Seventeen Steps to setting up a new mentoring project
Guidance for a prospective mentor partners

Preparation and Planning

1. Decide the level of need and consult

How many eligible careleavers are there in your catchment area, both leaving this year, and in previous years but still age under 21. This is your target market. An indicative rule of thumb is to divide the target group by the factor of four – this is the number, based on research, who may be interested in mentoring. The actual number will also depend on other provision.

How are they currently supported? Do they already have a mentoring scheme, personal advisors, other leaving care projects, aftercare support.  Although young people value volunteers – not all will need or want it, though this can change depending on what else is happening for that careleaver

Consult with young people and other agencies to ensure there is enough support for a scheme, that it would not duplicate others, and that it adds to the range of support and choice

2. Set clear aims and objectives

What difference will it make to young people?       

What is the aim of the project and what objectives will it need to reach to achieve that aim. Success will be measured against reaching both the process and outcome objectives

3. Identify resources

Experience and expertise in the field of leaving care

Experience and expertise in volunteer management

A credible mentoring model

Finance for staff, capital and running costs that will 

Cover all the stages required, including evaluation

4. Establish an Action Plan, Targets, Timetable and Budget

5. Set up an Advisory or Reference Group

6. Recruit a skilled Co-ordinator

7. Establish the policy and procedures manual, and training programme, and get it checked for compliance to both legal and good practice standards.

8. Design and develop information resources for potential careleavers, referrers and volunteers

RECRUITMENT and TRAINING

9. Recruit volunteers through local advertising, hold an information session, circulate a pack, interview volunteers and commence vetting procedures

10. Recruit prospective young people, both direct and through referrers

11. Deliver training to minimum standards and review suitability of participants at the end

MATCHING and MENTORING

12. Matching – over several months, using a mixture of complementary techniques including group events, personal interviews and paper profiles

13. Agree initial goals for relationships – which may include getting to know each other with a view to establishing a goal

14. Provide ongoing training, group and individual supervision opportunities

15. Ensure mentoring relationships have a recorded formal ending – whether through a meeting with the co-ordinator or confirmed by letter

EVALUATION

16. Keep Records and monitor turnover and outcomes

16. Evaluate and review

Appendix 2 - Peer Mentoring advisory checklist 

This checklist is aimed at those considering setting up a peer mentoring scheme as an innovation. It is based on discussions with those projects who have already piloted peer models and feedback from young people involved in the Leaving Care Initiative.

If you are considering setting up a peer mentoring scheme you must apply all the minimum standards already outlined in the toolkit and include specific proposals to address the issues listed below. These projects will be considered as ‘innovations’ and monitored and evaluated as such with a view to developing best practice.

The two partnerships who have developed and piloted peer mentoring are SOVA in Sheffield and Social Services in Westminster. Despite continued interest only one other partnership (RPS Rainer’s 16+ service in Kent) is running a peer mentoring scheme.

However many ‘traditional’ schemes involve peer careleavers in their development and training, and some are recruited as regular mentors alongside other mentors. It is not unusual for someone who was initially mentored to become a mentor. This integrationist approach reflects the fact that some careleavers choose to leave behind the ‘label’ of disadvantage and become part of a group of people in the community who are choosing to be volunteers.
1. Be clear about your definition of ‘peer’ 

The Leaving Care Initiative defines this as those people who have been through a similar experience who are ready, willing and able to share that experience in the role of a mentor. This means that they are not necessarily the same age but have been through a similar experience such as transition from care. The Prince’s Trust has run a peer mentoring scheme for its ‘team challenge’ programme (Volunteers Programme) which recruits a number of former participants of that programme to return as peer mentors providing group and one-to-one support enabling participants. This has improved retention rates and progression outcomes.

This definition means that whilst a peer may be of a similar age they must be ‘ready willing and able’ with a sufficient level of maturity and separation from their mentee so that personal issues will not detract from their role from being a ‘mentor’

2. Role

There needs to a clear statement of aims and objectives for a peer mentoring scheme that define the boundaries and roles of the relationship.

