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April 23, 2009 

COPES (Children of Prisoners Empowered for Success) Mentor Program Report 

Prologue  

Casey Family Programs is committed to our mission to provide and improveðand ultimately 

prevent the need forðfoster care. As outlined in our mission statement, with goals to be 

accomplished by the year 2020, we are dedicated to the safe reduction of foster care by 50 

percent, with reinvestment of savings to improve outcomes for youth in outȤofȤhome care so 

youth who enter the foster care system succeed comparably to the general population in areas of 

education, employment and mental health. All of our work efforts and services are aligned with 

our vision for the year 2020. 

During 2008, Casey Family Programsô Yakima Field Office supported the Southeast Community 

Center of Yakimaôs effort to serve children of incarcerated parents. Yakima is a rural, ethnically 

diverse community with a high incidence of poverty. As such, the challenges in helping the 

vulnerable population we serve are considerable. 

As evidenced by the 2006 Report to the Governor and Legislature by the Washington State 

Oversight Committee on Children of Incarcerated Parents, children of incarcerated parents face 

complex challenges in the areas of housing, education, employment, and mental health. Support 

services, such as tutoring, mentoring and parenting support for the caregivers are needed so that 

these youth can reach their full potential. And, since 10 percent of children with incarcerated 

mothers and 2 percent of children with incarcerated fathers are in foster care, work with birth 

families and visits to prisons are essential building blocks toward reunification and permanency. 

This important work aligns well with Caseyôs goals to reduce foster care and increase our well-

being outcomes for youth in care.  

The Southeast Community Center in Yakima, has stepped up to provide services and support for 

children of incarcerated parents through the development and implementation of a mentoring 

program. This program, called Children of Incarcerated Parents Empowered for Successðor 

COPESðrecruits, trains, and supports mentors for children of incarcerated parents. Southeast 

Community Center is located in a high-risk neighborhood, which is predominantly populated by 

families of color. These families are disproportionately represented in the child welfare, juvenile 

justice, mental health, and criminal justice system. As such, permanent homes, along with 
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education achievement and employment, are challenges. Adding to the trauma of having a 

parent(s) incarcerated makes these outcomes even more difficult to obtain for children and youth.  

Since 2006, the COPES program has fostered positive outcomes for the youth and families the 

program serves. The mentoring program helps youth develop a positive relationship with a caring 

adult, enjoy activities, and receive positive role modeling. In addition, it addresses disparate 

outcomes for youth of color by providing a strong sense of belonging and community support via 

the mentors and the safe hub of the Community Center.  

The COPES program also offers a practical way to meet the needs of children whose parents have 

been incarcerated by offering the Powerful Families curricula to birth, kinship, and foster parents. 

The Powerful Families curriculum in the following areas Understanding Family Dynamics, 

Financial Literacy, Advocacy, and Leadership Development can make a sizeable difference in 

how families cope with having a family member incarcerated.  

In order to achieve its goal, the COPES Program partners with other like-minded community 

endeavors such as Annie E. Caseyôs Family to Family program, Citizens for a Safe Yakima, 

Childrenôs Administration and Casey Family Programsô Yakima Field Office who join together to 

make an even bigger impact in the lives of these children and families.  

In 2007, the Yakima Field Office and the Southeast Community Center requested an evaluation 

of the COPES program in order to foster program accountability, understand the programôs 

impact, and gain important information for program improvement purposes. Casey Family 

Programsô Research Services hired TriWest Group, a research consulting firm, to design and 

implement the evaluation in collaboration with Casey Family Programs. This evaluation is a great 

example of how research can support program development and lead to the replication of 

promising programs through data-driven results. We are pleased to present the evaluation 

findings in this report.  

 

Lynn Sloan Biggs, ACSW Ron Murphy, MSW, ACSW      Erin J. Maher, PhD 

Sr. Director,    Sr. Director,    Director,  

Yakima Field Office  WA State Strategic Consulting  Program Evaluation  

Casey Family Programs  Casey Family Programs   Casey Family Programs
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Introduction and Methods 

The COPES Mentor Program 

The Southeast Yakima Community Center, with support from Casey Family Programs (CFP), 

provides a mentoring program for children and adolescents ages 5 to 15 years old with 

incarcerated parents. The Children of Prisoners Empowered for Success (COPES) Mentor 

Program aims to serve 50 youth per year. 

The primary goal of the COPES Mentor Program is to 

provide youth with a long-term supportive adult 

relationship in order to prevent these youth from 

engaging in the same behaviors that led their parents to 

become incarcerated. The program aims to help youth 

overcome the negative stigma of having an incarcerated 

parent by supporting positive youth development 

emphasizing healthy coping skills, self-esteem and 

social competence. 

To be eligible for the COPES Mentor Program, children and youth must have at least one 

incarcerated parent. Youth are referred to the program by community center staff or community 

members familiar with the program. All eligible youth must ultimately decide that they want to 

participate and commit to becoming a mentee.  

Recruitment procedures to date have been informal with program participants being youth already 

involved with the Community Center or youth with a personal relationship to program staff. In 

most cases, program staff have directly asked youth if they want to participate and arranged a 

mentor match based on existing connections. 

Recruitment for volunteer mentors has occurred in the same manner. Mentors tend to be adults in 

the Yakima community who are willing to volunteer their time to reach out to Yakima youth and 

provide a stable and caring adult relationship. In most cases, mentors have a previous 

involvement or association with the Community Center and are able to commit to volunteering as 

a mentor for at least one year. Mentors may or may not already have experience acting as a 

mentor but all have a desire to provide a healthy adult relationship for a youth and to help that 

youth develop self-confidence and social skills. Volunteers come from all different cultural 

backgrounds and work in a variety of different careers.  

Program staff ask community members if they want to volunteer as a mentor and provide a flyer 

to introduce the program. Volunteer candidates are asked to fill out a mentor volunteer 

application form and complete a criminal background check before attending a monthly mentor 

meeting to begin involvement with the program. 

Children of incarcerated 

parents are six times more 

likely than other youth to land 

in prison at some point in their 

own lives. 
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Upon beginning their formal role, the mentors agree to:  

 Provide a stable relationship with their assigned youth mentee; 

 Engage youth in healthy activities that build self-esteem; 

 Encourage youth in academic endeavors; 

 Communicate regularly with assigned youthôs caregiver; 

 Participate in monthly mentor meetings to provide and gain support from other volunteer 

mentors. 

 

Once mentors and mentees are recruited, COPES staff use the information on the volunteer 

mentor application and their personal knowledge of the youth to match mentors to mentees. 

Program staff consider gender, race, personal interests, living locations and the attitude of the 

youth when making the match.  

The COPES Mentor Program offers one-on-one interactions between the mentors and mentees as 

well as group activities for all participants such as field trips or dinners at the community center. 

Monthly mentor and caregiver meetings provide support for mentors and parents of youth 

participants. These meetings provide an opportunity for mentors and caregivers to share stories of 

success and challenges and to seek input from their peers. 

COPES Mentor Program staff use a monthly volunteer tracking log to track the total number of 

hours mentors donate to the program each month. Mentors are asked to record the time spent 

mentoring each month and submit those hours to program staff. The program staff also use a 

participant tracking log to track the number of hours per month youth are involved in numerous 

Community Center programs including the mentor program. This form records the grade level 

and race of each youth along with the number of hours spent each month in the mentor program, 

tutoring, in after school programs, at family nights, or special events offered by the Community 

Center. These tracking forms help the program staff to monitor mentor and mentee involvement 

and levels of engagement in the mentor program.  

During the fall of 2008, at the outset of the COPES Mentor Program evaluation, there were 52 

youth participating in the program.  
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An Overview of Mentoring  

According to the Child Welfare League of America, over 2 million children in the United States 

have a parent in prison. This includes at least 25 percent of children served by the child welfare 

system in the United States who have experienced parental incarceration (Bouchet, 2008). These 

children may be especially in need of interventions like mentoring because they often suffer from 

feelings of fear, anxiety, anger, sadness, depression, and guilt that may cause emotional 

withdrawal, failure in school, and delinquency (Simmons, 2000). For many of these young 

people, the emotional trauma of having a parent in prison results in a host of difficulties. Many 

children of incarcerated parents have trouble forming healthy relationships and may engage in a 

variety of self- destructive behaviors. Children of incarcerated parents are six times more likely 

than other youth to land in prison at some point in their own lives and one study estimates that 70 

percent of the children of current prisoners will someday be incarcerated (U.S. Senate report, 

2000).  

Children with incarcerated parents can benefit from services and supports that reduce the stigma, 

shame and trauma of parental incarceration, bolster healthy child and adolescent development and 

increase their likelihood of school success (Bouchet, 2008). Mentoring can provide a caring adult 

presence that benefits children and youth by helping them to develop a positive attitude toward 

the future, a better sense of well-being, a greater sense of self control, positive attitudes about 

school, and better relationships with peers and parents (Jelielek, Moore & Hair, 2002). 

