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Abstract  

As Indian society continues to struggle with the disparity among its people, we must not 

overlook the younger disadvantaged generation.  This paper highlights the work of a 

newly implemented mentor program at a northern Karnataka-based NGO that serves to 

empower talented students coming from underprivileged backgrounds.  Statistics have 

shown that despite these students’ stellar performance upon completion of 10
th

 Standard, 

many factors potentially lead them to varying degrees of failure in their college days and 

upon graduation.  The Mentor Program was developed in hopes of bridging the gap 

between a student’s potential and actual results during this time period.  It was also 

realized that many upwardly mobile Indians were looking for an avenue to contribute 

their time towards the student community as volunteer mentors.  The paper provides an 

in-depth look at the methods and procedures involved in creating such a program, the 

challenges faced and lessons learned.  It additionally provides a general view of the 

benefits that can potentially follow if a quality mentor program for disadvantaged 

students in India is implemented.   

Numerous organizations and individuals in India are working for the betterment of 

students from difficult backgrounds through scholarships and training, however, 

mentoring is a concept not widely formally administered in India, but the potential to 

implement and make a lasting difference beyond these empirical services, is large and 

promising.  This paper attempts to encourage like-minded individuals, similar 

organizations and volunteers in India to realize the need for formal mentoring for young 

disadvantaged youth in India.  It provides ideas, procedures, and resources to use as a 

framework for implementing a similar model in respective communities or organizations 

to bridge the many contrasting gaps such students face.   
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"The greatest good you can do for another is not just to share your riches but to 

reveal to him his own." 

     ~ Benjamin Disraeli 

Background  

A few professors in Dharwad, Karnataka realized there was a contingent of talented 

young students who were not able to pursue a higher education because of their financial 

situation.  Vidya Poshak was hence started in 2001 as a non-governmental organization 

(NGO) to provide college scholarships to a small group of poor but meritorious students. 

Since then the organization has supported almost 4000 students with more than 21 

million rupees in financial assistance across 20 districts in Karnataka, India.   

Soon after the inception of Vidya Poshak, the organization realized that financial 

assistance alone would not optimize the students’ overall potential.  Other difficulties 

began to surface as a better understanding of these students and their environments 

developed.  Although they received scholarships for their fees, students were not able to 

afford bus passes for daily travel from their villages to the colleges.  Many of them also 

could not afford textbooks, resorting to photocopies and relying on borrowing books 

from friends.  Many students faced pressure to discontinue their education for various 

reasons.  In addition, they also lacked communication skills, exposure, and confidence 

when compared to better off students.  Consequently, Vidya Poshak started providing 

textbooks to all students and in certain areas – bus passes, soft skills training, and English 

classes.  Yet each year almost 40% of scholarship-awarded students either drop out or fail 

to renew their scholarships.  Since communication is a problem as most of these students 

do not have telephones or live in villages, it has been a difficult task to understand why 

these above average 10
th

 pass students are not able to make it in college.  Furthermore, 

the sheer number of students compared to the manpower at the NGO makes it impossible 

to provide one-on-one attention to each student.  The number of students dropping out or 

not renewing their scholarship became a concern.  Through the continued understanding 

of a student’s needs and what was lacking to achieve their overall potential, Vidya 

Poshak realized that students from this background faced many difficulties and another 

way to provide more valuable services was through some sort of a mentoring program for 

the students.  

A majority of the Vidya Poshak students hail from rural backgrounds and are typically 

the first learners in their family.  These students do not have enough guidance, attention, 

and role models at home and in their communities.  They may not have someone they 

trust to talk with.  The students may be unaware of various career options and have no 

one to encourage them.  Most of these students’ parents are daily wage laborers with little 

education levels, doing what best they can for their children, but not capable of relating 

with them on studies and career options.  For many Vidya Poshak students, college is a 

bigger challenge than anticipated, but certainly a path they deserve and can accomplish.  

Among the other realizations resulting in improvement of services, as an NGO catering to 

empower the poor student community, Vidya Poshak has now recognized that many 

students need and want an individual mentor for guidance, support, and motivation.  At 
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the same time there is a community of upwardly mobile individuals who are looking for 

an avenue to contribute their time towards making a difference.    

My Involvement 

Through all of their learning’s over the last several years, Vidya Poshak believed that 

students could truly benefit by having a mentor for many of the problems they faced that 

could not be alleviated through such things as books, scholarships, or training classes.  

Vidya Poshak realized that many students from this community carried a void in the area 

of support that is normally achieved through role models, guides, and regular 

encouragement.   

Although mentorship was a project that Vidya Poshak wanted to see materialize, their 

commitment to the many other services they provided to students did not allow them the 

human resources to venture into implementing a mentor program.  Hence they created a 

partnership with Indicorps, an NGO based in Ahmedabad that encourages young people 

of Indian origin living abroad to return to India to engage in one to two year grassroots-

level projects through selfless service.  The hope was that a dedicated volunteer would be 

interested in working on such a project.   

Born and raised in America, but having a short two-year stint of living with my 

grandparents in India as a child, as well as many satisfying summer trips, I was always 

determined to find a place in time to return to what I believe is my home country.  Not for 

a vacation or to fill my summer months, rather for service for an extended period of time.  

After completing a degree in Psychology in America, I spent many years working in 

various corporations.  Through all my years living abroad but never relinquishing my ties 

and identity to India, I was very eager to do something meaningful in India.  I wanted and 

finally decided to return to India last year to work in the social service sector.  Luckily, I 

got accepted into the Fellowship Program at Indicorps which allowed me to match my 

determination of reconnecting with India through a structured program emphasizing an 

ideology that I agreed with – “service for the soul”.  During the process of applying and 

getting accepted into the Fellowship Program at Indicorps, I was also determined to work 

in Karnataka (my ancestral place) so that I could converse in the local Indian language I 

knew – Kannada, and in the areas of education and young people.  On September 16
th
  of 

2006, after a one-month training with Indicorps, I arrived as a full-time volunteer to 

Vidya Poshak in Dharwad, Karnataka, specifically to work on implementing a project the 

organization felt was important – a mentor program. 

The very next day I found myself interacting with and addressing about 100 students at a 

Vidya Poshak scholarship disbursement ceremony.  I wished all the students the utmost 

congratulations for having gone so far in their education in a country that has a very grim 

statistic for 10
th
 Standard pass outs.  These students belonged to a group where roughly 

12% of college-age children are actually enrolled in higher education.
1
  In addition, the 

students of Vidya Poshak are from economically-disadvantaged backgrounds.  I was 

thoroughly impressed!  I had many students asking me various questions ranging from 

how to qualify for an MBA program to how to get rid of stage fright.   
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This brief but valuable initial interaction with the students gave me great insight into the 

gap that many of these students faced – the lack of someone who can fill the role as a 

one-on-one guide, friend, or role model.  I was bombarded with questions related to their 

very surroundings of college and career-related topics.  They were eager to discuss a 

variety of subjects and questions with someone whom they perceived as a potential guide, 

friend, or expert.  At that point I came to believe that indeed the project that I had come 

to work on was warranted.  This was my first step in moving in the right direction – 

towards believing in the idea of my project.  I then realized that although I was an Indian 

by ethnicity, I was still an outsider by experience.  Simply realizing the necessity of a 

mentor program may not have been enough for the upcoming months.  I needed and 

wanted to understand more intricately, through firsthand experience, the lives, 

environments, ambitions, and challenges of these students.  Creating and implementing a 

mentor program was going to take more than just a well-thought out set of methods and 

procedures, the more crucial part would be the true conviction that should resonate when 

delivering it.  So that was the day I started my journey of exploring the poor but 

meritorious student community of Vidya Poshak in hopes of being better equipped to 

launch a valuable and effective mentor program.    

