mentor is for the mentee. They come in and discuss issues without having to go into great detail or breaking confidentiality.”

Supporting the findings of the second stage evaluation, groups with a diverse ethnic mix of people were viewed positively with the mentors/participants feeling that they shared experiences as women and as lone parents across their ethnic backgrounds. There was also a feeling that all the mentors/participants had learned about the different cultures of the women involved in the group. 

The group support was clearly important to everyone. It gives mentors/participants an opportunity to share experiences and explore possible solutions to issues and situations that were occurring in their everyday lives.  Importantly though, lone parents said that while the supporting role of the group was vital it did sometimes take the focus away from the aims of the training:

“We do need the support and that’s fine but if the class could run on a different day from that then you get your work done and that allocated time.”

“a lot of us felt that you just want to get your teeth into it and something would happen that day and it just wouldn’t happen and maybe the next time as well it wouldn’t happen as well.”

Some people felt that it would better to have parallel support and supervision sessions which run alongside the training so that trainees could progress with the course work more steadily. 

5.5 Mentors’/participants’ views on the impact of project

When asked about the most important factor helping them to move towards work or education since becoming involved with the Fresh Start Project, increased confidence and learning to appreciate their existing skills were cited by mentors/participants.

“I think you value yourself a wee bit more as well.”

“Confidence. I would never say I was under confident but I was always down on myself and now I’m not going about singing my praises, but I can see a lot of good points in myself.”

Some interviewees had raised their aspirations through their participation and increased engagement with their communities. Most people at the group interview had taken steps to move into or towards employment, education or training;

“I think it changes your direction because now you have to stop and take a look at the direction you want to go in and what you want to do in your life. It’s easy for us all to run out and get a job in a supermarket but is that where we want to see our future? So we have decided, I think a lot of us, to look at our options and see what we really want because we are changing as people as well.”

“I have joined up for a community workshop job in Rutherglen Main Street which is a drop-in centre. I am hopefully going to be trained in stress management. “

Some individuals had registered with Fresh Start specifically because they wanted to work in mentoring or a related field and said that the programme had given them the necessary experience to apply for jobs or further training. Although most interviewees felt that the qualification they could gain from Fresh Start would not in itself lead to a job, they did describe ways they believed participation in the project had increased their employability. Through Fresh Start, lone parents have access to help and support from within One Plus with job search, filling applications and writing CVs. Staff have also encouraged mentors/participants to work in the office alongside project staff when space is available. One Plus is experienced in working with lone parents and provides help with access to childcare. However, access and cost of childcare were still identified as the main barrier to individuals moving closer to employment.

“When you’re filling out job application forms then it helps you when giving examples of when you had experience in things. I applied for the job and I got it, I start in three weeks.”

“We are not going to get jobs just because we have done this with Fresh Start. It’s not a proper qualification, but it has given us confidence.” 

Overall, lone parents explained that the combination of support they had received from the project had led to increased confidence and self-esteem and for some had raised aspirations. This included support from staff, group sessions and mentoring relationships. Lone parents felt that engagement with the programme had increased their employability not only through their personal and social development but in practical ways by encouraging them to set realistic goals giving them access to appropriate agencies and services.

6. Organisational Capacity 

The following section presents the findings from the assessment of the capacity of One Plus to support the development of mentoring for lone parents. The findings are drawn from evidence gathered in stages 1 and 2 of the evaluation as well as data collected in Year 3 which included an interview with the mentor co-ordinator, a focus group with staff held towards the end of the third year, as well as information from the review of the minutes and reports from the Project Steering Group.  The development of the Mentor Training into an accredited qualification is also outlined in this section.  

6.1 Capacity of One Plus 

During the first two years of the programme, evaluation illustrated the capacity of One Plus to support the development of Fresh Start. Year 1 and 2 comments on organisational capacity included:

· Locating the mentoring project within the organisation and providing resources was identified as a key element in its success;
· While the project fits well within One Plus, its position should be reviewed regularly;

· Relationships with external agencies should be developed and maintained to increase the number of options available to mentors and participants when they are ready to move on; and

· The continued development of the training course towards accreditation should be supported by One Plus and resources directed towards it where possible. 

