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Many children are born into poverty, often cared for in shelters, 
and it can seem as though there can be no way out of this. We 
know that poverty and neglect can cause long term damage to 
children’s health, development and personality. The only way out 
of this situation for these children is if somebody believes in them 
and has the ability to stand by them unconditionally. This offer 
can be the greatest gift that a child can experience when their 
previous life has been impoverished and based on abuse and 
insult. A skilled mentor does not need any special qualifications, 
but rather a genuine interest to help a child manage and move 
on in life. The best predictor of a child’s future is their past; a child 
who starts life in poverty or abuse is most likely to stay in poverty 
or abuse unless somebody stands by them and helps them move 
on. This is the role that a mentor will have. The overall aim is for 
the mentor to enable their mentee to gain essential life skills. It 
is a sad reality that most children who are cared for in shelters or 

trainer’s manual 
introduction

orphanages end up living on the edges of society when they leave, 
repeating where they came from. A relationship with a skilled mentor 
is what can break this damaging cycle of deprivation.

The mentoring course is designed to impact on adolescents but 
can be successfully used for children of any age. This manual has all 
the information you will need to lead a group who want to become 
mentors for disadvantaged children. The course will explore why 
mentors for disadvantaged children may need extra skills to be 
successful and provide a safe time to practice those skills. There are 
seven sections to the mentoring course most of which are split into 
practice and information sessions. The practice sessions will provide 
communication skills together with an understanding of problem 
solving and behaviour change skills. The information sessions 
will contain information about development, mental health and 
other issues that are important to know about when working with 
disadvantaged children. Each session takes about three hours or so 
to complete. The format is flexible so the course could for instance 
be completed in about 8 or 9 evenings if that is more convenient. 
There will be a need for mentors to be matched to mentees. This is 
particularly important in India due to language and social demands. 
It is recommended that the genders of mentors and mentees are also 
matched but this is not essential. If a mentor has similar interests as 
a mentee then this gives a strong starting place, but again this is not 
essential. 

There is no need for any special equipment or facilities, all you will 
need will be in your manuals. The Trainer’s Manual is a duplicate 
of the Mentor’s Manual with extra pages to provide you with 
information to help you facilitate the group. The Trainer’s Manual will 
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also have some background information in it as well as the session 
content including some hints and tips concerning your presentation. 
You will need to read each section, perhaps a few times before 
presenting the session. 

The text in the Mentor’s Manual can act as a guide if you want to use 
your own words in the presentation or you can read out the content 
in parts or whole sections if that feels more comfortable. There should 
be little jargon or technical speak to help everybody understand, as 
this will probably be new information for most people. There is no 
limit as to how many new mentors can train in the group and it can 
work with as few as three or four.

It is your choice as to how many trainers there are for each group of 
mentors. It can be quite enjoyable and easier to plan the course with 
one or two others and then present it together. Some of the content 
in the Trainer’s Manual will be repeated or very similar to parts of the 
Mentor’s Manual which will help you recognise the main themes and 
tune you into the session presentations.

The training is based upon being non-judgemental with each other 
and with your mentees. There will be few right answers but many 
different ideas. We are not all the same as we have different beliefs, 
ideas, aspirations and lives. The way in which we were brought up as 
children will also affect the way in which we now live our lives. There 
will be no desire to change any of these but rather to use all of these 
differences to make a strong group of mentors. These differences will 
be explored in role play and during practical skills sessions.

Mentors need to expect to commit for about three months to a 
year. This does not mean that mentors have to stop meeting with 
their mentees after that time. Previous mentors have continued 
meeting with their mentees for much longer than their agreed 
plan, often changing their relationship to be more like friends as 
time goes on. It is important that there is some sort of limit set 
around expectations but these expectations can be flexible and 
increased. This is a way of increasing the feelings of success for 
both the mentor and the mentee. It has to be recognised that we 
all have our own lives to live and that our circumstances around 
work or families may change so any agreement has to accept that 
there may be changes. The aim is for mentees to develop real life 
skills, which also means learning to accept real life situations. 

As mentioned earlier there is no need for any special facilities 
or equipment to deliver the course. It is better if the layout of 
the room is not in a classroom style as the sessions are often 
interactive. If there are just a few people involved then an office 
room or a room in an apartment will be fine. It is useful if there is a 
white/black board or flip chart type paper available. If these things 
are not available there is enough information in the manuals to 
continue successfully. Each page of the Mentor’s Manual forms a 
step, so it is important to follow the pages and not skip any.
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The course will help us to have the skills to find solutions to real 
life issues with our mentees. Sometimes more importantly it 
will provide skills to stay by our mentees even when practical 
solutions just seem impossible to find which can still be a 
powerful experience of your mentee’s life. 

The course starts with an overview of all the sessions, one by one. By the end 
of this session the new mentors should have a good idea of what to expect 
from the course and what being a mentor means. This has the effect of 
allowing the new mentors to commit to the course, strengthening the group, 
or maybe realising that mentoring is not for them. Commitment is important 
as the course needs some time and work to complete and helps form the 
group. Belonging to a group decreases anxiety and increases success.

Write the key points of the start of the Introduction on a black-board or large 
piece of paper as you present it, the first key points:

•	 You are expected to form an appropriate relationship with your 
mentee

•	 Time commitment varies from a few weeks to a couple of years from 
about 1 hour a week upwards

•	 Commitment has to be realistic depending on your circumstances, 
eg, work or family 

•	 Mentoring is not just an advice service

•	 It is important to meet up with other mentors to support each other 
and exchange ideas. Reflective Practice groups (groups of mentors 
who meet up to share and support each other) can be formed to 
offer a non critical forum for this

•	 There will be some frustrations on the way and a need to persevere

•	 Previous mentors have reported back that mentoring really does 
work and lives have been changed

Research has consistently shown that the best predictor of a child’s 
future is to look at their past. Generally you would not expect a 
wealthy bankers child to be employed working on a market stall 
selling fruit when leaving school. On the other hand it’s not very 
often you see a stall holders child grow up to be a wealthy banker. 
This is not just for wealth or money it also counts for health, 
abilities, well being, confidence etc. There can be huge social 
expectations that can almost make predictions of our futures.

•	 Children who have poor backgrounds and poor 
experiences are likely to have poor futures

•	 If a child is locked into poverty there is generally only one 
way out of it and that is for somebody to help them

•	  The mentoring scheme has shown that even small 
interventions can make dramatic differences, eg, staying 
at school and not running away
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SESSION ONE
Information – Overview of the course
As you can see we are obviously already in Session One. 
This is an overview of the whole course. Later on in this session 
we will be sharing with each other why we want to be mentors 
and what may have motivated us to reach this decision.

Sessions will be split into two parts:
•  Information
•  Skills practice

Information
These parts of the sessions will be looking at aspects 
of child development and how that interacts with 
mental health. The mentoring course is based upon 
the recognition that underprivileged children do not 
develop as well as other children. These developmental 
problems in turn cause a range of problems that 
impact on everyday life. These problems can be seen as 
mental health problems, although this may not be the 
most useful way forward for us as the course training 
is designed to recognise these problems and help our 
mentees to find solutions and ways of dealing with 
them. Developmental problems can be due to poverty, 
abuse, neglect or even poor expectations. A mentor 
needs to be able to recognise these problems and be 
able to work alongside them with a view to minimising 
or preventing their impact.

Skills Practice 
This part of each session will introduce the building blocks 
of behaviour and behaviour change. Behaviour could be 
described as anything that we can see or that motivates us 
to do or not do things. The building blocks of behaviour and 
behaviour change will include validation, reinforcements and 
punishment. This will allow us to understand why a behaviour 
happens or does not happen and then how to change it or 
remove blocks. It may be useful as a starting place to think of a 
behaviour as anything you can see a person doing eg, crossing 
the road (there will be lots more of this later in the course).
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SESSION TWO
Information – Child Development 
In some ways this session gives the rationale to the structure of 
the course. The illustration shows two groups of children, one at 
an expensive international school and one at a school attached to 
a shelter. When we look at these two groups of children they are 
clearly different. The shelter children often look smaller and younger 
than the International school children. It is known that many of 
these shelter children started off basically the same, which indicates 
that their development has been different. Looking at these two 
groups of children is interesting as you can actually see the effects 
of development so clearly. It is not important for us that some 
groups of children appear smaller than others, but we also know 
that when growth stops or slows down, the whole of development 
also stops or slows down. It is possible for growth to catch up but 
other parts of development often continue to trail behind. Together 
with poor childhood experiences this is why mentors need special 
skills to work with them successfully.

Skills Practice – Validation Levels 1 and 2
Validation is the framework that we will be using to deliver 
mentoring. Validation allows accurate information to be gathered 
and allows both you as a mentor and your mentee to understand 
what is happening without criticizing. Validation also allows a 
mentor to accept and value their mentee. Due to developmental 
confusion your mentee may not understand their behaviour, 
needing help to discover for themselves what is causing or 
maintaining their behaviour. Levels 1 and 2 validation are about 
increasing our listening skills. It may be surprising for some of the 

new mentors that this is necessary as the first step in the process. 
Validation will be looked at as though it is a toolbox of skills and this 
stage is only the first tool we need before starting work.

SESSION THREE
Information – Mental Health
Mental health is not the same as mental illness. This is quite important 
to establish and will be a key statement in the session. Comparing 
mental health with physical health can be useful as it helps us to 
understand that we are not talking about mental illness. We may take 
a walk in the morning before work because it is good for us or not eat 
all the cookies at break-time. On the other hand if we ate 6 packets of 
cookies every day at break-time we would probably soon be ill. For our 
mentees we know that many of them will have poor developmental 
and social experiences which will impact on their behaviour. A task 
of mentoring is to minimise the impact of these experiences which 
often block the ability to manage everyday tasks. Research has clearly 
established that early experiences can have a dramatic impact on later 
life.  We will concentrate on finding real solutions for problems rather 
than looking towards diagnosing them.

Skills Practice – Validation Levels 3 to 6 - Validation now move 
us from listening skills to understanding skills. There is a need to 
understand what we are being told before looking towards change. 
Often our mentees may not understand their own behaviour which 
leads to a situation of ‘I can tell you what I did but I can’t tell you why I 
did it’. Validation skills will allow us to break through this.
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SESSION FOUR
Information – Relationships
The relationship that you have with your mentee will be 
unique and not the same as any other mentor and mentee. 
We as mentors and as people are all different as are our 
mentees, giving a rich variety of relationships. Mentees 
like all children and adolescents are not independent 
beings, they are all part of systems of some sort, eg, 
families, shelters, schools, gangs etc. This means that any 
intervention or help often has to take these relationships 
into account. Because we are all different we can find as 
mentors that our views may not be the same as or even 
in opposition to other people in our mentee’s lives. Some 
of the things that need to be considered when thinking 
about relationships include:
•	 Adolescence is a high risk time for any relationships as 

they often run into conflict

•	 Other significant people may have very different views 
to your own

•	 You are not a teacher, a parent or just a friend, a mentor 
is much more, but all of our relationships will be 
different

•	 There may be some surprise areas coming up so be 
ready for anything, eg, sexuality

•	 We will be learning how to say goodbye successfully 
this can make the difference between success or failure

Other significant adults may tell us that Manjula has a school problem (eg, carers).

But validation informs us that Manjula has a problem at home (not at school).

Formulation will allow us to work out a way forward and not make things worse!

Skills Practice – Positive and negative reinforcements
Behaviour is driven by various things – it does not just happen. Positive and 
negative reinforcements increase the likelihood of a behaviour occurring. 
Target behaviours can be increased by learning new skills. Validation 
provides the information and format we need to apply our new behaviour 
change skills.

SESSION FIVE
Information – Formulation 
Formulation is a way of putting together all the information that you have 
gathered and making some sense of it. You have a lot of information which 
can seem quite confusing so it needs to be arranged in a way that can be 
understood and creates a way forward and an action plan. After formulation 
we will be able to see how information gathered from validation fits 
together with reinforcements that creates and maintains behaviours.

The example of Manjula not getting on the bus to go to school will be 
used many times during the course. The key learning points for Manjula’s 
example follows.

Key learning points about Manjula	 	
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Skills Practice – Punishment
Our behavioural tool kit is by now getting quite big as the 
number of tools increase. We now know how to understand and 
increase skills or behaviours using reinforcements. The next step 
is to look at how to decrease behaviours. Punishment decreases 
the likelihood of a behaviour happening. By this stage we will 
be skilled at communication skills and behavioural methods of 
increasing and decreasing target behaviours.

SESSION SIX
Information - Advanced Formulation
By this stage the course becomes more practical as role play 
increases. Advanced formulation will allow us to apply our new 
skills to reality. This will give us the framework that we need 
to hold together the relationship that we have formed using 
validation together with behavioural change techniques using 
reinforcements and punishment.

Skills Practice – Reinforcements, Observing Limits 
and Emotions
The way in which we apply reinforcements will affect the quality 
of their outcome. This session will help to make sure that our 
behavioural change techniques are working as well as possible. 
Reflective Practice sessions are a time when mentors can 
meet together to provide support and to exchange ideas with 
each other. It is important that Reflective Practice sessions are 
organised as at times we will all get stuck and need some support. 

These sessions also increase skills as we share each other’s work. We 
need to be aware that we all have our own emotions and these can be 
triggered when mentoring. Sometimes when we work with children’s 
emotions they can trigger memories and emotions concerning our own 
pasts. At these times it is good to know that there is a support group 
that is available and not judgemental or critical.
As a mentor you need to be clear what you can realistically offer. At 
no point is there an expectation that you will drop your own personal 
life and dedicate yourself to mentoring! It is a life skill in itself for our 
mentees to learn that we as mentors have lives and families that also 
make demands. It can be damaging to over promise and under deliver 
compared with offering a smaller guarantee.

SESSION SEVEN
Information – Role Plays 
Role plays can be more important than they sound as they provide 
the opportunity to apply new skills and new ways of thinking in a safe 
environment. These sessions will be using real situations that previous 
mentors have tackled. It is better that we practise with each other than 
trying for the first time with our mentees.
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1.  I had a teacher who ....; my uncle was a person who I 
could ....; when my business was bad a friend helped me 
to see a way forward; my parents were always there ....I 
can’t think of anybody (can you think of somebody that 
helped you when you were young?).

2.  I think that everyone deserves a chance; I want to see 
change in my society; I think it’s a really nice thing to do; 
I know what it’s like to be helped and I want to do the 
same for somebody; It’s something I’ve always wanted 
to do.

3.  One hour every week should be ok; I am in the city for 
6 months then I leave for a new job; I can be available 
most weekends but when I have to work I could call on 
my phone;  
I would like to be available 2, 3 or 4times a week.

4.  I speak Hindi fluently, I like sports and running; I 
would like to help with computing skills; I really want to 
help a young person, I have worked before with kids, I 
have a family and think I understand adolescents.

5.  I work at weekends but could meet up on a weekday 
evening; I live on the north side of the city but will soon 
have a two-wheeler.