The Issue  

Along with the 40% of Vidya Poshak students who are failing to continue their 

scholarship and/or higher education each year, there is an equally alarming statistic for 

the graduates.  Although it is still too early to fully assess the graduates, with the few 

students who have now graduated, roughly about 75, half of them are sitting idle at home 

and have not been able to secure decent-paying jobs.  This is a difficult pill to swallow 

since most of them live near the poverty level.    

There are potentially many reasons attributed to these failures.  Here are a few of them, 

not in any specific order, based on my learning’s over the last eight months.   

1) More than 90% of these students are from vernacular medium and they face 

communication difficulties when they suddenly enter English medium   

2) Many students suffer from an “inferiority complex” due to their poverty  

3) Inability to cope with migrating from rural life to semi-urban life in college   

4) Lack of access to various resources such as tuitions, newspapers, and additional 

training  

5) Not being aware of processes and procedures to renew the scholarship 

6) Lack of confidence and overall fear  

7) Decrease in marks due to language barriers  
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8) Lack of proper role models and guidance  

9) A lack of awareness and exposure regarding college and careers  

10) Not having anyone to talk with regarding questions and doubts  

Since most of the Vidya Poshak students are disadvantaged in the many ways as stated 

above, they face more difficulties in college when compared with their more affluent 

counterparts.  All these various reasons help to contribute to a student’s overall demise 

during college years.  This is not to generalize and state that all Vidya Poshak or 

underprivileged students are not able to do well on their own, or that none of them have 

the proper environment, guidance and upbringing to flourish in college, but I have 

observed that many of them face these difficulties and thus amounts to their 

shortcomings.  

Sample Story – Mahantamma and her Lack of Access to Information 

Early on in my Fellowship year, I spent a couple of days accompanying the Vidya Poshak 

field officers on poverty assessments.  We went to many remote villages as well as semi-

urban homes to assess the level of poverty of students to determine qualification for a 

scholarship.  One scenario I will never forget.  It was the home of a student who had 

already been receiving a scholarship but needed to renew.  We drove far off into distant 

towns and through isolated roads to come to the student’s home in a remote village.  The 

student’s name is Mahantamma.  We parked the NGO jeep at the entrance of the village 

and trekked through the tiny dirt roads to reach her house.  Walking through the village, I 

felt like an outsider.  Everyone stared from the doors of their homes, some asking 

questions and others leading us by pointing their fingers in the correct direction.  I think 

most of them knew of Vidya Poshak.  Typically a neighborhood will know about the one 

lone student on their street that has been able to bypass the typical village life and enter 

into college.        

When we entered into Mahantamma’s home, I was blinded by a cloud of smoke.  

Someone was busy cooking with pieces of firewood in an open makeshift stove.  Their 

dwelling unit was dark and filled with the junk that gives them their livelihood.  There 

was no place to sit and Mahantamma came forward, her hair completely messy.  The full 

conversation took place at the walkway near the door.  Mahantamma proceeded to tell us 

that she did not opt for a nursing course as she had planned.  She just finished her 12
th

 

Standard in the science stream and took admission to a teaching a course, a fate that 

would probably lead her nowhere.  When asked why she did not join the nursing course, 

she said that when she went to the college to get information, she was told it would cost 

her lakhs of rupees, which was incorrect information.  She said that she tried to call 

Vidya Poshak to get advice but was not clear on what to do.  I stood there thinking about 

Mahantamma and wondered how she managed to guide herself in such an environment.  

She had nobody in her community to talk with and she did not have the confidence to 

contact the NGO to clarify what her options were.  She was not able to consult with 
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anyone or gather and process information on something that would chart her course of 

life.  

Sample Story – Savitri: Intelligent but Afraid 

I sat in the back of one of Vidya Poshak’s spoken English classes for its students.  It was 

at the venue of a summer camp being conducted for top 10
th
 pass students.  About sixty 

students from all over Northern Karnataka were in attendance.  This was an opportunity 

for bright students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds to receive intense training 

for one month in hopes of providing them more confidence and skills before they enter 

college.    

As I sat in the back row observing the class, I instantly noticed a small struggle between 

two students.  They were all preparing for a self-introduction that they would have to do 

in English in front of the entire class.  One girl, who seemed more confident, was urging 

the other girl, Savitri, to participate.  Savitri was pushing away in her chair and her eyes 

were filled with tears.  I intervened to see if I could help.  The confident girl stated that 

Savitri was afraid and would not participate.  I could see the fear in Savitri’s eyes as they 

swelled even more with tears.  I could tell that she was in the most uncomfortable 

situation of her life.  I asked Savitri to come outside with me so we could talk.  All Savitri 

said to me for the next five minutes in Kannada was that she doesn’t know English.  She 

would not let go of the idea that she did not know English.  She was overwhelmed with 

fear at the thought of going up on stage to do a simple self-introduction in English.  It 

very well could have been the first time in her life doing something like this.  I told her 

that I would be her partner and tried as much as I could to encourage her.  Her mind 

seemed to be set that she could not do it, but in the end, she came on stage although filled 

with so much angst and horror.  I later came to find out that Savitri scored 93% in her 

exams and that both her parents are completely illiterate having not even studied once in 

their lives.  She lives in the most remote village with little access to anything and her 

father is an alcoholic after years of doing daily wage labor.  Savitri will be going onto 

college in a nearby town, but one wonders about her limitless potential and how she will 

survive in college with such little guidance and encouragement.  

A Solution  

There are many ways to address these issues.  Vidya Poshak improves their services 

every year.  They learn from experience and do what is best for the students and all 

stakeholders.  Ideally, Vidya Poshak wants to help students pursue their higher education 

so that they can be gainfully employed to support themselves and their families as well as 

be well-rounded contributing citizens to Indian society.    

The implementation that I have undertaken is to create and launch a mentor program for 

the students.  The Mentor Program’s mission is to bring together students who need good 

mentors with people who are ready to serve the student community.  Through this 

program, it is the hope that students will have a guide who can be a positive impact 
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through regular and positive interactions.  Students may be far more successful in studies, 

career, and life in general.    

Mentor Program Project Goals  

1. Through field immersion, understand the student community and their need for a 

mentor program  

2. Identify and induct interested and needy students into the Mentor Program  

3. Create partnerships with various community organizations for their involvement 

in the program  

4. Identify members of the community to provide selfless service by being a 

dedicated mentor  

5. Create a clear and systematic plan to implement and monitor the program  

6. Provide training and orientation to both students and mentors 

7. Match the students who need mentors with people who are ready to serve 

8. Ongoing assessment of the Mentor Program through “Feedback Meetings”  

9. Ensure benefits to students and mentors  

10. Replicate in other areas  

Findings   

Experience - Based Research  

I felt the best research I could do to obtain the most powerful information and 

ammunition for justifying a mentor program was through experiential field research.  I 

wanted to be sure that these students could potentially benefit from a mentor program.    

The first several months were spent immersing into a variety of activities ranging from 

getting to know the students, visiting them in their homes, to attending college classes, 

just to name a few.  Below, I have summarized some activities I have engaged in which 

have helped me understand the student community not only at Vidya Poshak, but also 

within the larger community itself.  

The Students and their Environment 

Most students live in homes that are very tiny and not conducive for studying.  They live 

in meager conditions but somehow have managed to do well thus far.  In most homes, 

you will not find access to books, magazines or newspapers of any kind.  Typically, 

parents can not relate to their children’s lives as they enter into college.  Many of the 

parents are illiterate or have little education.  Parents are typically working in the farms or 

as daily wage laborers.  There have been scenarios where I have asked how a parent feels 

about their child studying in this or that subject and they frankly tell me they know 

nothing about what their child is studying.  Many students feel a lot of pressure to finish 

their education as soon as possible so they can start earning something.  Many girl 

students do have pressure of marriage as well as a lot of housework coupled with their 

college demands.  There are students who have to deal with abuse and alcoholism at 
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home.  However, you will find that there are also many parents who are very supportive 

and encourage their children for higher studies.  More importantly, the students have an 

innate desire to overcome their obstacles and make it in life.  If you ask any student about 

their goals in life, you will find that most will form tears in their eyes and say they want 

to earn a good living so they can support the family that has helped them get so far.    

