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MONTPELIER — Wendy Dale, a retired teacher, served as a mentor in Hartland,
reaching out to young people who were on probation. She knew the profound effect
mentoring has on a young person’s life.

When she retired and her three children, now in their 30s, had been raised, she
wanted to return to mentoring.

She reached out to the Montpelier-based Girls/Boyz First Mentoring program, and was
matched with a fifth-grader, Kayla Kew. The pair met weekly for seven years. This
year, Kayla will be a senior at U-32.

They go to Circus Smirkus every year, and have done many fun things together, but
one of Kayla’s favorite things is to go to the home Dale shares with husband Steve,
where she and the couple simply make dinner and play board games together, Dale
said.

They consider Kayla a part of their extended family. She knows all of the couple’s six
grandchildren and comes to visit when they visit.

“I just believe in it,” Dale said of mentoring. “I know it works. I know that if somebody
pays attention to you and pays personal interest in you, it can make all the difference
for a child.”

Dale was a substitute teacher at Union Elementary School when she met Kayla, who
took awhile to stop calling her “Mrs. Dale,” something they now laugh about.

“I’ve gone to all her concerts, and when she joined the tennis team and was a
cheerleader, I went to the games to watch her. It’s great to have somebody that you
can count on and that you depend on,” said Dale, who hopes the relationship
continues long after Kayla graduates.

For her part, Kayla said Monday, “She has done so much for me throughout the time
we have been together. She has helped me to achieve goals I did not think I could
achieve in life.”

“My parents had split up, they got divorced, and I was going through a really hard
time and I was introduced to Wendy in sixth grade. I think I was about 12,” said
Kayla. “When we started getting together, I started doing better in school and I wasn’t
so depressed as much, and I’ve been doing so much better.”
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Kayla said she would “totally recommend the program to others.”

If she were writing a note to Dale, she said, “I would say thank you for everything you
have done for me, for being there for me in tough times, and being someone who I
can always count on to be there for me.”

Wendy Freundlich, coordinator of Girls/Boyz First, said the program offers important
connections for young people and mentors alike, and many of the matches have
lasted many years.

“We’re always looking for more mentors,” said Freundlich. “It’s a one-year
commitment, but the hope is that the matches click, and that they stay in touch
through high school, and forever, actually.”

The program was supported by federal grants, but those ended last year. Today, the
$50,000 to $60,000 annual budget is met through fundraising and a few small grants
and donations, Freundlich said. Help to keep the program afloat is gratefully accepted.

The program has operated in the region for about 17 years, said Freundlich, who has
been with the mentoring program since a few years after its founding. Washington
Central Friends of Education, a local nonprofit group, serves as the parent group for
the mentoring program, which has fallen under Central Vermont New Directions
Coalition and Community Connections in the past.

“We’ve done a great job. We’ve made it through the year,” said Freundlich. “We have
gotten a lot of community support.”

According to Freundlich, any child who wants to have a mentor can have one,
regardless of economic status, behavior or academics. “They have to want a mentor,
and they have to be self-motivated and they also have to be safe,” she said. The
program aims to find students around age 8 or 9, and pairs generally meet about once
per week. Young people with mentors “get along better with their families and siblings
and they feel better about themselves,” said Freundlich. “Vermont has a very high
teen suicide rate. I feel that this is suicide prevention at its best.”

The cost of a mentoring team a year is about $1,500, said Freundlich, “which is much,
much less than social services or incarceration if the kids are not helped … so it’s
cost-effective, it’s research-based, it’s simple and those are my three talking points. I
have many kids in the program who are going to college for the first time in their
families, I have kids who have been through (the state Department for Children and
Families) and had a very bumpy ride with family issues, and they are still connected
with their mentors over the years. … I also just have middle-class kids who need an
extra person in their lives.”

The program averages 30 to 40 matches a year, and serves students from the
Montpelier and U-32 districts. Mentors can be from outside those towns.

Tom Lehner, a Montpelier resident, has been a mentor to 14-year-old Ryan Wilder for
three years.
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“My hopes for my mentee include that he grow in self-confidence and continue to learn
skills to cope with tough choices throughout his life so that he can be effective as a
person,” Lehner said. “Mentoring has given me the opportunity to give back to the
community that mentored and supported me through my adolescence and young
adulthood.”

Another local mentor is Lily Sojourner, who mentors 9-year-old Celia.

“I find our time together so important during my week as it is a chunk of time when
I’m so present with my mentee that after our session ends I feel more relaxed and
grounded,” said Sojourner, of Montpelier. “I have also been surprised with how much
I have learned and accomplished with my mentee. She is really interested in sewing,
something I had never done and never thought I would do. With the help of a friend,
who happens to be a wonderful seamstress, my mentee and I have grown from
sewing basic napkins to finishing two dresses.”

For more information about mentorship or making a donation, contact Freundlich at
communityconnections.us and click on mentoring programs.
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