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Introduction

The first Parent-Mentor Workshop was held on May 13, 2006 at Tutorial High School (THS), Woolford Avenue from 2.00 pm – 5.00 pm.  It was attended by 52 people comprising 27 Mentors – 15 from THS and 12 from Bishops’ High School (BHS) – and 18 parents; the Headmistresses of THS and BHS, Ms Patricia Lake and Ms Elizabeth Isaacs-Walcott, respectively; Mr. Huburn Collins, the Form Master of the Tutorial Mentee class, 3 members of the Management Committee and the main facilitator, Dr. Janice Jackson.  Among the parents were four fathers, the group to whom a special invitation was sent at the request of those parents who attended the workshop for parents held on April 8, 2006.

Ms Magda Pollard, Chair of the Management Committee, welcomed participants especially those who made the effort to be on time.  She opined that this workshop would contribute to achieving the desired outcomes of the project.  Ms Pollard further outlined the purpose of the workshop, which was to have parents and mentors interact so that the children whose welfare is focus of their discussions, can be helped to develop to the best of their ability and become more rounded citizens.

Ms Pollard introduced Dr. Janice Jackson and Ms Joyce Sinclair, a mentor and member of the Management Committee who assisted in the process.  She also introduced the Headmistresses and the Programme Coordinator, Ms Andrea Mentore.

Update on Mentoring Relationships

To May 13 2006, there were 37 mentoring relationships, 17 at BHS and 20 at THS, 29 of which involve female mentees.  An additional four mentor/mentee relationships were yet to commence.  In the latter cases, the mentor was still to schedule a meeting with the mentee and his/her parents.  The Coordinator undertook to facilitate the commencement of these relationships.

Those mentors who had only had an initial contact with the mentee and/or parents were encouraged to begin activities with the children as they were anxious to be actively involved in a relationship with the mentor.  Prospective mentors who had not yet completed their applications were expected to begin their relationships before May 31.

The Coordinator reminded participants that they should bring any concerns they had about the relationship to her attention.

Setting the Stage

Dr Jackson in her in her introductory remarks expressed the hope that through lively exchanges, a better understanding and appreciation of the children’s problems and concerns, including those highlighted in the role-plays and discussed at the Parents’ Workshop, would result.  She also noted that uncertainty surrounds the Mentoring relationship in some instances.  She gave the example of the parent who was hesitant about the activities in which a mentor/mentee could participate and the decision making process involved before the child was given the opportunity to have new or varying experiences.  She also suggested that children be encouraged to engage in a continuous learning process, studying all year round so that they would be fresh for examinations and not harried with last minute preparations.

Parents and mentors were paired to make acquaintances, intermingle and then introduce their partner to the other participants.  Since some had met before, there was less isolation of persons and those who attended their first workshop were able to blend comfortably into the activities. 

Students’ Perspectives: Review of Parents’ Workshop

The reality of the lives of first form students presented in essays written by the students and displayed through role plays at the Parents’ Workshop was recapped.  This was intended to give the parents and mentors a basis to begin discussing ways in which they could collaborate to assist the mentees in the transition from primary to secondary school.

Among the issues confronted by attendance at a secondary school were the increase in the number of subjects studied and teachers encountered, homework demands, new forms of punishment such as detention and difficulty in understanding some subjects.  Those related to the home environment included the balancing of household chores and homework assignments, parents’ reluctance to treat the children as maturing and more capable of taking care of themselves, the desire for greater interaction and time spent with parents, permission from parents to participate in extracurricular activities and the experience and/or witnessing of domestic violence in the home and the community.  Those related to self-management and the influence of peers included the need to develop time management skills, peer pressure with respect to areas such as spending money and hairstyles, provision of adequate lunch, understanding the dynamics and consequences of HIV/AIDS and being different from members of the peer group.

When asked to form groups for writing poetry, the children aligned themselves with others whom they knew.  They were reassigned to mixed-school groups and acquired new friends by the end of the exercise.  A parallel was made to the parents who limited their interaction prior to the commencement of the workshop. The fact that their behaviour suggested a need for permission to speak to each other was pointed out.

Parents considered the time they thought it was important for them to raise certain issues such as sex with their children.  One indicated that she waited until an issue was raised by the child before venturing to address it.  Parents were reminded that children often had engaged in discussions with others before consulting the parent and were advised that it would be beneficial to them if they took the child down the path they desired rather than allow others to inform him/her.  Parents were asked to close their eyes and recall things spoken with friends and not the parents.

Parent-Mentor Interchange

Working in four groups, the participants discussed the issues raised during the Parents’ Workshop as well as examined those arising from their experience of mentoring and parenting.  They addressed these from the perspective of their impact on the children’s performance at home, in school and in the wider society.

To avoid duplication, each group in turn presented one issue to the entire workshop for further discussion.  Other groups which addressed the same issue but may have had a different perspective complemented these presentations.

The issues addressed were:

· Some of the mentoring relationships are working well, even though some mentees may be shy.  In others, the interaction is lower than expected.  Some persons had difficulty initiating the relationship but these have since been overcome.  Some pairs have undertaken interesting activities such as assisting with school assignments, going on lunch dates, paying home visits and engaging in baking activities at the mentee’s instigation. 

