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The Pow er 
of Mentor ing

As a member of the Rite of Passage Adolescent 
Treatment Centers and Schools Board and a person who 
has served in a leadership role in the Boys and Girls Club, 
I am professionally acquainted with the demands—and 
importance—of a mentor. I know the anxiety of not 
knowing whether I was truly helping a young person.  
Did I say the right thing at the right time? Did I do 
enough, or too much? Did I give this young person 
adequate advice? In this way, acting as a mentor can 
be challenging, stressful and even at times, exhausting. 
Yet, as I think we can all agree, it is a necessary, vital 
and important role that every adult can and should fill. 

However, I am also intimately acquainted with the 
other side of mentoring: as a former student in a Rite 
of Passage program, I have personally experienced the 
positive impact that an adult role model can make on 
a child’s life.

In 1986, I met a man named Larry Woodford. During 
my time at Rite of Passage, Larry quickly became my 
role model and mentor, and even when I returned 
home, he called to check on me every day. Years later, 
when I graduated from Tennessee State University—
with thousands of people in the audience—all I could 
see was Larry. He had made the 2,200 mile trip to see 
me graduate. 

People are hard-wired for connection and a mentor—
any supportive adult—can save a child from 
desperation, isolation and making bad decisions 
simply by being there. Larry never gave up on me, he 
remained a steady constant in my life and taught me 
that being a mentor is not doing what you would do 
for “someone else’s kid”—it’s what you would do for 
your own. I owe much of my success to Larry and the 
other mentors in my life, who took the time to listen, 
to care, to offer advice and to let me know that I was 
(and am) not alone. 

I’m deeply honored to introduce this year’s Rite of 
Passage magazine, dedicated to this very important 
topic. We are witnessing a time when mentors are 
needed more than ever: in a time of disconnection 
and apathy, the mentoring relationship might just be 
the lifeline the next generation needs. It rests at the 
heart of this organization’s mission—to improve the 
lives of youth—and begins with a simple, elemental 
gesture of kindness. It begins with a mentor.

Montoya Graham, ROPATCS Board Member

Montoya Graham (left) with his wife Deidre and his life-long mentor, 
Larry Woodford (center).

Montoya Graham
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As a Program Director, Daniel Aning spent his life and his career 
working with youth and left an enduring legacy as a champion for 
youth, an advocate for their causes and a mentor who developed 
a new generation of leaders. 

Toshia Shaw is a passionate advocate dedicated to stopping 
violence against women and girls. As Program Director of The 
Embracing Project, she provides mentorship and support to Las 
Vegas’ most vulnerable young women.

Marysol Medina recognizes the power of mentoring to connect 
people, unite communities and promote leadership among young 
people—and she puts this into practice daily as she oversees Rite 
Track’s mentoring programs. 

Lisa Broman, Executive Director of the Passageway Scholarship 
Foundation, mentors Passageway scholars by providing the 
guidance, resources and support that enables them to successfully 
navigate from ROP programs to life as a college student. 

After working with youth for the past 35 years, Greg Townsend is 
one of ROP’s longest standing staff members, and also one of its 
most influential mentors. Greg is known for his compassion, respect 
and deep interest in helping youth realize their potential. 
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WHY

Youth who have the support of a 
mentor are more likely to enroll 
in college, perform community 
service regularly and become 
tomorrow’s leaders.
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he transition from childhood to adulthood 
and self-sufficiency can be challenging for 
any young person. It is estimated that 25% 
of adolescents are at high or moderately 

high risk of not achieving “productive adulthood” 
due to engaging in substance abuse, truancy, delin-
quency and violence. An additional 25% are at mod-
erate risk based on their involvement in two or fewer 
of these behaviors (Dryfoos, 1990). Based on the 
latest U.S. Census, this equates to roughly 11.8 
million youth at serious risk of veering off the 
pathway to successful adulthood. 

