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Refugee Assistance & Immigration Services
Family Mentor Volunteer Program

What is a family mentor volunteer?

Your role as a Family Mentor is to be a consistent presence in the lives of our refugee families by serving as a cultural ambassador to Alaska and the United States.

What does this mean, exactly?

Our refugees have fled war-torn countries from around the word. Refugees often have lived for years or decades in refugee camps. Depending on which refugee camp our clients come from, they will have varied experiences of what it means to live in a western industrialized country.  As a family mentor volunteer you will serve as a friendly and reliable friend who patiently teaches our new neighbors how to successfully navigate our society. Using our program staff as a support system, you will become an integral part of a refugee’s life. 
Here are some examples of things we will ask you to do:

· Conduct an apartment orientation (outlined in volunteer packet)

· Make a meal together – teach about American classics like macaroni and cheese, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and spaghetti.

· Go to the grocery store and teach about making healthy and wise purchases
· Open a bank account

· Teach about the American concept of time and how important it is in our culture

· Teach about kitchen appliances and utilities – can opener, dishwasher, refrigerator control, how to use gas stove, etc.
· Teach about garage sales, thrift stores and later, about Craigslist

· Take a trip to the library to sign up for a library card. Our clients love books and movies.  
· Attend and teach about free city events – year round events downtown and on the parkstrip, etc.

· Teach about over-the-counter medications

· Attend children’s school events and parent-teacher conferences
· Help clients make and stick to a budget.

How do I know if this opportunity is right for me?

· You must be able to commit to volunteering with a family for 6 months

· You must be able to commit at least 3 hours/week, especially during the first month of the family’s arrival.

· You must be able to attend our First Friday volunteer meetings

Volunteers who have had the most success in our program: 
· Have enough time

· Get their whole families involved

· Have international experience (lived or traveled extensively abroad)

· Have patience and are flexible

· Attend First Friday meetings regularly 
· Meet refugees upon their immediate arrival in AK during the intake process (during regular business hours)
· Have regular contact with volunteer and case manager

· Establish and maintain personal boundaries

Volunteers who have been  less successful:

· Have very busy schedules (college students, single parents, etc)
· Live out-of-town (Eagle River, or South Anchorage)

· Do not regularly attend Friday meetings

· Play role of a taxi cab driver

· Take on staff role of finding employment for client

10 things to consider before you begin:

1. This opportunity is not for everyone, and that is OK! We have other ways you can help our clients! – Talk to the volunteer manager.

2. It can take up to three months from the time you attend an orientation to the time you are matched with a refugee family

3. We are not always able to accommodate your preference for clients (country of origin, family size, etc.)

4. Arrival dates change at the last minute, as do intake dates – we all need to be flexible
5. Each arriving family is unique and has different needs
6. Families do not often speak English
7. Families have limited housing opportunities and rely solely on public transportation
8. Refugee families are in extreme poverty when they first arrive and have only the basic necessities.  Please expect this when you first visit their house.

9. You will have lots of questions once you get started and may experience frustration at the beginning
10. This will be an amazing journey and change your life forever. 
How do I get started?

· Contact Volunteer Manager to ensure there is an opening

· Fill out an application

· Attend the next scheduled RAIS program overview/volunteer orientation (schedule available on webpage)
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