Support and guidance from adults play a critical role in the process that allows youth to grow into 

responsible adults. Too often there is a scarcity of such support, especially among poor youth. 

The institutions youth rely on as sources of adult support and guidanceðfamilies, schools and 

neighborhoodsðhave changed over time and there is need for more capacity to provide such 

support. For example, there are fewer adults in families today: more than one in four children are 

born into a single-parent home, and half of the current generation of children will live in a single 

parent household during some part of their childhood (Tierney, Grossman & Resch, 2000).  

This is particularly problematic considering the nature of adolescence. While infants and toddlers 

are forming fundamental assumptions about human interactions, teens are forming fundamental 

assumptions about society and their role within it. These assumptions are formed through 

observation of and interactions with adults and the adult world. If caring, concerned adults and 

role models are available to young people, they will be far more likely to develop into healthy, 

successful adults themselves (Furstenberg, 1993; Werner and Smith, 1992; Rutter, 1987; 

Garmezy, 1985). With increased recognition of the large number of adolescents who lack adult 

support, policy interest in mentoring as a form of intervention has been advocated in such diverse 

areas as child welfare, education, juvenile violence prevention, school-to-work transition and 

mental health. A dramatic increase in the number of programs attempting to provide adult support 

for young people, particularly those in poverty, has occurred despite the absence of real evidence 



 

  Page 4  
TriWest Group  COPES Mentor Program Final Evaluation Report  

that mentoring is effective. However, recent studies have begun to demonstrate empirical support 

for the mentoring model if implemented in specific ways. 

Brief Review of Mentoring Research  

Evaluations of mentoring have tended to emphasize four general areas of focus: 

1. Does participation in a mentoring program result in changes in the attitudes, perceptions 

and behaviors of at-risk young people? 

2. What practices are required to administer mentoring programs effectively? What are the 

ñbest practicesò regarding how much training, screening, matching and supervision to 

provide? 

3. Is there a set of practices or characteristics of adults who are effective in their mentoring 

relationships? 

4. Can mentoring be integrated into large-scale youth-serving systems, such as child welfare 

and juvenile justice? 

 

Much of the existing research has been conducted either by, or in collaboration with, Big 

Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS), the leading entity in the United States coordinating and providing 

mentoring services to young people. Their research suggests that mentoring can have positive 

impacts on youth attitudes and behavior, particularly related to school and delinquent behavior 

(Tierney, Grossman & Resch, 2000). Other BBBS studies suggest that the challenge for 

mentoring programs lies in strengthening their infrastructure and improving their program 

practices so that mentors and youth can meet long enough and consistently enough to form 

meaningful relationships (Tierney and Branch, 1992). 

A programôs infrastructure and support are critical in helping the adult and youth overcome the 

hurdles of forming a relationship and can help when obstacles arise during its course. To a large 

extent, however, it is the attitudes and actions of the volunteers themselves that have emerged as 

central to the creation of good relationships. For this brief review, we were able to identify at 

least two studies (Morrow and Styles, 1995; Styles and Morrow, 1992) that suggest a set of adult 

practices and characteristics that increase the chances a mentor and youth will form a lasting, 

more mutually satisfying relationship. For example, these studies suggest that the level of 

commitment between a mentor and mentee tended to be strong when the mentorôs expectations 

changed over time in response to the youthôs needs and when the mentor believed his or her main 

purpose was to provide opportunities and supports young people did not have. In contrast, when 

mentors believed their primary purpose was to guide youth to embrace positive values and 

behaviors and viewed their goals rather than the youthôs goals as primary, both the mentor and 

mentee were unsatisfied with the match. Another study reported that that, while many adults 

would be willing to mentor youth, many of these adults are not appropriate to the task (Roaf et 

al., 1994), underscoring the critical nature of the matching process conducted by the host agency. 



 

  Page 5  
TriWest Group  COPES Mentor Program Final Evaluation Report  

It is important to note that positive impacts for mentoring were 

only found within programs for which goals and processes were 

carefully specified, protocols were in place and followed to guide 

matching of youth to mentors, and mentors were well-supported 

and monitored. In the absence of these program elements, positive 

outcomes have not been reported, which underscores the 

importance of fidelity to a set of well-defined program practices. 

Simply put, quality standards are extremely important to 

mentoring programs. Positive outcomes for mentored youth are 

closely tied to the quality of the program. Programs that properly 

plan, implement, and evaluate their mentoring efforts have a 

much greater chance of achieving their goals for youth and providing volunteers with the 

rewarding experience they anticipate. 

Recent research suggests that children who participate in failed or low quality mentoring matches 

(hallmarks of poorly-run programs) may wind up worse off in a number of emotional and 

developmental areas than if they had never had mentors. Simply put, mentoring done poorly can 

actually hurt children, as they suffer the effects of yet another failed adult relationship. 

 

Evaluation Approach 

Casey Family Programs contracted with TriWest Group, an independent evaluation and 

consulting firm, to conduct a formative evaluation of the COPES Mentor Program. The intention 

of this evaluation is to support Casey Family Programsô aim of enhancing the effectiveness and 

sustainability of the COPES Mentor Program. To this end, this formative evaluation seeks to 

understand the programôs goals and functioning, including perceived program impacts, identify 

program strengths and challenges, and finally, identify priorities and next steps for continued 

program development.  

 

Participants 

Study participants included youth participating in the COPES Mentor Program, their caregivers 

and adult mentors. COPES program staff from the Southeast Yakima Community Center 

introduced the program evaluation to COPES Mentor Program participants directly at the outset 

of the evaluation. COPES program staff made it clear that participation in the study was entirely 

voluntary and that participation in the program was in no way dependent upon participating in the 

study.  

COPES youth and their caregivers were offered the opportunity to participate in a one-on-one 

interview with the evaluation team to share thoughts and experiences from their participation in 

Quality counts: 

Research suggests that 

the wrong mentor-

mentee match not only is 

unlikely to help but may 

actually be harmful to the 

mentee. 
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the Mentor Program. The interviews lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. The COPES mentors 

were asked to participate in similar one-on-one interviews with the evaluation team to share their 

experiences as mentors. In addition, the mentors were asked separately to take part in a Focus 

Group to share their thoughts about how the COPES program operated, what about the program 

worked well and how it could be improved. 

 

Human Subjects Protection 

TriWest Group submitted a Human Subjects application to the Washington State DSHS 

Institutional Review Board (WSIRB) in May, 2008. The WSIRB determined that the evaluation 

met criteria for an exempt study because the nature of the program evaluation was to assess an 

established program and results will be used to guide program efforts for continuing 

improvement. The study did, however, receive formal approval from the Casey Family Programsô 

Human Subjects Review Committee.  

TriWest Group and the COPES program staff collaborated to explain the study and consenting 

procedures to program and study participants. Each participant was asked to sign a consent or 

assent form and was assured that all study results would be kept confidential and reported in 

aggregate. 

 

Data Collection 

Qualitative data were collected during the months of September, October and November of 2008. 

Interviews took place at the Casey Family Programs Yakima field office or the Southeast Yakima 

Community Center. In addition, a Focus Group was held at the Community Center to solicit 

mentorsô opinions about how the program was functioning. The Focus Group was held in lieu of 

the monthly mentor and caregiver meeting.  

In addition to the interviews and focus group listed above, evaluation staff reviewed program 

operating tools such as the monthly mentor volunteer tracking log and the participant monthly 

tracking log to inform the study.  

The evaluation design featured a series of one-on-one interviews with members of fifteen 

participant ñtriads,ò each including a youth mentee, his or her mentor and his or her caregiver. 

Rather than attempt a random selection, these fifteen triads were deliberately selected by program 

staff to represent experienced mentors and caregivers as well as youth mentees over the age of 

eight who could be interviewed one-on-one by the evaluation team. Program staff helped to 

coordinate the data collection process by inviting youth, mentors and caregivers to take part in the 

one-on-one interviews. Every individual completing an interview received a $15 gift card in 

appreciation for taking time to participate in the evaluation.  
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Interviews were scheduled for two consecutive days in October 2008 with 14 youth mentees, 13 

adult mentors and eight parents. Ultimately, interviews were conducted with nine youth mentees, 

10 adult mentors and six parents over these two days. A second round of interviews took place in 

November 2008 with an additional three youth, five mentors and two parents. In total, interviews 

took place with eight sets of participant triads and an additional four youth and seven mentors. 

Caregiver participation was the most difficult to garner and limited the number of complete triads 

for interviewing and data collection. 