 
A student doing embroidery work for livelihood for family 

March 2007:  Dharwad, Karnataka 

 

 
A student with her mother in their home 

October 2006:  A village in Karnataka 
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A mother of a student making tea in their kitchen 

October 2006:  A village in Karnataka 

Students’ Personalities 

I conducted three workshops on three different Sundays for students on such things as 

communication, presentations, group discussions, and team work.  It was an opportunity 

for me to get to know them and get a better understanding of their personalities.  The 

workshops were each about four hours long.  It was very interactive and involved all of 

the students needing to participate and talk.  I instantly learned that a majority of them are 

very shy and hesitant.  You will usually find in a group of ten students maybe one that 

will actually take initiative and talk.  You really have to push them to speak and open up.  

Even then the response is nominal.  The students are typically accustomed to being 

scolded and not encouraged to think outside the box or even ask questions.  The 

workshops consisted of many team building and communication type of games which 

required everyone to participate, give ideas, and find solutions to have a successful 

outcome.  The students are academically smart, but when asked to work in a team, they 

are extremely hesitant and unfamiliar.  However, they are eager to participate in these 

types of activities and they want to improve their skills in an open environment that 

stresses equality and encouragement.  Life-skills emphasized in these activities are not 

completely new ideas to the students.  They are usually aware of what they should 

improve on and what qualities could make them more effective in life, however, I have 

found that they usually lack an environment or outlet for nurturing these areas.  Students 

understand the value of such life-skills, which will enable them to be more confident and 

socially prosperous however, they have rarely been encouraged to cultivate them.  

Moreover, I have found that the students’ hesitancy and shy nature spills over to almost 

everything in their life.  I find this to be detrimental for young people during a time in 

their life they should be far more assertive and inquisitive.  These qualities leave them in 

the dark, unaware of opportunities, and feeling less-deserving, a fate that should not be 

accepted for the young, disadvantaged generation of India. 

Mentor Questionnaire  
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I thought it would be important to get a sample of student’s feelings regarding a mentor 

program.  Therefore, I created a twelve-question survey.  This survey was implemented 

to get direct feedback from students on what they want in a mentor, understand if a 

mentor would be useful for them, and understand the specific issues in their lives.  I 

personally administered eighteen questionnaires and analyzed the results of their 

feedback.  Below are some of my findings:  

• Characteristics that students look for in a mentor:  should understand ones 

feelings, friendly, a good listener, a good guide, a problem solver, able to 

identify the skills of a student, knowledgeable, and ability to show ways to 

success.   

• Students are typically exposed to guides who are more just care-takers or will 

instruct and/or scold rather than truly guide and encourage.    

• The students are willing and want to have a regular mentor.  Many do not have 

anyone besides immediate family members to discuss openly about various 

topics.  

• Students are not aware of different career options.  Most blindly say they want to 

be a software engineer.   

• The students will not openly share personal problems unless they feel comfortable 

or close to someone.   

• They are also in need of English improvement, computer classes, and personality 

development exposure.   

 Refer to Appendix – REFERENCE 1:  Mentor Program Needs Assessment Student 

Survey  

The Plight of Graduated Students 

I also felt it would be important to interact with students who have completed their 

studies since the long term goal is for students to be successful upon graduation.  Most 

students, especially the non-technical graduates, are sitting idle at home.  This was 

confirmed with a survey that was sent out.  The results of about 65 graduated students 

showed that more than half were not doing anything after their graduation.  The ones that 

do have jobs are typically working in non-challenging roles earning about 1000 rupees or 

less per month.  The results are somewhat discouraging.  I spent a lot of time training 

students who have graduated and even set up a “resource group” at the NGO office to 

help in preparing for job searches and interviews.  It seems that the students want 

assistance but have no idea how to go about a job search.  More importantly, most of 

them are not at all competent for jobs after they graduate.   Through no fault of their own, 

they have had little career guidance on what to do after their education and have had very 

little proper preparation and no skills-set acquired during their college years.   

Visit to the Prerana Mentor Program, Bangalore 

In mid-November I spent one week at an NGO called Prerana.  Prerana has a mentor 

program in place.  I visited this NGO to get an understanding of their program and how it 
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is administered.  The trip was very successful and I found the Prerana Mentor Program to 

be very well-run and administered.  I set up several meetings with a diverse group of 

individuals ranging from students studying engineering to nursing to mentors working in 

the IT and philanthropy sectors.  I had individual meetings with five mentors and several 

students who were being mentored.  The Prerana Mentor Program was piloted in July 

2005 with only nine mentors matched with nine students of Prerana.  After about six 

months, the feedback was positive and therefore it was then administered to forty mentors 

and forty students.  The response I got from the mentors and students was nothing but 

positive.  Mentors saw an improvement in the students’ confidence and willingness to be 

open with problems after regular interactions.  The students’ feedback was also very 

positive, many saying that they look forward to their mentor meetings and one student 

referring to her mentor as a “second mother”.  I was also able to get a lot of details on 

how to go about setting up the program and guidelines to make it effective.  Key 

takeaways from this visit: 

• Conduct informational meetings for mentors and students before they join  

• Screen the mentors (through personal interviews or a questionnaire) before 

enlisting them as mentors 

• Keep the evaluation form open-ended and not too form-like 

• Do not hold meetings with student at the mentor’s home  

• Mentor should visit the student’s home and college  

Visit to the Bhumi Mentor Program, Hyderabad 

Bhumi is an NGO working on various issues in Hyderabad’s largest slum, Rasalpoora.  

The Dronacharya and Ekalavya (DnE) Mentor Program is one of their initiatives which 

hopes to provide an avenue through mentorship for high school students to nurture their 

innate talent.  The DnE program focuses on developing students through moral support, 

encouragement, and direction.  The program has about 40 mentors paired with 9
th
 and 

10
th
 Standard students.  A lot of their mentors are very young professionals – in their 

early twenties.  They have created a very brief “mentor guidebook” and require their 

mentors to meet their students once a fortnight.  

Bhumi emphasized the importance of having an evaluation and assessment component to 

the program.  They currently do not have one in place and are looking for a way to 

implement this.  I have realized that for this type of program to be sustainable, there has 

to be a way to measure its successes, failures, and challenges.  My visit to Bhumi also 

reinforced that in order for a mentor program to work, there has to be a lot of 

coordination and management.  This type of a program (mentoring) provides feedback 

and results that sometimes can be characterized as subjective, ambiguous, and largely 

anecdotal.  Changes, whether positive or negative, can not always be tracked, measured, 

or directly linked to any one particular reason.  Academic marks can be measured easily, 

but that is not the only focus for mentoring, especially for the mentor program at Vidya 

Poshak.  Lastly, it was determined that it has been difficult getting the mentors to stay 

motivated or finding mentors who are truly committed to the cause.  Key takeaways from 

this visit: 
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• Strong infrastructure and regular coordination of the program is essential for its 

success  

• Get parents involved and create a “Parent’s Consent Form”  

• Mass advertisement to gain mentors could lead to uncommitted volunteers  

• Evaluation process must be in place   

 
High school students at the Bhumi Mentor Program 

February 18, 2005:  Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh  

Formal Research   

I did an internet search on mentor programs in India and found almost next to nothing.   

