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MENTORING
By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Indiana’s higher education leaders have an assignment just for you.

The presidents of the state’s public colleges and universities, along with a representative of the state’s private post-secondary schools, have signed a declaration to “encourage Hoosiers to vigorously support youth mentoring as a life-changing strategy for the personal, academic and economic success of Indiana children and youth.”

In their declaration, the presidents of Ball State, Indiana, Indiana State, Ivy Tech, Purdue, the University of Southern Indiana and Vincennes – along with the president of the Independent Colleges of Indiana – note the vital importance of earning a post-secondary degree or credential in this 21st Century economy. While acknowledging the unique influence of families and schools on student success, the higher ed leaders also offer a special assignment to the local community.

“A one-on-one relationship with a caring mentor can build upon a student’s strengths, identify and help a student overcome challenges and provide the encouragement and information necessary for the student to succeed in school and succeed in life.”

Summarizing the collaborative declaration, University of Indianapolis president Beverley Pitts stated, “Many of our problems would be solved, including more students earning degrees, if every child had a long-term mentor relationship in his or her life.”

The presidential proclamation is endorsed by Teresa Lubbers, who leads the Indiana Commission for Higher Education (ICHE). “I applaud our university presidents,” Lubbers said, “and join them in asking Hoosiers to consider becoming a mentor.”
Lubbers and the ICHE are recruiting mentors through College Success Mentoring (CSM), an initiative working with mentoring programs and high poverty high schools in East Chicago, Evansville, Ft. Wayne, Gary, Indianapolis and Marion. Mentors are matched with teens in the state’s Twenty-first Century Scholars program, which promises college funding to low-income students who earn good grades and display responsible conduct.

Despite the huge financial incentive of free college tuition, only 32 percent of Twenty-first Century Scholars earn a post-secondary degree or credential in six years, compared with 51 percent of students who receive no financial aid. Mentors can help improve these results.

“A quality mentor can play an essential role in guiding and supporting students in getting an education beyond high school,” Lubbers explained.
Succeeding beyond high school is the main message 16-year-old Ryan Jones is receiving from his CSM mentor, Matt Wright. Jones, who has been writing, rhyming and rapping since middle school, aspires to a degree from Indiana University and a career in the music industry. Wright recently encouraged that goal by locating a poetry reading event where Jones performed a “spoken word,” an art form combining poetry and storytelling, similar to rap but without the music.

“I’m expecting a young crowd,” Ryan recounted, “but whoa, it was like a retirement party. The people were so much older, but it was cool. Their style was more traditional, but I learned a lot.”

The sophomore’s poem was quite different from the Robert Frost selection read earlier in the evening, but Jones was well received. “I thought I would get a gentle response,” he said, “but I received a lot of applause and a lot of praise.”

Jones then performed his poem in front of 1,400 Indiana educators and youth workers during a statewide conference in Indianapolis. Ryan thanked Matt for giving him the courage to get up on stage, while Gwen Woodson, Ryan’s mother, her face beaming, soaked in her son’s performance and the resulting standing ovation.

Woodson said she and Ryan’s dad see the positive impact of a mentor on their son. “Matt can show Ryan some things that our family can’t show him,” Woodson said. “Matt can tell Ryan about his own college experience while helping Ryan get ready for his career in the work world.”

Wright, meanwhile, also has advice for potential mentors. “Give it a try,” he said. “It doesn’t take a lot of time – just a couple of hours every couple of weeks. This really isn’t as difficult as some people might think.”

Ryan’s memorable spoken word poem asks, “What is life? Who can truly reply to my question?” Ryan is discovering that the answer includes his mentor. January is National Mentoring Month, and you can be part of the answer in your local community by volunteering to mentor at www.abetterhour.org
Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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