SESSION ONE SKILLS PRACTICE
Skills Practice - Commitment
This part of the session is interactive and is about commitment which 
should take about 90 minutes to complete for about 10 to 30 people. If there 
are less people then more time can be spent in discussion with each person. 
This part of the session will help people to feel part of the group which also 
helps with commitment. As information is shared it helps the new mentors 
to have a good idea about the wide spread of offers from people and what it 
means to be a mentor. You could use an introduction like this:

•  ‘I would like to ask why you are here and why you would give up your 
time, sit through these sessions and be a mentor’ (you could of course use 
any wording that you feel comfortable with)

•  ‘To get started could you fill in the spaces on the page and then we can 
share with each other your thoughts’.(again you may want to use your 
own words here)

After allowing 10 minutes or so to fill in this page the interactive part of the 
session can begin. Ask for a volunteer to start the feedback. It is better to start 
with a volunteer as this allows people who are less confident to become more 
so as the session continues. If possible write the responses on a blackboard 
or flip chart sheet so that common themes can be recognised. If need be you 
may have to prompt or help some people to respond in the session. If this 
is the case then have a conversation with people who are stuck during their 
feedback time. Try and allow enough time for everybody to feedback to the 
group, but this may not be possible if you have a large group. Examples of 
responses may be:

14



15

, 

15



1616



17

Now the new mentors should be prepared for the session and 
primed to look for answers they may be thinking about.

The illustrations are of Divya with her mentee Manjula and Raj 
with his mentee Ravi. These four characters are in most of the 
examples in the manual and during the course. This is a good time 
to introduce them to the mentors.

The main themes of Session 2 are to let the new mentors know that all 
children develop in the same sort of way and if that goes wrong or is 
damaged, then children often end up with a similar group of problems. 
These problems can be long term and even life-long. This is reflected in 
the two key statements at the beginning which will get people ready 
for the session and also are easy to remember, acting as a memory 
aid or prompt. This really is the rationale for the need for the course. 
Disadvantaged children often have damaged development which means 
that special skills may be needed to work successfully with them.

You can start the session by reading out the two Key Statements. The 
first Key Statement is very powerful and may surprise some people. It 
is designed to start orientating the mentor’s minds towards realising 
that early damage can have long term effects. This statement may 
also confuse people as failure to thrive has not yet been explained. If 
the mentors want to ask questions or ask for clarification this should 
be avoided just at the moment as the Key Statement will be explored 
during the session. This situation can be dealt with like this, using your 
own words: ‘If you hang on for just a little while – your question should 
be answered in a few minutes during the session’.

The second Key Statement is to let the mentors know that all children 
should develop in the same sort of way regardless of where they are 
born or which family they are born into. This means that a child develops 
in the same sort of way whether they are born in India, Africa, Europe or 
anywhere in the world. Again now is not the time for questions which 
can be dealt with in a similar way to the first Key Statement.

‘Our first key statement is that if a child fails to thrive 
during its first three months, this can be measured at 
ten years. This goes to show that this early damage can 
impact on later life and can be very powerful.’

‘The second Key Statement today is that within normal 
limits, every child develops in the same way at the 
same time, so we know that it doesn’t matter where a child 
is born, it should develop in the same way as any other child’

Both of the Key Statements can have a sentence tagged onto them 
to make them more powerful. Usually this feels more comfortable if 
you use your own words and could sound like the following:
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By this stage the new mentors should know:

•  We should expect to see a few tall people, lots of average and a 
few small people, this is the same for children

•  Disadvantaged children do not always show this pattern 
indicating that their development may be different

We start by looking at the notion of normal distributions which are 
the foundations of growth charts as this part of the session is about 
growth charts for children. Growth charts are very important as they 
give an indication of how a child is developing (not just growing). To 
understand growth charts there is a need to understand the idea of 
normal distributions. This may sound a little complicated but is in fact 
quite easy at our level. A normal distribution can be demonstrated on 
a graph and shows that in almost all measurements of people there 
are a few highs and lows and lots of averages. Every time this is put 
onto a graph it looks like the shape of a bell. 

The session starts with some examples of this by looking at the height 
of people in a bus queue, people’s blood pressure and the size of their 
feet. This is building up to thinking about the height of children. With 
almost all measurements concerning people there will be a few high 
or large measures, a few low or small measures and lots of average 
measures. This is shown in the illustration of children on a graph with 
a few tall and short children with lots of average heights.

We are going to concentrate on height as this is a simple and effective 
measure. There are other measures that can be used, eg, the size of 
babies heads, but height is the main measure and sufficient for the 
course.

If you put a group of children together, half from a shelter 
and half from an expensive international school, even if they 
were all the same age they would not look the same. Almost 
everybody could tell which are the shelter children and 
which are the international school children. This means that 
the normal distribution of children’s sizes has gone wrong 
somehow.

This is the first indication that disadvantaged children are 
different or special. The international school children would 
have a normal distribution of height as there would be a 
few tall ones, a few short ones and lots of average size ones. 
However, the shelter children very often appear to have lots of 
small ones, a few average size ones and a few tall ones. This is 
a key indication that the shelter children’s development is not 
optimum or as good as it could be.
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Growth charts are just as they sound – they measure the growth of 
children. Growth charts often include weight and for very young 
children head size. There are many different types of growth charts 
but they all have the same basic construction. These graphs are 
illustrations of growth charts that would cover from 0 to 18 years. 
One side of the graph (axis) is height and the other age. Growth 
charts have a high and low line to show where normal limits are 
expected. Out of 100 children only 5 would be expected to be 
above the high line and 5 below the bottom line. This means that 
90 children would be between the lines – these are the average 
children or all the children within normal limits for size. The 
children above the high line are the few very tall children and the 
children below the bottom line are the few very small children. The 
really important thing to get over in this part of the session is that it 
does not matter if you are tall or short but that children follow their 
expected pattern of growth as shown by the graph.
This expected pattern of growth often does not always happen 
with disadvantaged children. This is illustrated on the second 
graph. Many disadvantaged children started when born as average 
for height but ended up as a small child when older.

If this situation were to happen it is known as failure to 
thrive. Failure to thrive means that a child has stopped 
growing or has not grow as fast as it should have done.

If you have a blackboard or sheet of paper, it is a good idea to draw 
the two axis (lines for age and height) as you are talking and then 
add the tall child line followed by the small child line and then add 
the medium. This will help people understand the structure of the 
growth chart. When this is clear the disadvantaged child line can be 
added in a similar way as it is in the mentor’s manual.

There are two types of failure to thrive, organic and non-organic. In 
reality these two are often mixed up with some organic and some 
non-organic. Not having enough to eat (malnutrition) is organic as 
are the effects of some diseases and illnesses.

Growth charts are very simple to use, they do not need special 
equipment and are very accurate predictors of development.

The line for the disadvantaged child shows that this child has 
not developed as would be expected and has ended up shorter 
than would be expected. This is known as failure to thrive.
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The three essential components to child development are:

1. Nutrition – if you do not have enough to eat you will not grow.

2. Good emotion – children need to belong to a small number of 
carers and attach to them. Attachment includes touching, meeting 
needs, feeling safe when crying etc. This is an essential part of 
development and if you feed a child and not give it good emotion it will 
not grow as expected. This can be demonstrated by saying that if you 
put a baby in a box and feed it, the child will not grow as it also needs 
good human contact. This can be a problem for young children who live 
in institutions with low staff numbers to care for them. 

3. Sensitive periods – it is known that children develop at very fast 
speeds at certain times, these times are known as sensitive periods. 
There are many sensitive periods for all parts of development, both 
physical and psychological. If a child misses their sensitive periods for 
any part of development they will struggle to catch up later on. Sensitive 
periods for each part of development only last for a certain time and 
then development moves on. This means that if a child does not develop 
when they should, they will have to do this part of development later 
on when the child is geared up for a different part of development to 
happen. This is one of the main reasons why a disadvantaged child 
can have long term problems when their pattern of development goes 
wrong. In essence their development is out of synch with their bodies 
and it is difficult catch up. This is especially important as development 
involves one skill being built on top of another. Nobody expects a baby 
to jump out of its cradle and run around the room. The baby will be 
ready neurologically and physically at certain times in development.

The components of development can be demonstrated by 
presenting the following steps:

1. NUTRITION  ‘We all know that a child needs food’

2. NUTRITION + EMOTION  ‘A child also needs emotion’

3. NUTRITION +EMOTION + SENSTIVE PERIODS  =  CHILD 
DEVELOPMENT  ‘But development has to happen at the right 
time & order’

 WHEN GROWTH STOPS OR SLOWS - DEVELOPMENT STOPS OR 
SLOWS ‘This is why it is so important to check growth’
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Failure to thrive is easy to see and understand when we 
look at height. If a child fails to thrive they are short and 
this makes immediate sense. But whether a child is tall 
or short is not really important for us but their damaged 
psychological development is much more important. There is 
a need to emphasise that failure to thrive can affect all parts 
of development including speech, confidence, personality, 
relationships, anxiety and so on.

This can be a time when sensitive periods really confuse 
things. Children’s development is often measured in terms 
of mile stones. A mile stone is an expected skill or behaviour 
that a child should manage at a certain age. Mile stones are 
very simple actions that indicate very complex processes. An 
example of this is doing up and undoing a button. On the face 
of it, this may appear to give little information. 

Try to get the mentors to tell you what may be involved in 
button skills, some examples are:

Visual skills to see the button and button hole - fine motor 
skills (finger moving or dexterity) - using both hands in 
unison projecting in your mind the path of the button - 
using fingers and thumbs separately – moving the button 
& button hole at the same time

Children who fail to thrive nearly always have groups of damaged 
behaviour which together form what is known as attachment 
disorder or confused development. Attachment disorder is a formal 
diagnosis but that is not too important for us as we are going to 
look at what problems are caused by it and how we can minimise 
them by finding real solutions to real problems. For this reason 
confused development is a more useful term. Most disadvantaged 
children will show at least some of these problems.
The illustration shows that development gets more complex as a 
child gets older. This simply means that a child can do more things 
as it gets older. This is for all aspects of growing up, the examples 
given are running, speaking and being independent, but there are 
many more. The problem is that if a child has confused or damaged 
development the whole structure of development can be unstable. 
This is rather like a building that is poorly built. If there are high 
winds or storms the building is likely to fall down. This is what can 
happen with many aspects of development. When it is stressed 
it can collapse and skills appear to be lost. This most commonly 
appears as children seeming to be much younger than they actually 
are when there are difficult, frightening or emotional situations. 
An example of this may be going to ask an adult for a job or even 
meeting your mentor for the first time.

Key learning point

By this stage the mentors should know that failure to thrive causes 
damaged behaviours which will need special skills to overcome
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Confused Ability
Previously we looked at development that can slow down (but 
maybe recover to extent later on) but it is likely that some delay 
remains. If you were to look at a 14 year old child who had severe 
delay at age 7, skills will remain poor or delayed at 14. This process 
would probably influence how you view a child’s ability (which is 
often seen as intelligence) and also your expectations. IQ scores are 
controversial as they are really measures of development, eg what 
can a child do at a certain age, or what should a child be able to do 
at a certain age.

Confused Maturity 
This is really developmental collapse in action. If a child or 
adolescent with confused development is faced with an emotional 
challenge, this may cause panic due to lack of skills, developmental 
ability or maturity. This causes the child to go back to where it feels 
skilled and comfortable, which looks like acting much younger than 
their age (this is known as regression). This can be a little scary for 
the mentor who sees their mentee of 15 acting as though they are 7 
or 8 years old. The triggers that can cause this are different for each 
individual, but as the course continues ways of discovering what 
these triggers are will be looked at. Triggers can include things like 
sounds, smells, interactions with others, being in the dark etc. The 
example shows that our typical response to this situation is to think 
that the mentee is being difficult or not cooperating. It seems that 
on one day your mentee can do something but on another day your 
mentee seems not to be able to do the same task and seems quite 
immature about it.

Confused Information Processing
Confused Information Processing describes the inability to take in 
information from your environment and then process it, keeping 
some, which is memory. Good memory is important for everyday 
life. If I have a job as a chai boy and a I am told to go to the office 
upstairs and see who wants chai and who wants coffee, this 
involves remembering where the stairs are, where the office is, who 
to ask, how many chais and so on. Everyday tasks often need quite 
complex memory systems to be successful. Anxiety can have a 
huge impact on successful memory tasks. We will look at anxiety in 
more detail in the next session but imagine you are attempting to 
cross the main road. A bus screeches to a halt, just missing you and 
almost running you over. At this point your heart will be beating 
fast, your legs will feel wobbly, you will be sweating and probably 
feeling sick. Just then you will not be able to remember your 
shopping list – ummm let me think now, eggs, bread, rice . . . . . !

Confused Emotions 
We have to learn emotions during child development almost in the 
same way as we learn to talk. If a child’s development is damaged 
or confused, their emotions may also be confused. This is often very 
difficult for adults to understand. If a child is abused over a number 
of years by an adult and told that this is good, this is special, this is 
our special secret –the child learns as a part of development that 
you are happy when you are abused. In extreme cases children may 
seek out abuse so that they can feel happy. Children need good 
consistent experiences during development to stop this type of 
confusion from taking place. 
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Confused Relationships
As with nearly all of child development, relationships or relationship 
skills have to be learnt. Relationships are complex and need quite a 
high level of skills otherwise they will be based on the wrong things 
in life. If a child’s life experiences are poor or inappropriate then their 
relationship skills will also be poor. If a child has been exploited or 
abused then the child learns to base relationships on exploitation 
and abuse as it gets older. Research has shown that most adult 
abusers were abused when they were children.

Confused Attachment
For those of you who may have been in a shelter or been in contact 
with very disadvantaged children, you may have experienced that 
children often hold on to you or hold your hand. You can end up 
with three, four or five children holding on to you. For most adults 
this feels good and the children appear very cute. We can often feel 
that we are somehow contributing to these children by being close 
to them. If you have had children yourselves or know of friends or 
family with children you would probably see a very different process 
if a stranger came into the room. Most young children in families will 
play ‘peek-a boo’ whilst hiding behind mum and physically hanging 
on to her. This is normal development which keeps the child safe 
whilst it explores the world around it. The child in the shelter who 
holds on to a stranger feels loving but in fact is showing damage. It is 
safe to hold on to you but that child would also hold onto a stranger 
at the bus stop or a person who gives them a sweet etc. This means 
that a vulnerable child (with a range of possible problems) may be 
even more vulnerable as they approach strangers.

This part of the session ends by stating that your mentee is 
very unlikely to have all of these problems but may have some 
of them depending on their earlier experiences. This is an 
interesting area. No two people who have the same experience 
will later be affected in exactly the same way or extent. 
This is known as resilience. Resilience depends on genetics, 
development, personality, experiences and many other things. 
For this reason two children of a similar age who may have been 
brought up in the same shelter, with the same experiences 
would not automatically just be the same adults. Mentees may 
have a mixture of these problems or perhaps just one or two. 
This often depends on how successful their development was 
at different stages of life. It is also important that we should 
not look and assume there are problems as this is a sure way of 
seeing them and finding them even if they are not really there.