The presence of a single supportive adult in a young 
person’s life can spark a transformative change and 
enable a young person to fulfill their potential. How-
ever, it is estimated that one in three young people 
do not have a mentor, and the rates are even higher 
for at-risk youth.  Indeed, at-risk youth are less likely 
to have a mentor and are more likely to want one 
(Bruce and Bridgeland, 2014).

In a time when mentors are in demand and volunteer-
ism is in a decline, surprising trends have emerged 
on the rate of mentoring. According to The Chronicle 
of Evidence-Based Mentoring, over the past decade 
(2006-2015), the rates of adult volunteer mentoring 
have shown gradual, statistically significant growth. 
This may be a function of expanded programs, feder-
al resources and recruitment efforts—it may also sug-
gest that adult volunteers place a priority on helping 
children in need. Further, a 2018 report released by 
The National Mentoring 
Partnership stated 
a quarter of our 

T nation’s adults are currently engaged in 
mentoring relationships: this adds up to 
about 24 million individuals mentor-
ing in structured programs (roughly 
10% of American adults) and 44 mil-
lion adults mentoring informally in 
the last year alone. 

The distinction between “structured” 
and “informal” was key to the Nation-
al Mentoring Partnership’s findings: 
you don’t need to be called a mentor in 
order to be one. Any supportive adult 
can change the life of a young person 
positively, whether that adult is a teach-
er, a coach, a member of a spiritual com-
munity or an employer. 

The Mentoring Partnership’s 2018 report in-
cluded outcomes for mentored youth: these 
youth were 55% more likely to enroll in college, 
78% more likely to volunteer regularly and 90% 
were interested in becoming a mentor themselves.  Also, 
youth with a mentor are 46% less likely than their peers 
to start using illegal drugs, 27% less likely to start drinking 
and 81% more likely to participate regularly in sports or 
extracurricular activities—all protective factors that can 
help youth navigate the sometimes challenging territory 
of young adulthood. 

Studies have also found that youth with mentors 
develop better relationships with their parents: 
they trust their parents more and have better com-
munication skills with them. 

And yet, the nature of the mentor-mentee relationship is 
key: research clearly shows that short-term relationships 
may actually do more harm than good. It is the constant, 
long-term relationships with capable, supportive adults 
that makes the greatest impact on youth whose challeng-
es require additional support. 

At this moment in time when so much divides us—cul-
ture, race, economics, education—mentoring has the 
power to unite us, and to turn a young person’s attention 
from the mistakes of the past to a future filled with op-
portunity and hope.
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Mentors 
Keep the 
Library 
Doors Open
Professional mentors provide youth 
with support, tutoring and advocacy 
through Ridge View’s Academic and 
Career Enrichment Program.
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Ridge View Academy (RVA) educates 
some of Colorado’s highest-need and 
highest-risk students, which is no easy 
task. In 2018, the school joined forces 
with the non-profit mentoring organiza-
tion, Friends for Youth, to extend Ridge 
View’s capacity to address credit defi-
ciencies and to enrich the high quality of 
classroom learning that has earned RVA 
a well-deserved reputation as one of the 
highest performing alternative schools in 
the Denver Public Schools system. The 
result? The “Academic and Career Enrich-
ment” (ACE) program, funded by the 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers 
Grant. ACE combines extended library 
hours and the power of a supportive 
mentor to enable Ridge View students to 
reach new heights of success. 

Through supports from both RVA and 
Friends for Youth, an additional part-time 
staff member (a Service Coordinator) 
has enabled extended access to Ridge 
View’s on-campus library on the week-
ends where students can study or read for 
pleasure. Additionally, professional tutors 
and mentors are available during these 
library hours to assist with study skills, 
homework or special projects. The grant 
will also bring speakers to RVA’s campus—
working professionals in fields relevant to 
Colorado’s job market—who can inspire 
students to envision brighter futures for 
themselves. 

This grant will also enable an increased 
number of youth to receive direct mento-
ring services through the partnership with 
Friends for Youth.

