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INDIANA MENTORING PARTNERSHIP

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
A chilling question in a high school hallway has turned Jane Shorter into a crusader.

For the last two school years in Elkhart’s Memorial High School, Shorter has mentored a special education student. Once at risk of dropping out, that student now is on track to graduate this spring.

“Too many kids do not come from nurturing homes, so I try to step into that role,” Shorter said. “If you accept them and encourage them, that’s what gets them started and gets them working hard to be successful.”

The joy Shorter receives from watching her mentee succeed is matched by the heartbreak she endures when she encounters other students. “I see kids in the hallway, and they ask, ‘Mrs. Shorter, I want a mentor. Where is my mentor?’”

January is “National Mentoring Month,” and the Indiana Mentoring Partnership is launching a statewide public relations campaign encouraging more residents to volunteer to mentor a child for just one hour each week. The campaign, “A Better Hour,” is being promoted by two leaders who are intense rivals, yet who agree on the positive impact of mentoring.

“Like a coach, you can help a child discover new talents and ambitions and provide moral support and confidence,” says Indiana University men’s basketball coach Tom Crean in a public service announcement being broadcast this month on television and radio stations across the state.

Purdue University men’s basketball coach Matt Painter adds in his own PSA, “Ninety-six percent of mentors would recommend mentoring to others.  You can change a child’s life by becoming a mentor.”

Just ask Keeli Adcock, whose life story demonstrates the unique return on investment that mentoring can inspire in a student’s life.

While attending Glenwood Middle School in Evansville, Keeli enrolled in a YWCA mentoring program for at-risk students. She was matched with volunteer mentor Bert Brown, who regularly checked in on Adcock’s school work and on the rest of her life.

“Bert would jump my case when my grades were bad, so I soon started to work harder,” Adcock explained to staff at the YWCA. “I wanted to do better for her and make her proud.”

So proud, in fact, that after graduation Brown recommended Adcock for full-time employment at Old National Bank, where Adcock now has worked for the last five years.  In addition, Adcock has returned to the mentoring program, this time as a volunteer mentor, reaching out to the next generation.

“I want to make a difference in (a student’s) life, just like Bert did in mine,” Adcock said.

Adcock personifies the research demonstrating that children matched with a mentor tend to do better in life. Students who consistently are mentored even one hour per week, each week they are in school, are more likely to pass their classes and graduate without falling into lives of crime or substance abuse.

“Students certainly need academic help, but most of the time they just need someone to listen to their stories,” said Holly Wright, literacy coordinator at Ober Elementary School in Garrett, where a school-based mentoring program is increasing standardized test scores. “As teachers, we are busy working on academics for the entire class. A mentor, however, can listen to a student and help in the student’s personal life.”

Governor Mitch Daniels agrees. “We have no greater calling as adults than to prepare the next generation of Hoosiers to become productive citizens,” Daniels said. “Education is the key, but schools can't do it all.

“It begins at home, and in those instances where children fall behind despite the best efforts of their parents and teachers, mentors can play a vital role in encouraging children to realize their potential.”

The Indiana Mentoring Partnership’s Web site (http://www.abetterhour.org) provides practical information on how your school, business, faith-based organization or service club can help mentoring programs while building community support for mentoring. Importantly, the site also includes an opportunity for you to insert your zip code and learn of local mentoring programs where you can volunteer.

Where you can answer that student’s question, “Where is my mentor?”

“There is such a great opportunity to help so many kids,” Jane Shorter said, “if people would just volunteer to mentor.”

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute, which hosts the Indiana Mentoring Partnership.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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