By the end of the Information part of this session 
the mentors should know

Disadvantaged children may not grow as they should have done 
(failure to thrive)

This can cause a package of problem behaviours which often 
need solutions
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This is the start of Skills Practice. By the end of the course mentors 
should have enough skills to work successfully with their mentees. 
This can sometimes be a frustrating moment for the new mentors 
as they need to build up basic skills before moving on. During this 
session the only skills practice is to listen and reflect back what 
has been said without adding to it. Well let’s face it what could be 
easier?

Validation can be thought of as acceptance. This is demonstrated by 
the illustration of the see-saw. Before we can change behaviour we 
have to accept the existing behaviour, but this has to be balanced 
as to just accept and never change would be of no value and would 
not allow real solutions to be explored. This part of the course is 
about practicing acceptance which is the foundation of change.

At this point in the course you have to be very clear that finding 
solutions is banned. This will be a recurring theme as people will 
probably find this a most difficult rule to obey. Later on the course 

The key statement needs to be read out to start the session:

Listening carefully and reflecting back only what has been said 
may not be quite as easy as it sounds

This really is a skill in itself (but the mentors may not believe this at this stage)

will be looking at change but this is not now. As we saw earlier, 
immediate solutions can sometimes be poor or wrong solutions 
that can even make things worse.

There are many things that happen in disadvantaged children’s 
lives that stops change from happening. Most of these things 
are invalidating and so we have to validate to reverse this. On 
the next page invalidation will be looked at so that we are all 
clear what it is and in turn why we have to validate. The way that 
we start to validate is to listen carefully and reflect.
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Previously, we saw that early experiences can be very important in 
development and later life. Common experiences of our mentees are 
often invalidating and can include things like the following:

•	 Parents or carers may have neglected -  this can cause failure 
to thrive and developmental confusion as well as expecting in 
the future to be neglected which devalues our mentees

•	 Sexually, physically or emotionally abused – abuse can cause 
huge emotional damage, also it tends to allow abuse to be 
thought of as expected and normal, it is a sad statistic that 
most abusers had been abused as children themselves

•	 Being told and feeling that they are worthless – you get to 
expect to be worthless in all walks of life, never expecting to 
be successful at anything

•	 High levels of fear – causes high levels of avoidance and lack of 
trust in all circumstances

•	 Poverty, begging and not enough to eat – can cause failure to 
thrive, ill health and an expectation of only being able to live 
in that sort of way

Invalidation can cause many problems some of which influence 
our feelings. This means that feelings can be mainly negative, 
impossible to control and so to be avoided. In the longer term 
this can cause developmental damage and relationship problems. 
We rely on feelings for managing everyday life and to understand 
many of our behaviours. In turn this means that there will be 
consequences such as:

•	 Relationships can be chaotic and inappropriate seeming to 
go wrong very often. These relationships can be abusive and 
damaging

•	 Extreme expressions of emotion can come about due to poor 
developmental skills and a lack of experiencing emotions in a 
normal sort of way, often expecting negative experiences

•	 Not being able to explain feelings can lead to adults jumping 
to conclusions and interpreting behaviour. This happened 
consistently in Manjula’s examples when it was assumed that 
she had a problem at school. Manjula may not have been able to 
explain or indeed understand her feelings at the bus stop

•	 Not being able to trust adults is a problem for mentoring, you as 
a mentor may have to build up trust before mentoring can get 
started- how do I know that you are not just another abuser like 
the others?

•	 Avoidance becomes a way of life and a survival mechanism, 
mentees can be very skilled at avoiding and escaping which 
may have kept them safe for many years
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The practical part of the course now starts. This is really the very 
core of the skills part of the course – VALIDATION.

LEVEL ONE VALIDATION
This is the starting place and it’s about listening carefully. 
Previously we have seen that disadvantaged children are often 
not listened to seriously. They can be shouted at, told what to do, 
chased away etc. How often does an adult really sit down and 
listen to a disadvantaged child and want to hear how they feel 
about themselves and what is going on around them?

This means that we may have a problem as being listened to 
carefully can be a new experience for a disadvantaged child, 
which can be frightening. The last time an adult sat down and 
talked to me in a ‘caring’ way they robbed or abused me – they 
didn’t really care at all. It may be that a disadvantaged child will 
find you difficult to trust at first. Just listening in a skilled way can 
be the start of a life changing experience. 

For the rest of Skills Practice we will not use the term 
‘disadvantaged child’ but replace it with ‘mentee’, because this is 
where the work starts.

To get the session started you need to have the mentors in pairs 
so that they can talk to each other. Start by using a volunteer 
from the group and demonstrate how NOT to listen, eg, texting 

When the mentors try this they will probably add information, 
make judgements, give advice etc. Before moving on you must 
make sure that:

•  The mentors listen and reflect back without adding anything

•  This is the first tool in our behavioural tool-box and we need to 
be skilled at using it

when listening, interrupting, not concentrating etc. Then repeat the 
role play but this time demonstrate showing signs of listening, eg, 
eye contact, nodding your head, making small sounds such as ‘hm’. 
This is level 1 validation.

You now need to demonstrate LEVEL 2 VALIDATION - 
REFLECTION, which is to repeat what has been said. This shows the 
mentee that they have been listened to and encourages them to 
continue. Again with one of the group get them to make a simple 
statement about themselves. You can use the example on this page 
or make up your own. 

•  Repeat what has been said in your own words
•  Do not add to it 
•  Do not offer solutions
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Get mentor pairs to try this with each other and after 5 minutes or so get them 
to report back to the group some examples of what has been said to each 
other. If you hear words such as ‘should’ or ‘could’ come up, stop the feed back 
immediately and check that an interpretation, solution or judgement is not 
being offered. Usually at this stage about half the group add things to what 
they heard! This session can be seen as a good fun time – it’s not about getting 
it right or wrong but rather seeing how we as adults (mentors) naturally slip 
into giving advice and telling children (mentees) what to do. Ask those who 
were listened to how it felt to be listened during the reflection process.

Homework is very important for the new mentors, 
giving them the chance to strengthen skills and feel 
comfortable using validation skills. It can be a different 
way of communicating for some people at home, with 
friends or at work. Encourage the mentors to see that 
homework is important and that we will look at how it 
went at the next session.

FAQs
Q –but if I know what the solution is should I say so immediately?
A - this will not help your mentee to gain skills and you may not be 
offering a good solution – remember the bus!

Q - my mentee is doing something bad, I must tell him off and tell him 
to stop
A - validation is part of a process to understand why he is doing a bad 
thing, not just trying to stop him

Q - validation seems to be approving of bad behaviour
A - no, validation is looking at the feelings behind the behaviour, this is 
our starting place, approval is a judgement

Q – I feel a little stupid just repeating what has been said
A – ask how mentors in the role play felt when they were listened to – 
this may be a new and powerful experience for a mentee
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Start the session by reading out the 2 key statements.

After the key statements, the session on mental health starts 
with distinguishing between mental health and mental illness. 
This is not straightforward and you may need to give it some 
thought. The session likens mental health to physical health. 
Most of us think about trying to keep fit and not doing things 
that are bad for our health. This might be not eating too many 
bad (but enjoyable) foods, taking a walk, using the stairs at 
work instead of the lift etc. However, some of us may develop 
a disease and need treatment to get better. Generally the fitter 
we keep the less chance we have of getting ill and needing 
treatment. Mental health is similar to this. We know that poor 
early experiences can have a huge impact on later life. These 
poor experiences also disrupt child development which often 
causes behavioural problems. It is very likely that many of our 
mentees will fall into this group.

There are two ways of looking at behavioural problems, firstly 
the behaviour can be assessed by an expert who may be able to 
diagnose the problem and then produce a treatment plan. This 
is generally used for quite severe problems that may be seen 
as illnesses. This path would be of little use to disadvantaged 
children as they cannot access these services. Also diagnosing 
problem behaviours in children can be counter-productive as 
it excludes others from being a part of the problem or even the 
cause of it. This is what is meant by diagnosing can make it clear 

that it is the child’s problem. This is explored later in the session 
with Arjun’s example. The second way of looking at behavioural 
problems is to look carefully at the problem and find solutions 
to it. This can lead to new skills taking the place of problems and 
in turn making them redundant in the longer term. This is the 
best way forward for our mentees, as it can find real solutions to 
real problems.

Key learning points

We all have mental health issues – it does not mean that we are ill, 
eg the street dogs frighten me and make me feel anxious.

It is more productive to see our mentee’s problems as being 
developmental problems as explored in the previous session.

We need to move away from seeing these problems as being due to 
mental illness and we need to find solutions.
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Arjun’s example is designed to show that if you just look at a child’s 
behaviour in terms of symptoms you may decide that there is 
something ‘wrong’ with the child. This means that the child has a 
problem and when we say that there is ‘something wrong with the 
child’ we generally mean that the child has to change to not having 
something wrong with it. Arjun’s example shows that there is in 
fact nothing wrong with him, but rather his parents have a problem 
but as they are adults nobody is looking at them. The teachers 
and experts looked at Arjun and arranged for him to have some 
pills which made many of his symptoms go away. This confirmed 
to everybody that Arjun had some sort of illness. Strangely the 
adults who are causing the problem are now seen as good parents 
by getting Arjun the right treatment and making him better. The 
problem is that if the pills were to stop then Arjun’s problems 
would return. There has been no solution to Arjun’s problems. It 
may be that you think that it is unacceptable for Arjun to be taking 
medication because his parents are arguing.

In later sessions we will be looking at how to look at problems and 
see what may have caused them and what may be maintaining 
them which in turn can help us find solutions. For Arjun if his 
problems were looked at in this sort of way the solution may have 
been for Arjun’s parents to see a counsellor or mediator.

Key learning points

Depending how you look at Arjun, he can have an illness with anxiety and 
hyperactivity or a problem that needs a solution.

Arjun’s problems have their base in his environment, in this case his parents 
(many of our mentees have been damaged by their environment).

Quick solutions may be either wrong or can make things worse.

Arjun can be seen as having a mental health problem which can have real 
solutions. This can perhaps be likened to having a health problem of being a 
little over weight and needing to cut down.
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Anxiety is something that we all experience, it is a natural 
experience. But if there is too much of it or if it is experienced at 
the wrong time, it can cause a wide range of problems. We learn to 
control anxiety during our development. If there is developmental 
confusion there are usually anxiety problems as well.

Anxiety keeps us safe and warns us of danger which makes us react 
fast and get away from that danger. This is often known as ‘fight or 
flight’. Children naturally have high levels of anxiety as they learn 
what is safe and what is not. As a child develops and gains skills the 
need for some anxiety goes down. If development is confused the 
high levels of anxiety that a young child experiences can continue as 
new skills are not developed. Almost all child behavioural problems 
are due to or have a quite a large component of anxiety. This is 
especially so for our mentees who are disadvantaged children and 
often have confused developments.

A useful demonstration of this is to think of a young child of say 
2or 3 years of age who is at home with her mother. The child will 
move maybe 1 metre from mum and then run back to feel safe. This 
is known as separation anxiety. After a little while she may move 2 
metres away from mum before running back and hiding behind her. 
In a few months she may walk into the next room before running 
back to mum. The child’s anxiety is lowering as she becomes more 
confident. The question now is, what would happen if the child’s 
mother is unable to give protection, maybe drunk, abusive or simply 
not there. In this case the child’s anxiety would not go down but may 

continue to be high and not controlled. If this happens, anxiety skills are 
not developed. This commonly happens to children in institutional care 
due to low staff levels.

On this page we see that we would all experience anxiety if a bus 
almost ran us over, just missing us. Anxiety is designed to make us run 
and get out of the way of the bus as fast as possible. But this gives us 
feelings of wobbly legs, sweating hands and forehead, a sickly feeling, 
maybe breathlessness and a feeling of panic.

Conditioning means that anxiety can move from one situation to 
another, so it can be experienced in a situation but then attach itself to 
a different situation often in stages – there will be more about this later 
in the session and in later examples.

Key learning points

We all experience anxiety and children experience higher levels of anxiety 
than adults.

Anxiety should go down and be more controlled during development, 
confused development can stop this.
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How to be anxious when walking through a door is a practical example of 
how anxiety conditions which is difficult to forget. When anxiety conditions, 
it moves from one situation to another. This means that what started the 
anxiety may have happened some time ago and may not even be in the 
current situation. This becomes quite clear when the ‘how to be anxious 
when walking through the door’ example is demonstrated with a volunteer 
from the group.

An example of this may be that my fear of dogs started 4 years ago when a 
dog bit me. The key learning point is that the dog that bit me ran off and I 
have never seen it since. But I am now afraid of every dog I see.

Ask a volunteer to leave the room and stand outside. Invite them 
to come in and pretend to hit them on their head with a stick (be 
dramatic if you can!). Repeat this a few times. Now using another door 
(or an imaginary one) ask if they would like to come in through the 
door. At this point you can put down your imaginary stick. Ask your 
volunteer how they feel about this – they will probably feel anxious, 
but remember there is now no danger and your volunteer has never 
walked through this new door. This means that your volunteer has 
conditioned anxiety to a new situation never previously experienced.

A similar process happens with our mentees. It may be that 
their past experiences have caused anxiety which has now 
conditioned to the present time. The example describes a 
mentee who was taken to the movies and panicked when the 
lights were turned off. This example has to be linked to the 
doors example that has been demonstrated with a volunteer. 
If the mentee was abused when younger at bed time when 
the lights were turned off, there would be high anxiety levels 
at this time. After a little while as soon as the lights were 
turned off your mentee would have panicked thinking will I 
now be abused? A number of years later that feeling of anxiety 
comes back as soon as lights are turned off. The anxiety has 
conditioned from the place where the abuse took place to 
the movies. If you were to try again and take your mentee to 
the movies tomorrow, your mentee would probably panic 
(have high anxiety levels) outside the movies before even 
going in. To understand what is happening is the first step to 
finding a solution. This is when validation takes off. Validation 
is designed to work out what is causing the problem and to 
understand it more. An immediate solution without using 
validation may be to encourage your mentee to stay in the 
movies which would cause more anxiety until your mentee 
runs out of the movies in panic. This can leave you feeling 
annoyed and frustrated. This example will be looked at again 
in later sessions as validation and other skills are built up.
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This part of the session is designed to pull together key learning 
points about anxiety and apply them to Manjula’s problems.

Anxiety is something we all experience - we need to feel the right 
amount at the right time.

Anxiety warns us of danger - children have higher levels of anxiety 
than adults especially when young.

Developmental confusion can stop the development of controls, high 
levels of anxiety can continue.

Anxiety can move from time and place due to conditioning, eg, the 
movies example.

Our volunteer now has a new fear of all doors even those that are safe!