The final step of the data collection process was a community forum at which the evaluation team 

presented preliminary findings from the interviews and focus group to program staff and 

participants in order to receive feedback and more input. The forum was held in the evening at the 

Community Center and discussions took place over dinner.  
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Interviews 

Interview Participants 

Demographic information was collected anonymously from willing interview participants. In 

total, 30 of the 35 interview participants (85.7 percent) completed a brief demographic survey 

form. These data (please see Table 1, below) provide a description of the program participants 

who took part in the evaluation. For each subgroup of program participants taking part in the 

evaluation (mentees, mentors and caregivers) the majority were female. It is also worth noting 

that the majority of mentees taking part in the interviews and completing the survey were 

Black/African American  (almost 55 percent) while the majority of mentors (over 58 percent) 

were white. In terms of the race of the children served, only 18 percent were White indicating the 

program may be addressing issues of disproportionality in this population. 

 

Table 1. Interview Participants 

Participant Demographic Information Youth 
Mentees 

Mentors Caregivers 

Total Number Interviewed 12 15 8 

Total Number Completed Demographic 
Survey  

11 (91.7%) 12 (80.0%) 7 (87.5%) 

Gender 
Female 10 (90.9%) 8 (66.7%) 6 (85.7%) 

Male 1 (9.1%) 4 (33.3%) 1 (14.3%) 

Age 
Mean 12.8 years 53.3 years 44.3 years 

Range 9 ï 18 27 ï 76 29 ï 59 

Primary Race 

Black/African American 6 (54.5%) 4 (33.3%) 2 (28.6%) 

White 2 (18.2%) 7 (58.3%) 5 (71.4%) 

Mexican 1 (9.1%) 1 (8.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

American Indian 1 (9.1%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Multiracial 1 (9.1%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Hispanic/Latino 

Mexican 3 (27.3%) 1 (8.3%) 1 (14.3%) 

Puerto Rican 1 (9.1%) 1 (8.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

No 7 (63.6%) 10 (83.3%) 6 (85.7%) 

People in Home 
Average 4.5 -- -- 

Range 2 ï 8 -- -- 

Children in Home 
Average -- 1.6 2.9 

Range -- 0 ï 5 2 ï 4 
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Table 2. Additional Adult Participant Information  

 Mentors Caregivers 

Foster Parents 1 (8.3%) 2 (28.6%) 

Kinship Caregivers 4 (33.3%) 2 (28.6%) 

Single Parents 3 (25.0%) 5 (71.4%) 

Employment 

Full-time 5 (41.7%) 4 (57.1%) 

Part-time 2 (16.7%) 1 (14.3%) 

Retired 4 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

Unemployed/Disabled 1 (8.3%) 2 (28.6%) 

Education 

Beyond 4 Year Degree 4 (33.3%) 1 (14.3%) 

4 Year Degree 1 (8.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

2 Year Degree 2 (16.7%) 3 (42.9%) 

Some College 4 (33.3%) 2 (28.6%) 

High School/GED 2 (16.7%) 1 (14.3%) 

Years Spent 
Mentoring 

Average 2.4 years -- 

Range 0.5 ï 10  -- 

 

Interview Protocols and Responses 

The interviews offered an understanding of the program from those who know it best ï 

the mentors, youth mentees and the menteesô caregivers. A cross-case analysis was 

conducted of the interviews of each subgroup (mentors, mentees and caregivers) using a 

constant comparison method by which answers to the same questions were grouped 

together and examined for common themes. Results across all subgroups interviewed are 

summarized below.  

 

Youth Mentee Interviews 

Evaluation staff interviewed each participant separately following a unique protocol for youth 

mentees, mentors and caregivers of the youth. The youth interviews were conducted with the 

following questions guiding the conversation:  

 What do you like about spending time with your mentor? 

 What kinds of things do you do with your mentor? 

 What kinds of things do you talk about with your mentor? 

 What have you learned from the COPES program or your mentor? 

 Has the COPES mentor program or your mentor helped you with school? 

 Do you talk with your mentor about your parent in prison? Does that help you? If so, how? 

 

The content of the mentee interview results varied greatly due to the age range (9 - 18 years), 

comfort and fluency of youth participants. However, coherent themes emerged across all youth 
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interviews about the types of things youth liked doing and talking about with their mentors. 

Generally, the youth liked spending time with their mentor because it allowed them time away 

from home and family members and a chance to do fun things. Youth listed the activities they 

enjoyed doing with their mentors; most were very ordinary things such as shopping, seeing 

movies, eating at restaurants, walking in the park, baking, getting nails or hair done and going to 

church together. 

With regard to things that the mentees and mentors talk about, one youthôs reply represents many 

of the youth responses. The mentee said, ñWe talk about boys and school and how things are 

going in my life. Sheôs really easy to talk with because she listens to what I have to say.ò  The 

mentees overwhelmingly expressed satisfaction with mentors who asked about their lives and 

simply listened to what they had to say. 

Youth responses to question #4 about what they had learned from the COPES program were less 

consistent. Mentee answers varied from, ñI havenôt learned anything new,ò and ñIôve learned how 

to bead,ò to ñIôve learned how to leave things alone sometimes and not fight back,ò and ñIôve 

learned how to be nice and good and kind to other people and not interrupt when other people are 

talking.ò  Youth responses suggest that some mentors focus on simply 

spending time with their mentee while other mentors make an effort to 

impart teachable lessons.  

The mentees consistently shared the opinion that their mentors played a 

limited role in helping them with school. One youth said her mentor 

encouraged her to do her homework. Another mentee said her mentor 

told her to stay focused on school and another youth said her mentor 

encouraged her not to drop out of school. According to the youth, mentor involvement in school 

was best summarized as verbal encouragement to stay engaged.  

In response to question #6 about how the mentor and mentee discuss the youthôs incarcerated 

parent, youth answers varied greatly. Some mentees and mentors talked openly about the topic 

which comforted the youth. One youth shared, ñI can talk with my mentor when I miss my Dad. 

She cheers me up.ò Other youth simply said, ñNo, we donôt talk about it,ò and more strongly, ñI 

donôt really like talking about my dad in prison. Iôve never had the conversation. Iôm kind of 

sensitive about it.ò 

Overall, the youth interviewed for the evaluation seemed satisfied to have a caring adult who took 

them to do fun activities outside of their home and listened to them. The youth did not appear to 

place much emphasis on learning lessons or talking explicitly about their incarcerated parents ï 

they simply wanted someone with whom they could spend time and have fun. This finding is in 

keeping with statements in the research literature demonstrating positive outcomes from 

mentoring relationships in which the mentor organizes the relationship around the youth and the 

youthôs preferences rather than attempting to direct the relationship to deliberately address 

specific outcomes (e.g., Tierney et al., 2000). 

More than anything else, 
youth mentees appeared to 
value the non-judgmental, 
non-directed, connection to 
an adult who listed and 
valued their ideas. 
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Adult Mentor Interviews 

The volunteer mentor interviews were also conducted one-on-one with evaluation staff. The 

following questions guided the two-part discussion:  

 

Think about your experience working with your mentee in the COPES Mentor Program. 

How has the program affected the youth you are mentoring? 

1. Have you noticed any changes in the youth since he/she began participating in the 

COPES Mentor Program? 

2. What type of activities do you do with the youth you mentor? Which does the youth seem 

to most enjoy? 

3. What type of interactions seem to be the most helpful to the youth you are mentoring? 

4. What do you think the youth has learned by spending time with you in this mentoring 

program? 

5. All children mentored through the COPES program have a parent that is incarcerated. 

What about the COPES program helps youth deal with this issue in particular? 

 

Now think about your experience as a mentor. 

1. Why did you choose to become a mentor in the COPES Mentor Program? 

2. How has being a mentor affected you? 

3. What about being a mentor has been challenging for you? 

 

The mentors volunteering to participate in the COPES Mentor Program shared many common 

opinions about their and their menteesô experience with the program. In response to the first 

question, mentors perceived having a great impact on the mentees due to their involvement with 

the mentor program. The mentors used phrases such as, ñthere are drastic changes ï she is coming 

out of her shell,ò and ñit has caused her to become more trusting of individuals,ò and ñit has a 

great impact on the kidôs self-esteem,ò when describing how the program has affected the youth.  

The same was true in response to the second question. Mentors expressed the belief that the youth 

had undergone significant changes as a result of their participation in the mentor program. 

Mentors said, ñShe is more open and responsible now,ò and ñSheôs more open and less timid,ò 

and ñI can see her able to relax, not being so tense, willing to share.ò  The mentors attributed 

these changes to the youthsô involvement with the mentor program.  

Mentor input about the activities youth enjoy mirrored the youth responses. Mentors named the 

youthsô favorite activities as going to movies, going to restaurants, having their hair done, baking 

together, going to baseball games, and going to a coffee shop to talk.  