Considering the millions of students enrolled in high schools and colleges in India, it is 

despairing to think there are only a few programs that offer formal mentoring to the 

young generation of India.  However, in America, there are thousands of formal 

mentoring programs in place, largely due to a lot of new research that says that mentor 

programs are beneficial to students.  There is also a lot of state funding that is being put 

into formal mentoring programs in America.
2
  There is an emphasis that students who 

may be “at-risk” for various reasons can benefit greatly by having a positive mentor in 

their life.  Here are a few key points I found through research that I feel are important 

elements to consider while creating and launching a mentor program:  

1. Mentoring programs have developed a broader focus emphasizing on a more 

comprehensive strategy of overall and holistic development of a youth.  

2. Mentoring provides a formal, structured caring relationship  

3. Research says there should be quality in the infrastructure of mentor programs 

which includes mentor screening, careful matching, mentor/mentee orientation 

and training, and ongoing support and supervision.
3
  

4. Research shows that youth who partake in mentoring relationships enjoy a 

number of positive benefits.
4
  

5. Mentoring is most successful when care is taken to ensure quality and 

effectiveness.  Longer relationships between mentor and mentee can result in 

closer bonds and hence more benefits to the mentee.
5
  

6. Research also indicates the following:  
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a. Positive outcomes for programs with the following:
6
  

i. A self-monitoring component  

ii. Ongoing training for mentors  

iii. Structured activities for mentor and mentees  

iv. Encouraging of parent support and involvement  

v. Recruitment of mentors with a helping background  

vi. When venue for mentoring happens in the home or community as 

opposed to schools.  

Implementation 

At about three months into my project at Vidya Poshak (around December 2006), I had 

spent a considerable amount of time understanding the parameters of the disadvantaged 

student community by way of Vidya Poshak students, who are poor but meritorious, and 

my conclusion was that a majority of them could definitely benefit from a formal one-on-

one mentor relationship.   

The next section of this paper goes into detail of the preparation and implementation of 

activities as well as the methods and procedures to get a mentor program off the ground.  

I go into detail, while also trying to keep it general to a wider audience.  As stated before, 

I hope this paper encourages like-minded individuals or organizations, regardless of the 

infrastructure in place, to believe in the idea, either through my experiences highlighted 

or at least with the desire to explore in your own respective domain, that a mentor can be 

beneficial to the deserving but needy younger generation of India.  Below you will find 

the specifics of what I have done to get the Mentor Program at Vidya Poshak launched 

and into its fourth month as I write this.  This should serve as some sort of framework in 

which the concepts and ideas can be tailored to the situation.  I have also provided all the 

formats so that anyone can use in original or with any modifications necessary. 

The Need for a Mentor Program 

After about three months of field and reference research, several conclusions convinced 

me and others at the NGO that a mentor program would prove helpful for Vidya Poshak 

students.  Through all my immersion, research, observations, surveys and conversations 

with experts, the necessity to start the mentor program became even more apparent.  Here 

are a few reasons that I believe that many students from disadvantaged backgrounds can 

benefit from a mentor program.  

• Typically being the first learners in their family, they lack the proper role models 

and support structure in their homes and communities.  

• Studying in vernacular medium during school days can sometimes be detrimental 

to students when they suddenly switch to English medium in college.  

• Communication is a large barrier for students.  This includes everything from 

exposure to current events, newspapers and language abilities.  

• Students lack exposure and knowledge about different career opportunities.  

Moreover, they do not have the resources or know-how to find out more.  
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• Students are generally very shy and hesitant.  They lack courage and confidence 

leaving simple doubts and questions go unnecessarily unanswered.  

• Many factors lead students to lose concentration as well as perform low in college 

exams.  

• Many students are not well-rounded.  They do not know how to interact with 

different people and in different settings, making them incompetent for 

interviews and life success during and after college.  

• With so many students needing individual attention and few NGO staff and 

volunteers, there is a strong need for a bridge between Vidya Poshak (or any 

organization) and its many students.  

• Students need someone they can trust and talk with about many different topics.  

• Many students are very caring, want to be successful in life, and especially want 

to support their families.  Because of the struggles this category of students have 

faced along with getting educated, they hope for more of themselves in order to 

give back for their families’ sacrifices.   

Readiness 

By mid-December 2006 I began the implementation of the Mentor Program.  At this 

point, I had a very good understanding of the student community as well as the 

organization I was working with.  This understanding is crucial in making sure the needs 

of all stakeholders – students, community members, NGO, etc – are as closely matched to 

the goals of any implementation that will take place.  It is essential to fully believe in 

what you are implementing and be able to back it up with specific examples and stories.  

Since a mentor program has elements that are hard to measure, it is imperative that 

passion resonates when implementing the program.  This was an essential factor that 

helped me in convincing people the importance and necessity of the project.  

Create a Presentation and Marketing Material 

After understanding what the mission, goals, and framework for the program would be, I 

compiled all this information for marketing and documentation purposes. 

A set of presentations should be created to highlight the history, reasons, and details of 

the program.  I created one for students and another presentation for potential mentors.  I 

also created a set of guidelines and expectations of how the program would run for all 

those involved as well as four key focus areas for the program.  The four key focus areas, 

based on the students’ needs, for the Vidya Poshak Mentor Program are as follows:   

1) One-on-One Support  

2) Personality Development  

3) Career Awareness  

4) Academic Support.   
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Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 2:  Presentation to Students 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 3: Presentation to Potential Mentors  

I also created two “flyers” highlighting the program, one targeted for students and the 

other for potential mentors.  This should be very brief, informative and convincing.  The 

flyer highlighted the key aspects of the program, expectations of students and mentors, 

and the benefits of participating in the program.  This can be used to provide to students 

and potential mentors for educating them on the program.  Since finding good mentors is 

essentially a recruiting process, it is important to have all this information in a very clear, 

concise, and professional manner.        

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 4:  Informational Flyer for Students 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 5:  Informational Flyer for Potential Mentors  

Identify Students 

The next step in implementing the Mentor Program was to identify students to join the 

program.  Identification can be done in various ways depending on the organization.  In 

this situation, the first batch was confined to the geographical area of Dharwad Vidya 

Poshak students.  Then a cross-section of students studying in various courses was 

identified.  I also made it a point to choose students who may have not have had the 

highest scores, in other words, they were struggling a bit academically.   

In any other situation, an organization’s own database of students, a local school or 

college, or students within a community, are examples of where students can be 

identified.  At that point, a more narrow or targeted group of students for mentoring can 

be established based on a variety of variables such as marks, age, poverty-level, access, 

etc.   

Create a Student “Mentee Form”  

Since a lot of research kept pointing to “strong infrastructure” that would help to make an 

effective program, I did what I could to keep things very organized, professional, and 

systematic.  The program should be able to continue regardless of who will be 

administering it.  I created a one page (front and back) “Student/Mentee Form” for 

students who opted to join the program.  This form captured the following: 

• All of their contact and personal information  

• Family background and education  

• Student’s coursework, medium of instruction, and marks since 10
th

 standard  

• Other skills, extra-curricular activities and hobbies  

• List of questions regarding future educational and career goals, difficulties in 

studies, help needed, and reasons for wanting a mentor  

• Commitment to meet mentor at least once a month  
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Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 6:  Student/Mentee Form  

Request Students to Attend an “Informational Meeting” 

I had identified about 60 Vidya Poshak students in Dharwad and its surrounding villages, 

who I then invited for an informational meeting.  The point of the informational meeting 

was to make sure that, before students decided to join and commit their time towards the 

program, they were fully informed on what it was all about.  Students should fully 

understand the requirements and expectations of them in this program.  Only then would 

it be possible to induct students who were fully committed to the program. 

I created a very brief letter summarizing the “informational meetings”.  Since students are 

very busy with school and other work, I felt it was important to give the option of two 

times they could choose from.  The meeting would be for only one hour and they could 

come on a Saturday evening or Sunday morning.  The times and venue were fixed.  The 

letters went out to each student by post.  In the envelope, I also included the two page 

flyer for students that highlighted the program.  I felt it was also essential for students to 

take a few minutes to read and try to comprehend what the program was all about before 

they came to the meeting.      