We can now move back to Manjula who you should remember from 
earlier sessions and who would not get on the bus. It is important to 
notice that the reasons for Manjula not getting on the bus changes 
between examples. This is to help demonstrate that the problem may 
look the same but the reasons for it being there may change. This is 
why we must look carefully with our new skills and not offer quick 
solutions. 

Manjula now has high anxiety levels every time she goes to the bus 
stop. The bus stop triggers her anxiety as soon as she arrives at it and 
causes her to panic and leaves the bus stop to feel better and so does 

Key learning points	

Anxiety can be a major problem when mentoring, often generating 
avoidance and other problems.

Please just get on the bus; if you don’t go to school you will not get 
a good job; for goodness sake just get on the bus – none of these 
responses will help and will probably make things worse!

Key learning points so far in this session

not get on the bus and go to school.

Because Manjula has not gone to school she now has a new set of 
problems which are listed eg, feeling depressed, different, loss of 
confidence etc. Manjula’s problems are now growing.

This part of the session introduces avoidance. There will be 
lots more about avoidance in later sessions. Avoidance is very 
important to understand when mentoring. Manjula avoided 
panic and high anxiety levels by leaving the bus stop and going 
home to see her mother.
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DEPRESSION 
Depression in adolescence is something that can come and 
go very quickly. Nearly all adolescents have some feelings of 
depression for short periods of time, maybe for minutes, hours 
or a day or so. This is different to the longer term depression that 
adults may experience. Depression in adolescents is often due 
to hormones changing and the struggle to find who you are 
and where you fit into the world. Mentees often say that they 
feel overwhelmed and seem to just give up and do nothing. It is 
very rare that adolescents would need medication or similar for 
depression but rather need patience and understanding.

ATTACHMENT DISORDER 
Attachment Disorder is a formal term but for our purposes 
confused development may be a more useful term for us to use. 
This helps to move the problem away from pathology to a set of 
problems that need solutions. Confused development happens 
due to failure to thrive. For our mentees this set of problems is 
by far the biggest challenge in their lives and in turn for us as 
mentors. Confused development causes a number of problems 
which in turn cause high levels of anxiety and can appear as 
mental health problems. This is the link that demonstrates how 
confused development leads to mental health issues which 
can be long term. It also demonstrates that it was our mentees 
environment, or life experiences, that caused the mental health 
issues. The session concentrates on the 5 major components of 
confused development:

1 - Attachment problems: most mentors would have experienced 
disadvantaged children touching them on the streets or in shelters. 
Remind the mentors that this does not happen in average families.	
				  
2 - Relationship problems: attachment problems makes the 
disadvantaged child very vulnerable and an easy target for people 
who may want to abuse them leading to poor relationships later on in 
life.										        
	
3 - Emotional confusion: we need to learn which emotions connect 
to which events. Developmental confusion prevents this and is 
exaggerated by abuse. An example of this is if a child is consistently 
told that abuse is a special time, or it’s our special secret, or this is 
special etc. During development this can cause the perception of 
happiness to be attached to abuse.

4 - Poor information processing: causes problems with memory and 
learning new things, eg, forgetting instructions.

5 – Confused maturity: this is rather like a poorly built house, if the 
walls are weak then the roof may collapse. Development is similar, 
if the early foundations are weak then behaviour may collapse to an 
earlier stage.
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HYPERACTIVITY 
Hyperactivity means that a person (usually a child) is too active or 
more active than expected in a given situation. There is no clear 
measure of hyperactivity as the expected level of activity changes 
according to the situation. During a school lesson the expected 
level of activity would be low. If the lesson changes and it is now 
time for cricket practice then the expected level of activity would 
be high. This means that a single measure of activity would be of 
no use as every situation has an expectation of how active you 
should be. This can mean that a variety of people, eg, teachers, 
carers etc may look at a child’s behaviour and decide whether 
the child is too active in a given situation, eg, the classroom. 
This situation could mean that a teacher with poor classroom 
management skills may find that they can manage only low 
levels of activity compared with a teacher with high classroom 
management skills. Some of these situations can make medications 
that suggest they can decrease activity and increase concentration 
(and maybe results?) very popular. ADHD (Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder) has become very popular as a diagnosis 
especially in schools and with parents who are results driven. The 
two main components to ADHD are poor abilities to concentrate 
(Attention Deficit) and hyperactivity. However hyperactivity tends 
now to be commonly known as ADHD.

Mentees may appear hyperactive in situations that they find 
difficult to manage. High levels of anxiety can produce poor 
concentration levels and constant physical movements. 
Developmental confusion can produce a number of situations that 
appear very similar to hyperactivity:

•  confused emotions – can cause panic in many situations which 
can result in running away or actively avoiding engagement, 
eg, sitting down or eye contact, this can look like hyperactivity, 
especially during avoidance

•  feeling worthless – this has been learnt over many years and 
can cause considerable panic when somebody shows a genuine 
interest in you as the skills to deal with this have not been learnt, 
inability to engage, high anxiety etc., can look like hyperactivity

•  information processing problems – you tell me what to do, I 
forget the information and now I feel anxious and afraid that I 
may get hit which could look like hyperactivity, eg, you are not 
able to sit still and concentrate

•  If I have not learnt to read and write and I am put in a classroom, 
it is very unlikely that I will be able to sit at my desk and get 
on with my work – this may cause all sorts of fidgeting and 
unwanted behaviours

•  Arjun’s example showed us that many factors in our lives can 
impact on our behaviour. If you look at the behaviour and not the 
factors you can have a very different story 

Using validation and formulation skills the mentor’s task is to 
identify underlying causes and find solutions.
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This session is designed to look at behavioural problems as products 
of our mentees lives and experiences rather than an illness or that 
there is something ‘wrong’ with our mentees. This position was 
illustrated by Arjun who was not seen as needing medication before 
his parents decided to split up. This means that Arjun was seen as 
‘normal’ but then he was seen as an adolescent who had ‘something 
wrong with him’. This perception came about because nobody looked 
at what was happening in Ajun’s life. If we could somehow change 
the situation and make Arjun’s mum and dad fall in love again, then 
Arjun’s symptoms would probably go away and he would be seen as 
‘normal’ again, that is there is nothing ‘wrong’ with him.

For most of our mentees the problems they have are mainly due to 
their past lives and what has happened to them. It is of course not 
possible to change the past, but this does not mean that the future 
has to continue in the same way. One of the dangers of seeing all 
of our mentees behavioural problems as being something wrong 
with them is that we may not expect any changes in the future. Even 
if problems cannot be removed they can usually be minimised to 
prevent them from stopping everyday life successes.

The example problem is not an easy one. It is quite clear that there is 
no solution to the problem posed and it may feel overwhelming for 
a mentor. The key learning points of this exercise are that mentoring 
can continue and that the impact of a problem can be minimised 
on a mentee’s life even if there is no immediate solution. So far at 
this point on the course we have only two basic skills (listening and 

reflecting) until the Skills Practice part of the session in a few 
minutes. This example will strengthen our foundations before 
increasing our skills in the next part of the session. Our two 
basic skills so far are listening and reflecting, so the mentoring 
session could sound something like this:

•  I feel so bad as I’ve lost my family

•  Oh, you feel bad because you’ve lost your family?

•  Yes it makes me feel depressed all the time

•  You feel depressed all the time?

Obviously this is just the start of a process and there will be 
lots more to come as our skills build up and we have more 
tools in our behavioural tool box. But already this is probably a 
very different response for your mentee to be taken seriously. 
This in itself can be a powerful experience for your mentee. 
If your mentee lives in a shelter or similar place almost every 
other child has a sad story and history. This sadness becomes 
the norm and staff would not have the time to spend with 
each individual thinking and feeling what this is like for them.
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Skills Practice provides 4 more levels of validation which will vastly 
increase the tools in the behaviour change tool box. But before 
this we have to look at how the mentors got on with homework. 
The homework task was simply to listen and reflect at home, 
work or with friends. This may seem a simple task but generally 
the new mentors will surprise you with complications and failed 
attempts! It is important that some time is spent sharing homework 
experiences as this increases confidence and lowers anxiety. 
Reports of failed homework tasks can often sound like these 
examples, together with some example responses. This will be a 
very interactive part of the session.

‘I didn’t have time’ (oh you didn’t have time? – ask the group 
- can anybody see what I’ve done? – level 1 & 2 validation)

‘I have to sort out complaints on the phone’ – try a mini 
role play and get the mentor to complain to you as though you 
were doing their job. Use validation levels 1 and 2 and then ask 
how that felt. Usually the mentor would agree that it felt as 
though they were really heard.

When the homework feedback has been completed, it is time to move 
on to level 3 validation Guess what your mentee might have felt, 
thought and wanted to do. It is unlikely that your mentee will have the 
skills to answer these questions so you may have to guess the answers. 
These answers hold the key to understanding your mentee’s behaviour. 
Confused development often prevents an understanding of what is 
happening. Levels 1 and 2 validation provide the opportunity of listening 
carefully and gathering information. Further levels of validation allow 
both the mentee and mentor to make sense of the information so that a 
way forward can be found.

If your guess is correct then your mentee can agree with you and you are 
providing a voice for your mentee.

If your guess is wrong then you can start again and work out what the 
correct answer is, this is not a problem.

Key learning points

Always start with validation level 1 before moving on to other levels

You may have to help your mentees understand their own behaviours

Confused development can stop mentees from understanding their own behaviours	
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The wheel of experience is a useful way of illustrating the 4 parts that 
make up level 3 validation. These 4 parts will allow you and your mentee 
to understand what has happened and why it has happened. Often at 
this stage your mentee may be able to tell you what happened but not 
why it happened. Without this information solutions cannot be worked 
out.

Thoughts – what was your mentee thinking at the time of an event, 
eg, I don’t like this, I want to run away, I don’t want to talk.

Feelings – feelings often drive behaviours, eg, I feel ashamed so 
I may not want to see you; I feel fear so I may hide – many of our 
mentees have difficulties in recognising feelings so we may have to 
help them by guessing. At this stage we just need to recognise the 
feelings.

Behaviours – a useful way of thinking about this is behaviours are 
the things that we can see, eg, running away, eating, shouting etc.

Physiology – this is what your body is doing – this is often due to 
anxiety, eg, sweating, being hot, fast heart beat etc.

When we apply level 3 validation to Manjula’s ‘school’ problem, a 
very different picture emerges. For the first time, Manjula is able 
to tell her mentor that she is having problems with the man at the 
bus stop. This has happened because a mentor has used validation 
to really listen to what Manjula has to say and understand what is 
happening. Validation has stopped us making (wrong) assumptions 
about the situation.

Key learning points

Levels 1 & 2 allowed us to gather good quality information from Manjula.

Manjula continued talking to her mentor because she felt listened to.

Level 3 validation has allowed us to understand what has happened and why.
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The wheel of experience exercise is looking at what it is like for 
a mentee to meet their mentor for the first time. We can easily 
forget what a huge step this could be for some mentees. It is 
important to remember that there is no right answer and there 
will be probably as many answers as there are people in the 
group. For some mentees from shelters or similar, this may be 
an almost unbelievable step – a successful adult really wanting 
to know what I feel – unconditionally without strings attached 
or a catch? On the other hand your mentee may be very excited 
and have clear plans for mentoring. This exercise introduces the 
mentors to the potential wide range of mentoring experiences. 
There will be a need to spend some time sharing ideas about 
this exercise from the group before moving on.

Levels 4 and 5 help to normalise the experience or behaviour. 
Normalising means that what happened could be expected 
when the circumstances are considered. If my mentee has had 
to steal food to survive for the past 2 years, then it would not be 
surprising that he has just stolen some food. I can now start to 
understand why my mentee is stealing. Levels 4 and 5 also:

•	 Lets your mentee know that you understand without 
criticism or judgement 

•	 This is not the same as agreeing, condoning or supporting 
a behaviour. You may strongly disagree with your mentees 
behaviour, in which case your task is to understand 
sufficiently to find a different response or way forward

•	 Helps to start understanding problem behaviours as a 
product of what has and is happening to your mentee

•	 Suggests that there is not ‘something wrong’ with your 
mentee

•	 Suggests that you may even have acted in that way if you 
had experienced similar things

Key learning points

Validation does not mean that you are agreeing with or condoning a 
situation or behaviour.

Validation is the starting place to change the behaviour.
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A genuine response, is very much as it sounds – we are all different 
and will respond differently to any situation.  The important 
thing is that your response is genuine and not made up to fit the 
situation. This response shows your mentee that you are human, 
understanding the situation and often share the same feelings. It 
stops your interaction from feeling false and continues to normalise 
the situation.

The exercise from the previous session can now be worked again, 
but this time using all 6 levels of validation. There is still no solution 
to finding your mentee’s family but validation will start the process 
of your mentee being understood and valued which can be a 
most powerful experience. It is also an honest response as no false 
promises are being made but rather a sharing of the pain.

By the end of this session the mentors should be able to use all 
6 levels of validation as appropriate in any situation. This new 
skill can be practised at home, work or with friends before the 
next session. The mentors need to know that it would not be 
appropriate to use all levels of validation all the time, eg ‘you 
would like a cup of chai, wow I’m not surprised as you must have 
found that a cup of chai was very refreshing when you have been 
thirsty before, I am guessing that you must be feeling thirsty right 
now – I’ll go to the counter and get one!’

Validation levels
You must be feeling ........ 	 Level 3	
It’s understandable that ........ Level 4	
I’m not surprised ........ 	 Level 5
So what you’re saying ........ 	 Level 2	
Wow that’s super 		  Level 6
If that happened to me ........ 	 Level 5
You must have wanted ........ 	 Level 3
I’m sorry uncle .......                    Level 5 & 6
You’ve had a bad ........	              Level 2
I wonder if you ........		  Level 3
I find this difficult too		 Level 5 & 6
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Start the session by reading out the 3 key statements.

This session is about relationships that may have to be considered 
when mentoring. Relationships are important to consider as your 
mentee will probably not be completely independent. This means 
that your mentee will be a part of a system, eg, family, shelter, 
carers etc. Some of these systems may be damaging or abusive, 
perhaps exploiting your mentee. It may be that your mentee’s 
system has views about mentoring which may be in conflict with 
you as a mentor. If a mentor is helping a mentee to find a way out 
of exploitation, then those people who are exploiting your mentee 
will want to stop the process. Often there is a need to involve a 
mentee’s family if decisions have to be made, eg, about education. 
A mentor has to consider who is in the mentee’s system and 
whether they need to be considered during the mentoring process.

The session starts with considering how relationships change 
as a child develops. For this reason we will briefly look at how 
relationships change with age from being a baby to being an 
adolescent. This can be a little more complicated if there is 
developmental confusion. This is introduced by the statement in 
the opening text ‘disadvantaged children may be different to other 
children’ If your mentee is say 15 years old but at certain times 
becomes very anxious and experiences developmental collapse 
(Session 2) then your mentee may appear to act as though he is say 
8 years old. In this case the relationship function or needs that your 
mentee has may also be that of an 8 year old for a short time. This 
is not to say that this happens with all mentees but it is something 
that a mentor may have to consider.