Currently youth who do not have sup-
portive parents or guardians are assigned 
a mentor; this grant will enable this ser-
vice to be expanded to include youth who 
show signs of academic distress. For these 
youth, mentors would act as an additional 
support, providing extra tutoring/study-
ing hours and acting as advocates for 
youth: modeling the process of asking for 
help from teachers and seeking guidance 
from school supports. 

Grant funds will also be used to provide 
mentors who, with the permission of 
youth and their families, stand in for par-
ents or guardians during special academic 
events, such as Parent-Teacher Confer-
ences, academic award ceremonies and 
graduations when parents cannot attend 
due to distance, employment or other 
barriers. These mentors would act as “ed-
ucational liaisons” for youth who would 
otherwise attend these events alone. 

Since all Ridge View students will be 
served by this grant, the ACE Program 
will benefit some of the most vulnerable 
youth in the State of Colorado, who, when 
provided with these additional academic, 
enrichment and family engagement sup-
ports, will be empowered to achieve aca-
demic and lifelong success.

The ACE Program is open to any RVA student or his 
family seeking additional academic, enrichment and 
family engagement supports.
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Barry and Deb McBride have served as 
mentors in Rite of Passage programs 
for nearly 35 years. Barry is the Canyon 
State Academy Chaplin while Deb is the 
President of Passageway Scholarship 
Foundation. Often accompanied by their 
dog, Chester, they provide mentorship 
and support for Canyon State Academy 
and Desert Lily Academy youth through 
teaching classes, holding structured 
conversations, spending time with the 
youth and attending their graduation 
ceremonies. 

Mentors for Life
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ROP: How do you help students overcome difficult moments in their past?

Barry: I tell the young men who meet with me that they have opportunities at ROP, and that you shouldn’t live life by 
defining yourself by the rear-view mirror; instead, you should look through the windshield, and see all the opportuni-
ties and all the places you can go from here. For one young man in particular, we talked about the power of faith, and 
when I went to give him a Bible—I give all the kids I speak to a Bible to read and to have—I realized I’d given them all 
away. So, I gave him the only one I had, which was the one I’ve taught out of for the past 35 years. 

He carries that Bible wherever he goes. In fact, he made a strap to keep it together because it’s so old, the glue in the 
binding has started to come undone. He still stops by to meet with me on Sundays, and he talks to me about his hap-
piness and new outlook on what his life can be. He has purpose, mission, hope—everything he needs to carry forward. 

ROP: How do you think your Sunday mentoring sessions with the young women at Desert Lily Academy (DLA) are pro-
gressing? 

Deb: It has inspired such surprising interaction with the girls—I’m just astounded. I think that the ability to express 
themselves openly and honestly is fun for them. For over 30 years, I’ve gone with Barry for Moral and Ethical Training. 
While there are some memorable moments from that, it’s nothing like this. It’s been so fun.

ROP: Tell us more about your Sunday sessions.

Deb: We discuss positive inspirational stories that I find in the news. Sometimes I also share stories from my own ex-
periences. For example, I volunteer with the Red Cross, and recently I went to the International headquarters in Italy 
and I talked to a fellow volunteer about the young women at DLA. She was so inspired by them that she bought each of 
them a journal. So, I came back, and I told the girls about how this person they had never met wanted to do something 
to encourage them. The girls were very touched by that.

ROP: Can you talk a little bit about how Chester has joined you for Sundays with the DLA students? 

Deb: A couple weeks ago, I took our dog, Chester, to DLA with me. The girls just loved him. He gave us a chance to talk 
about animals in our life. This led us to topics like responsibility and support; how animals count on us for physical and 
emotional support, just like we count on them. Then, we talked about commitment and how important that is in our 
lives.  And, of course, Chester loved every minute of it!

Recently, Rite of Passage’s Staff Writer sat down with Barry and Deb McBride—and their dog Chester—to discuss their 
experience mentoring Arizona youth for over three decades. 



Julieta Velasquez, 16 years old, will always remember when she won a “Most Improved” certificate from Rite Track’s 
Mentoring and Tracking Program. The program, one of many under the Rite Track umbrella, serves Imperial County, 
California, where families face considerable hardships due to its high rates of poverty, unemployment, adolescent preg-
nancy and limited access to medical care.  