Evidence from all three years of the initiative shows that, where there is time to establish good relationships between the project and the base organisation (One Plus), well planned structures and clearly defined roles and progression for participants, mentors and staff can occur. The set-up period of the first year clearly allowed the project to extend its recruitment, develop more effective training packages for mentors and establish a body of expertise amongst staff that could be built on when the project was cascaded out to One Plus in Easterhouse. 

The third year evaluation highlighted that One Plus continued to develop its capacity to support the Fresh Start Project.  A number of aspects of this capacity are worth highlighting:

· The extensive knowledge and experience of One Plus of the diverse needs of lone parents:
· Awareness of the needs of those furthest from the labour market, such as low self esteem and self confidence; and 
· As such, are able to provide substantial help to those seeking to access employment.  
This expertise, together with the reputation of One Plus has been invaluable for the Fresh Start Project.  In addition, One Plus has an in-depth understanding of the range of services involved in supporting lone parents both into work and in supporting them to sustain that work.   
The Fresh Start Project has also been able to draw from the strong links and relationships that One Plus has with other voluntary organisations and public sector bodies.  The links with the Scottish Mentoring Network have been important over the three years the project has been in operation.   However, Fresh Start has also developed some new relationships with organisations operating across Glasgow Fresh Start staff have created a database of contacts which they have shared with the organisation, but primarily the One Plus Lone Parent Helpline.

The infrastructure provided by One Plus has allowed the Fresh Start Project to be both innovative and flexible over the three years. This would not have been possible in a smaller, less well established organisation.  This applies to the training element of the Fresh Start Project as it would have been more difficult to develop the Accredited Mentoring Training without the support provided by the infrastructure of One Plus. 

In addition, undertaking a strategic approach to development of a pilot project invariably means using evidence that has been gathered during that phase to inform organisational change. There is no doubt that the monitoring and evaluation framework has generated a breadth and depth of information about the impact and processes of developing a mentoring project that has seldom been available. 

6.2 Staff Focus Group 

In May 2006 a focus group was held with project staff, including the staff from the satellite project in Easterhouse. The focus group was designed to explore the views and experiences of the staff on how the project has evolved in its 

third year in operation.

Project development was discussed in the focus group followed by the links created, both internal and external over the course of the operation of the project.  How these factors contribute to the capacity of One Plus to develop mentoring for lone parents is discussed in this section.

The nature of the current project is based on the learning that took place in the first phase.  The staff believe that they are reaching ‘hidden’ people who are not engaged with any other projects.  As a result of working with lone parents who, for various reasons, are a considerable distance from the labour market, project staff are now developing a level of expertise in working with this group and can recognise the issues faced by lone parents. This level of recognition allows them to create an appropriate and realistic support package to enable the lone parent to move on.   They also recognise when a lone parent may require a more intensive support package.  The level of expertise that is developing within the project means that the balance can be struck between person centred support and keeping employability in mind when providing support to lone parents. 

The planned development of an Initial Assessment Tool in conjunction with the College of Holistic Medicine may contribute to the capacity of One Plus to support the development of mentoring for lone parents.  Such a tool would allow One Plus to signpost lone parents to the most appropriate project when they are initially referred to the organisation.   

Project staff also felt that support services and opportunities available for lone parents within One Plus provide an important support framework for the project.  Lone parents who come in to the Fresh Start project therefore get the benefit of the range of services and opportunities available providing excellent value for money for funders. Over the two years that the Fresh Start project has been in operation, it has built strong links with other projects within One Plus such as Sustainable Employment.  

In addition to the internal networks that have built up over the duration of the project, several links have been created with organisations and agencies external to One Plus.  However, there was some concern about other employability projects being less client centred than Fresh Start and encouraging lone parents to take the first job that comes along rather than exploring realistic possibilities with lone parents.   There was also an acknowledgement that further work is required in making links with external agencies and organisations. Particularly strong links were developing with the Working for Families projects across Glasgow, highlighting the potential for joint working.  