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 7:  Letter Inviting Students to Informational Meeting  

Conduct the Informational Meeting for Students 

Since I can speak only conversational Kannada, I felt it was important to have a very 

formal presentation in the form of a PowerPoint.  This helps to ensure that each point is 

thoroughly covered and understood by the students. I also found it very beneficial to 

enlist a couple of Vidya Poshak volunteers/staff to assist in giving the presentation.  I 

knew from experience that if I tried to explain a complex idea, my limitations in the local 

language would result in students not comprehending the material.  This is also important 

for sustaining the program through different people being involved.  Two of our 

dedicated volunteers became part of the team to conduct the informational meetings.  

 
The students intently listening at the informational meeting 

December 23, 2006:  Vidya Poshak office in Dharwad 
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I realized that my extra preparation and attention to detail proved to be successful in the 

turnout at the informational meetings.  Of the 60 students I had invited to the meeting, a 

total of 48 students showed up.  This was a phenomenal turnout.  The meeting went as 

planned.  The presentation was clear and concise.  We made it clear to the students that 

there is no pressure to join and they should only fill out a “Mentee Form” if they were 

sincerely interested and committed.  All 48 students filled out the form and agreed to 

join.  Another very important point is that we made sure to keep the meeting very 

interactive.  For example, at the end of the meeting, we asked each student to provide a 

description of the type of mentor they wanted or how a mentor might be helpful to them.  

The students came out with some really thoughtful and profound points, which we then 

incorporated into the “mentor presentation”.  

 
NGO volunteer assisting with the presentation to students 

December 24, 2006:  Dharwad, Karnataka   
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Informed students filling out the “Mentee Form” 

December 24, 2006:  Dharwad, Karnataka 

Create a “Mentor Form” 

Now that the students had formally signed up for the Mentor Program, it was time to start 

the process for inducting mentors.  I created a one page (front and back) “Mentor Form” 
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for volunteers to fill out if they decided to become a mentor.  This form captured the 

following: 

• All of their contact and personal information  

• Family members and their education levels  

• Mentor’s educational qualifications (if currently a senior student, then the form 

asks for their marks/grades)  

• Other skills, extra-curricular activities and hobbies  

• Work experience  

• List of questions asking the potential mentor to describe why they would be a 

good mentor.  

• The type of student they would like to mentor  

• Commitment to meet student at least once a month  

• Two references with phone numbers  

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 8:  Mentor Form  

Campaign for Mentors 

After the two informational meetings held on December 23
rd

 and 24
th

 of 2006, I had 48 

students who had filled out the “Mentee Form” and were awaiting assignment of 

mentors.  The next step in the process was to find good mentors.  The challenge with 

finding good mentors in this situation was that I was situated in a semi-urban area with 

little industry.  Unlike the Prerana and Bhumi Mentor Programs located in the 

metropolitan cities of Bangalore and Hyderabad respectively, I was located in the Hubli-

Dharwad region.  Hubli-Dharwad does not have any corporations or large industries.  

This restricted me from getting motivated mentors from such companies as Infosys or 

other MNCs.  The Prerana and Bhumi coordinators were able to do hold presentations at 

various companies and get many dynamic people to volunteer as mentors.  I also did not 

want to put out any advertisements in the paper at this stage.  

I did not let the lack of companies and industries discourage me.  I decided to use 

references and go through stacks of business cards I had collected over the last four 

months.  Before setting out on the mission of campaigning for potential mentors, I 

decided it would be wise to do a similar “informational meeting” for potential mentors.  I 

set two meeting dates for January 20
th

 and 21
st
 of 2007.  This allowed people again the 

option of choosing a meeting time that was convenient for them.  The approach to getting 

mentors in this scenario was drastically different then getting students.  Since we already 

had a database of students, it was just a matter of choosing them and presenting the idea.  

For mentors, I would really have to do a campaign.  After deciding on the two dates well 

in advance, I created flyers regarding the meetings and then set out on my mission.    

I provided copies of flyers to all the staff and volunteers of Vidya Poshak.  Then I started 

meeting people and groups individually and gave them the pitch of the Mentor Program 

and how they could contribute to the disadvantaged student community by being a 

volunteer mentor.  I also did presentations at a couple of local MBA colleges to find 
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senior students to become mentors.  I used both the flyer and the PowerPoint presentation 

for conveying my message.  I received a great response and interest from the people I 

interacted with.  I believe one reason for my success in conveying and convincing 

potential mentors the concept of a mentor program was through the stories I told with 

conviction of the necessity of it based on my field experience in the student community.  

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 9:  Flyer for Informational Meeting for Mentors  

Conduct the Informational Meeting for Mentors 

The “information meetings” for mentors was held primarily for individuals who did not 

belong to any organization where I had conducted formal presentations.  For example, at 

the MBA colleges, I had arranged to present to a whole class, so they were not required 

to attend this meeting.  The meetings in January went over very well with a good turnout 

and good response.  In the presentation, I included slides of the students’ personal words 

on characteristics they wanted to see in mentors.  I also included photos of the students 

from the informational meetings.  

At the end of the meetings and formal presentations, I gave the option for the people 

attending to fill out or take a form to sign up for the Mentor Program.  Many people filled 

out the form or brought it back completed over the following week.  

Summary of the Previous Activities and Next Steps 

At this point, there have been 48 students identified and ready to join the Mentor 

Program.  I have also campaigned for potential mentors who then signed up to serve as 

mentors.  The next set of steps, involve creating an orientation and training to launch the 

program and bring together mentors with students.  Below you will find the subsequent 

work that was done to officially launch the program.  

Next Set of Steps  

1. Set a date and agenda for the launch of the program  
a. This was set for Sunday February 25, 2007 

b. It was determined that mentors would arrive at 10 am.  Mentors would 

register and receive their guidebook. 

c. The orientation and training would start for the mentors and would last 

until 12:30 pm. 

d. Students would be asked to arrive by 12:00 pm and the two groups would 

join into one group by 12:30 pm.  

e. When students arrived, they would also register and receive their 

guidebook.  

f. One student was asked to give a speech on her feelings toward the mentor 

program.  
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g. The matching process would start.  Each mentor would then be announced 

their student match and they would meet with each other for the first 

time.  

 
Registration and check-in for mentors at launch program 

March 25, 2007: Hubli, Karnataka  

2. Create a guidebook for students and mentors  

a. I researched several handbooks from various other mentor programs in 

India (Akanksha Mentor Program, Bhumi Mentor Program, Friends of 

Children Mentor Program, and Prerana Mentor Program).  

b. I created a guidebook for both mentors and students drawing from all the 

reference materials I had.  

c. The guidebook is thorough and provides mentors a lot of tips on how to be 

a good mentor.   

d. The guidebook also includes the following useful forms:  

i. A place to store the other person’s contact information.   

ii. A view of the next two years in calendar format, this allows for 

easy scheduling  

iii. A weekly timetable to fill in the other person’s weekly schedule  

iv. A sessions tracker spreadsheet to easily keep track of already 

completed and future-scheduled meetings.   

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 18:  Mentor Guidebook and Student Guidebook  

3. Create two types of templates for evaluation of the mentor program  
a. Interaction Template – This is a form that provides space for comments 

and feedback on the key focus areas in relation to the student.  The four 

key focus areas again are 1) One-on-one support 2) Personality 

Development 3) Academic Support 4) Career Guidance.  There is also 

space for general feedback.  The mentor is required to fill this form out in 

part or full each time they meet with a student.  I hope that if a mentor 

consistently fills out this form, we can assess if the program has provided 

any positive benefits, in any of these areas, to the student.  
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b. Quarterly Template – This is a form that addresses the same four key 

focus areas.  However, this form should be filled out by the mentor after 

every three meetings with the students.  The mentor should rate the 

student on a scale of 1 to 5 (one being very poor and 5 excellent) in each 

focus area.    