Within this the role of the peer mentor, particularly of a younger age, must be limited to what they are able to offer, and be task focused. Both peer mentors and their mentees discuss what they will work on and agree a limit to their expectations.

The Prince's Trust has had feedback from peer mentors that while they thought they were able and willing to undertake a role of providing general advice situations sometimes arose that raised uncomfortable issues for them as well as the person they wanted to support.

Training and preparation of peer mentors should identify this – especially around the issue of boundaries to their role. For example they can provide support by ‘showing someone the ropes’ in new accommodation in an unfamiliar area, visiting benefit or job centres together, providing assistance with studies.

In any relationship which is arranged as part of a formal scheme the same limitations to confidentiality, and behaviour apply, and this needs to be clear through training.

3. Age 

Whilst age does not reflect maturity or an ability to undertake mentoring in itself there are a number of key considerations:

What is the age of those they will be helping and what is the gap? There should be a significant difference in age, experience and maturity.

Are the peer mentors sufficiently young enough to still have relevant experience and advice?

For example a group of 19 - 25 year olds who have already left care may provide peer support to a group of 16 – 18 year olds who are about to, or have just left.
4. Offer a choice of a traditional mentor

If you are considering a peer mentoring scheme don’t assume that this is what all young people want or need. The Prince's Trust has discussed the use of peer mentors with careleavers and many prefer to choose a traditional older mentor precisely because they do not have a background in care, are older and from the local community.

The ideal mentoring project will offer young people a choice of a peer mentor or a non-peer mentor. In the two areas where peer mentoring for careleavers has been run (Sheffield and Westminster) each has had a second tier of support which young people have access to as well as, or instead of the peer support – a regular mentoring scheme and a leaving care team respectively. 

This also allows the peer mentor to have access to a mentor as well.

5. Referral for peer mentoring

Whilst anyone can initially refer or self-refer to a scheme – the careleaver is still the person who chooses why and what they want to gain from the experience. As we already know it is inappropriate, for example, that a social worker makes a referral with a request that mentoring deals with a particular issue, or uses the scheme as a service to complete a task decided in a pathway plan, or review. The mentor is there for the careleaver and the scheme should not be under any external pressure to complete tasks. Of course young people may as part of their pathway plan be taking on more responsibility to do things for themselves and can ask their mentor for help in this.

This is even more important in peer mentoring when the principle (and Prince’s Trust minimum standard for mentoring careleavers) is that the relationship is supplementary and complementary to statutory work or duties undertaken by leaving care teams or Personal Advisors.
6. Group mentoring and peer group work

Whilst mentoring for careleavers is one-to-one the mentors training in groups and support one another in group supervision. The role the group support and group mentoring is particularly applicable to peer mentoring. 

When a group of peer mentors is brought together they are providing peer support to each other, and when the training course is completed the group should continue as a support forum.

Volunteers must not be automatically matched when the course finishes but be allowed to attend the group and benefit from its support if that proves to more beneficial to them. It may be that whilst the careleaver came forward to give support they can change their mind in the light of the training and should be allowed to stay in this role. Westminster leaving care team have particularly developed this model of peer group mentoring.
7. Matching and meeting

When looking to match it is also worth considering group activities on an ongoing basis which are a mix of social and practical events that are relevant to leaving care – planning a group meal, planing an activity/trip.

Individual advice can sometimes be more freely given and taken in a group context. 

The group process can facilitate introductions and allow several pairs to come together socially, as well as one-to-one.
8. Supervision

It is particularly important to provide regular support to peer mentors to check that they are comfortable in their role. Peer mentoring should be considered to be far more time intensive than regular mentoring because the co-ordinator has two groups of careleavers, mentor and mentee, to support. 

As with regular mentoring the mentee must also have a clear and independent route to express concerns, complaints, or review the relationship.
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