Project staff also felt that there was a lack of support from professionals such as health visitors in the second phase of the project. They had some anecdotal evidence that health professionals were wary of mentoring, feeling that it may be potentially harmful to their client group. There was also recognition that these perceptions could be challenged through creating positive relationships with professionals concerned.  Furthermore, such attitudes may hinder referral procedures both from One Plus to other agencies and vice versa. 
6.3 Staff Views of Mentor Training

The findings presented in the following section are based on the analysis of the staff focus group and face to face interview with the project co-ordinator as well as the review of the Project Steering Group reports and minutes.  The staff discussed the accredited training package they have developed. They see this as a comprehensive and intensive training programme, which reflects the complex range of skills involved in mentoring. Moreover, it is underpinned by the organisation’s commitment to investing in the personal development of the individuals who engage with One Plus support. For them, the quality of the training is reflected in the broad range of positive outcomes that have been recorded and individuals have achieved. Staff have also been encouraged by the growing popularity of the programme as there is now a waiting list for Fresh Start. The project co-ordinator anticipates developing a pre-mentor training course in order to meet demand and give lone parents an opportunity to learn more about mentoring and access the range of support available through One Plus. Course participants could then choose whether to move on to the accredited course where appropriate. 

Conscious of the new lessons and expertise the staff have developed within Fresh Start, One Plus have been proactive in disseminating both lessons and key outputs from the project through individual organisations with an interest in mentoring as well as through the Scottish Mentoring Network. As well as representing One Plus on the board of the Scottish Mentoring Network, staff have delivered talks about the project at a range of events and made key resources including the Fresh Start mentor handbook available through the Network. In this way the project has become both a learning tool and an example of good practice for others developing work in the mentoring field.

Through this dissemination work, staff have thought through the possibilities for roll out and replication. One Plus are confident that the Fresh Start mentor training would be relevant for other organisations who are also part of the employability framework and working with other vulnerable groups such a homeless or individuals with problems of substance abuse. Next steps for One Plus will be to consider the mechanisms for sharing and further developing their work, for example through providing consultancy.

Mentor Support Workers shared their experiences of delivering the training and identified a number of challenges they have had to address. In this last year of operation, the programme has been effective in attracting lone parents from Black and Ethnic minority groups. However, in order to properly meet the individual needs of these lone parents, the project has required extra resources and additional staff training. The project has been able to address most individual needs through joint working with local Ethnic Minority organisations. However, the limitations of the interpreting services which exist in Glasgow, has meant that language has proven to be the biggest barrier to participation for this group of lone parents. 

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

At the end of Stage One it was reported that there was clear evidence that mentors involved in the project had experienced positive change, and much good practice had been developed in supporting participants in their new roles as mentors.  Much has changed since that first stage evaluation. 

In the second phase of the evaluation it was reported that positive outcomes measured by the hard indicators such as lone parents into work continued to characterise the project and were complemented by the distance-travelled information which uses soft indicators. The use of both provided a more in-depth picture of the lessons that a volunteer mentoring project could offer for other projects examining the type of support that is required by lone parents wishing to go into work. 

The findings of the evaluation of the third phase of the Fresh Start Project have illustrated that overall the project has progressed in a positive direction.  The key findings, conclusions and recommendations are outlined below under headings developed from the original evaluation aims.  It is important to note, however, that these are not mutually exclusive but have been grouped under their primary area of interest. 

7.1 Key elements involved in developing peer mentoring

A number of key elements in developing peer mentoring for lone parents have been identified: 

· It is evident that the combination of support provided is what makes the project a success. The mentors are not mentoring in isolation and group support and training seems to have had as much of an impact, and for some more, than the mentoring. Crossing the border between befriending and mentoring has proved valuable.
· The location of the project within One Plus has been important over the three years. The lessons learnt throughout the evaluation have been taken on board and the necessary changes made where feasible. 

· Recommendation

Care should be taken when making decisions about the location of a peer mentoring project. For example, locating it within an organisation with a strong infrastructure, or with an organisation that has effective partnerships with and links to a range of other support services such as One Plus, will provide a supportive environment for both project staff and for those using the service. 

· In order to ensure that referrals are appropriate and the project is reaching its target group it is important to gather as much information as possible from referring agencies. This also helps with the matching process and allows for appropriate and adequate support to be provided to mentors. 