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 18:  Mentor Guidebook and Student Guidebook  

4. Create a Resource Spreadsheet  
a. A list of resources and their contact information was created.  The 

resource people are for a variety of different subjects and topics.  We do 

not expect mentors to have the answers to everything, so this was created 

so mentors and students can turn to the appropriate person when they 

need help on a particular topic.   

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 10:  Resource Spreadsheet  

5. Phone calls to mentors and students in the days prior to the program  
a. Calls were made to all mentors and as many students as possible (those 

who completed forms) to get confirmation of who could attend.  

6. Pre-match mentors with students  
a. I decided not to do any detailed pre-screening such as interviewing the 

mentors.  The problem was that we did not have enough manpower and 

we were also eager to get the program started so we could learn quickly 

what works and doesn’t work.  However, each of the mentors did attend 

an “information presentation” and filled out the “mentor form”.  

b. Matching was based on the following  

i.   Geographic location.  Students and mentors should live or 

work/attend college in the same towns.  

ii. Same gender  

iii. Qualification of a mentor and a student who aspired for or was 

currently studying in that same stream.   

iv. Senior students serving as mentors were matched with the younger 

students (ex. 11
th

 Standard)  

c. A spreadsheet was created for easy registration purposes for the launch 

day program.  The spreadsheet listed each student, their current 

coursework, and their career goals.  Next to each student, I listed the 

name of the mentor being matched with the student and their 

qualification.  A column was left next to each name for a signature on the 

launch day.  This made it very easy to dynamically change the student 

and mentor pairs in case any of them did not show up.   

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 11:  Sample List of Pre-Matched Mentors and 

Students Prior to Launch Program  
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7. Invite students and mentors for the launch program  
a. I sent out a letter with agenda for the Dharwad launch of the Mentor 

Program.  In the mentor’s envelope, I also included a copy of the 

student’s “Mentee Form” that was filled out by the students in 

December.  I thought by sending out the pre-matched information to each 

mentor, they would feel more inclined to not miss the date.  They could 

also review the details of the student before they met for the first time.  

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 12:  Letter Inviting Mentors to the Launch Program 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 13:  Letter Inviting Students to the Launch Program  

 
Mentors and students at the training during the launch program 

February 25, 2007, Dharwad, Karnataka 

Launch of the Dharwad Mentor Program 

The launch of the mentor program in Dharwad was a big success.  Almost everyone 

showed up that day and I was able to match a total of 40 pairs.  At the beginning of the 

program, one of the mentors spoke to the group regarding his experience as a student 

counselor.  I believe it is important to get different members of the program to take on a 

role in some way.  The next part of the program was training for the mentors.  A Vidya 

Poshak volunteer assisted with the training.  The training consisted primarily of 

reviewing in detail the guidebook which was created for mentors.  After the training, 

thirty minutes was allotted for open discussion.  The second part of the program was 

when the students arrived.  A student gave a brief speech, which was very inspirational.  

After that, each student and mentor pair was announced.  They were given about 30 

minutes to find a quiet place on the campus of the venue to get acquainted with each 

other.  After that, we broke for lunch and hoped that each pair fixed the next meeting.  

There was a lot of excitement in the air and smiles on everyone’s faces.  The launch of 

the mentor program took off successfully.  
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Launch of the 2
nd

 Mentor Program in Hubli 

Since the launch of the Mentor Program in Dharwad was quite successful, it was decided 

to replicate it with any necessary changes in the sister city of Dharwad – Hubli.  All of 

the exact same steps were taken to implement it in Hubli.  Here are a few of the changes 

and different highlights of the Hubli implementation process: 

• Focused more on partnerships to get mentors: 

o I did several presentations to Sankalp Semiconductors in Hubli.  Through 

this partnership, I was able to get 14 mentors for the Hubli program.  

Most of Sankalp’s employees are young engineers and since many of our 

students aspire to become engineers, this was a good fit.  

o I also conducted several presentations to BVB-CET YUVA.  BVB is a top 

engineering college in Hubli.  YUVA is their youth service group.  Their 

mission is to serve society.  This turned out to be an ideal partnership as 

many of the senior students were very interested in the mentoring 

concept.  I was able to get about ten mentors from the BVB YUVA 

group.  The mentors who are still studying as students have a different 

“Mentor Form” to fill out.  The main difference is that it asks for their 

marks.  I think it is important to enlist senior students who have had a 

record of good marks.   

• By the launch of the 2
nd

 program in Hubli, the Mentor Program had started to 

spread by word of mouth.  Besides for the presentations I did at Sankalp and 

BVB YUVA, I did not have to do that much campaigning on my own.  In fact, I 

still have about 30 potential mentors on a wait list to be assigned a 

student/mentee.  

• A few changes were made to the guidebooks:  

o The student guidebook was updated to include templates for feedback by 

students, which was not included for the first batch of students in 

Dharwad.  The feedback form asks the students to comment on what 

topics in the four key focus areas they have discussed with their mentor.  

They are required to complete one interaction template after each 

meeting with their mentor.  

Highlights from the Launch of the 2
nd

 Mentor Program in Hubli 

A total of 36 pairs of students and mentors were matched.  The Hubli program was 

officially launched on March 25, 2007.  Unfortunately this date was during exams for 

many students so not as many were in attendance.  At the program, we had an excess of 

about 20 mentors who did not get students.  At this point, finding mentors became easier, 

but timing for the students to attend was not the best. 
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A student interacting at the informational meeting 

March 10, 2007:  Hubli, Karnataka 

 

 
Students joining the Mentor Program 
March 10, 2007:  Hubli, Karnataka 

 

 
Mentor and student meeting for the first time 

March 25, 2007: Hubli, Karnataka 
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Mentor and student discussing during their first meeting 

March 25, 2007: Hubli, Karnataka 

Impact  

It is still far too early to assess the level of impact on students.  However, in sheer 

numbers, we have a total of 76 pairs of student-mentor relationships established.  The 

mentors are from a diverse array of backgrounds.   

Here is a snapshot of the variety of our mentors: 

• Adults who have been working for many years  

• Senior citizens and retirees  

• Housewives  

• Young, dynamic engineers (Sankalp Semiconductors)  

• Successful senior students (MBA and engineering students)  

• Professors and lecturers  

• Diverse streams – graduates of B.Com, B.A., BSc, Phd, M.A., MSW, MSc, MBA, 

B.E., M.Tech, I.T.I, and Diploma  

• Business people  

Formal Feedback from Mentors 

As of May 25, 2007, I have received only fifteen interaction feedback forms from the 

mentors.  However, I have received a lot of phone calls and visits to the NGO office by 

mentors regarding how their relationship is progressing.  Many mentors are taking a very 

active role in their student, while some are not.  It has been encouraging to hear about the 

students who meet their mentors every week or several times in a month.   

Formal Feedback from Students 

I provided the interaction template forms only to the Hubli students.  To date, I have 

received only four of these forms back.  For students, it is harder due to their own 
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resources for them to call or visit me frequently.  However, the contact I have had with 

students who are meeting their mentors regularly has been very positive.  

Informal Feedback 

Here a few stories regarding the positive impact this program has had on students and 

mentors: 

• One student just finished his 12
th

 Standard in the science stream and got admitted 

to a top engineering college in the area.  The student came in recently to submit 

paperwork for his scholarship for engineering and we were discussing what field 

of engineering he was going to choose.  The student told me that since the 

launch of the program, he meets with his mentor, who is a young engineer at 

Sankalp Semiconductors, every week.  He said that his mentor has helped him to 

understand all the fields a science student can pursue and feels that his 

relationship with his mentor is extremely valuable. 

• One mentor fills out and turns in to me her “interaction template” each and every 

time after meeting her student.  The mentor even makes a copy for herself so she 

can assess the progress of her student.  In addition, the mentor has encouraged 

the student to enroll in the free spoken English class offered by Vidya Poshak 

during her holidays.  The student not only enrolled and took the class during her 

holidays, but now she confidently speaks only in English to her mentor. 