Key learning points

Relationships and the function of relationships change with age.

Relationships are generally matched to chronological age (the actual age) of the child.

Some mentees appear at times to have a psychological age which is younger than their 
actual age.

After this introduction the session will concentrate more on adolescence as 
this is more appropriate for most of our mentees.
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Most of our mentees will be adolescents which means that 
they are somewhere between being a child and an adult. 
This can be a very difficult time as sometimes they have to 
act as young adults at times and at other times there is not 
full independence and they are more like children. This of 
course can be a most complicated time which is exaggerated 
if there is developmental confusion which causes more swings 
between adulthood and childhood.

During adolescence there are lots of physical changes. These 
tend to happen even if there is failure to thrive.

Growth spurts happen in a uniform way for all adolescents, 
that is legs grow first, followed by arms and then trunk. 
You may want to demonstrate this in a very memorable 
way by pulling up your trouser legs and sleeves in turn (or 
get a volunteer to do this) just like in the illustration. This 
will probably trigger old memories of when the mentors 
were at school themselves.

If a child fails to thrive they will still probably have growth spurts 
but still end up shorter than would be expected. A similar process 
happens with puberty which may start at an appropriate age 
but the adolescent may look too young for puberty to start. This 
can create the situation where an adolescent looks too young to 
have facial hair and have sexual feelings. These physical or organic 
changes drive changes in relationships towards adulthood. It is 
at this time that previous same gender friendships start moving 
towards opposite gender friendships. Suddenly girls are interested 
in boys, and boys are interested in girls. These changes should 
come about after an adolescent has gained the skills needed to 
manage this situation during development. These skills may not be 
in place if there has been developmental confusion.

Key learning points

Relationships change with age, from a baby to an adolescent.

Some of our mentees may have confused age appropriate relationships 
and behaviour.

Adolescence is about gaining independence, identity & self esteem.
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As a mentor you have to consider what your relationship is with 
your mentee. This will be different for each mentor/mentee pair. It is 
not possible to work out what your relationship is going to be until 
mentors meet their mentees. Some mentees may have a clear idea 
of what they want from the relationship, eg, improve English for a 
future career or learn a skill. Often mentees have little idea of what 
they want from mentoring but think that it is a good idea. A mentor 
is not a teacher or a parent and is more than a friend. A foundation of 
the mentor/mentee relationship is that the mentor is unconditionally 
there. What is meant by this is that the offer of mentoring does not 
depend on anything that the mentee has to do or not do. This will 
probably be a new experience for the mentee as past relationships 
with adults are usually based on the mentee having to do something 
or be exploited. Disadvantaged children are often told what to do or 
get into trouble if they do not.

During the sessions on child development and mental health we 
looked at sensitive periods. You may remember that these were 
times when the child was geared up physically, neurologically and 
psychologically for rapid developmental progress. The problem was 
that our mentees may have missed that developmental opportunity. 
This is easier to see in younger children than adolescents. But 
adolescence is a time of rapid development as well as growth and 
physical changes. The whole of development has been preparing the 
adolescent for this time of moving towards independence in steps 
starting in early childhood. An adolescent will need all of the skills 

developed during childhood to manage and take advantage 
of this huge developmental leap. During adolescence we can 
actually see some of the changes that happen during these 
sensitive periods, eg, growth spurts, gender development etc.

If mentees have developmental confusion, it is unlikely that they 
will manage the developmental tasks of adolescence very well. 
This will mean that they will have problems with adult/adolescent 
relationships which of course is now the mentor/mentee 
relationship. Some of the relationship problems that you may 
find with your mentee are listed, but remember that a mentee 
is very unlikely to show all of these! Manjula looks surprised and 
perhaps shocked that she is developing into a woman and the 4 
adolescent boys all want to look exactly the same.

Key learning points

Adolescence is a time of rapid physical and psychological change.

The key task of adolescence is working towards independence.

The session links relationship problems with past confused development 
from previous sessions. 
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As we looked at earlier, a mentee is probably not an individual 
independent being. Even a street child who has no family will be 
a part of a system of friends, gang members, exploiting adults etc. 
During adolescence there is a drive to conform looking the same 
and having the same attitudes as your peer group. There will be 
pressures exerted by all of these groups and also society via the 
media and culture. It may well be that you as a mentor can have 
thoughts that are in opposition to these groups. So at times you may 
have to accept that your mentee will not go in the direction that you 
desire, or even what you clearly think is wrong. Now is the time to 
remember that this is an unconditional relationship even if you feel 
that you are now waiting to pick up the inevitable pieces when it 
all goes wrong! In the next Skills Practice session we will be looking 
at practical ways of validation and understanding unacceptable 
behaviours such as stealing.

The current example is about Manjula who wants to stop going 
to school and become a street seller to make some Rupees for her 
family. Most mentors (as adults) would not agree with this as a way 
forward for Manjula as it makes no sense for her or her future. This 
means that we will have immediate thoughts in our heads and will 
want to say clearly to Manjula that she has to go to school and this 
is very important. If we were to say these things to Manjula it would 
immediately put us in conflict with Manjula, her family and friends. 
This may well stop the conversation altogether. It is quite likely that 
Manjula does not really want to leave school but feels that she has 
to help her family. It feels as though Manjula may be very stuck and 
unable to find a way out without help. 

Key learning point

Your relationship with your mentee is unconditional and continues 
regardless (even when you feel like giving up)

Now is the time to use validation to let Manjula know that you 
really care about her feelings and the situation. Validation will 
also allow you to keep the conversation open and gather more 
information before deciding how best to help Manjula find a 
solution.

We have to accept that mentees will not always follow our 
views and often make some big mistakes. This is not a failure 
of mentoring, but rather showing that the relationship is 
unconditional and will continue regardless. In Manjula’s case she 
is likely to stop being a street seller quite quickly and need her 
mentor to help to find a way out of that situation. If there was 
conflict earlier it would be difficult to help now.
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Having an agreed plan is important for both mentors and mentees. 
Previous mentors have reported that they found ending mentoring 
difficult. Sometimes their mentees had expectations that were 
unrealistic. More often the mentors themselves felt that they should 
have done more or continued mentoring for longer. It was common 
for mentors to feel that they should have achieved more and that 
their mentoring was not a success, but when other mentors looked 
at their work they saw it as a great success. It can be emotionally 
difficult for a mentor to help a mentee to be independent and then 
for their mentee to become independent, say thank you, leave and 
go to college or another town for a job. On the other hand some 
mentors have had long term contact over a number of years with 
their mentees who have become friends.

An agreed plan is simply a basic agreement between the mentor 
and mentee concerning the content and structure of the mentoring 
process. It is best if it is written but if this is not possible, verbal will 
do. In the last session we thought about how frightening it may be 
for some mentees to simply meet their mentor for the first time. If 
this is the case then a very simple agreed plan will lower anxiety and 
allow your mentee to feel that this is safe enough to engage in. At 
this point you are probably thinking that if you met up for 6 months 
or so, a lot of progress can be made. But a long term agreement is 
probably the last thing on your mentees mind! In this case an agreed 
plan needs to be short term maybe 2 or 3 weeks. This will make it 
safe to explore and to see if you are another one of those exploiting, 

Key learning points

An agreed plan will lower anxiety and make it safe for mentees and 
mentors to explore.

It prevents inappropriate expectations and provides constant successes, 
however small.

It makes saying goodbye a part of the agreed process allowing a mentee 
to move on when appropriate.

abusive adults that have made offers before. It does not matter how 
many agreed plans you make and if you need to make ten 3 week 
plans as this will allow 6 months of safe mentoring. Some mentees 
have a clear idea of what they want from mentoring in which case 
the agreed plan can be a lot more ambitious and not short term. The 
agreed plan has to be tailored to the mentee and the mentor. 

Often mentors are around for a set period of time but put off saying 
this to their mentees. With an agreed plan this can be viewed as say a 
successful 6 months work achieving the goals in the plan rather than 
a damaging crisis. An agreed plan that made it clear that 6 months 
mentoring is on offer, can be celebrated at 6 months even if it’s time 
to say goodbye - ensuring success.
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For many mentees failure to thrive and developmental confusion have 
been major problems. However, puberty and sexuality are commonly 
not delayed due to hormone changes etc. This means that a mentee 
who has considerable developmental confusion will not have the 
psychological and developmental skills necessary to manage this most 
important stage of life. This can mean that your mentee may not always 
follow the socially accepted rules around this area. Some mentors have 
to be clear what is acceptable in the mentoring relationship and what is 
not. There can be an interaction of confused development relationships 
and sexuality which can generate a difficult mentor/mentee 
relationship. In such circumstances it is best to be clear and honest 
saying what is acceptable and what is not, this will not be damaging.
More often girls will want to talk about boyfriends and boys will want 
to talk about girlfriends. Some mentors have found this frustrating as 
they feel they have more important things to talk about in mentoring 
sessions. Again this is the time to use validation and step into the shoes 
of your mentee and realise how important these issues are to your 
mentee.

It is quite unusual for mentees to actually want sex education 
although this is possible. More commonly mentees want to talk about 
relationships and what they should do. If sex education is needed then 
the task of the mentor may be to provide that or work out with their 
mentee how to gain this information. Mentors will have different views 
regarding sexuality and these may not be the same as their mentees. 
This has to be recognised and accepted so as not to prevent the 
mentoring process which is about helping a mentee to find solutions to 
their own lives.

It is common to be confused over sexual orientation during 
adolescence. This can be an anxious situation for some mentors. 
Generally this confusion will settle over a short period of time as your 
mentee gets familiar with new feelings of sexuality. Again, validation 
is the way forward in this area to show that you are unconditionally 
there even if you do not feel that you have the necessary answers.

Key learning points

Sexuality tends to develop at the expected time even if there is 
confused development/failure to thrive.

Many mentees are very concerned with boyfriend/girlfriend 
relationships.

You do not have to provide sex education if you do not feel 
equipped for the task.

Confusion over sexual orientation is common during adolescence.
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Previous Skills Practice sessions have been looking at validation 
which provides the structure and information for behaviour 
change to work. Positive and negative reinforcement are the 
basic tools for changing behaviour. The starting place for 
behaviour change has to be acceptance, which is also the role of 
validation. Validation will bring us to the point at which positive 
and negative reinforcement can be used.

Positive reinforcement 
Positive reinforcement is anything linked to a response which 
will increase the likelihood of the response happening again. It 
may be helpful to think of a response as a behaviour. So if I do 
something and it is followed by a positive reinforcement, I am 
likely to do that behaviour again. A simple example of this is if 
I walk along the road and find a coin, I am likely to look again 
next time I walk along that stretch of road. My behaviour has 
now been shaped. Much of child development is driven by 
positive reinforcement. The first time that a baby says ‘mamma’ 
there is almost a celebration in the family. In reality the baby 
probably made a sound that sounded like ‘mamma’ but there 
was so much enjoyable reinforcement that the baby tried it 
again, again and again.

We know that something is a reinforcement if the behaviour 
occurs more frequently when it is applied. If the behaviour 
does not increase in frequency it is not a reinforcement for 
that behaviour. It does not matter how nice the response to a 
behaviour is – if the behaviour does not increase in frequency 

Key learning points

Positive reinforcement will increase the likelihood of a response (behaviour).

Much of child development is driven by positive reinforcements.

A reinforcement is ONLY a reinforcement if the response (behaviour) increases.

You do not have to be aware of a reinforcement for it to work.

it is not a reinforcement. The most common reinforcement is praise which is 
very simple. Many of our mentees have not experienced a lot of praise in their 
lives so it can be a quite powerful reinforcement.

You do not have to be aware that something is a reinforcement for it to work. 
This will be demonstrated in this session - we will be looking at rabbits to start 
with before applying new skills to mentees (rabbits are easier to start with).
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We are starting by looking at rabbits rather than people, as 
people are much more complicated, although the principles 
are the same. The example is a rabbit in a cage which has a 
lever in it. If the rabbit pushes down the lever a food pellet 
will arrive. In this example the response (behaviour) that we 
want is for the rabbit to push down the lever. This is known 
as the target behaviour which will be shaped. The rabbit 
does not know why it is in the cage and does not know that 
if it presses the lever it will get a food pellet (reinforcement). 
We cannot give the rabbit instructions as it cannot speak or 
have language. This means that it is the reinforcement that 
increases the response (target behaviour). In this example the 
rabbit randomly hits the lever and then gradually moves on 
to actively push the lever. This is a new behaviour that did not 
exist until the reinforcements were applied. The rabbit did not 
have to know that there was an intention of introducing a new 
behaviour or changing its behaviour.

We can now move on to people rather than rabbits. The most 
common positive reinforcement for our mentees is praise 
and approval. This can be very powerful as our mentees are 
disadvantaged children who often have not experienced 
much of this sort of praise and approval. There are 3 key skills 
to bear in mind when using positive reinforcement.

1. Is your reinforcement really a reinforcement? We know that a 
reinforcement is in fact only a reinforcement if the target behaviour 
increases in frequency. If I always say well done for being here 
on time, but you always arrive late, then this is NOT a positive 
reinforcement. If however, I say well done for being here on time 
every time we meet and your time keeping gets much better, this IS 
a positive reinforcement.

2. The target behaviour has to be selected carefully. (remember 
Manjula at the bus stop, more of this in later sessions).

3. Reinforcements need to be as small as possible, perhaps a smile or 
comment. Sometimes reinforcements have to be used many times, 
things like sweets etc, generally need to be avoided.

The reinforcement needs to be applied as close as possible to the target 
behaviour in terms of time. The target behaviour may need to be broken 
down into small steps each of which may need reinforcement one at a 
time until the final behaviour is reached. This will be demonstrated in 
Session 6 when we attempt to boil an egg.
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This is an example of Ravi who has told Raj, his mentor, that he is part of a 
gang and has been stealing gold chains. The task for the group is to validate 
this situation and then recognise possible positive reinforcements. Some 
new mentors may find this difficult as Ravi is involved in unacceptable 
behaviours which they may find difficult to validate and recognise positive 
reinforcements. This is not so, do not forget that validation is about gaining 
information and understanding your mentee and the position he may be in. 
This does NOT mean that you are agreeing or condoning the behaviour. For 
many mentors it is tempting to scold or shout at Ravi to make it quite clear 
that his behaviour is wrong and he must stop immediately. However, this 
would also stop the interaction with Ravi about his behaviour and would in 
no way help to find real solutions to the problem.

The group may need a few minutes to think of how to validate the situation. 
If the group is really stuck you may need to role play some validation with a 
volunteer who can be Ravi. The levels of validation can be applied be in any 
order such as:

Level 1 – Showing that you are listening, not looking angry, shouting, scolding.

Level 2 – You say you’ve been stealing chains (this is quite short and precise).

