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Overview 

 What we know about parental engagement 
 Not much! 

 How some programs are approaching parental 
engagement 
 Lots of different ways 

 Findings from three qualitative studies on parent 
engagement 

 Present a model of family engagement in education 

 

Food for thought! 



Roots of Youth Mentoring 

“Salvation for a troubled youth can be found in “some 
earnest, true man volunteer to be his big brother, to look 
after him, help him to do right, make the little chap feel 
that there is at least one human being in this great city who 
takes a personal interest in him; who cares whether he 
lives or dies” 

 

(Biswanger, 1985, p. 9) 

Ernest Coulter, Founder BBBS, 1904 



“Ordinary Magic” 

 
 One good relationship with an adult,  
 not necessarily a parent, is associated with 
 greater psychological health 
 

 “somebody who’s crazy about that child” 

    - Bronfenbrenner 

 
 Healthy psychological development occurs in and through 

consistent, warm, and responsive caregiving relationships  
 

 Robust associations between social support (emotional, 
instrumental, companionship) and emotional well-being 
 





(Keller, 2005) 

MENTOR 

WORKER PARENT/ 
FAMILY 

YOUTH 



Research on Role of Parents 

 Minimal - focus largely on youth-mentor dyads 
 Exception - parental involvement associated with more positive 

youth outcomes  (DuBois et al., 2002) 
 Finding not replicated in recent meta-analysis (DuBois et al., 2011) 

 

 When parents are mentioned:  
 Talked about by others, usually negatively 

 Potential for sabotage 
 Mentors as compensatory 

 Serve as reporter of youth outcomes 
 Parent-child relationship as outcome of mentoring 

 
 Parent perspective and experiences largely absent 



Family Involvement Models 

  Youth and Family 
Mentoring 

Youth Mentoring +      
Family Skill Building  

Youth Mentoring + 
Family Activities 

Goal • Target entire family 
• Help families cope with 
external issues 

• Target youth with behavior 
or academic problem 

• Engage family to build 
effective parent-child 
relationship 

• Youth 1-1 mentoring  
• Engage families in some 
program activities 

Practices • Well-trained mentors 
• Professional case 
management 

• Family activities: skill, 
advocacy & resources 

• 1 to 1 mentoring 
• Parent education & skills 
for effective parent-child 
relationship 

• Parent input matching 
process 

• Parent invites to agency 
events 

• Family liaison on staff 

(Taylor & Porcellini, 2013) 



Three Approaches to Family Involvement 
“A parent can make or break a match” 

  Involving Engaging and Serving Collaborating 

Primary 

Goal 

Improve agency-family 
communication  

Address needs of family to 
support mentoring 
relationship 

Partner with parents in 
mentoring process 

View of  

Families 

Potential road blocks in 
the mentoring process  

Challenged and in need of 
support and coaching 

Experts on child, assets to 
be leveraged to support 
mentoring process  

Practices *Gauge parental 
commitment 

*Convey expectations 
and importance of 
parental role 

*Involve parents in 
agency-sponsored 
events 

*Involvement is 
responsibility of parent 

*Reduce number of staff 
families interface with 

*Build relationships with 
families (Home visits) 

*Provide direct service to 
families 

*Broker relationships with 
community resources 

*Coach families for good 
reporting 

*Build support between 
parents (e.g., PACs) 

*Parent-mentor meet prior 
to mentor-youth match 

*Stress importance parent 
and mentor 
communication 

*Coach parents and 
mentors to increase 
mutual understanding 

*Facilitate relationships 
between all parties 
involved in mentoring 
process 

(Spencer & Basualdo-Delmonico, under review) 



Involving 

“I stress to [parents] from the very 
beginning how important their role is.….We 
stress the safety issue,…’Okay. Make sure 
you find out from your child what they do.’ 
…. It shouldn’t be like when I call that one 
month you’re going to say, ‘Oh, I don’t know 
what they did.’ That’s something you should 
at least be armed with—information.”  

 

(Spencer & Basualdo-Delmonico, under review) 



Engaging and Serving 

“healthy children can only grow up in healthy homes 
and healthy families…And most of our families are 
very, very challenged and we cannot disregard the 
substance abuse, mental health and domestic 
violence issues to say nothing of the extreme poverty 
that we’re seeing these days. We cannot disregard 
those and just look at the child, that simply does not 
work. So we have to deal with the entire family 
system… help …[them] identify… strengths and 
…challenges and to help them figure out how to meet 
some of those challenges.”  

 

(Spencer & Basualdo-Delmonico, under review) 



Collaborating 

“we start from the perspective that all families have 
strengths and that they are our partners in this 
endeavor. ….we begin by helping the family identify 
their strengths. That’s always the jumping off point 
and that’s what helps us begin to establish a 
relationship with the family and then everything we 
do is built on that relationship. .… That philosophy 
then is part of every phase of the work we do.” 