Regarding the type of interactions that seem most helpful to youth, the mentorsô views differed 

greatly. Some mentors believed casual conversation and one-on-one interactions were the best for 



 

  Page 12  
TriWest Group  COPES Mentor Program Final Evaluation Report  

their youth. ñI think just talking with them and listening to what they have to say.ò  Other mentors 

suggested that interactions that involved not only the mentor and mentee but also the family were 

the most helpful to the youth. ñFamily events are always more helpful because it helps bring them 

closer to their families.ò  In the absence of clear direction from the program, mentors approach to 

guiding and structuring their interactions with youth tended to reflect each mentorôs thinking 

about how to help. 

Mentors had difficulties identifying specific things youth had learned from participating in the 

mentor program. The mentors shared short comments such as, ñSheôs learned to trust,ò and 

ñSheôs learned to be more of a young lady than a grown adult.ò 

Overall, there were no common themes that emerged in response to 

question #5. 

Since the COPES mentor program serves youth whose parents are 

or have been incarcerated, the mentors were asked how the mentor 

program helps the youth deal with this particular issue. The 

majority of mentors did not address this topic directly with their 

youth mentees. Instead the mentors relied on building a trusting 

relationship and allowing the youth to bring up the topic when they 

were ready and comfortable. One mentor said explicitly that she 

ñwould have liked more support around this particular issue from 

program staff.ò    

When asked why they chose to become a mentor, the most 

common response was, ñBecause Ms. Huey asked me.ò This 

answer is testament to the high regard and collective respect for the 

Executive Director of the Southeast Yakima Community Center. 

Other mentors said they wanted to help children and make a difference in their lives.  

The mentors agreed that participating in the mentor program gave them as much, if not more 

satisfaction than the youth mentees. One mentor replied to question #8 by saying, ñItôs not what I 

do for them, itôs what they give me.ò   

In concluding the interviews, mentors were asked what about being a mentor has been 

challenging. The overwhelming theme that emerged from the mentors who were new to the 

Community Center community was a feeling of needing more support upon first becoming a 

mentor. One such mentor commented, ñThe most challenging is coming into the program from 

scratch not knowing what to do.ò Another of these mentors said, ñI needed more support at the 

beginning in making introductions. Even if just providing resources like books on what a mentor 

relationship could look like.ò Another mentor addressed a separate issue of the lack of parent 

involvement and said, ñSome parents think this is a babysitting program. They need to be more 

educated and get more involved.ò  Yet another mentor brought up the issue of youth anger and 

In most case, mentors did 
not directly address or 
discuss issues related to 
the youthôs incarcerated 
parent. 

Mentors who came into the 
COPES program with a 
strong connection to the 
Southeast Community 
Center voiced few 
challenges related to 
mentoring. On the other 
hand, mentors without such 
a connection found many 
challenges in engaging and 
supporting youth and their 
families. 
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said, ñHelping youth deal with their anger is the biggest challenge. The anger seems to stem from 

feelings of abandonment.ò 

Overall, the mentors voiced satisfaction with their involvement in the mentor program and 

believed they were helping youth by demonstrating a supportive and reliable adult relationship to 

the youth. Mentors who were new to the community expressed a desire for more support in 

navigating the mentor-mentee relationship and in beginning the mentor-mentee relationship. 

 

Caregiver Interviews 

As with the mentees and mentors, the caregiver interviews were conducted one-on-one with 

evaluation staff. The following questions guided the conversation:  

 Think about your childôs experience with the COPES Mentor Program. How has the 

mentoring program affected your child? 

 Have you noticed any changes in your child since he/she began participating in COPES? 

 What has your child learned from the program? 

 What does your child like about the mentoring program? 

 How has the mentoring program helped your child with school? 

 How has the mentoring program helped your childôs self-esteem? Can you provide an 

example? 

 Has your child had any negative experiences because his/her parent has been in prison? Has 

the COPES Mentor Program helped your child to deal with any of these? 

 What could make the mentoring program more helpful to children and families? 

 Did the mentoring program help your child stay connected with his/her incarcerated parent? 

How did the program help? 

 Has the mentoring program helped your relationship to your child? How? 

 Have you noticed any other changes in your child that we havenôt talked about today? 

 

Caregiver interviews, although limited to eight, highlighted 

some positive aspects of their youthsô involvement with the 

COPES Mentor Program. The caregivers all agreed that 

involvement with the Mentor Program was an enriching 

experience for their youth.   

Many of the caregivers highlighted an improvement in their 

youthôs communication as a result of participation in the COPES Mentor Program. One parent 

said of her youth, ñShe has learned better communication skills and she is more independent 

now.ò  Another parent shared, ñSheôs a little more focused on school now due to better 

communication.ò And another said, ñHe is more responsible now; he learned respect from his 

mentor.ò 

Parents and caregivers 
perceived positive 
outcomes for their 
children/youth from 
participation in the COPES 
program. 
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As with the mentor and youth responses, the caregivers noted that the youth liked going out with 

their mentor to get away from home and family. Any activity that allowed the mentee to relax 

outside of the home environment seemed a positive experience for the youth. 

The caregivers noted some changes in their childrenôs self-esteem due to participation in the 

mentor program. One parent replied to question #6 by saying, ñHer self-esteem is getting a little 

better. The mentor gave her make-up and now she cares about her appearance.ò Another parent 

said, ñYes, he is more positive about things now and proud of the things his mentor is teaching 

him.ò 

The most notable information that came from the caregiver interviews were the responses to 

question #10 about how the mentor program has helped the parent and child relationship. One 

mother said, ñOh yeah. Weôre a lot closer now.ò Another explained how a three-way meeting 

between the mentor, mentee and mother provided an opportunity for the youth to see how much 

her Mom cared about her. In situations where the mentor and caregiver exhibited open 

communication, the caregiver and youth relationship seemed more likely to improve.  

Overall, the caregivers interviewed for this evaluation expressed satisfaction with the perceived 

benefits their children were receiving from participating in the COPES mentor program. 

Although the caregivers did not believe that the mentor program helped the youth stay connected 

to their incarcerated parent, they did believe their own relationship to their child had 

strengthened. This seemed especially true in situations where the mentor and caregiver 

communicated regularly. 

 

Summary ï Interview Results 

Interview results across all program participants shared common 

responses and themes. 

Each of the program participant subgroups was asked how 

involvement with the mentor program has affected the youth 

mentees. Responses across all interviews showed that participants 

perceived that the program: 

 Helps youth be more trusting and open, 

 Helps youth control anger outbursts, and  

 Helps to improve youth relationship to parent/caregiver. 

The COPES mentor 
program appears to help 
youth form trusting 
connections with adults and 
strengthen connection to 
their parents and 
caregivers. 
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The type of interactions that seem the most helpful to youth mentees as reported by the mentors, 

mentees and caregivers were unstructured and youth-focused in which the mentor: 

 Just listens to what they have to say, 

 Gets the youth out of their house and away from immediate family for awhile, and 

 Talks with them about their lives and their interests. 

 

The biggest challenges for mentors center on getting started in their new role as mentors. These 

mentors frequently discussed: 

 Not knowing what to do as a mentor when they begin, and 

 Wanting a staff introduction to the youthôs family in the beginning. 

 

As noted earlier, there appeared to be a dichotomy between mentors 

who were already connected with the Community Center and those who 

were not. The former group often knew their mentee before entering a 

formal mentor-mentee relationship. These mentors did not express a 

need for more formal program supports because their relationship was 

naturally evolving and they found it easy and natural to seek help and 

guidance informally from Southeast Yakima Community Center staff. However, the mentors who 

were not previously connected to the Community Center voiced a desire for program support with 

introductions to the mentee and mentee family as well as more support around developing a 

mentor relationship and addressing the topic of parental incarceration. All mentors agreed that 

having more resources and support from the program to deal with challenging youth behavior 

would be helpful. 

Mentors voiced the desire 
for more, and more 
formalized, program 
supports to provide 
guidance as they began 
their role as mentors. 
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Mentor Focus Group 

A Mentor focus group was held in September 2008 at the Southeast Yakima Community Center 

in conjunction with the monthly mentor and caregiver meeting. Participants shared their thoughts 

about their experiences with the COPES Mentor Program and provided insight about how the 

program worked well and how it could be improved. 

Once program staff mentors (some program staff members also volunteer as mentors) were 

separated from the community volunteers, there were eight mentors able to take part in the 

structured discussion. Five of the eight participants were female (62.5 percent) and 3 were male 

(37.5 percent). Half of the participants were Black/African-American and the other half 

Caucasian. 

 

Focus Group Protocol 

Participants were encouraged to brainstorm ideas about the mentor program and everyone was 

given a rating sheet to rank their opinion about the importance of responses to the following 

questions: 

 What about the COPES Mentor Program works well? 

 What about the program could be improved? 

 What worked well with the process by which you were matched to a youth for mentoring? 

 What could be improved with the matching process? 

 What type of support has been the most helpful to you as a mentor? 

 What other support would be useful to you in order to be the most effective mentor you can 

be? 