Level 6 – Gosh, I’m shocked!							     
Level 3 – You must have felt really scared, your heart must have felt as if it was about         
                     to  burst. I feel sweaty just thinking about it.
Level 5 – I guess you felt you had to steal as you could see no other way to get money.

Level 4 – And I suppose this seemed ok as you had to do this as a young child when you 
                    were hungry.

These are of course made up examples, but they give a feel of what 
sort of responses may be used in validation. You may find there are 
as many different responses as there mentors in the group.
Validation will allow this situation to be explored even if Ravi only 
says yes, no or just nods his head. The message given to Ravi is 
that you are starting to understand his position and feelings. You 
have not judged or told Ravi off so it is safe to continue talking 
to you. Ravi is not afraid of you and does not need to run away or 
hide. This is almost guaranteed to be a different response to Ravi’s 
previous experiences. 

After thinking about validation we go on to think about the 
positive reinforcements that are involved in chain stealing. At 
this point we must remember that chain stealing is a number of 
behaviours that make up a whole situation. Many of these parts 
will have positive reinforcements attached to them. So Ravi may 
have perhaps 10 or 12 positive reinforcements every time that he 
steals a chain.

Examples of positive reinforcements involved in chain stealing 
may include:
•  Excitement when riding to the market on the two wheeler.
•  Treated like a hero when he returns with the chain
•  Being a part of the gang.
•  Getting money for the gold chain
The examples of positive reinforcement demonstrate that for Ravi 
there are many levels of positive reinforcement when he steals 
chains. It can be assumed that Ravi simply steals for the money but 
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The rabbit examples are good to demonstrate how reinforcements 
work but of course they are made up and are not real life. Real life 
is more complicated than our rabbit examples. Real life examples 
may include avoiding fear by hiding ,avoiding the fear of failure by 
not trying, avoiding anxiety feelings by not going to a meeting, not 
going somewhere in case you get lost etc. Avoidance can also be 
psychological, eg, taking drugs or alcohol to avoid negative thoughts 
perhaps of failure, being homeless, being abused, being hungry, etc. 
There are many examples of thoughts that disadvantaged children may 
want to avoid. Some everyday substances can be used for negative 
reinforcement, eg, glue, paint, petrol, cleaning products, solvents as 
well as more well known drugs that can be inhaled, chewed or smoked.

By the end of this session the mentors should:

Be able to use all 6 levels of validation as appropriate in any order.

Understand that validation can be used in any situation.

Understand that both positive and negative reinforcement increase behaviours.

Work out possible positive or negative reinforcements in a situation.

this is not so. It may be that another positive reinforcement is the most 
important, eg, being a gang member. The group will probably think of 
many more examples.

Negative reinforcement 
Negative reinforcement also increases the likelihood of a behaviour 
occurring. It is important to emphasise this at the beginning of this 
session. A common mistake at this stage is to think that negative 
reinforcement reduces behaviour – this is a mistake. There will be 
more about reducing behaviour in the next session when we look 
at punishment. Negative reinforcement is used more commonly 
to understand behaviour rather than to change it. Understanding 
negative reinforcement can help us understand why a behaviour is 
happening. This is important if we want to change a behaviour, which 
usually involves positive reinforcement.

Negative reinforcement increases the likelihood of a behaviour 
occurring which will allow escape or avoidance. This was what was 
happening in Session 2 when our volunteer did not want to walk 
through the door. When our volunteer walked through the door they 
were hit on the head. This leads to fear and anxiety at the thought of 
walking through the door. Due to negative reinforcement this fear 
and anxiety was avoided by not walking through the door and indeed 
quickly moved on to include any door. Negative reinforcement would 
help us understand why our volunteer has a fear of doors. 

It is now time to return to the rabbit in the cage. This time the rabbit is 
in a bad situation, the cage is electrified and the rabbit avoids this bad 
situation by pressing the lever which turns the electricity off. We will 
see the lever pressing behaviour (the target behaviour) goes up as the 

rabbit quickly learns to push the lever down. Negative reinforcement 
increases the lever pressing so as to avoid electric shocks.

loss of role or membership of the gang
loss of feelings of excitement
being attacked by gang members

avoiding going hungry 
humiliation, loss of money, etc.
loss of feeling tough

Examples of negative reinforcements involved in chain stealing 
for Ravi can include:
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Formulation is a process that helps us understand behaviours and find 
solutions by providing a framework to hold information and thoughts. 
Information is gathered during validation which is the start of the 
formulation process. This information is taken to another level when 
we think about positive and negative reinforcements both of which 
increase the likelihood of behaviours occurring. The other role of these 
reinforcements is to maintain behaviour, keeping it going, often getting 
stronger and more resistant to change. When this information is drawn 
as a flow chart on a piece of paper or blackboard the whole of the 
information can make sense. The formulation can then also be shared 
with other mentors if you are stuck and not sure what to do.

The session starts with 2 key statements:

Define the Problem – there will be more about this on the next page. 
The example will be Manjula not getting on the bus. This is a useful 
example as the mentors are now familiar with the problem and should 
have some ideas about some of the driving and maintaining factors. As 
this example is introduced it becomes clear that the reason Manjula will 
not get on the bus is that she is being harassed by a man. This example 
is different to previous reasons why Manjula would not get on the bus 
which demonstrates why it is important to validate and then formulate 
as problems can look the same from the outside but in fact be very 
different in terms of their structure and solutions.

Getting it right the first time is not essential so don’t worry – as 
validation and formulation can sometimes involve guessing thoughts 
and feelings, these guesses will sometimes be wrong especially if 
your mentee has developmental confusion. If you can eliminate 

There are six steps that make up the formulation process:

1.  Investigate the problem

2.  Define the problem 

3.  Consequences of the problem (often what is maintaining it)

4.  Think about history 

5.  Action plan 

6.  Review

Sometimes what happens to us before we are born can impact 
on child development and in turn current behaviours. Common 
examples of this may be a mother experiencing poor nutrition or 
taking substances during pregnancy and genetics.

wrong guesses during this process this will allow the opportunity 
to explore accurate guesses and then work towards solutions that 
work. Sometimes formulation has to be seen as an exploration that 
gradually leads to understanding and solutions, which may not be at 
the first attempt.
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1. Investigate the problem
It would be quite common for adults to see a situation and 
interpret it in a way that allows us to make sense of it. In 
Manjula’s case she said she does not want to go to school 
and so this has been interpreted as Manjula has a school 
problem which in turn changes a step further to Manjula has a 
problem at school. It would not be surprising for busy parents, 
carers or shelter staff to make this assumption. As a mentor 
you may find pieces of information that do not support the 
idea that Manjula has a school problem, eg, friends at school, 
good quality school work etc. This indicates that the problem 
is maybe not as simple as it was presented. It also indicates 
that during mentoring you should not follow your immediate 
instincts and plead with Manjula to go to school (which can 
be tempting!) as this will only make things worse. If Manjula 
has stopped going to school then she has probably been 
told off for not doing what she should be doing. Also at this 
point we have to remember that Manjula may not understand 
her feelings and so be unable or not have the skills to simply 
answer direct questions such as ‘why are you not going to 
school’? Now is the time for validation.

2. Define the problem (ABC)
After investigating the problem it has changed from a school 
problem to a man harassing Manjula at the bus stop. This 
is a great leap forward but still leaves us with a problem. 
Our problem is that we still do not fully understand what 
is happening in behavioural terms and what part of that 
interaction we need to impact upon. When we investigated 
and used validation we discovered that Manjula has not got 
a school problem. We now need to continue with the same 
process regarding the bus stop. The validation is now moving 
to another level providing new information for us as mentors 
and possibly for Manjula to understand her feelings and 
behaviour at the bus stop. It is interesting that as we started 
validation and formulating, our guesses were probably wrong 
as we probably thought that Manjula had a problem at school. 
Because our guesses were initially wrong this allowed us to 
move on and get them right. This now makes sense of the 
second key statement: Getting it right the first time is not 
essential so don’t worry. Getting it wrong allowed us to 
move on, get it right and explore real solutions.
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To define a situation in behavioural terms it is useful to split this 
process into 3 parts; Antecedent, Behaviour and Consequence. Now 
that we understand what is happening with Manjula we can identify 
the target behaviour (the behaviour that we want to change). We 
now know this is not a school problem, it is not a bus problem but 
is a harassing man problem. If we take this line of thought another 
step we could say that the behaviour that is causing the overall 
problem is that Manjula feels scared and anxious so will not get on 
the bus where the man is. If we apply the ABC to this behaviour it 
will give us an understanding of what is happening and in turn how 
to move forward. Validation allowed us to work out what is really 
happening (there is a scary man at the bus stop). Our ABC system 
could give us the following types of information:

•  Antecedent – question: what happens just before you get scared 
and run away?
possible answers: the man hit me, stares at me, threatened me, took 
my money, said he wanted to meet me tonight.

•  Behaviour – question: then what happened?
possible answers: I cried and couldn’t get on the bus, felt too 
ashamed to get on the bus, hid in the market, ran home.

•  Consequence – question – then how did you feel?
possible answers: I stopped crying and felt better, stopped feeling 
sick and wobbly (anxiety), felt safe, I calmed down.

3. Consequences
Most of the time problems like Manjula’s are maintained by negative 
reinforcement as Manjula has escaped or avoided fear and anxiety. 
But when we talk to Manjula some more we also find that her 
mother is very pleased to see her arrive home, maybe because 
she needs some help. This means that there is also some positive 
reinforcement at work from Manjula’s mother. This is a strong 
combination of both negative and positive reinforcement. This 
example is getting a little more complicated as we may now realise 
that Manjula is also positively reinforcing her mother’s behaviour as 
well so that the situation also getting stronger. This session connects 
with Session 3 (walking through doors), Manjula’s behaviour may be 
conditioned as the man may have left the bus stop some time ago.

4. History
One of the major problems with children who have confused 
developments is that they are vulnerable. This may be due to 
poor skills, immaturity, disabilities etc. Although we have to deal 
with the behaviours that are here now it may be important to also 
understand their history as it may be contributing to the present. 
In Manjula’s example we can actually see that she looks young, we 
know she has attachment problems and appears as though she 
has little confidence. She could appear an easy catch for an abuser, 
making her more vulnerable with fewer skills than an average 
young woman.
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The illustration shows two big confident girls and Manjula looking smaller, 
immature and not confident. It is clear who the harassing man is going to 
target. Manjula is more vulnerable than the other two young women and 
has fewer skills to deal with this situation.

The next example concerns Ravi who has been taken to the movies and 
things have not gone well. Ravi has run out of the movies when the lights 
went out and it was dark. The task is to fill in the simple formulation on the 
page. At this stage we have little information so there may be a wide range 
of ideas that could be included on the diagram. The formulation includes 
you as a mentor, as your feelings at this point may also be quite important. 
You have taken Ravi out for a special treat, paid for him to go in, and it is 
a really good movie. You are now feeling good – mentoring is going well, 
you have got good seats, and it’s a great movie. All of a sudden Ravi has 
ruined the whole evening and you are left with that feeling of just saying 
‘what????!!!’ Ravi is going to see you upset and frustrated so you have now 
become a part of the problem as Ravi also has to respond to you. The 
idea of this example is to show that we as mentors may be a part of the 
problem and this may have to be considered in the formulation. That is 
NOT to say that you have done something wrong, but rather to recognise 
that we are a part of the interaction and this is real life.

Possible answers could include:

I might feel - angry, confused, let down, stupid, concerned, ready to give 
up, wasting my time, sad, embarrassed etc.

Ravi may feel - anxious, afraid, angry, sad, relieved, happy to get out, a 
failure, hot, sweaty, panicky etc.

Key learning points

•  Ravi’s history generated the current problem and is the key to 
understanding the ‘here and now’ as well as considering the solution

•  We now know that Ravi was abused for a long time each night after the 
lights were turned off at night. This anxiety and fear has now conditioned 
to lights going out and rooms becoming dark. This was something that 
we looked at previously with our volunteer and the doors. Our volunteer 
became scared to go through any door even though the man with the big 
stick had gone

•  Ravi had escaped his nasty feelings of conditioned anxiety by running 
out of the movies (negative reinforcement)
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5. Action plan
Formulation is of limited use if we cannot follow it up with 
an action plan which is the application of solutions. There are 
some things that we need to bear in mind when thinking about 
action plans: 

6. Review
At the end of the formulation process it is good to stop and review the 
formulation process. As mentioned in the previous section it may be 
the case that the action plan that you have used is just not working or 
needs to change. It is of no value to battle on with a plan that is not 
working –review now and change. It may have been that your action 
plan was to help Manjula become more assertive. This may be beyond 
her ability levels at the moment and is simply not going to work. Now 
is the time for a new action plan as you now have a realistic idea of 
Manjula’s ability in this area. Perhaps your new action plan could be to 
change bus stops but at the same time continue building up Manjula’s 
assertiveness skills during your mentoring sessions.

It is interesting at this point to see how many and how varied 
the potential action plans as suggested by the group are  in 
this session.

•	 Make the action plan together so that Manjula (or 
your mentee) gains skills and confidence that they 
can overcome life problems both now and in the 
future

•	 Sometimes it is good to make a number of action 
plans and then decide together which is the best 
one/s to try

•	 Recognise your own limits and do not apply an 
action plan that is not realistic and you are unlikely 
to be able to complete

•	 If an action plan does not work try another one. The 
way you find out that an action plan is not realistic 
is to try it out. If it is not successful stop and start 
again with a new one

•	 Ask other mentors what they think and whether 
they have ideas that you may not have thought of
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This is an overview of formulation that brings in everyday 
experiences that could be considered. This will help the mentors 
feel confident that the things that need to be considered are 
probably not complex. There is no need to spend a lot of time on 
this part of the session, but rather embed the information that has 
already been given.

History
Some historical problems are organic in nature which means they 
are unlikely to go away so we aim to minimise them. On the other 
hand historical problems may be psychological in nature in which 
case we may be able to work towards solutions in either the short 
term or maybe longer.

How the mentee appears
Sometimes the most useful start to a mentoring situation is 
to follow your thoughts when you see your mentee. This does 
not mean that new skills are not then used, eg, validation and 
formulation. If your mentee looks much younger than you were 
expecting then think about developmental confusion issues. 
Perhaps your mentee flinches when you are close to her, this may 
indicate that you will need to be sensitive to abuse type issues, eg, 
she may have conditioned anxiety to being hit in the past.

What other people think
This information can be very useful, even holding the key to 
unlock the understanding of the situation or on the other 
hand the information can be quite misleading. Validation and 
formulation will be able to help you work out which camp 
this information falls into. Earlier examples showed that Ravi’s 
problems in the movies could have been prevented with 
information from others but Manjula’s information about school 
problems was misleading.

Definition
The ABC approach helped us to identify the target behaviour 
which is the one we want to change.

