ONLINE MENTORING REVIEW

Building A Bridge to Self Employment 

For People With Disabilities Project

An important finding of Project Focus Groups held in five communities in the fall of 2005 was that the involvement of entrepreneurs with disabilities and other business people as mentors could be of significant assistance to persons with disabilities pursuing self-employment. The following review is to inform the Project and Local Community Learning Networks on best practices in establishing online mentoring and the feasibility of doing so.
Introduction

Mentoring

Mentoring happens when an experienced, trusted volunteer (Mentor) advises, guides or teaches another (Protege) who has voluntarily expressed a need for the type of experience and support the mentor can provide.

In formal mentoring programs, an organization provides the necessary structures and supports to bring mentors and proteges together and support the relationships. In structured programs, there are consistent ways of managing and continuously improving the mentoring process for optimal results.  

One-to-one mentoring, in which the mentor focuses his or her mentoring efforts with an individual protege is the most common form; however, small group mentoring where a mentor guides a group of proteges with similar needs is also an effective model.  

E-mentoring
E-mentoring uses technology to connect mentors and proteges, removing the time and distance constraints which may limit traditional face-to-face mentoring programs. E-mentoring offers the cost effectiveness and convenience of communicating online at times which suit the mentors and proteges.  Some e-mentoring programs use specially designed software to match participants and provide space for online communication, others use e-mail and chat systems.  

E-mentoring Program Variations

Flexible mentoring programs which allow the mentor and protege to develop their contact and content in keeping with their interests, goals and time frames are the most common. Online mentoring however, has also been used successfully to support a protege through a defined time-limited project.  

E-mentoring usually provides proteges in a particular course with specific curriculum support.  Using this approach, a trainer posts questions for the mentors and proteges to discuss together online.

Standard Components of a Mentoring Program

A good mentoring program includes several components:

1. Recruiting of potential mentors and proteges

2. Screening of potential mentors and proteges for relevant experience

3. Training, orientation and goal setting for potential mentors and proteges 

4. Formal agreement to participate 

5. Matching mentors to proteges

6. Communication activities between mentors and proteges 

7. Ongoing support and monitoring from the host organization

8. Ways for closure to occur

9. Evaluation of outcomes and processes

What Makes an Effective E-Mentoring Program?

A review of literature and interviews with key informants who are coordinating E-mentoring programs were used to develop the list below:

Effective mentoring programs have:

1.  A clear statement of purpose for the program

· Goals, objectives and accountability are stated

· Stakeholders have input

· There is a clear definition of desired results

2.  Integration with overall agency programs and services

· Viewed as an effective support option for programs 

· Included as a component of the agency volunteer base

3.  A technology plan

· Technologies which  fit the goals of the program

· Provides an archiving system to meet accountability and evaluation requirements

· Provides appropriate privacy and security for personal information

4.  Online communication etiquette and problem resolution

· A well defined and well communicated process for mentors and proteges to raise concerns

· Appropriate online etiquette is modeled during orientation and training

· Regular oversight by program staff

· Defined parameters for mentor protege relationships 

5.   Orientation and Training

· Separate orientations for mentors and proteges

· Sample scenarios are used to give a sense of what they can expect

6.  Recruitment

· Identifies what draws mentors and proteges to volunteer (i.e. experienced women entrepreneurs may be strongly drawn to mentor young women with business aspirations)

· A database of available mentors is a good recruitment tool for attracting proteges

7.  Closure Options

· A method for mentors and proteges to assess progress and make decisions about continuing or exiting is built in

· Debriefing with program staff will help identify improvements needed

· Support for proteges to define next steps are offered 

8.  Recognition and Retention of Mentors

· Formal appreciation at agency events and in agency publications

· Ongoing contact from program staff helps maintain mentor relationships – creating good matches takes time

· Experienced mentors may assist with new mentor orientation

Pitfalls to Avoid

Recruitment methods may draw more proteges than mentors or there may be a shortage of mentors with the particular backgrounds and skills required to match the needs of proteges.  Not having a strategy to manage the waiting periods or adjustments necessary to create good matches in a timely fashion can discourage participants.

Avoid starting online mentoring among people without experience in developing or sustaining online relationships of any kind.  At minimum, participants need some orientation to online communication conventions, how to support and affirm others online, and how to frame questions to minimize misunderstanding.  

Expectations and assumptions about how much contact and how frequent the contact should be vary widely in online communication.  Lack of contact or a delay on responding to a post can be interpreted in many different ways.  Mentors and proteges should be encouraged to develop some parameters on this early in the relationship.  They need to be comfortable with the lack of immediate feedback which is characteristic of the asynchronous communication environment.

E-mentoring does not require that all communication be online and text-based.  Photographs, video, paper based support materials and phone calls can enhance relationships and add momentum and interest.  

Introducing Online Mentoring for Entrepreneurs with Disabilities – Planning Considerations

1. What are the goals of the e-mentoring program?

2. Which groups will be targeted as proteges?  As mentors?

3. Is there a demand for this support service from potential proteges? Is there a sufficient available base of potential mentors?

4. What results and outcomes will be expected?

5. Will an e-mentoring program be the only way for mentoring to occur or will there be options for potential proteges with different communication preferences? (i.e. phone-based mentoring)

6. How will an e-mentoring program be connected with other forms of self-employment training? 

7. What resources are available to support the start-up investment?  What resources may be available to support sustainability and growth?
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