 What kind of information would you have liked before starting your work as a mentor? 

 

The protocol used in the focus group was based on the iterative case method approach, which 

seeks to ground qualitative data with quantitative factors. Specifically, quantitative data were 

used to ground the qualitative findings of the focus group by having participants complete 

importance ratings on each theme that was developed by the group in response to the stimulus 

questions listed above. Importance ratings were used in prioritizing, reporting and contrasting the 

importance of themes generated by the groups. To keep the focus on relative importance as 

opposed to numeric scores, average importance ratings were categorized as belonging to one of 

four groups: 

(1) Among the most important 

(2) Important 

(3) Somewhat Important 
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(4) Not as important 

 

Summary of Focus Group Results 

Results from the Mentor focus group portray the mentorsô perception of their participation in the 

Mentor Program and the things they thought could be enhanced. 

 

Five constructs stood out among aspects the mentors liked most about the COPES Mentor 

Program: 

 

 The flexibility of the program schedule and activities. 

o Mentors noted that the COPES program allowed significant flexibility in the amount 

and nature of participation. The program allows mentors to work with youth mentees 

with minimal specific requirements for participation in specific structured activities. 

This was seen by mentors as allowing a more natural and tailored mentor-mentee 

relationship. 

 

 Support from other mentors. 

o Mentors found great value and support in interactions with other mentors and 

described this peer support as very important to the overall quality of the mentor 

experience. 

 

 Mentoring facilitates honoring youth. 

o Mentors indicated that participation in the COPES program helped them to 

understand the values, experiences and behavior of youth. This enhanced 

understanding helped them to feel more positive towards youth and to feel a greater 

sense that youth experiences had worth even if they diverged from that of the adult 

mentor. 

 

 Monthly meetings. 

o Mentors who were able to participate in the monthly mentor/caregiver meetings 

found significant support in these interactions and noted them as very important to 

the overall quality of the mentor experience. 

 

 Support from COPES program staff. 

o Mentors described assistance in problem solving and other forms of support from 

program staff as central to their success as mentors. 

 

 
The match process 

Mentors agreed that two elements made the process by which they were matched with a youth 

mentee easy. Those were: 

 

 Having a previous relationship to the youth. 

o A significant number of mentor-mentee pairs had prior, and often long-standing, 

relationships in the community. For these mentors, the match process and 

engagement in mentoring activities was much easier than for mentors who lacked this 
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existing connection and had to figure out how to develop a new relationship with 

youth wary of trusting adults. 

 

 Being familiar with the Southeast Yakima Community Center. 

o Similar to the preceding bullet, some mentors had long-standing connections to the 

Community Center and began their relationship with the mentor program with a 

strong sense of belonging to Southeast Yakima Community Center. This connection 

facilitated an easy entry into the mentor program and made it more comfortable for 

these mentors to seek support from program staff. 

 

The mentors found the following types of program support the most helpful: 

 Monthly mentor and caregiver meetings. 

o Monthly lunch meetings are open to mentors and parents/caregivers of participating 

youth. For those mentors whose schedules permitted, these meetings appeared to be a 

central organizing point for their experience and a very significant source of support. 

 

 Mentor-to-mentor support. 

o In addition to the monthly meetings, mentors who were connected to the Community 

Center and, more broadly, to the southeast Yakima community itself indicated that 

they found meaningful assistance and support from other mentors.  

 

 The Community Center as the hub of the community. 

o For a sub-group of mentors with a history of involvement at the Southeast Yakima 

Community Center, the Community Center represents an ongoing and important hub 

to their experience of the community. Even prior to engagement as mentors, these 

individuals were actively connected to the Center and its range of programs. As 

mentors, this connection made for an easy transition. 

 

The mentors ranked the following six items as among the most important ideas 
for enhancing or improving the COPES Mentor Program: 

 Offer introductory class for new mentors. 

 Formalize the introduction and linkage between mentors and mentees. 

 Formalize introduction of mentor to families by program staff. 

 Offer cultural sensitivity training. 

 Coordinate ongoing communication between the Southeast Yakima Community Center, 

families and mentors. 

 Provide formal, structured programmatic support for mentors in engaging and advocating for 

youth in schools and other systems. 
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Community Forum 

Upon conclusion of the focus group and interviews, all mentor program participants were invited 

to take part in a community forum. Program staff distributed flyers and contacted all mentors, 

mentees and caregivers by phone or by email to extend invitations to attend. The forum was held 

on December 8, 2008 in the evening at the Community Center and participants received dinner 

and dessert while listening to the presentation of preliminary findings by the evaluation team.  

The forum provided an opportunity for program participants to reflect on program goals and 

operations as well as to think more about the things that work well and things that could be 

improved. Program staff and participants provided positive feedback and validated the 

preliminary evaluation findings reported. Participant input provided the evening of the forum 

confirmed findings discovered during earlier data collection steps and were incorporated into the 

data analyses and study conclusions. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Overall, the findings from this evaluation provide support for the continued development of the 

COPES Mentor Program operated through the Southeast Yakima Community Center. The 

program enjoys exceptionally enthusiastic support from youth participants, their caregivers, and 

the adult mentors volunteering to participate. The formative qualitative data collected for this 

report suggest that the COPES Mentor Program is valued by and positively affects its youth 

participants.  

By design, this study is unable to address whether or not the COPES Mentor Program is meeting 

its primary goal of preventing youth participants from becoming incarcerated. However, as noted 

in the introduction to this report, children of incarcerated parents are at high risk for future 

incarceration and well-run mentoring programs appear to mitigate this risk.  

A longitudinal study that follows the mentees for an extended period of time and compares their 

outcomes to those of youth with similar life circumstances who have not participated in the 

COPES Mentor Program would be required to determine the extent to which this goal was being 

met.  

 

Program Strengths 

The COPES mentor program boasts significant strengths that suggest the potential to grow into a 

successful model. Caregivers, mentors and mentees find significant value in the COPES program. 

This evaluation suggests that much of this strength comes from the strong anchoring of the 

program in the Southeast Yakima community. Moreover, many of the program aspects that 

appear most valued by stakeholders mirror the strengths of natural systems of support, rather than 

more formal professional systems.  

This program model finds support in extant research of the Big Brothers/Big Sisters mentor 

program (Tierney, et al., 2000). This work demonstrated that relationship-based, non-targeted 

mentoring, as opposed to highly-structured engagements that specifically set out to develop youth 

skills, led to significant positive impacts in youth functioning. 

 

Program Challenges 

To a large extent, the COPES programôs challenges mirror its strengths. Put simply, COPES is a 

strong but informal community-based program in the early phases of development. It appears to 

work well for mentors and mentees with a pre-existing connection and somewhat less smoothly 

for mentor-mentee pairs coming to the program without such a prior relationship. In order to 

grow, the program must take several normal developmental steps to further specify and structure 
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key program elements to ensure a consistent and high-quality mentoring experience for all 

participants. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the evaluation results, we offer the following recommendations to the COPES Mentor 

Program staff as suggested next steps for program development. 

 

Identify Key Program Elements (especially the ñsecret 

ingredients!ò) 

The COPES program staff runs the program in a very natural and informal manner. Much of the 

programs strategies and protocols reside primarily with the Centerôs Executive Director. By 

completing a structured process to identify key program elements and formalize and document 

them, protocols and strategies would become more consistent and replicable. 

 

Outreach and Screening for New Mentors 

The program should develop a structured and specified outreach strategy and thorough volunteer 

screening that identifies adults who are likely to keep their time commitment and meet program 

expectations. 

 

Develop Training for New Mentors 

An orientation and training for new mentors that addresses expectations and provides suggestions 

for beginning a mentoring relationship, activities to do with mentee, cultural sensitivity training 

and provides resources for mentor to access as needed. This training may also include 

presentations from experienced mentors to pass on advice for handling specific situations such as 

youth in gangs, drug use, truancy, sex or anger management. Training should feature clear 

instruction on communication and limit-setting skills, tips on relationship-building and 

recommendations on the best way to interact with a young person. 

 

Formalize the Mentor-Mentee Matching Process 

Matching procedures should be developed that take into account the preferences of the youth, the 

youthôs family and the volunteer mentor, and that use a professional case manager to analyze 

which volunteer would work best with which youth.  
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Engagement Protocol for New Mentor/Mentee Matches and the 

Mentee Families 

Formalize a process by which program staff introduces mentors to mentee and mentee family. 

Intensive supervision and support should be made available to each match by a case manager who 

has frequent contact with the parent/guardian, volunteer and youth, and provides assistance when 

requested or as difficulties arise. 