 

(Spencer & Basualdo-Delmonico, under review) 



Engaging and 
Serving; 

challenged, needs 
support 

Collaborating: 
potential asset 
to be leveraged 

Involving: 
potential 

roadblock to be 
managed 

Program View(s) of Family Informs Practice 

(Spencer & Basualdo-
Delmonico, under review) 



Small Group Discussion 
Questions 

 Which model best describes 
your agency’s activities? 
 Family mentoring 

 Youth mentoring + family 
skill building 

 Youth mentoring + family 
activities 

 

 Which approach best 
describes your agency’s 
activities? 
 Involving 

 Engaging and serving 

 Collaborating 

 

 In what areas are families 
intentionally involved in your 
mentoring program and for 
what purpose?: 
 Mentor selection 

 Orientation 

 Training 

 Match support 

 Closure process 

 Advisory capacity 

 Others? 

 



Power at Play 

 Adult – Youth Dynamics 
 Age differences 

 Class differences 

 Racial/ethnic differences 

 Social networks 

 

 Agency- Mentor/Youth Dynamic 
 Program structure and policies 

 



Typical Mentoring Relationship 
Participants 

YOUTH MENTOR 
PROGRAM 

STAFF 

•Ethnic minority 
•Growing up in 
Poverty 

•From a Single-
parent home 

•White, non-Hispanic 
• Upper-class 
background 

•College educated 
•No children at home  

• White, non-
Hispanic 

• College 
educated 





Views of Low-Income Families 

 Deficit Model (Valencia, 1997) 
 Problem focused 

 Problems are concentrated in the individual 

 

 Strength Based Approach (Saleeby, 2000) 
 Focuses on assets of the individuals any supports that 

surround the individual 

 Focus on building capacity and empowerment 



Socio-Cultural Forces in the Mix 

 Tension surrounding parents 
 Importance of parents in the lives of young people 

 Perception that youth in mentoring programs have absent 
parents or not “good” families 

 

 Cultural assumptions 
 Mentors have access to resources mentee do not 

 White, middle-class culture is norm – promotes deficit view 
of “other” 

(Deutsch, Lawrence, Henneberger,2013) 



Mentors’ Navigation of  
Cultural Differences 

Race and Ethnicity 

 Differences as “deficits” 

 Overlooking differences 

 Some openness to and 
respect for differences 

 

 

Social Class 

 Differences viewed as deficits 

 Minimizing class differences 

 Sensitivity to class differences 

(Spencer, Lewis, & Basualdo-Delmonico, 2007) 



Turn to your Neighbor 
and Discuss: 

 Does your organization talk about some of these issues 
related to cultural differences and power?  

 

 Does your organization tend to take more of a strength-
based or more of a deficit-based approach? 



Parents’ Perspectives 



Parents’ Hopes and Expectations 

 Mentor-Child Relationship 
 Additional positive adult role model 

 Confidant 

 Experiences and opportunities that broaden child’s sense of 
self and future 

  

Spencer, R., Basualdo-Delmonico, A., & Lewis, T. O. (2011). Working to make it work: The role of parents in 
the youth mentoring process. Journal of Community Psychology, 39(1), 51-59 

“I’d like my son to experience new things and  
kind of break out of his shell.” 

 



Parents’ Hopes and Expectations 

 Parent-Mentor Relationship 
 Open, consistent communication 

 Personal relationship 

 

“I …got to meet him, and I got comfortable, and I liked the 
idea that they were gonna spend time together.… I could trust 
that he was not gonna steer my kid in the wrong direction.” 

 

“if she’s building this relationship with my daughter, then she’s 
gonna be part of this family, too.” 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Trust and Satisfaction 

 Clear commitment to mentoring relationship 
  
“Where I get upset, is if you’re disappointing my child, and you’re not 
in communication with her and she’s asking me about you and I don’t 
know what to tell her. …that upsets me because it upsets her.” 

 
 Genuine positive regard and respect 

 
“that level of conscientiousness really shows me that she respects my 
daughter”  
 
 Respect for parental guidelines 
 
“I told her at any point in time she feels… that she’s [the child] gettin’ 
out of control, or gettin’ ready to escalate,  just bring her home. .....So 
she did.” 

 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Parent Roles 

 Collaborator: took an active role engaging in the 
mentoring relationship, working together with the 
mentor to help facilitate the development and promote 
the efficacy of the relationship 

 

 Coach: offered guidance for relationship and even for 
younger mentor’s own lives 

 

 Mediator: tool action to protect their child’s interests – 
attempting to preserve or in some cases end the 
relationship 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Collaborator with  
the Mentor 

“[the mentor]  looks at… things in a different way.  Like if I 
come to [mentor] and I say to her, ‘Well, [child] has such 
and such a problem in this area.   And she like, ‘Well, 
okay.’  She will say, ‘I’ll talk to her and stuff and then try to 
get things going and stuff.’  And then she’d come back and 
relate it to me and find out, you know, we work as a team 
like too.” 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Coach to the Mentor 

“(the mentor) kinda looking to me as, ‘Okay, what should I 
do here?’…it’s sort of, um…makes me realize, Okay, well 
this is a person who’s a little bit younger and I really have 
to be able to tell him what to do or expect. Because he’s a 
19 year old.” 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Mediator 

“there was a period where she was not as, …as communicative 
as I would have hoped she’d been?...so, I talked to her about 
that….And, she was very apologetic, and she was very good 
about… you know, they haven’t seen each other every week 
….But, she’s very good about calling.” 