Now, more than ever, Rite Track’s services are needed to provide support and resources to assist and educate young 
people.  Rite Track’s Proud Parenting program in El Centro, through a partnership with the Imperial County Probation 
Department, provides targeted services to hundreds of 14-25 year-old parents or expectant parents who are currently 
within the County’s probation or social service system and/or considered at-risk for system involvement each year.

Program Manager Marysol Medina, who has been with Rite Track and its Proud Parenting Program for over four years, 
said that the program is a place where “…we get to witness individual change… it’s a program where we have the oppor-
tunity to help students with their daily obstacles, teach them skills that will help them become productive members in 
our community, in hopes of breaking the chain of system involvement. It’s about creating a safe place where students 
and families can find help.”  

Open Monday through Friday every week of the year, the program sees over 20 youth each day in its El Centro office, 
and others in diverse geographic and rural locations across the sparse county. 
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R I T E  T R A C K
PROVIDING HOPE IN A 

PLACE OF NEED



Ana Sosa-Nunez, Rite Track’s Service Coordinator, typi-
cally spends her days making phone calls, responding to 
emails, recording program data and outcomes, perform-
ing intakes for new students, creating appointments and 
collecting materials for session activities. She is also re-
sponsible for coordinating materials for outreach events 
at local fairs, festivals, etc. “The most impactful moments 
for me are when participants come back and take Proud 
Parenting classes all over again because they like our com-
pany and the advice we give them,” she said. 

Most participants, like Juileta, refer to the program as 
beneficial because, in her words, “...it kept me from do-
ing things that could get me into trouble. I also learned 
coping skills, and positive skill development.” According 
to Julieta, it was the support from all of Rite Track’s staff 
that truly made the difference.

“I consider myself a Mentor,” said Jorge Nunez, a Rite 
Track Service Coordinator for over seven years. “I work 
with kids who got side tracked with bad choices, and I’m 
trying to guide them back to the right path for a success-
ful future.” 

Rite Track’s programs reach a considerable amount of Im-
perial County families: in its first three years, 258 young 
parents attended cognitive-based parenting classes, 
which resulted in a demonstrated increase of their par-
enting knowledge and skills. Half of those served were 
18 years old or younger, and nearly all students were His-
panic or Latino. Of the Proud Parenting participants, over 
half (58%) reported that they spent more time with their 
children as a result of the program, 79% increased their 
knowledge about parent and child education and 85% of 
participants successfully completed the program. 

As a small county, Imperial weathers its economic hard-
ships with a drought of available resources for at-risk 
youth. A recent USA Today article offered the follow-
ing description: “...families without a steady income for 
months inhabit the communities that stretch from east-
ern Coachella Valley to Imperial County. It’s like the re-
gion the recovery forgot.”  Although the program itself is 
small in size, Rite Track’s Mentoring & Tracking, Evening 
Learning Center and Proud Parenting programs remind us 
of the power of positive supports in a place of desperate 
need.
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“I work with kids who got side tracked 
with bad choices, and I’m trying to 

guide them back to the right path for 
a successful future.”
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Developing professional skill sets—and targeting a future career—are considerable challenges for every high 
school student in our country. For youth in Rite of Passage programs, however, the task is much more daunting 
as they typically enter our programs with deficits in academic credits and work skills, and uncertainty about 
their future. This isn’t surprising, considering that 42%—nearly half—of urban minority youth will not gradu-
ate from high school (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce and Horning-Fox, 2012). This statistic is linked to these youth 
having fewer role models, and a higher exposure to unemployment, poverty, crime and other risk factors 
(Tsoi-A-Fatt, 2008). 

Youth attending DePaul Academy (DPA)—many of whom come from South Bend, Indiana—are 
defying this statistic due to unique programming and a partnership with Notre Dame Uni-
versity that, since last year, has brought nearly 60 university students to the DPA campus 
where they offer tutoring and seminar-style discussions on topics pertinent to today’s 
society. Through four separate programs, the university students are using their aca-
demic expertise and experiences to help DePaul youth envision different futures for 
themselves.