 

Develop a COPES Mentor Program Handbook 

In order to make the program consistent and sustainable, key elements and activities must be 

written down and disseminated beyond the current core program team. An initial framework for a 

program handbook is attached as an appendix to this report. It is intended to serve as a facilitative 

tool for Southeast Yakima Community Center staff to use to clarify, identify, and formalize 

program elements and strategies. Note that some sections of this program handbook were 

intentionally left blank so the staff could fill in information appropriate to their community, their 

mentors/mentees, and their program. 

 

Use the Program Handbook to Monitor and Improve the Program 

The handbook outlines key components identified through the research literature for effective 

mentor programs. Because the COPES Mentor Program leadership and staff will know best how 

they want to pursue development of each program component, the creation of a COPES-specific 

handbook will best be done internally. The evaluation team offers its support in the completion of 

this process. 

Once completed, the program handbook will serve two purposes. First, it will offer a guideline for 

program staff to monitor the program and continue to advance the development of each 

component of the program according to the program mission and specified goals for each 

program component. Second, it will provide an overview of the program for community members 

considering becoming a volunteer mentor and also offer advice for current mentors on how to 

handle specific situations that may arise when mentoring youth. 

 

Enhance Current Program Process and Outcome Tracking 

Program staff currently track the number of hours mentors and mentees are involved with 

mentoring each month. In addition, the grade level and gender of the youth participant is tracked. 

Tracking additional monthly data elements would enhance the information available for 

evaluating the program and also help program staff with operational development. For example, it 

may be useful for staff to track mentor and mentee program satisfaction and suggestions, the 
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number of trainings or support groups the mentors attended and the frequency with which the 

mentor and mentee are checking in with program staff.  

Further, as the program becomes more structured and developmentally mature it will be 

increasingly valuable to track outcomes relating to the success of the mentoring relationships in 

supporting positive youth outcomes. The accompanying Handbook template offers initial 

suggestions from process and outcome tracking. 
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1. Using This Handbook 
 

This handbook is intended to outline the goals and components of the COPES Mentor 

Program and then to act as an operations manual for staff running the program. It is 

currently a framework for the COPES Mentor Program staff to use in developing a 

Handbook specific to the COPES Mentor Program of Southeast Yakima. It is hoped that 

once complete, this handbook will serve to improve understanding of the current mentor 

program that supports Yakima youth with one or more parent in prison for policymakers 

or funders interested in learning about the program. The handbook can act as a guide for 

staff monitoring the programôs adherence to the program mission and goals. In addition, 

this handbook will offer advice and guidelines for volunteer mentors on topic areas they 

may encounter when working with their youth mentee. 

 

The handbook contents are based upon observations, interviews and discussions with 

program staff as well as focus groups and individual interviews with mentors, parents and 

mentees involved with the program. Due to the limited scope of the evaluation of this 

program, this handbook cannot provide comprehensive, detailed and proven instructions 

for replicating this mentor program. However, this handbook does provide a summary of 

the programôs background, philosophy and key areas offering a solid foundation for 

developing a similar mentoring program. 
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2. COPES Mentor Program At-A-Glance  
 

COPES Mentor Program 

Primary  
Program Goal 

To provide youth with a long-term supportive adult relationship 
in order to prevent incarceration of youth and to help youth 
overcome the negative stigma of having an incarcerated parent 
by supporting youth development of healthy coping skills, self-
esteem and social competence. 

Program 
Implementation  

September 1, 2006 

Youth Matched 
to Mentor   

52 youth matched in Fall 2008  

Funding Sources 
Á Southeast Yakima Community Center 
Á Casey Family Programs  

Project Site Southeast Yakima Community Center 

Southeast Yakima 
Community Center 
Director 
Program Coordinator 
Program Assistant 

 
 
Ester Huey, granhuey@aol.com 
Robin French, robin-french@hotmail.com  
Adrianne Garner, adrianneg75@yahoo.com 

 

mailto:granhuey@aol.com
mailto:robin-french@hotmail.com
mailto:adrianneg75@yahoo.com
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3. ñWhat is the COPES Mentor Program?ò 
 

What is the COPES Mentor Program? 

 
The COPES (Children of Prisoners Empowered for Success) Mentor Program 

matches children and adolescents of incarcerated parents, ranging in age from 5 to 15, 

to an adult mentor through the Southeast Yakima Community Center. The program 

aims to serve 50 youth per year. The primary goal of the program is to provide youth 

with a long-term supportive adult relationship in order to prevent these youth from 

engaging in the same behaviors that led their parents to become incarcerated. 

Additionally, the program aims to help youth overcome the negative stigma of having 

an incarcerated parent by supporting youth development of healthy coping skills, self-

esteem and social competence. The mentor is charged with providing support and 

guidance for their youth mentee. 

 

Why was the Program Started? 
 

In 2006, Ms. Huey the Executive Director of the Southeast Yakima Community 

Center recognized a need to respond to Yakima youth participating in her after-school 

programs who demonstrated low self-esteem and disruptive behavior. In talking with 

the youth directly Ms. Huey discovered that many of them had a parent in jail. She 

found that, ñthe youth were angry, ashamed and acting out.ò  Caregivers of these 

youth confirmed Ms. Hueyôs suspicions when they discussed the change in behavior 

that occurred after a parent was incarcerated and became absent from the youthôs 

home.  

 

Ms. Huey and her staff checked with Childrenôs Service agencies that were serving 

high risk youth and found that indeed, there were a significant number of youth with 

one or more parent incarcerated in the Yakima region. At the same time Ms. Huey 

discovered there were no specific programs aimed at serving this particular segment 

of the population. 
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With firsthand stories from youth and their caregivers, quantitative data from 

Childrenôs Services agencies and inspiration from President Bushôs 2004 State of the 

Union Address in which he asked Americans to ñreach out and help the more than 1.5 

million American children with parents in prison,ò Ms. Huey decided to launch the 

Children of Prisoners Empowered for Success (COPES) Mentor Program through the 

Southeast Yakima Community Center.  

 

Who are the Mentors? 

 
COPES Mentor Program mentors are adults in the Yakima community who are 

willing to volunteer their time to reach out to youth and provide a stable and caring 

adult relationship. These volunteers are often already associated with the Community 

Center and are able to commit to be available for at least one year of mentoring. 

These volunteers may or may not already have experience acting as a mentor but all 

have a desire to provide a healthy adult relationship for a youth and to help that youth 

develop self-confidence and social skills. Volunteers come from all different cultural 

backgrounds and work in a variety of different careers. 

 

What do the Mentors do? 

The Mentors agree to: 

 Provide a stable relationship with their assigned youth mentee; 

 Engage youth in healthy activities that build self-esteem; 

 Encourage youth in academic endeavors; 

 Communicate regularly with assigned youthôs caregiver; 

 Participate in monthly mentor meetings to provide and gain support from other 

volunteer mentors. 
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The start of the COPES Mentor 
Program: In noticing disruptive 
behavior and talking to youth 
directly, Ms. Huey discovered a 
common story: many of these 
youth had an absent parent. Most 
often the children were in foster 
care and one of their parents was 
in jail. The youth were angry, 
ashamed and acting out, and 
there were no targeted services in 
Yakima to serve them. 

4. Program Foundations 
 

Background and History 
 

In 2006, the Southeast Yakima Community Center, 

under the guidance its Executive Director Ms. Ester 

Huey, identified a need in the southeast Yakima 

community for healthy adult relationships for youth 

with one or more parents in prison. In response to this 

need, Ms. Huey and the Community Center developed 

the Children of Prisoners Empowered for Success 

(COPES) Mentor Program specifically to serve this population of youth. In early 2007, 

Casey Family Programsô Yakima Field Office Director, Lynn Biggs, recognized the 

COPES Mentor Program as a local program aligned with Casey Family Programsô 2020 

Strategy that aims to help foster youth achieve self-sufficiency and stability. At that time, 

Casey Family Programs provided financial support for the program and eventually 

funded the hiring of a contracted evaluator, TriWest Group, to conduct a formative 

evaluation of the program to support continued program development. 

The COPES Mentor Program was staffed by AmeriCorps volunteer, Ms. Juliette 

Hemphill, from September 2006 through July of 2008. In August 2008, a program 

coordinator, Ms. Robin French, was hired to provide support to mentors and mentees and 

oversee the recruitment and matching processes.   

 

Program Principles and Philosophy 

The COPES Mentor Program established these primary program goals and 
expectations:  

 Provide youth with a long-term supportive adult relationship in order to prevent 

youth from engaging in the same behaviors that led their parents to become 

incarcerated. 

 Help youth overcome negative stigma of having an incarcerated parent by 

supporting youth development of healthy copying skills, self-esteem and social 
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competence. 

 Improve youth academic success and engagement in school. 

 Develop youth self-confidence. 

 Provide a supportive community based at the Southeast Yakima Community 

Center. 

. 
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Statement of Purpose  
 

By providing strong 
mentoring relationships for 
children of incarcerated 
parents, we hope to prevent 
these youth from engaging 
in the behaviors that led 
their parents to prison and 
as a consequence, prevent 
these youth from becoming 
incarcerated themselves. 