Consequences
This is what is happening NOW for our mentee, not what 
happened two years ago or during early development. We cannot 
change what happened in the past, but the past may well help 
us to understand the situation and perhaps what our longer term 
goals may be. For Ravi the abuse that he suffered may have been 
years ago, but the consequences of tonight’s behaviour in the 
movies was to escape or avoid fear and anxiety.
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The session starts to wind up with three reminders about formulation:

1. Don’t forget the key statements at the start of the session

Define the problem

Getting it right first time is not essential so don’t worry

Finding that a formulation is not accurate allows a more 
accurate formulation to be implemented and be more 
appropriate for your mentee.

2. Some of the problems that your mentees live with may 
not have immediate solutions. At such times validation is 
mentoring, it shows your mentee that you really are interested 
and can work towards minimising the effect of problems.

3. It is a very good idea to share your experiences and ideas 
with other mentors. This builds up skills and confidence for 
everybody. If there are not organised groups for mentors to 
meet up (Reflective Practice Groups) then arrange to meet with 
other mentors regularly.

The small child in the supermarket is now introduced (the 
sweet battle) and will be looked at in more detail in the 
Skills Practice session. This example introduces the notion of 
many reinforcements and many people that can be involved 
in generating or maintaining a behaviour. This helps us to 
understand why such a small toddler can command such a 
powerful position in this situation.

By the end of this session the mentors should be able to:

Think of a behaviour or situation in behavioural terms

Form a simple formulation to understand a behaviour or situation 
and then work towards finding solutions
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We now move on to look at Punishment which is the third 
component of behaviour change. Now is a good time to remind 
ourselves that positive and negative reinforcements both increase 
the likelihood of a behaviour occurring. Punishment is anything 
linked to a response that decreases the likelihood of a behaviour 
occurring. Punishment is not necessarily unpleasant, but 
sometimes it is.

If I want to give up smoking and have decided to suck a sweet 
instead of lighting up a cigarette. This means that in behavioural 
terms sucking a sweet is a punishment.

•	 The target behaviour is to stop lighting up a cigarette

•	 Putting a sweet in my mouth lowers the likelihood of lighting 
up a cigarette

•	 The sweet in my mouth is a punishment

Key learning points

Positive reinforcement or negative reinforcement 
> INCREASE the likelihood of a behaviour occurring

Punishment < DECREASES the likelihood of a behaviour occurring

Moving back to the rabbit example – the rabbit is back in its cage 
and this time when the rabbit touches the lever a hammer hits 
the rabbit on its head! Not only is the likelihood of lever pressing 
going down but the rabbit is now avoiding being in that part of 
the cage.

Punishment is very powerful when it is linked with positive and/or 
negative reinforcements maybe involving more than one person. 
This will be demonstrated on the next page as we look at the 
toddler in the supermarket queue.
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The sweet battle describes a situation where mum has been 
shopping in the supermarket. She reaches the queue and is 
tired after shopping with a toddler. In this example mum is not 
alone, there is the checkout lady and the other people in the 
queue. All of these people can be involved in reinforcements 
and punishment making the toddler very powerful. It is 
interesting that the toddler probably does not know how 
powerful he is but does know that last time he screamed at the 
checkout he got a lollypop! In a similar way your mentee may 
not understand why their behaviour is powerful and in turn 
why it is so difficult to change. Validation and formulation will 
be able to work out these issues for both yourself as a mentor 
and your mentee.

The example goes on to show that after only one minute of 
screaming, mum gives in and hands over a packet of nice 
yummy sweets - good result. We can guess that next time 
the toddler is taken to the supermarket he will scream for 
sweets at the checkout. For the sweet battle we have to think 
about positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement and 
punishment and the role of all the players.

Positive reinforcement

 I scream and I get a sweet (toddler)

My child looks lovely and smiles at me (mum)

I feel like a good mum when all the other adults look approvingly at 
me (mum)

Negative reinforcement	

Escaping or avoiding the angry attitude of the checkout lady which 
is embarrassing (mum)

Escaping embarrassment or avoiding the angry looks from the 
queue (mum)

Escaping or avoiding the screaming noise which is driving me mad 
(mum)

Punishment

Mum’s keen stance of not allowing unhealthy sweets may not be so 
strong next time they go shopping

The other adults tried to stop the noise by looking angry – they were 
fed up!

Don’t forget if mum does not give a sweet - the toddler’s screaming 
will go up before it goes down - this is called an extinction burst.
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1. Smiling when your mentee .....   
positive reinforcement 
– this is a very simple but effective reinforcement.

2. Your mentee agrees .....  
 negative reinforcement 
– your mentee is avoiding feeling bad.

3. Giving your puppy .....   
positive reinforcement 
– your puppy likes biscuits and will soon learn to get another 
by begging.

4 Smacking your puppy .....  
 punishment 
– your puppy’s sniffing will go down (there may be some 
negative reinforcement too).

5. Saying ‘good girl’ .....   
positive reinforcement 
– your baby likes approval and will want some more.

6. Your mentee drops out .....   
negative reinforcement 
– your mentee wants to avoid those feelings of shame, 
avoidance is increasing.

7. Smiling and making a fuss .....   
positive reinforcement 
– your baby would like some more smiling and fuss making.

8. Looking disappointed .....   
punishment - and negative reinforcement 
– you want it to stop, your mentee wants to avoid 
your disapproval.

9. Your mentee gets money .....  
 positive reinforcement
 – your mentee wants money, he may also be 
avoiding poverty and hunger.

10. Nodding when your mentee .....   
positive reinforcement 
– here the reinforcement may be coming about 
during validation.

By this stage the mentors should be able to:

Use validation to listen and talk to their mentees, this can be 
thought of as acceptance. 

Think about the situation in behavioural terms and then use a 
simple formulation to work out what is happening.

Use positive & negative reinforcements to increase behaviours, 
punishment to decrease behaviours as acceptance moves 
towards change. 
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Things are not always how they look

This is the key statement and needs to be read out at 
the start of the session. It may be a good time to remind 
everybody about Manjula who has already come up a 
number of times on the course. Manjula’s examples always 
looked the same each time, but when we worked through 
each one, they were in fact different. During this session we 
will think about Ravi who has decided to leave (or maybe 
not start) his job. Formulation should be able to make some 
sense of this situation for Raj and ourselves.

This session is about advanced formulation which will help 
us apply our new skills to real life using the principles that we 
looked at with the rabbits. Real life situations tend to be more 
complicated, often involving more than one person and more than 
one reinforcement. In this example Raj has arranged for Ravi to get 
a job as a chai boy at his office in a software company. The job does 
not work out well and Ravi ends up running out of the building 
saying quite forcefully that he did not want to be a chai boy. This is 
of course a difficult situation for both Ravi and Raj, as Raj had taken 
a chance bringing Ravi into his work place. Raj will be probably be 
embarrassed in front of his work colleagues.

•	 Ravi’s family did not want him to take the job – they would be 
happy if he did not

•	 Ravi decided to take the job – did he really want the job or was he 
trying to keep Raj happy?

•	 The kitchen is up 4 flights of stairs, the building must be quite 
large, maybe glass fronted, air conditioned, security, lifts etc.

•	 Ravi has to remember the layout of the building (he may never 
have been in a building like this before)

•	 Ravi has to remember the order of 5 chai, 6 coffees 2 without 
sugar, is capable of doing this?

•	 Nobody has checked whether Ravi knows how to make chai and 
coffee – he may have no real cooking facilities at home

•	 Half way up the stairs Ravi turns around and runs down the stairs 
and out of the office – can this be avoidance, if so of what?

Breaking this example up into small parts will help your thinking around 
what was happening to Ravi before you work it through.

It is good to try and think of the many parts that make up the whole of the 
situation as we look at the Raj and Ravi example. Try and think about some 
of the wider issues or things that the individual parts may suggest, here 
are some examples:

102



103103



104104



105

When things go wrong we need to use validation to find out what 
has really happened. The previous examples concerning Manjula 
have shown us that things may not be as they appear at first. Ravi 
has said that he is tired and does not want to be a chai boy.

At this point Raj may have to consider that his own feelings may 
now be a part of the problem. Raj is probably feeling pretty angry 
as well.

Some new information has come to light, which is that Ravi has 
had a poor school performance in the past and has missed much 
of his school career. This could help us to understand why Ravi 
suddenly changes his mind about the job and panics. Raj may see 
that Ravi is extremely anxious which gives an idea about what has 
happened (remember formulation – how your mentee appears). 
Consider questions such as:

•	 Has anybody checked that Ravi is in fact able to count and 
retain numbers?

•	 Is Ravi able to write down the numbers – can Ravi read and 
write?

•	 Does Ravi have the skills and confidence to ask one of the 
engineers for a piece of paper and a pen?

Ravi also has a history of running away and having to live on 
the railways. This indicates that Ravi has a highly skilled running 
behaviour. This is not really the skill we would want Ravi to have 

but later in the Action Plan this may be of some value. The sample 
formulation has shown that there are a number of reinforcements 
at work. Ravi’s history may help us understand why some of these 
reinforcements work so well for him.

•	 I can’t cope but I can’t say so leads to thoughts, feelings, 
behaviour and physiology (think about level 3 validation, 
Session 3)

•	 I’m leaving! –negative reinforcement (Session 4)

•	 Ravi runs home –negative reinforcement (Session 4)

•	 What? After I arranged it all? –negative reinforcement to 
escape or avoid Raj’s anger (Session 4) and Ravi’s feelings of 
shame and guilt (Sessions 4 & 6)

•	 Well done, go and collect boxes – positive reinforcement 
(Session 4)

•	 Meet friends at the market for smoking – positive 
reinforcement (Session 4)

There may be many different ideas for Ravi’s Action Plan, this is 
ok as there is no single way forward. As we are all different we will 
have different ways of finding solutions. Some examples may be:

Improve Ravi’s number skills, give him a pencil and pen, talk to 
family, role play assertiveness, join a running club for instant 
success!
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Like Ravi’s example this is a real situation that a previous mentor 
had to deal with. Manjula is going to elope with her boy-friend. 
The task is for the mentors to formulate this situation and write 
it in the space in their manuals. Again like Ravi’s example there 
may as many formulations and action plans as there are mentors 
in the group. This is ok as there is not too much information and 
so some will have to be made up and we are all different having 
different views. Some things that could be included in the 
formulation:

•	 Is Manjula feeling coerced into eloping?

•	 Has Manjula got a confused development and attaches 
too easily?

•	 Is Manjula avoiding feeling ashamed and embarrassed 
if she does not go as she has told her friends?

•	 Is Manjula feeling that she is not able to manage on the 
college course?

•	 Is this a way of avoiding her parents disapproval of her 
boy-friend?

Validation will allow the mentors to gain the information to answer 
these types of questions. Validation will also allow Manjula to trust you 
as a mentor to maybe find another way forward. The action plan will 
follow on from validation and an understanding of the reinforcements 
that may be involved in the elopement. Some examples that could be 
included in the Action Plan:

By this stage in the course the mentors should have the basic skills 
to manage almost any mentoring situation, the rest of the session is 
about improving skills and then in Session 7 we will be trying out all 
of our new skills with each other.

•	 Postpone the elopement for a week or so, this would be 
much more acceptable than asking her not to go. An 
agreed postponement may be a great relief for Manjula, 
this will give time to work further on this issue without 
losing face

•	 Establish whether there is a problem with the college 
course

•	 Role play telling friends that she is not going

•	 Role play Manjula talking to her family about her boy-
friend as she may be running away to avoid this

•	 Are there other reasons why Manjula may want to leave 
her family – should these be included in the action plan?
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Session 6 Skills Practice opens with a re-cap of reinforcements and 
punishment, followed by hints and tips.

•	 Both positive and negative reinforcements, and punishment 
should take place as close as possible in time to the target 
behaviour.

•	 Check that your reinforcement is in fact a reinforcement. 
In Sessions 4 & 5 we saw that a reinforcement is only a 
reinforcement if it increases the likelihood of a behaviour 
occurring. In the same way a punishment is only a punishment 
if it decreases the likelihood of a behaviour from occurring. If 
Divya smiles at Manjula when she has eye contact with her but 
the frequency of eye contact stays the same or goes down then 
the smiling is not a reinforcement. The smiling may be nice 
but it is not a reinforcement. If I smack my puppy every time 
he bites me, but his biting is increasing then smacking is not a 
punishment.

•	 If reinforcements are as natural as possible then they are much 
easier to provide in the situation. Smiling is a good example as 
it is can happen a lot in a conversation, but you could not give 
your mentee a sweet every time there was eye contact.

•	 Reinforcements need to be as small as possible as they may 
have to continue for a long time and there may be many 
of them. The reinforcement needs to be matched to the 

behaviour. If I want to increase eye contact then this may 
happen every 20 seconds or so. On the other hand if I 
want to increase turning up on time for mentoring then 
this will happen only once every session.

•	 Reinforcements do not have to stay the same all 
the time. When a behaviour is established the 
reinforcements can get smaller to maintain it. In the end 
the reinforcements may get so small they disappear and 
the behaviour continues without them.

•	 As reinforcements get smaller they can eventually not 
happen every time there is the desired behaviour. The 
goal is for your mentee to be able to have the desired 
behaviour without you being there reinforcing it, this is 
how new skills are made.

•	 The desired (or target) behaviour may have to be split 
up into smaller steps that work towards the final goal. 
Sometimes the desired behaviour is too big a step and 
there needs to be smaller steps. If you are Ravi’s mentor 
and you want him to be able to go to the movies with 
you, this could start by being in the dark in a safe place 
initially. There is more about this later in the session 
when we learn just how difficult it can be to boil an egg.
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Observing limits
The mentors need to be clear in their own minds what they can 
realistically offer. Mentoring has to fit around the rest of our lives. 
We all have commitments whether they are at work or home. A 
part of mentoring is to help your mentee have real life and realistic 
experiences. It is of course very important for us to be able to keep 
to our agreements for mentoring. It is better to offer confidently less 
than attempt more and not be able to fulfil the commitment. If less 
is offered initially this can always be increased. On the page there 
is a space for the mentors to fill in what they can realistically offer. 
Examples of the type of things that could be considered may include:

•	 How much time can you give and how often? eg, once a 
week for 2 hours

•	 How long can the offer be open? eg, I may move to 
another city in 6 months, there is no time limit

•	 Do you have special skills or interests? eg, sports, reading, 
collecting stamps etc., which languages can you speak?

•	 Do you need a mentee in a certain area? eg, not on the 
other side of the city, how mobile are you, can your 
mentee be mobile?

•	 Are there certain things that you feel you cannot 
manage? eg, a mentee who shows sexual behaviours, 
religious constraints, etc

If you are clear about these thoughts this will help to make sure that 
you are successfully matched with your mentee.

