Mentor plays a not-so-big brother

Kids relate to Portland Impact volunteers just a few years older

By Jennifer Anderson  
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Recent Franklin High graduate Chris David (right) has been a Portland Impact mentor to fifth-grader Tevin Chhit for five months — long enough to have a secret handshake. 

With his wildly spiky hair and boundless energy, 11-year-old Tevin Chhit looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

But, in fact he does, he shyly admitted last week during a brief break from playing wall ball at Marysville Elementary School, where a third of students speak English as a second language.

Fashion is one of those issues of utmost importance; his red sneakers and baggy T-shirts are part of his personal style. And girls. There are none in the picture yet, but that doesn’t mean they’re not on his mind as he prepares to enter sixth grade this fall.

Five months ago, Tevin found someone to look to for advice in both areas. He was matched with a mentor, 19-year-old Chris David, who has enough in common with him to minimize their eight-year age difference.

“Tevin and I really love basketball, soccer, all sports,” says David, who graduated last week from Franklin High School with a 4.0 GPA, one of four valedictorians. “He’s teaching me break dancing. We also love food — anything edible.”

The two were connected through the mentoring program at Portland Impact, a local nonprofit that runs a range of countywide support programs to serve disadvantaged youths, seniors, the disabled and adolescents at risk of dropping out of school.

David and Tevin, who both come from immigrant families, hang out at least once a week after school, playing ball at the playground or Brentwood-Darlington Community Center and visiting the mall and their favorite eating places with their staff coordinator.

Pair bonds over food, career

As the second youngest of eight children, David says he signed up to volunteer as a mentor because he missed playing basketball and hanging out with his little nephew, who stayed in the Philippines when David and his family moved here six years ago.

“I have a little brother, but he’s bigger than me,” David says of his youngest sibling, a sophomore at Franklin.

Tevin, meanwhile, lives with his mom and three younger siblings but has been clamoring for a mentor for the past two years, since his parents divorced.

“I like having a big brother,” says Tevin, who is of Cambodian descent. “We dress alike, have the same styles.”

They also have a secret handshake, share a love of ethnic food — everything from egg rolls and pho to coconut shrimp, fish, squid, crispy duck and tofu — and have similar career goals. Tevin wants to be a surgeon because he likes to help people, while David plans to study nursing, heading to Portland State University this fall.

Even through the summer months, David and Tevin will continue to meet; some pairs have stuck together for more than five years. The mentors, age 16 and older, are high school or college-age, willing to volunteer for at least a year and share their own experiences as well as be a good listener.

Portland Impact’s mentoring supervisor, Monica Parmley, beams when she thinks of how quickly David and Tevin bonded over their common interests, unlike some other pairs who require more staff time to foster their relationship.

“When we asked Tevin why he attended David’s graduation, he said, ‘Because he’s been there for me. I just wanted to be there for him,’ ” she said. “That was precious.”

The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory evaluated the Portland Impact mentoring program last year and found encouraging results. Parents of children who’ve been mentored for at least a year, as 43 percent of kids in the program have, reported the greatest improvements in their child’s self-esteem, confidence in school work and willingness to participate in activities.

Overall, 81 percent of parents reported improved behavior or school performance, and 54 percent of teachers noted improvements in homework.

Funds, volunteers welcome

The eight-year-old mentoring program is funded annually with $106,000 from the Portland Children’s Investment Fund and $165,000 from the U.S. Department of Education, but that federal grant will dry up Sept. 30.

Portland Impact is looking to replace it with a combination of private grants and donors. “We’re confident we will” find funding, Parmley said.

In all, Portland Impact oversees about 100 current mentor-mentee pairs at 10 east-side Portland public schools: Buckman, Grout, Kelly, Marysville, Rigler, Sabin, Whitman and Woodmere elementaries and Hosford and Lane middle schools. At least 15 to 20 kids are still waiting to be matched with a mentor, and since two-thirds of the mentor volunteers are female, Parmley says that more males are especially needed.

The growing need seems to be a national one.

Megacelebrity Oprah Winfrey issued a national call to action for mentors on her May 31 show, noting that such programs across the country are in desperate need of volunteers. She asked that adults, especially in the black community, step up and be a friend and role model to children.

Parmley is hoping the celebrity attention will spark more interest in local efforts. “It seems like if Oprah says it, people do it,” she says.

For information, see portlandimpact.org.
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