• For the quarterly newsletter that I am currently in the process of producing and 

distributing to all those involved in this program, I asked two mentees to write 

an article on their experiences.  Both of them promptly completed this with 

excitement and submitted it to me. 

• Recently, a student of the mentor program called me on my mobile and stated that 

she needed to discuss with me a personal problem regarding her studies and 

assertively asked me for an appointment.  I was a bit alarmed because the 

students I have met over the last ten months rarely will call out and assertively 

ask for time to openly discuss an issue.  The student indeed came to meet me at 

the allotted time and we had a very fruitful discussion regarding her situation.  It 

turned out that the mentor encouraged the student to be assertive and use 

available resources to solve one’s own problems.  

First Feedback Meeting  

I held the first feedback meeting on Sunday May 13
th 

of 2007.  The morning program was 

in Dharwad.  First, students arrived for a structured open group discussion.  Mentors 

arrived thereafter for a joint activity between students and mentors.  After the activity, 

students left and mentors had an opportunity for a structured open group discussion.  The 

exact process was replicated in the evening in Hubli.   

Below is the agenda of the feedback meetings:  



 28

10:00 am – 12:00 pm:  Open discussion with all students (feedback, experiences 

and ideas) 

12:00 pm:      All mentors will arrive  

12:00 pm – 12:30 pm:  Team building game (all students and all mentors)  

12:30 pm:      Students will leave  

12:30 – 1:30 pm:  Open discussion with mentors (feedback, experiences and 

stories)  

Attendance Results of First Feedback Meeting held on May 13, 2007 

Branch Total 

Mentors 

Total 

Students 

Mentors in 

Attendance 

Mentors % 

Attendance 

Students in 

Attendance 

Students 

% 

Attendance 

Dharwad 40 40 12 30% 15 38% 

Hubli 36 36 24 67% 16 44% 

 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 14:  Letter to Students with Agenda for First 

Feedback Meeting 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 15:  Letter to Mentors with Agenda for First 

Feedback Meeting  

The turnout at the Dharwad Feedback Meeting was not great.  The Hubli turnout was a 

lot better, although not ideal.  I attribute this to a few possible reasons:  1) The planning 

was done at the last minute.  I sent out invitation letters just a couple of days prior to the 

meetings.  This was a big mistake.  People should be notified more in advance.  2) Not 

everyone was contacted by phone to confirm their attendance.  3) It was during a time of 

summer holidays for some students and exams for others, so it was not the most ideal 

time.  4) People were not motivated to attend.  

Surveys at the Feedback Meetings 

Surveys were handed out to all students and mentors.  All of the students completed and 

turned in the survey.  However, since the mentors meeting was at the end, ample time 

was not allotted for them to fill it out.  I am still waiting for many of the mentors to return 

their surveys.  

Mentors who filled out the surveys at the meeting expressed that they thought the 

program was very beneficial and helpful to the students and for themselves also.  
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Students also seemed to express satisfaction about the program.  However, it was the 

students who really provided more critical feedback.   

Below is a summary of constructive feedback by some of the students:  

• Some of the students felt disappointed because since the launch of the program, 

their mentor has made very few attempts to meet with them.  

• Some students suggested for Vidya Poshak to hold monthly meetings where there 

is an organized time and venue for the pairs to meet.  

• Several students have suggested for younger mentors.  They felt uncomfortable 

with mentors who were a lot older.  This could also be due to the fact there has 

not been regular interactions between the pair.  As pairs meet more regularly, I 

believe students will feel more comfortable with their mentor, regardless of 

age.   

• Students are looking for mentors who are experts in certain subjects.  I personally 

feel that this is not necessary.  Maybe more training and a better explanation 

about the role of a mentor needs to be done for students.  

• Students want to meet more often, but mentors do not seem to be available.  

• Students recommend a strict rule that a gap of more than one month of not 

meeting should not occur.   

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 16:  First Feedback Survey for Students 

Refer to Appendix - REFERENCE 17:  First Feedback Survey for Mentors  

 

 
Group activity with mentors and students at first “Feedback Meeting” 

May 13, 2007, Dharwad, Karnataka 

Excerpts from Written Feedback by Students  

“Mentor Program is very useful to me.  My high point meeting was when he came to my 

house and met with my parents.  My parents were talk with him and get more knowledge 

about Mentor Program.  Mentor was introduce himself to my parents.”  
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“Mentor has called to me to his working place.  But he came late that day.”  

“And one more experience which I got from my mentor is that sharing my all views, ideas 

and problems freely.  When I met first time I feel somewhat fear because how to share my 

problems but when she talked with me so freely like my mother and at that time I 

expressed my every feelings with my mentor.”  

“When I met with my mentor then I call her madam, but she tell that you feel me as your 

friend.  Then I really happy that moment because I got a good friend as a mentor.”  

“The very first day I met with my mentor, I felt very happy that I got a good friend to 

share m opinions about my career, my family problems, my educational problems, etc.  

This was the first time in my life to share my problems with a friend.”  

“After few days I called my mentor on the phone, even my mentor was busy enough in his 

project, but he managed to come and meet me.”  

“According to me this mentor program will reach to its top destiny.”  

“My mentor is very good for me.  He is able to give good suggestions for me about the 

future.  He can understand my problems very easily and he is able to solve it.  He knows 

how to improve me and he can definitely improve me to have bright future.  So far I felt 

very happy to join this programme.  I am very thankful to both Vidya Poshak team and 

my mentor.”  

“I told them that I am not a Vidya Poshak student, can I join this, they told to me of 

course and then I am very very happy.”  

“I didn’t meet her once.  I call her twice time.  She was busy in her work and she was out 

of station.  She call me once and she said this Sunday I am not feeling well and next 

Sunday I am out of station.  Then I call her other next Sunday she was busy in her work.  

But she didn’t meet me once time, I feel very bad.  No complaint about her, I want her 

only.”  

“When I met my mentor first he speak friendly with me and give information about B.E. 

and different branches in engineering and which branch has more advantages in future 

and how to study for P.U.C. 2
nd

 year.  How to improve communication skills and also ask 

about my family members, then I am very happy.  That is my happy existence with my 

mentor.”  

“My mentor feel so bad about my marks so, I proud of him.  In second meeting I went to 

library ten minutes late.  But he is on time.  So, I feel very bad at that time.”  

“My mentor is very good.  She had given me suggestions about my annual exams and 

CET exams.  I will feel very good when I am with my mentor.  I like my mentor.  She takes 

more care about me and calls me and asks me how are your exams”  
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“My mentor is a very good friend for me, she is very good philosopher for me, when I met 

her in B.V.B. College in introduction progamme, she has talked with me very politely.  All 

times she is laughing, when she laughs know it will make me so happier.  In my house my 

parents and society people don’t want my further education.  But when I have called my 

mentor she said me all advantages of graduation, marriage is not the only thing that 

should be in our life.”  

“My mentor is sister, friend, teacher.  My mentor says you are like my sister.”  

“I think my mentor is not showing much interest on me.  But I have met her through 

phone only.  I want to be more close with my mentor but it is not happening at present.”  

“Mentor program is very good program to share our ideas, opinions, experience.  Here 

we can have a hope that someone is there to listen our problems and can give suggestions 

and we can get good support.”  

Challenges Faced  

Communicating the Concept 

Communicating the concept of the Mentor Program to students was a challenge.  I found 

that by enlisting a local volunteer who was also very passionate about the project to 

accurately narrate into the local language, helped a lot.  However, I still feel, based on a 

lot of the student’s feedback, that they may not be seeing the more holistic benefits of 

having a mentor.  Either that or mentors are not resonating their role properly.    

