
How-to Guide:  Mentoring

A firefighter mentor is someone who is experienced in firefighting and willing to share this experience by “showing the ropes” to a new recruit. Mentoring is an important aspect of the fire department – it orients the recruit to the department in a way that a one-day orientation session can’t. It teaches the recruit how the fire department works while they experience it for themselves. Mentoring helps improve retention as it is a powerful way of welcoming a new recruit to the department by teaching skills, listening to their perspectives, answering questions, and helping him or her get to know other members of the department. 

Here are some tips on the role of a mentor: 

· Follow a guideline (see tool: New Recruit Orientation Guide) or ask your Fire Chief or Volunteer Coordinator what specific areas they would like you to teach the new recruit about; 
· Mentoring is more than giving advice – it is teaching the new recruit how the fire department operates; 
· Mentoring gives the new recruit the opportunity to ask questions – ensure you use language to encourage the recruit to ask questions. (For example, don’t say “that was a dumb question”); 
· Occasionally check to make sure the new recruit understands what you have said. Try asking, “does that make sense?” or asking a recruit to repeat an exercise without mentors help; 
· Tip the new recruit off as to resources (online or print) which are useful information sources; 
· Don’t  do everything for the new recruit – walk him or her through procedures instead of making him or her watch; 
· Mentoring is not a one-off action, it requires a significant time commitment on behalf of both the mentor and the new recruit, make sure you are able to accept this time commitment. It may help to set a schedule for when the mentoring will take place; 
· Introduce the new recruit to other members in the department; 
· Help the mentor understand the language (abbreviations, etc.) which firefighters use; 
· Be willing to share your own experience as a firefighter. This includes both the good and the bad, but do try not to dwell too much on bad experiences; 
· When giving feedback use a “sandwich” approach: talk about what the recruit is good at, talk about areas the recruit could improve in, and finish with a positive comment about the recruit’s progress; 
· Accept that personalities may clash – don’t be afraid to tell the Fire Chief or Volunteer Coordinator if there are problems in your relationship with the new recruit; 
· If you plan on mentoring in the future, it may be useful to write down what you learned from your mentoring experience after each new recruit you mentor; 
· Make a point of regularly asking the new recruit for feedback on how you are explaining different aspects of the department; this will help you grow as a mentor. 
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