 

“[the mentor] did, at times, you know, have to work hard … 
but I just always told [child] I basically said, you know, ‘He’s a 
student and ….there’re gonna be many times when he’s just 
gonna be completely out, and you just gotta just wait and he’ll 
be back.’ So, I think the fact that I told him that reinforced his 
trust and he knew that it would work out ‘cause I said, ‘You 
know, you can call, but I believe this is what’s going on’ ” 

(Spencer et al., 2011) 



Multiple Perspectives: 
Parents, Mentors, and Staff 



Perspectives on Parents 

 Agency: Parents can “make or break a 
friendship” 

Mentor: Hope for the best, plan for the worst 
 Parent: That’s just the way we do things 

 
 

(Basualdo-Delmonico, 2013) 



Expectations for Parental Roles  

Parental Roles Mentor Agency Parent 

Supporting match outings  X X X 

Being a source of 
information X X X 

Monitor match relationship  X X X 

Support M-Y relationship 
development - X X 

Ensuring quality of 
relationship for youth - - X 

(Basualdo-Delmonico, 2013) 



Ensuring Relationship Quality for 
the Youth 

 “I mean if all they do is talk about miniature golf that’s 
fine, but if the conversations get deeper and he is a role 
model like… I don’t know if, is that something you 
screen for people being racist,… Like he’s not going to 
say something, like, negative about Latinos.” 

 

(Basualdo-Delmonico, 2013) 



Parent-Mentor Relationships: 
Communication and Closeness 

 Working PM relationship 
 Mutual satisfaction with level of communication and 

closeness (regardless of amount of communication or 
degree of closeness) 

 Non-Working PM relationship 
 Both parent and mentor dissatisfied with level of 

communication or degree of closeness 

 Disconnect between what they desire and what they 
experience in the relationship 

 Out-of-Sync PM relationship 
 One member satisfied while other dissatisfied with PM 

communication or closeness 

(Basualdo-Delmonico, 2013) 



Working 

 “He became part of the family, he’s real down to 
earth,…[The mentor] would come in and he would talk, 
he’d talk with everybody in the house … we had cook 
outs and [the mentor] was part of,…he was like family, 
…if we needed to go to the store he’d go to the store, 
…like that, just like family.… “ (Parent) 

 

 “…the family was just really inviting and really, … very 
warm, very inviting, …just sort of the same connection I 
had with [Little] is like almost instant connection with 
the family so it was kind of cool.“ (Mentor) 



Not-Working 

 “…when [the mentor] wanted to take him to his home, 
we did tell him that he was welcome to come over here. 
And that didn’t happen. ...he said he wanted to go make 
cookies… with him….if you wanna make cookies, you’re 
welcome to…come over here and make cookies, 
…opposed to going someplace I’m not familiar with.” 
(Parent) 

 

 “…it always seemed like they didn’t really trust me,…I 
don’t know why” (Mentor) 



Out-of-Sync 

 “…the downside was that, he and I never really 
developed a rapport like we would touch base through 
email regarding…times and things like that, but I never 
felt like,…I just got a sense that he was never interested 
in talking to me…. when he’d come he wouldn’t come 
up, [my son would] just go down, he’d pull up and tell 
him to come down or something.’ (Parent) 
 

 “…she seemed, uh... at first, I wasn’t sure if she liked 
me. But, you know, it just seemed like that was her 
personality, to... to come off like that, ‘cause she’s been, 
…super nice,…and pretty…laid back about the whole 
situation and,... that’s all I could really ask for, to tell 
you the truth.”  (Mentor) 



Conclusions and Implications 

 Mentoring relationships are embedded within a larger web of 
relationships 
 Not attending to this likely diminishing duration and quality of 

mentoring relationships 

 Pay greater attention to parent expectations, needs, role(s) 

 We are missing opportunities/resources 
 Emphasis on potential for sabotage, assumptions parents can’t/don’t 

want to be involved, too hard to engage 

 Untapped resources 
 Assets to mentoring relationship development and maintenance 

 Feedback that could improve programs 

 Yet, also need for greater clarity about approaches to family 
engagement 

 Strengthen ties between mentoring programs and communities 
they serve and within which they are embedded 
 De-stigmatizing families can also help de-stigmatize mentoring!  

 Mentoring serving to promote social justice  



Thank you! 
Renée Spencer,  Ed.D., LICSW 
Boston University School of Social Work 

rspenc@bu.edu 
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