Notre Dame students volunteer through a program called Mercy Works and act 
as tutors for youth struggling with specific academic subjects. These tutors have 
had a positive impact on DePaul youth: test scores in Math and English are 
higher after receiving tutoring services and of the DePaul students who took 
the TASC tests, 40% of those students passed all five subjects (Math, Social 
Studies, Science, Reading and Writing). These students also spent the most 
time utilizing the tutoring services.

Notre Dame University Mentors 
Support DePaul Academy

FOSTERING ACADEMIC 
FUTURES 



RITE OF PASSAGE • 13

Because the Notre Dame 
students are so dedicated to 
this program, we have been 
able to pair the young men 
with the same Notre Dame 
student that they have been 
working with all semester, 
and that mentoring relation-
ship has really started to take 
off.

The Notre Dame students 
talked about goal-setting in a 
way that goes beyond what 
we usually talk about in ROP 
programs.

- Ike Shipman, 
DePaul Program Director

The volunteers—who are paired with DePaul students through as-
sessed need—arrive every day at 2:30 p.m. Notre Dame students, 
who are part of an English Composition Class focused on “Bridging 
the Gap: Community, Social Justice and Service,” lead bimonthly 
discussions on topics that range from race to criminal justice and 
even goal-setting. Under the direction of the Notre Dame tutors, 

DePaul youth mapped goals for not only the year after they exit 
the program, but for five and ten years after their pro-

gram departure.

“The students really got excited about this,” 
Program Director Ike Shipman noted. One 
student expressed interest in pursuing a ca-
reer in medicine. “He mapped out his goal 
of becoming a doctor, even knowing that 
he would have 12 years of school ahead 

of him.” The presence of Notre Dame 
University students on campus has 

not only improved DePaul stu-
dents’ study skills, but has also 
provided opportunities for 

them to envision a different, 
brighter future.
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Rite of Passage programs embrace rituals to celebrate 
and mark occasions when youth achieve important 
milestones. For our teenage youth, these rituals and 
traditions include normalized high school milestones 
such as receiving a letterman’s jacket, going to the 
prom and graduating with a high school diploma. For 
many high school students, obtaining their diploma is 
the culmination of their high school experience, and 
we celebrate it accordingly.

ROP Youth Honor 
Mentors in Rose 

Ceremony

HONORING
RITUALS



At ROP, the ceremonies that celebrate high school 
graduation are not exactly like a conventional 
graduation ceremony: while our schools have re-
tained the cap and gown, the notes of Pomp and 
Circumstance and other trappings of a tra ditional 
ceremony, we have added an additional ritual—
the Rose Ceremony.

The Rose Ceremony enables our students to ac-
knowledge the positive influence of a supportive 
adult in their lives who contributed to their suc-
cessful completion of the ROP program. By hand-
ing a rose to a parent, teacher or coach, a student 
is articulating a heartfelt thanks for helping them 
through a difficult moment, or for simply being 
there when they needed someone to listen.
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OP Leaps into Leadership
ROP is joining the ranks of innovative organizations by including 
a new, mentor-based leadership development program for its 

staff.  A recent Aberdeen Analyst Insight Report found that 57% 
of best-in-class organizations provide development experiences at 

all stages of an employee’s career. ROP’s Leadership Education 
and Apprenticeship Program (LEAP) is a 12-month program 
designed to provide advanced training to staff on indus-

try-specific and leadership concepts that will enable them to 
understand the complex and demanding responsibilities of managing an 
ROP program. 

The program is designed to develop each participant’s unique leadership 
style, improve communication skills, and deliver heightened collabora-
tion with our organization’s subject-matter experts for knowledge shar-
ing and insight. 

Led by Executive Director Michael Cantrell, the program celebrated 
the graduation of its first LEAP class in early 2019 after program 

participants completed the intensive 2-day seminar, and 12 
months of direct mentoring from an executive team member.
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