5. Mentor Program Components 
The following table and accompanying text summarize the main components of the 

COPES Mentor Program.  

 

 

5.1 Statement of Purpose 

Communicating the purpose of the mentor program is 

critical. In designing the COPES Mentor Program, Ms. 

Huey and the Southeast Yakima Community Center 

staff clearly wished to provide healthy and sustainable 

adult relationships for community youth with 

incarcerated parents in order to prevent those youth 

from becoming incarcerated themselves. A written 

statement of purpose will serve many purposes as it can 

guide program staff decisions and daily operations, help 

to attract volunteers and inform them of their mission as they become involved with the 

Mentor Program and also notify community members and potential funders of the 

program values and core philosophies.  

 

 

 

Mentor Program Components 

1. Written Statement of Purpose   
2. Education Outreach and Recruitment Plan 
3. Eligibility Criteria  
4. Screening Process  
5. Orientation and Training  
6. Matching Process   
7. Monitoring and Supervision  
8. Recognition and Celebration of Volunteers  
9. Match Closure Procedure  
10. Fidelity Monitoring and Evaluation  
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The Mentor screening 
process may include: 

 Written application 

 Employment check 

 Personal reference 
check 

 Criminal background 
check 

 In-person interview 

5.2 Education Outreach and Recruitment Plan  

This component of the program will vary in complexity depending on the extent to which 

volunteers are recruited from the Community Center community. After all willing 

volunteers from the immediate community have been recruited, it may be necessary to 

develop a recruiting and marketing plan to reach out to other communities in Yakima 

beyond the reach of the Community Center. To do this, program staff may need to spend 

time doing outreach, educating the greater Yakima community about the Mentor 

Program, and building linkages with other agencies or community groups interested in 

serving Yakimaôs youth.   

 

5.3 Eligibility Criteria 

Eligibility criteria are important because it helps the 

program ensure they are selecting the right participants 

to serve program goals. If clearly communicated to 

youth participants, their families and the volunteer 

mentors it also helps to clarify who may be best suited 

to participate and best served by the program. These 

criteria can be focused around the programôs statement 

of purpose and usually include explicit expectations for mentees and mentors with regard 

to their level of commitment and the time they can devote to the mentor program. It is a 

good idea to communicate eligibility criteria for parents or caregivers of the youth 

mentees also so families understand their responsibilities and take an active role in the 

program. 

 

5.4 Screening Process  

For program consistency it is a good idea to standardize the screening process for 

potential mentees and mentors. Of course, when screening and accepting mentors, the 

mentor program must ensure that volunteers are safe and can be a good match for the 

youth participating in the program. The screening process may include a written 

application, employment and personal reference checks, a criminal background check, 
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and an in-person interview. 

 

The research base suggests that effective mentors could be screened for certain qualities.  

 

V Time, reliability, and commitment. It takes time to develop trust with children 

who may have been disappointed by adults. Mentors should be able to commit to 

an extended time (usually one year) and effort (often weekly) the program seeks.  

V Emotional maturity and healthy self-esteem. Mentoring is a youth-centered 

relationship. Mentors may be discouraged if the mentee doesnôt respond initially. 

V Realistic expectations and healthy boundaries. It often takes months to see 

positive effects from mentoring.  

V Strong communication skills. It is usually up to the mentors to bear, initiate and 

maintain communication with the mentee. A sense of humor and an understanding 

of how to ask open-ended questions, offer choices, maintain confidence, and 

appropriately share life experiences with young people are important. 

V Empathy for at-risk young people and their families.  

V Interest and ability to conduct mentoring activities. Mentoring activities may 

vary widelyðfrom providing homework help to visiting a museum or zoo to 

playing basketball in an after-school setting. Once the COPES program clarifies 

expected activities, these can be shared with the prospective volunteer and 

discussed together to determine whether they are a good fit.  

 
5.5 Orientation and Training 

Once mentees and mentors have been selected for the program, an orientation to 

introduce program goals and expectations is an important way to welcome new 

participants. This orientation can also include a structured training program to help new 

mentees, caregivers and mentors understand their roles and responsibilities. In addition, 

this orientation and training meeting is a good opportunity to share successful strategies 

for developing a healthy relationship between the mentors and the youth and also some 

ideas for mentors to handle various situations that may arise in working with the youth.  
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Mentor matching 
criteria may include 
items such as:  

 Gender 

 Race or Ethnicity 

 Language 

 Family Histories 

 Schedule  
availability 

 Location 

 Hobbies 

 Career interests 

 Attitude  

Additional types of training are helpful to program participants as well such as trainings 

on cultural sensitivity, handling truancy, drug use, sexual behaviors, anger management, 

gang involvement or other situations that may arise when mentoring youth.  

The Powerful Families curriculum available through Casey Family Programs and 

available to all mentors, mentees and members of the Southeast Yakima Community 

Center is an example of a meaningful supplementary training to help mentees and their 

families learn leadership, financial literacy and advocacy skills. 

 

5.6 Matching Process 

Ensuring that the mentors and mentees are a good match 

is a crucial step toward building successful 

mentor/mentee relationships and ultimately, a successful 

mentor program for Southeast Yakima youth. As with 

the eligibility and screening procedures, the matching 

process works well when standardized so all 

participants are matched by the same criteria. The 

matching criteria will build upon the programôs 

statement of purpose and must reflect the Southeast 

Yakima Community Center knowledge about what 

makes a good match between a mentee and mentor. The COPES program currently 

matches mentee and mentors on career and school interests and also whether the mentor 

will be able to work well with the menteeôs character and attitude. 

 

5.7 Monitoring and Supervision 

Establishing a good match between the mentor and mentee is critical and just as 

important is continuing to monitor and supervise the mentor/mentee relationship to 

provide ongoing support as needed. Southeast Yakima Community Center staff provides 

key support to mentors and mentees involved in the COPES Mentor Program. Since the 

Community Center is the hub of the community from which many of the mentors and 

mentees come, monitoring takes place naturally through the frequent communication 
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between program staff and program participants. The monthly mentor and parent 

meetings and other Community Center activities program participants are encouraged to 

attend also facilitate an effortless monitoring process. Additional monitoring efforts 

would be required if the program grew to invite and accept participants from outside the 

Community Center community. In addition, trainings on handling various situations that 

arise for the youth (for example, truancy, anger, mental health, drugs, and gangs) or on 

cultural sensitivity may be valuable for the mentors. It will also be helpful to continue the 

monthly volunteer tracking log that records mentorsô volunteer hours for the purpose of 

reporting to potential funders the level of volunteer support.  

 

5.8 Recognition and Celebration of Volunteers 

Recognizing and celebrating the mentors who volunteer to make the COPES Mentor 

Program possible is a meaningful way to maintain volunteers and keep them energized to 

carry out the program goals. Maintaining volunteers and keeping them active is also 

essential to sustaining the program as a whole and ensuring its success. Developing a bi-

annual or annual celebration of mentors and making community service announcements 

to recognize mentorsô commitment to the program are two ways to celebrate the folks 

that are at the heart of the program.  

 

5.9 Match Closure Procedure  

For various reasons, mentor and mentee relationships may come to an end. When this 

situation occurs, the program must ensure that the mentor and mentee have support to 

move through the period of transition. The program is also responsible for setting a 

policy to define the parameters for future contact between the mentor and mentee outside 

the scope of the mentor program.  

 

5.10 Fidelity Monitoring and Evaluation  

Continuing to monitor the Mentor Program once all components are fully developed will 

ensure that the program thrives and stays true to its mission. This monitoring can be an 
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ongoing process implemented by program staff and it may also make sense when funds 

are available to hire an outside evaluation team to study the programôs operations and 

measure the programôs outcomes. While it may seem daunting and complicated to 

conduct an evaluation, it can be relatively simple. The following section provides an 

overview of some important things to consider when planning and implementing a 

program evaluation. 

 

Multiple Data Sources 

Mentoring programs offer the opportunity to collect data from three different sources: the 

mentee, mentor and parent/caregiver. Two sources, the mentor and mentee, are surveyed 

to measure the quality of the relationship from both perspectives. In addition, all three 

sourcesðthe mentor, mentee, and parent/caregiver can be surveyed to measure 

outcomes. Collecting data from more than one perspective increases the chances of 

uncovering issues that need to be addressed. More than one data source also helps 

corroborate findings. You can ñdouble checkò your results; the more sources that agree 

an outcome occurred, the more credible your findings. 