One of the most valuable things that a mentor can do is to simply 
be there. This may seem obvious, but we need to think a little more 
about this area. When a mentor makes an offer to start mentoring 
this may be tested out by their mentee. Your mentee may not even 
be aware of this testing out as it can be generated by anxiety and 
negative reinforcements. In the example we can see that when Ravi 
feels high levels of anxiety he avoids or escapes from these feelings 
by not turning up for sessions or turning up late and maybe keen to 
leave early. Mentees like Ravi have had many offers in the past but they 
have not been genuine leading to exploitation and abuse. This means 
that Ravi may have to test out mentoring sessions to find that they 
are safe and lower his anxiety levels. Ravi does not have to be aware 
of this process or understand it. As Ravi experiences more mentoring 
sessions his anxiety levels will go down so the need to escape or 
avoid (negative reinforcement) also goes down. At the same time 
positive reinforcement goes up as Ravi enjoys and engages more in 
the sessions. This process can only take place if Raj understands what is 
happening and turns up to mentoring regardless. You may remember 
in Session 3, we thought about how difficult it can be for a mentee to 
initially meet up and spend time with a mentor as they will probably 
come from very different parts of society. 
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In previous sessions we have looked at feelings and emotions which 
often drive behaviours in combination with reinforcements and 
punishments. Feelings and emotions happen for a reason and have 
a function. This part of the session is designed to get the mentors 
familiar with recognising feelings and emotions and what they 
make their mentees want to do. A good mentor will be aware of 
feelings and emotions which will help them understand what is 
happening and also work out what is likely to happen. Sometimes 
as adults we respond to emotions without realising why they are 
there. We looked at an example of this earlier in the session when 
Ravi ran out of Raj’s office building looking and sounding angry. 
For most of us, if we were mentors in that situation we would 
probably feel angry too. When we look at the examples of feelings 
and emotions, we can see that Ravi’s anger may have a number of 
functions – achieving goals/getting needs met/protecting rights. 
We have to think carefully about Ravi’s thoughts, feelings, behaviour 
and physiology (the Wheel of Experience, Session 3).Just at the 
moment Ravi is probably experiencing anxiety and panic which he 
wants to escape from (negative reinforcement) which may make his 
goal to escape as quickly as possible. This may make him want to 
verbally attack Raj and get out of the situation as quickly as possible. 
If Raj could recognise that anger has these functions, this may help 
him to rescue the situation rather than just feeling like exploding 
with anger himself. Feelings and emotions can usually be seen by 
people’s expressions and also their behaviours.

Other examples that could be considered:

GUILT  –  sometimes feelings of guilt are not straightforward as 
they may be connected with past events, eg, abused children 
can feel guilty.

FEAR  –  could be attached to not being able to get protection 
which can cause the need to run away.

SHAME  –  rather like guilt, a child may feel this due to what 
has happened to them rather than something they had done 
themselves.

JOY  –  due to damage and conditioning, normal behaviours 
may not be available so may be associated with abnormal 
behaviours.

DISGUST  –  there may be many experiences that generate 
disgust, these can be conditioned to many other situations.

Sometimes our mentees may have feelings and emotions but 
not recognise or understand them. This means that the feelings 
and emotions may make your mentee want to do things, but not 
understand why he wants to do them. This can happen if there is 
developmental confusion or failure to thrive which can create the 
situation of your mentee knowing what he wants to do but does not 
know why he wants to do it.

113



114

As you can see from the previous examples, the function of feelings 
and emotions are not always as straightforward as you may expect. 
This does not mean that all functions are complicated as most of 
them will be just as expected. But some mentees cannot recognise or 
manage their feelings or emotions. These examples give some extra 
ideas that could be considered in discussion:

SADNESSS 
Getting back what’s lost could include things like family, integrity, self 
worth etc. Some of these things cannot just be replaced and so they 
need to be understood or managed. At times the goal may have to be 
acceptance rather than change.

INTEREST
If your mentee has difficulties learning new information 
(information processing) this may look like lack of interest. 
It is easy to mistake difficulties in learning for lack of 
interest and for us to stop trying to interest our mentee.

LOVE
It is difficult to know what love is if it has not been experienced. 
This can lead to isolation as love can be described as 
relationship glue, but if it has not been experienced, could be 
very confusing. Also there can be difficult relationships now 
and in the future.

EXCITEMENT
If performance does not improve maybe due to poor skills or damage, 
then excitement can be attached (conditioned) to poor performance. 
This is a problem as things do not improve whilst poor performance is 
being reinforced.

SURPRISE
Normally surprise is a nice feeling, but this is not always the case. 
Some surprises can be linked to abuse and this can be conditioned 
so that nice surprises can be linked to abuse or bad experiences.

114



115115



116116



117

How to boil an egg

In earlier sessions it has been mentioned that new skills 
sometimes have to be broken down into smaller steps to 
eventually reach a goal. This example of how to boil an egg 
demonstrates this process. As with other examples on the 
course this is not a real example and can be quite amusing as 
you work through it with the group.

If we think about Manjula, she has had so many problems at 
the bus stop and we thought of many possible action plans. 
The action plan may be to increase Manjula’s assertiveness 
skills so that she can confront the man at the bus stop. The goal 
is to go to the bus stop and say clearly to the man that if he 
harasses her, she will scream and get a police officer. Obviously 
to do this Manjula could not start at the bus stop in front of 
the man, but in a safe place using role play. This may have to 
involve taking a step backwards to get started:

•	 Start in your mentoring session being assertive about 
something simple, eg, talking about something that you do 
not like

•	 Move on to role playing being assertive with a person who 
is safer than the man, eg, a friend

•	 Now role play being assertive with the man but still in a 
safe place

A part of the action plan also needs to address being physically 
at the bus stop. We saw in the door example (Session 3) that 
our volunteer had high levels of anxiety when approaching the 
door (or any door) even though it was safe as the anxiety had 
conditioned to all doors. Now Manjula has the same problem 
as she feels high levels of anxiety when she approaches the bus 
stop even if the man is not there. We need to break this part of 
the problem up into steps or smaller parts maybe over a few 
mentoring sessions:

•	 During mentoring, think about going to the bus stop, keep 
doing this until thinking about going to the bus stop becomes 
less anxious

•	 Walk half way to the bus stop together giving Manjula lots 
of reassurance and use validation and then turn around and 
return

•	 Walk almost to the bus stop and then return. Next walk all the 
way to the bus stop and maybe touch it

•	 Walk all the way to the bus stop and role play being assertive 
with the man at the bus stop

The egg example is a light hearted way to remember thinking 
about breaking up goals into smaller parts to achieve. You may 
want to use Manjula’s example to attach the egg boiling to reality.
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Primarily it is to consolidate all of the skills acquired 
during the course and feel confident applying 
them to real life situations. All of the examples have 
been drawn from previous mentor’s reports of their 
experiences. Now is the time to try out new skills in a 
safe environment and build up confidence.

Demonstrate the importance of meeting up with other 
mentors preferably in organised Reflective Practice 
groups. For every example there will be many different 
views and ideas of how to move forward. It does not 
mean that the mentor role playing has to change the 
role play but rather consider and recognise that there 
are other ways of dealing with situations. As we have 
said before on the course we are all different and in 
turn will have different ways of dealing with situations 
or as the old saying goes, ’there are lots of different 
ways of skinning a cat’.

This session is often quite amusing as we try out our new skills 
and see just how different we can be from each other.

There are three main aims to the role play session:

1

2

These role plays will also help to prepare us for our 
own emotions and feelings. Sometimes when we 
work with children who have challenging lives and 
histories, this can connect with our own emotions and 
memories. This is in no way a criticism as we know it 
can be quite common. Mentors should be able to feel 
that they can rely on their fellow mentors for support 
and understanding should this happen.

3
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The mentors need to be in small groups for this exercise. There 
needs to be a mentee and a mentor in each group, gender is not 
important. The role plays will concern either Manjula or Ravi and 
Divya or Raj. If need be the role players will have to swap genders 
or swap the content to match their gender. These role plays need 
some creativity as there is only a skeleton of information given. 
Our role players have permission to add or embellish as they wish. 
As well as the role players there should be one or a few observers. 
The observer’s task is of course to observe, making sure that they 
note how the mentoring feels for both the mentor and mentee. 
The observer’s task is also to think whether there are any other 
ways forward or giving ideas if the role players are stuck. It is not a 
problem if the role play has to stop and start again if it gets stuck 
or confused. Don’t forget this is NOT a time for the observers to 
criticise but to be supportive making sure the strong points are also 
noted. This process is rather like role playing a Reflective Practice 
group. There are six role plays, any of which can run simultaneously. 
Allow about 20 minutes for a role play and then feedback to the 
whole group. It is unlikely that all groups will manage more than 
2or3 role plays in the time allotted as some of the time will be used 
for feedback.

Ravi gets excited
Ravi is getting very excited now that he has a mentor. Ravi feels that 
he is about to experience instant success and become a lawyer or 
software engineer. However, it is clear that Ravi’s expectations are 
totally unrealistic, he has not been in school too long and cannot 

read, write or do math. Raj needs to form an agreed plan that will feel 
realistic and successful for both Ravi and himself. The role play group 
may have lots of ideas themselves but if you feel stuck here are some 
ideas to bear in mind:

•	 Ravi cannot read or write so this may influence how Raj 
communicates and forms an agreed plan

•	 Agreed plan has to be steps towards a final goal (don’t forget 
reinforcements)

•	 The agreed plan would have a much higher success rate if it covers 
a short time span of maybe two weeks or so

•	 There is a need to be honest and work hard on validation, even if 
Ravi insists that he can be a lawyer soon it serves no value to give in 
and agree to feel better

•	 Ravi may need a mentor to help him come to terms with his short 
term goals which are not going to happen

•	 It is interesting to consider what Ravi’s abilities are – could he have 
been considered or perceived as bright if he had always been to 
school. Is ‘bright’ an appropriate term for use here?

•	 The observers (the Reflective Practice group) need to find out how 
the experience felt for both Ravi and Raj
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Divya finds love (but does she want it?) 
Manjula is a girl who has had an impoverished life and nobody 
previously has had much time or attention for her. The impact of 
Divya becoming her mentor has been overwhelming. Manjula can 
think of nothing else during her waking hours. Here are some ideas 
if you need them, but none are compulsory:

•	 The agreed plan needs clear time management expectations 
built in, eg, we will meet every Saturday afternoon and you can 
ring me midweek

•	 Divya needs to have an honest talk without telling off and 
without losing Manjula (validation, validation and validation)

•	 Divya will have to consider what it means for an adolescent 
to be in love, even if it is inappropriate. The Reflective Practice 
group may be able to help

•	 This sort of situation may be no problem at all for some mentors 
but on the other hand it may be really quite difficult for others. 
This could be an interesting discussion at the Reflective Practice 
group

•	 Don’t forget that Manjula and Divya still need an agreed plan 
for their mentoring. It is easy to concentrate only on the time 
management problem and forget about the rest of mentoring.

•	 There is a need for lots of positive reinforcement in this situation

Ravi and Raj
Ravi describes feeling low and depressed. This can be an 
anxious time for mentors and indeed Raj is feeling anxious. 
Ravi describes a situation where his life as he knew it had 
been turned up-side-down when the police arrived at the 
construction site where he was illegally working with his family. 
After being rescued by the police Ravi was cared for in a shelter. 
Ravi does not feel as though he has been rescued, he feels 
imprisoned. Ravi feels unable to control his life and environment 
and also feels bereaved as he feels he has lost his family forever. 
This has produced a situation where Ravi feels overwhelmed 
and unable to feel that there is a way forward. When adolescents 
are in this sort of situation they often just give up trying 
to manage and grind to a halt. This feels like despair and 
depression. This is the sort of role play where it may be a good 
idea to have a go and then talk to the observers and try again.
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Manjula says goodbye
Mentoring sessions have been a great success and Divya has seen 
Manjula grow into a confident young woman with a good future. 
The message from Manjula is a great shock to Divya and has made 
Divya realise that she is quite close to Manjula. Divya now feels that 
mentoring was a waste of time and may feel rather angry as well as 
sad with the situation thinking to herself ‘what was the point of all 
that work’? Ideas for discussion:

•	 What would Manjula have done before mentoring and her 
relationship with Divya? Was the phone call a sign that Manjula 
had really developed and was able and wanted to make the call? 
Was the phone call a sign of mentoring success. Previously she 
may have just disappeared – there could be quite a discussion 
here

•	 Was Divya too close to Manjula, or is it the task of the mentor to 
be able to hold the emotions at times like this?

•	 Would an agreed plan have been useful even in a long term 
relationship? Don’t forget an agreed plan can be re-made every 
few weeks or months so that goals are constantly met. In this case 
it may have helped both Manjula and Divya

Ravi needs some money
This is a common issue in mentoring and a difficult one to manage. 
It is generally not a good idea for a mentor to be giving money 
to mentees or their families. But of course there can be no hard 
and fast rules. Giving money can change the mentee/mentor 
relationship and create obligations that are difficult to manage. 
Some of the mentee’s families can see that a mentor is a person 
who is available for money supply and have little interest in 
mentoring. This can create problems for Ravi who may feel that 
asking for money (for his family) will jeopardise sessions that he 
enjoys and is progressing well in. 

•	 Should Ravi say that it is not his role to give money?

•	 If Raj makes it clear that it is not his role to give money will this 
free Ravi up to engage in sessions?

•	 Should Raj give money but make it clear that it is just this once?

•	 Depending on what money is for is it Raj’s role to help Ravi find 
a source, eg for a college course?

•	 Using validation think about what it is like to be sent out to get 
money, maybe Ravi has been expected to beg on the streets 
previously
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Manjula has some news
It is sometimes difficult to believe what some of our mentees have 
to carry with them in their everyday lives. This role play is describing 
a situation that a previous mentor brought to Reflective Practice. 
Divya had felt that mentoring was not really a success as Manjula 
only seemed to use the sessions as a trip out to the coffee stall and 
had little to talk about apart from friends and pop stars. But this role 
play demonstrates that Manjula had built up confidence and trust 
in Divya which came out at this time of need.

It is interesting that this dramatic information came out after 
chatting for half an hour or so over coffee. Divya was shocked 
to hear this information, especially as these events had only just 
happened.

One of the tasks for the role play is to consider why Manjula seemed 
to get so little attention even though the events were so dramatic. 
Again here are some ideas for the group should you need them:

•	 The level of distress among Manjula’s peers is very high. This 
means that Manjula’s news is average for this group as they 
often carry heavy burdens of loss and abuse

•	 When children live in institutions there are often low levels of 
staff looking after high numbers of children. This means that 
‘good’ children are those who do not make a fuss and this is 
rewarded. It could be seen that there are high levels of positive 
reinforcement for not showing emotions and demanding 
attention

•	 Due to developmental confusion Manjula may not have the 
skills to recognise and manage her emotions and feelings

•	 Is it a good idea for Divya to show how shocked she is?

•	 Is Manjula in shock after a traumatic event?

•	 Would you want Manjula to express some of her emotions 
during the session?

•	 Does Divya have a role concerning Manjula’s young 
brother?

•	 Think about validation and how that could contribute to 
the session

Manjula’s example is very much one that may generate lots of 
different views and opinions. Often during the course it has 
been said that there are often no right or wrong answers as we 
are all different. This role play will probably generate various 
views as to how to deal with the situation.
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