· Recommendation

The systems developed within One Plus over the three years of the evaluation should be used to ensure that as much information as possible is gathered as early in the process as possible in order that the correct support package is put together for the individual involved, or that an appropriate referral is made.  In addition, the use of a transitions form to track (re)engagement with the service can inform longer-term service development and planning and should be included in any future strategy.

· Ongoing person centred support is offered to both mentors and participants through team building events, group work, family and social activities and one to one support where appropriate. 

· Group supervision sessions for mentors enhance the personal development and employability of the volunteers. In addition they provide accountability for their work through the use of a ‘think feel do’ approach. However, in some cases the groups are large and support and supervision was often incorporated into the training sessions, which can be difficult to manage. This may not allow the space for issues to be discussed thoroughly or the best environment to ensure that any questionable practice and any problems or issues that individuals feel uncomfortable discussing in a group setting.

· Recommendation 

Peer mentoring projects need to make clear decisions around the distinction between group training and supervision and support sessions.  For the existing project, the development of a more formal, but flexible, system of mentor support would address this to an extent. It would also contribute to ensuring some checks and balances in support for mentors and protection for mentors, participants and staff.

7.2 Development of mentor training 

· A perceived lack of understanding of the mentoring process in other sections within One Plus was viewed as hindering the development of the Accredited Training Award. The Fresh Start team had the expertise to develop the training but not the expertise required to turn it into an SQA Accredited Award.  It is evident that the full three years of the Fresh Start was required to develop the accredited training because it is not an  ‘off the shelf’ package. The additional support of staff from other departments experienced in developing training has been necessary to achieve the quality and standards necessary for accreditation. 

Recommendation 

Where possible mentoring training programmes are best located in organisations with a background in developing and delivering training in order that quality is maintained.  

· Over the life time of the project the Life Coaching element, delivered as part of the preparatory training, has been important for the lone parents who have participated.  The training sessions delivered by the College of Holistic Medicine, who have been heavily involved in delivering the personal development and life coaching aspect of the training course is now seen as an addition rather than the backbone of the qualification.  

· Recommendation 

By developing relationships with qualified life coaching trainers the quality of the personal development aspect of the training can be assured without relying too heavily on one provider.

· Recommendation 

The project should maintain the preparatory stage of the training as this allows people to identify the level of activity and expert support they need and can give. It has the added advantage of avoiding the stigma of helplessness that can be a barrier to individuals requesting mentor support before building relationships.

7.3 Raised attainments of mentors and participants 

One strength of the Fresh Start is the development of peer mentors who retain a distance from ‘professionals’ but behave in a professional manner.  Mixing groups or mentors and participants, therefore blurring boundaries has worked to build the confidence of the most vulnerable. However it has also led to some frustration for others meaning that a delicate balance needs to be struck between the needs of each group. 

· Recommendation 

Progress towards goals must be measured regularly using the monitoring system developed through the Fresh Start Project, to ensure that the lone parents involved are moving in their chosen direction and consider whether any aspect of project delivery is a factor in decisions about participation.

· The project has provided a stepping stone toward work for a number of lone parents while drawing on links forged with external training providers and voluntary sector organisations as well as the spectrum of social and employability support provided within One Plus.  However, other lone parents have remained with the project for the three years it has been in operation which may highlight a lack of a robust strategic approach to empowering people to move on.  While work has been done to address this, it is important that lessons are learned from the experiences gained over the last three years. 

Recommendation

Links and referral routes must be well developed to ensure that a balance is maintained between providing a supportive environment with enabling mentors and participants to move on from Fresh Start when appropriate. This could be achieved through the development of a clear exit strategy for mentors and participants. 

7.4 Lessons for stakeholders in the employability field

At the time the second stage of the Fresh Start project was extended the Scottish Executive and partners were engaged in developing a national employability framework. The aim of that work was to examine the needs of those furthest from the labour market, outline the extent and nature of interventions to support moves towards sustainable employment  and make recommendations for increasing the capacity of partners to deliver more effective and co-ordinated support over the next three to five years. The lessons that the Fresh Start project holds for understanding the needs of the economically inactive and the possibilities of new methods of intervention are therefore of considerable value at this stage of Scottish Executive thinking. 

