SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE MENTORING TRADE

1. Describe young people in mentoring programs as being on the “brink of success” and remember that mentoring directors are in the business of positive youth development.  For many reasons, youth enrolled in mentoring programs are often called “at risk.”  While that description is correct for securing state and federal funds from grants, on the local level, the term is very damaging.  Once youth are labeled “at risk” in their schools and communities by the media, they are labeled for life.  The media use the term “at-risk youth” far too frequently.  You should not.

2. Selection of youth for a mentoring program should, ideally, include the most diverse population possible.  That is, we must dispel the myth that the only youth who could benefit from mentors are poor, minorities and those from single-parent families. Meeting the needs of a diverse pool of youth helps the youth and it also helps the media to understand the overall need for mentoring.

3. Secure parental permission in advance for youth to appear in the media.  Often the photographing, filming and interviewing of young people in mentoring programs is prohibited by local and state law without written parental permission (and, obviously, the authorization of those in charge of the program).  Be extra cautious regarding youth who are enrolled in special education programming; they often have greater restrictions on media exposure than students in the general population.  Ask parents of underage youth to sign a Media Access Policy Permission Form when they enroll their child in the program.  If your program has not developed such a form, do so! It will make your media work much easier as time goes on.

4. Use appropriate language when describing the needs of youth in your program by accentuating the positive benefits of mentoring, not the negatives in their lives.  It is best to describe young people as “needing an extra little push,” “likely to benefit from a big friend in their lives,” or “wanting to improve their academic performance.”  Never use phrases like “no support from home,” and be careful about breaching the confidentiality of any youth in the program.

5. Mentoring program directors are responsible for enlightening the press.  You are the experts and know your subject well.  In this time of trouble in public education, newspapers have an obligation to help readers understand what is going on.  Take the time to discuss the benefits of mentoring and back it up with research at the early stages in the development of your program.  Be a true spokesperson for mentoring.

6. Get to know the members of your local press personally.  Schedule a time for lunch (members of the press do not expect that you will pay and, in most cases, are not allowed to be “treated” by you) or a special meeting to brief them on the goals of your program and timeline for activities and events.  Always be prepared, honest and brief.  Make sure you know all the facts about mentoring.  Develop a written statement to be handed out at this awareness meeting.

7. As noted earlier, avoid using the “jargon” of the trade.  The press may not understand this terminology.  Keep information simple and understandable.  If there is a need for a glossary of terms, you have not explained your program in terms that are easy to comprehend.
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8. Develop attractive news releases.  Learn the correct way to write a release and send them often.  Find reasons for ongoing releases, including special events, recruitment of new mentors, year-end receptions and awards, and special accomplishments and individual volunteer efforts.

9. Respond promptly to all inquiries in a timely manner.  Double check, and always respect, the deadlines of the press with whom you are working.  If a member of the media calls with a question about your program, make yourself available and respond promptly.  Remember, if you do not have the answer or cannot get the answer quickly, the press will get the answer elsewhere.  It may not be the one you wanted to give in the first place.  If you do not have the answer, don’t make one up.  Simply say that you do not know but will find out and get the answer back to the reporter in 15 minutes to an hour.

10. If the print media, radio, or television do not cover your request for a story, be persistent in your follow-up efforts.  Drop off a new press release if necessary.  A story after the fact is better than no story at all.

11. Know what is public information and what is not.  The names and addresses of youth in programs are usually not permitted for benefit of the press.

12. Avoid making comments “off the record.”  Most likely, you will find your statement published anyway.  It just won’t have your name connected to it, but the damage will be done.  Never say, “no comment.”  It looks like a cover-up.  If you do not want a statement quoted, do not make it in the first place.

13. Hold press conferences only when necessary.  Make sure there is something of great importance to announce.  These events usually relate to a crisis, or because you have been the recipient of a very large grant.  State the most important fact at the beginning of the conference.  Make comments briefly and honor press deadlines (never schedule a press conference at deadline time).  Have a press packet to hand out to all in attendance. 

14. Never ask reporters to show you a completed story before it is published.  It is their story, not yours.  Never argue with a reporter or lose your cool.

15. Thank reporters for a job well done.  The media receives lots of complaints, requests for corrections, and negative Letters to the Editor.  They rarely receive a thank you.  Your appreciation will go a long way.  Press will remember you the next time that you request coverage for your mentoring program.

Covering the news, good or bad, is the job of a journalist.  But you are the key to getting good news out often and accurately about your mentoring program.  What we’ve covered here should help you get started in improving the media coverage of your program.  Always remember, if you can get the media to provide significant help in the marketing of your program, then all those other program goals and responsibilities that rest on your shoulders will be that much easier to achieve.
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