· Efforts have to be made to increase the contact in the latter case, with contact being recognized as including telephone interaction.

· Some Mentors have not been able to visit the homes of their Mentees, but have a working relationship.

· Some parents held the view that the Parent-Teachers’ Associations (PTA) seem not to be very active.

The H.M. of BHS noted that the school has form-level parent meetings and that letters are given to the children to deliver to their parents. The H.M. of THS reported that the PTA meetings are not well attended by parents, especially those at Levels 2,3,4,5.  She observed that parents of Level 1 children usually respond better.  She stated that the school tries to accommodate parents at Level meetings, but again the response is poor.  She urged parents to contact the school for information or contact other parents to find out about school activities.

Dr. Jackson stated that some children fail to deliver letters to their parents and encouraged parents to find a strategy for checking for such correspondence.

· Conflict in the home can result in poor performance of the children academically.  Some families need access to guidance and counselling to cope with domestic violence, sexual assault and truancy.

The two H.M. indicated that the Schools Welfare Department handles such matters professionally; however, it was noted that the Department is understaffed and often difficult to contact.  While the Probation and Family Welfare Department also provides services, it was noted that this Department is overburdened, understaffed and severely restricted in carrying out its mandate; in addition, some staff act unprofessionally in some situations.

It was proposed that the schools consider the employment of one of its teachers in the post of Teacher Liaison-School’s Welfare Officer or that a Social Worker or Guidance Counsellor be employed as obtained in the 1970s and 1980s.  It was also suggested that a relationship be built with the Probation and Family Welfare Department and the Schools Welfare Department.  Some participants stated that parents need to “take the bull by the horns” and have children listen to and obey them.  They felt that the home must be strong to combat the problem and that the religious organizations should play their part in working with the home to achieve positive outcomes.

Dr. Jackson asked whether the Ministry of Education has a policy on dealing with welfare issues.  She noted that if the existing system does not work, parents may need to take action, such as writing letters to the press, to bring the issues to the attention of the authorities.

· Some parents have difficulty acknowledging that the child is capable of taking independent action and being overprotective as a result.  One example was a parent being afraid to send the child to the library for fear of the child coming to some harm.

· Some children have difficulty with subjects and perform poorly.  Some seem not to understand the basic concepts of Mathematics.  The absence of teachers is contributing to dislike of a subject in some cases. 

The H.M. of THS noted that the school was with a Mathematics teacher at the beginning of the school year.  Subsequently, a retired H.M. teacher, Ms Seepaul, volunteered her services and a teacher was appointed during the second term.  The teacher observed that the children seemed not to understand concepts.  A teacher, Ms Sam, conducted classes during the Easter holidays although it was discovered that not all parents were aware of this arrangement.

It was noted that Mathematics taught in First Form is an extension of the Common Entrance Mathematics syllabus yet several students encounter problems with the work.

The HM of BHS expressed her disappointment that the case of the Spanish teacher not performing appropriately with respect to the student’s work was not brought to her attention for action. 

· The mentor is unable to have a face-to-face meeting with the mentee at home because of the number of administrators in the home and the resultant power struggles.  The mentor should meet the child away from the home as the intent of the programme is to give the child different experiences.   The interaction could take place at school, for example.

· Some children lack self-confidence and have low self-esteem.  This may arise from their complexion and behaviour of other children which makes them feel inferior.

One mentor indicated that other students shunned because of her father’s status in society.  While she was able to adjust and function well, others may find coping more difficult, even though they are supported by the home or a mentor.  Such behaviour by students could lead to a feeling of alienation and low self-esteem.

· Ideally, mentors and parents should work together and meet half-way to make the mentoring relationship work.

· Children are not reading enough.

· Parents while understanding that their children need help are academically challenged and cannot effectively provide that help which is vital for the child’s progress.  Other parents may have the ability to provide some degree of help.  There need for some mechanism between parents and students to bridge the gaps.

· Parents need to ensure that they show an interest in the children’s welfare and interact with them on an ongoing basis.

It was noted that some parents abandon children once they enter secondary school, leaving their care and development to the school.  It was stated that some parents do any and everything for the children including fetching heavy book-bags, buying countless textbooks and being present for meetings while the child is in primary school, just to ensure that he/she gains a place in the desired secondary school.  After that mission accomplishment, the interest factor died.

Evaluation

The general feedback was that the workshop was useful.  Some participants stated that they acquired knowledge to help them deal with situations that may occur while others learnt lessons for relating with some of their relationship peculiarities.

A representative of the fathers offered to help share the positives of his child’s relationship with the mentor and the initiatives taken to achieve such.  For him, the workshop activities gave him a better understanding of the mentor/mentee relationship.  He has offered to help other parents begin their relationships.

A parent said that she has learnt better methods for dealing with the child.  From the mentor’s perspective, there was an expression of appreciation for the support mechanism derived from shared experiences.

A father expressed special thanks to the mentor for the time spent with and interest shown in the child.  He commended her determination to find the child’s home and to be active in the guidance of the child.

Parents and mentors were reminded that they should contact the Coordinator should issues on which they need assistance arise.

In closing, Dr. Jackson thanked participants for their input.  She expressed the hope that the interaction between mentors and mentees would result in long-term relationships.