 

When to Collect Data  

Outcome surveys may be administered at different points in time so that change can be 

measured before and after the mentoring intervention. The first set of survey data serves 

as a ñbaselineò or pre-test: a starting point that will be compared when data is collected at 

a later point in time (post-test), after the mentoring has taken place. It is recommended 

that data be collected at least two times, after approximately six weeks of mentoring and 

again after one year. It is assumed that after six weeks of mentoring, the mentor and 

mentee will be able to answer questions about their relationship, though it is still early in 

the program year. Research has shown that it takes about one year for measurable mentee 

outcomes to emerge, though this may differ by program. You may also want to monitor 

progress more closely by administering the instruments at a mid-point (e.g. after six 

months).  
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Some informal training is recommended for staff that will be responsible for 

administering the three surveys and analyzing the data. 

 

How to Administer Surveys 

A neutral staff person at the program (someone not directly involved with the mentor or 

mentee) should administer the surveys. This person should be able to explain the purpose 

of the survey and instructions to respondents (mentees, mentors, and adults) in a neutral 

manner, answering questions they may have without influencing their responses. For the 

younger mentee respondents, the person who administers the survey should read the 

instructions on the survey aloud, making sure the mentees understand the response 

options and how to mark their responses. 

 

It is important that respondents feel they can answer survey questions honestly. 

Therefore, the person administering the instruments should also understand your 

programôs system for maintaining confidentiality, communicate that to the respondent, 

and abide by it. 

 

Considerations for Collecting Data from Minors 

There are special ethical considerations when you ask people to complete surveys, such 

as how privacy will be safeguarded, but collecting data from children, youth, and other 

vulnerable populations requires special thought and attention. It is important to ensure 

that adults responsible for the care of the mentee are kept informed, and that all involved 

understand that participation in the survey is voluntary and will not affect their access to 

services. Important issues include: 

 Confidentiality 

o How will you ensure that confidentiality is protected?   

 Informed Consent 

o Minimally, you should inform parents/guardians that their children will be 

asked to respond to a survey and when this would occur, and give them 

the opportunity to ask questions or decline participation.  
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o A letter of notification should include: 

Á A brief description of your organization  

Á The purpose of the survey 

Á Topic of the survey and types of questions that will be asked 

Á That the survey is voluntary and if they do not want their children 

to participate, it will not affect access to services 

Á Why participation is important and any potential benefits 

Á An explanation of any risk involved 

Á How confidentiality will be protected 

Á When the survey will be administered and how long it will take to 

complete 

Á What the results will be used for  

Á Who they can contact for questions 
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What Kinds of Questions to Ask 

 

It is common in mentoring program evaluations to combine questions about the mentor-

mentee relationship and questions about the menteeôs attitudes and behavior. In relation 

to the mentor-mentee relationship questions should address: 

 The extent to which the relationship is centered on the youth; 

 The youthôs emotional engagement to the relationship; and 

 The youthôs satisfaction with the relationship. 

 

Outcome-oriented questions typically address positive attitudes, optimism and behavior. 

Some examples of possible survey questions include (Tierney et al., 2000): 

1. I like to talk about what Iôll do after finishing high school.   

2. I like to talk about the things I can do really well. 

3. I am taking steps to get the things I want in life.    

4. When I make a mistake, I try to learn how to improve.  

5. I plan to graduate from high school. 

6. When I get out in the world, I really think I will be successful. 

7. When things go wrong, I try to learn what I can from the experience. 

8. When Iôm with my mentor I feel safe.   

9. My mentor shows that he/she cares about me. 

10. My mentor makes me feel important. 

11. My mentor notices when I am upset about something. 

12. I trust my mentorôs advice. 

13. I like talking to my mentor because my mentor understands what Iôm saying. 

14. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your mentor? 
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How Can Data Collection Help to Strengthen the Program?  

 

Once you have scored the individual surveys, it is relatively quick and simple to calculate 

the averages of all the scores or to organize the scores into ranges. This information then 

allows you to look at the quality of the mentor-youth relationships across all of the 

participants in your program. In addition the data can help determine what the program is 

achieving and identify areas of the program that might be strengthened. Finally, the data 

can help establish benchmarks that you can use to gauge program progress over time. 

 

While this type of relatively simple survey approach provides sufficient data for most 

program purposes, additional data could also be collected. Some examples of possible 

options include: 

 

Behavioral Conduct 

o Initiated drug use 

o Initiated alcohol use 

o Number of times stole something in past year 

o Number of times took something from store in past year 

o Number of times damaged property in past year 

o Number of times involved in a fight in past year 

o Number of times hit someone in past year 

o Number of times did risky things in past year 

o Number of times sent to principalôs office in past year 

o Number of times cheated on test in past year 

o Used tobacco in past 30 days 

 

Academic Outcomes 

o Grades 

o Number of times skipped class 

o Number of days skipped school 
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o Number of visits to a college 

o Number of books read 

o Number of trips to a library 

o Weekly hours spent on homework 

o Weekly hours spent reading 

 

Family Relationships 

o Inventory of Parent & Peer Attachment (IPPA) 

o Number of times lied to parent in past year 

 

Social and Cultural Enrichment 

o Weekly hours in sport or recreation programs 

o Weekly hours in volunteer or community service 

o Weekly hours in art, music or dance lessons 

o Weekly hours in school clubs or organizations 

o Weekly hours in youth groups 

o Number of times attended sporting event in past year 

o Number of times attended a play in past year 

o Number of times attended professional dance performance in past year 

o Number of times attended music concert in past year 

o Number of times participated in an outdoor activity in past year 

o Number of times visited a museum in past year 

o Total weekly hours spent in social and cultural activities 

o Total attendance at social and cultural events in past year 
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6. Helpful Tips for Mentors 
 
6.1 Addressing Parent Imprisonment  

 

Southeast Yakima Community Center philosophy and suggestions from the research base 

[to be customized and created by Southeast Yakima Community Center] 

 

6.2 Dealing with Anger  
Southeast Yakima Community Center philosophy and suggestions from the research base 

[to be customized and created by Southeast Yakima Community Center] 

 

6.3 Dealing with Mental Health Issues  
Southeast Yakima Community Center philosophy and suggestions from the research base 

[to be customized and created by Southeast Yakima Community Center] 

 

6.4 Dealing with Truancy and School Districts  
Southeast Yakima Community Center philosophy and suggestions from the research base 

[to be customized and created by Southeast Yakima Community Center] 

 

6.5 Dealing with Gangs  
Southeast Yakima Community Center philosophy and suggestions from the research base 

[to be customized and created by Southeast Yakima Community Center] 
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Appendix 2. Volunteer Monthly Tracking Log ï Example 
 

             
 

Site Name SECC Month JULY Year 2008 

Instructions 
Each month, AmeriCorps members must compile data from the Volunteer Sign 
In Sheets at their site and enter it into the Volunteer Monthly Tracking Log. 
Volunteers should be listed only once on this form. In the ñTotal Timeò column, 
write the total number of hours contributed by the volunteer during the month.  
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Volunteer First & Last Name 
Were they born 

between 1946 & 1964? 
(Y or N) 

Total Time 
(Hours and minutes) 

GA Y 2 

JA Y 11 

EA N 12 

DA N 0 

WB N 11.5 

BB Y 0 

AB N 23 

SC N 6.5 

FC N 6.5 

DC Y 0 

BC Y 14 

BC Y 16 

RF N 45 

AG N 2.25 

JH Y 68 

EH N 0 

RL Y 21.5 

SL N 11 

LM Y 170 

TP Y 0 

KS N 0 

DS Y 0 

DS Y 0 

   

   

Number of Volunteers (including Baby Boomers)  23  

Number of Volunteers (Baby Boomers only) 12 

Total Service Hours Contributed (including Baby 

Boomers) 
 420.25 
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Appendix 3. COPES Mentor Program Participant Monthly Tracking Log         

Site Name 
 Southeast Community Center 

Month 
 July 

Year 
 2008 

Instructions 
Each month, the COP AmeriCorps member must compile data from the Participant Sign In Sheets at sites and enter it into 

the Participant Monthly Tracking Log. Participants should be listed only once on this form. In the ñTotal Timeò column, write 

the total number of hours the student participated during the month. Attach additional sheets if necessary.  

First & Last Name Grade Gender Mentoring Tutoring 

After  

School 

Program 

Family 

Night 

Special 

Events 
Comments 

Total 

Time 
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First & Last Name Grade Gender Mentoring Tutoring 

After 

School 

Program 

Family 

Night 

Special 

Events 
Comments 

Total 

Time 

 

Number of Kindergartners     

Number of 1
st
 Graders   

Number of 2
nd

 Graders   

Number of 3
rd

 Graders   

Number of 4
th
 Graders   

Number of 5
th
 Graders   

Number of 6
th
 Graders   

Number of 7
th
 Graders   

Number of 8
th
 Graders   

Number of 9
th
 Graders   

Number of 10
th
 Graders   

Number of 11
th
 Graders   

Number of 12
th
 Graders   

Number of Females    23   

Number of Males  27 

Unduplicated Participants   

Indexed Count   

 

 

 
  