Finding Mentors 

Initially, finding mentors was a difficult challenge.  However, soon people in the 

community started talking about it and I was getting a lot of referrals and invitations to 

present the program.  

Communication to Students 

Communication in this environment is still a big problem.  A majority of the students do 

not have a phone number that I can reach them on and not a single one of them have 

access to email.  Very few of the mentors check email, so phone and post are the only 

ways to really communicate with them.  This makes it difficult to give or receive 

updates.  It also makes the communications of the program not so frequent.  Due to this, 

we have decided to implement a quarterly newsletter to keep everyone updated, involved, 

and motivated. 

Time for Meetings/Trainings 

There was always too much information and training to provide to the students and 

mentors and not enough time.  There was never enough time in the meetings to 
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communicate everything properly.  Students and mentors seem to be busy in their 

schedules and it required me to be sensitive towards the time they spent at program 

events.  An emphasis on planning and being clear, concise yet effective needs to be 

stressed. 

Motivating Mentors 

Motivating the mentors seems like a problem since the feedback I have received from 

some of the students say that mentors have not been so proactive with the relationship.  

Lessons Learned  

Commitment of Mentors 

The fact that several months have passed since launching the Mentor Program and there 

seems to be many students who are still eagerly waiting to start meeting and forming a 

relationship with their mentors worries me.  The research on mentor programs says that 

proper screening helps to reduce attrition and improve the quality of mentors.  I decided 

that if I found mentors through referrals that maybe it would not be necessary to have 

such a rigorous process.  I did require potential mentors to participate in informational 

meetings as well as fill out the “Mentor Form”.  I did not do any interviews or other 

screening mainly because of time constraints and manpower.  I think there are many good 

mentors in this program and students have benefited already from many good 

relationships, however, there seems to be some mentors who are not taking it seriously.  

Many students have expressed a lot of disappointment in their mentor’s perceived lack of 

interest.  I think this is a huge learning lesson.  Lessons learned for enlisting mentors:  

• Have a screening process to ensure that mentors are serious, committed and are 

passionate about working with students.  

• Make it a very clear and strict requirement that mentors must make full attempt to 

meet with their student at least a minimum of once a month.  

• At least in the first few months of pairs being formed, conduct several structured 

meeting events, rather than leaving it up to the pairs to meet on their own.  

• Create a simple method to track the number of times a student and mentor pair are 

meeting.  Maybe a bi-monthly phone call or letter to each person to attain an 

update on the number of meetings completed. 

Consistent Evaluation 

The evaluation interaction forms which have been printed and provided with each 

mentor’s guidebook are not widely being used.  The purpose of these forms was to track 

progress on the student related to mentoring.  To date, I have received only about fifteen 

of these forms.  During the training and orientation, I did not emphasize on this too 

much.  I specifically went over how to fill it out and the reason we need it, but I did not 

put a lot of focus on the importance of actually completing it each time a mentor meets 

their student.  This was a mistake.  I feel that some mentors are not following through on 
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the commitment they promised to make.  It may be my fault for not stating clearly that 

this is an important requirement.  I did not want to intimidate the mentors with a lot of 

paperwork.  Lessons learned:  

• The need for evaluation forms to be consistently completed and turned in should 

be stressed before any matching is done.  

• Have better program management to ensure these forms get completed  

• Create a more “user-friendly” and “less intimidating” form.  The Prerana Mentor 

Program also ended up revising their feedback form to a simple email where it 

was left open-ended to mentors on what type of feedback they wanted to give.   

• The interaction forms for students were provided only to the Hubli students.  The 

number of students filling this out and returning them is also very low.  An 

easier form and an easier method to submit this also needs to be created.  

Initial Training for Students 

At the launch events, I did not provide any training or orientation for the students.  This 

was also a mistake.  Students did receive a lot of information at the informational 

meetings, but it is also important to review the guidebook and set expectations with each 

student before they are paired.  Lessons learned:  

• Do a training on the guidebook for the students also  

• Make sure students understand their expectations and know how to set 

expectations with their mentors.  Give them ideas on how best to schedule 

meetings and fill out the evaluation forms.   

Time Management 

The feedback meetings did not start anywhere on time.  This resulted in not getting 

enough time for the open discussion with mentors.  They also did not have time to fill out 

the feedback surveys.  Many mentors also spent a lot of time asking unrelated questions 

and telling long stories.  This left very little time to receive constructive feedback or 

discuss ways to make the program better.  Lessons learned:  

• Encourage meetings to start on time  

• Follow the meeting agenda, making sure there is ample time for constructive 

feedback and ideas.  

Create More Partnerships 

The partnerships created seem to be providing a lot of committed mentors.  Lessons 

learned:  

• Focus on more partnerships to get mentors and engage a committed senior official 

• Create a single point of contact at the partner organization to help with 

sustainability and diffusing of responsibilities  
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• Do follow-up letters to these organizations with updates 

Focus on Younger Students as Mentees 

By taking a cross-section of students from the Vidya Poshak database, the pool of 

mentees included many who were already well into their education.  For example, many 

students currently in the program are in their degree years.  Lessons learned:  

• Enlist students who are in the younger stages of education, for example 11
th

 and 

12
th
 standard.  This gives more time for a relationship to develop.  

Sustainability  

There are many ways to make this project sustainable.  Here are some key measures that 

have been taken or will occur to make this project more sustainable.  

• Include students in planning of some of the events.  Eventually create a “Student 

Council” to get students involved in active planning of events.  

• Include mentors also in planning and likewise create a “Mentor Council”.  

• A few mentors have already expressed interest in taking a larger role.  Train and 

enlist them to be branch coordinators for the Mentor Program 

• Document all methods and procedures in a very easy to understand format  

• Try to replicate in many other places.  

• Induct more new members, specifically younger students  

• Decide formal launch programs at least twice a year in each area where mentors 

and students are trained, oriented, and paired. 

• Create a system in Hubli and Dharwad where every month there is a set time and 

place for registration, training, and orientation into the Mentor Program.  

Students and mentors should not have just a rare window of opportunity to join 

and get paired. 

• Easy to use database to update information.  Many people should be able to 

access contact information and details of the mentor pairs.  

• Create a newsletter so people are constantly updated and hopefully re-motivated.  

• Conduct updated presentations to partner organizations.  

• Ongoing training for mentors and students  

Conclusion  

The concept of a mentor program can be very difficult to define as well as put into 

action.  Evaluation can be anecdotal and reports can be subjective.  Motivation and 

inspiration is within many people, but sometimes life’s busy schedule can get in the way.  

However, there are students in India, many who come from very disadvantaged 

backgrounds, who do not have even a comparable amount of facilities than others.  Yet, 

many of them have managed to brave it so far.  They have made it to the echelon of the 

higher education system in India.  Through my personal experience, they are extremely 

grateful for where they are in life.  They are grateful for their laboring parents for having 
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struggled to get them to where they are.  They are appreciative of Vidya Poshak for 

sponsoring them in their college days.  And most importantly, they have learned the 

desire to make it in life.  To make it, not so they can be next in line to own the latest and 

greatest car, but to give back to their family who needs the support.  These are young 

people with dreams and only the barricade of what their imagination allows.  They have 

the potential and the abilities, but just need the push, confidence, and a guiding hand.    

As I write about this Mentor Program and how to create subsequent ones in different 

parts of the country, what I am really writing about are the young lives it affects.  Yes, 

there are obstacles and challenges to such a program.  However, as research says and now 

my experience shows, with the proper infrastructure, people, and evaluation in place, a 

good mentor program, will indeed bring benefits to the successful overall development of 

a young soul.  And that is what this paper aims to nurture.    

Children are likely to live up to what you believe of them.  

~ Lady Bird Johnson  

Recommended Readings for Starting a Mentor Program  

www.mentoring.org  

www.mentoring.org/program_staff/index.php  

www.mentoring.org/eeptoolkit   
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