On the basis of the evidence gathered it appears that there are a number of lessons that the Fresh Start Initiative could share with others developing mentoring and employability policy and services. Most of these relate to the role of the frontline worker and the assessment process, however there are also a number of lessons relating to active management of local service provision (Scottish Executive, 2005).  The lessons include:

· Improved outcomes (for employment and education) of a holistic and reflective approach have occurred. These are based to an extent on the location of Fresh Start  within a sustainable larger organisation that can provide a range of services itself or in sustainable organisations that have strong links to other support services. In particular the robust management structure within One Plus has made delivery and development of provision more effective. Agencies with insecure funding and without good links would find it difficult to develop the quality of mentor support and management information that was achieved in the pilot.  A holistic approach is valuable where it allows a range of lone parents to identify and address a number of issues that act as barriers to their movement into, or return to, training or employment.  The varied skill levels as well as varied barriers can be more effectively responded to than a one size fits all approach.

· Recommendation 

The support provided by projects such as Fresh Start should not be time-bound but should be governed by the amount of support each lone parent requires to achieve their goals.  However, this approach should be within the context of development and review of exit strategies for mentors and participants. 

· There are difficulties as well as advantages in developing and sustaining a robust assessment and monitoring tool that informal and formal mentor support workers can use. 

· Recommendation

Time to use the information gathered as part of the ongoing Monitoring and Evaluation should be built into staff activities so that it can be used to develop the project. The monitoring and Evaluation framework must also be revised to reflect and changes in the operation of the project over time.

· There are considerable staff and volunteer development needs created in developing such an approach. For example,  mechanisms for identifying mentors and mentees and the point at which individuals can move into an effective ‘peer education’ model do not occur without a body of case studies and experience that longer term staffing can produce.  

· Recommendation 

While flexibility and informality are important, some formality is required to ensure good practice and personal safety for all involved. Therefore it is worth introducing a more formal, though flexible, review system to guide the one-to-one support sessions. 

· The need to meet the cost of meetings in the mentor relationship was a difficulty for some of the lone parents, most of whom were on a low income and they felt payment of expenses in advance would be reasonable in the circumstances.

· Recommendation 

It is recommended that, when funding such programmes, the budget allocation to support mentor/participants expenses for one-to-one meetings is adequate and takes into account the range of costs involved in travelling to meetings and paying for coffee, tea and on occasions snacks. The development of a policy whereby mentors could access expenses BEFORE meeting participants rather than having to seek reimbursement following the meeting would address this. These measures should be reviewed on a regular basis to ensure that planning and delivery address equality mainstreaming principles. 

· Measures to improve representation of communities and meet language and other support needs contributed to the value of the project for all participants. However, the project decided that there were boundaries to the support that it was able to provide and referral to other support services was made in some situations. 

· Recommendation

It is important for peer mentoring projects to develop in a way that is as inclusive as possible. Learning and support needs should be considered in planning from the outset, including setting in place referral arrangements to address situations where the project is unable to help individuals. 

7.5 Closing the Opportunity Gap 

· The mentoring programme has successfully supported some of the most vulnerable lone parents who are often disengaged from other services.   One of its strengths is perceived to be the focus on personal development and support towards personal goals. Nevertheless, the project achieved success in supporting groups of mentors and participants directly towards education and employment goals. 

· For lone parents at a distance from the labour market, an informal method of support has proved to be effective at increasing engagement with employment issues. This is likely to be true for other groups at some distance from work. There is a need to recognise the longer term resource base this entails if the concepts of welfare to work and lifelong learning are to be effectively connected for such groups. 

· The links between different employability services and projects are important in providing tailored support for lone parents moving towards the labour market. There is a need for small scale projects to understand their role in the chain of support services for non JSA clients, both within their own parent organisation and the wider employability landscape;

· Peer mentoring has proved to be an important asset in developing routes to work. However the constraints of inadequate childcare and financial issues continue to be significant structural barriers to employability for lone parents.

· Recommendation

It must be recognized that a project such as Fresh Start cannot address all the barriers to employment faced by lone parents. Childcare and financial problems remain important structural factors.
Overall, the lessons learned over the three years of Fresh Start should be taken into account when developing programmes of support for lone parents who wish to take up paid work. In particular, One Plus should consider developing a consultancy type programme through which they can offer support to other organisations wishing to develop peer mentoring for lone parents. 
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