
Case Studies in Youth Mentoring

Making a Difference 
on a Shoestring Budget

Evergreen School
Lunch Buddies Program

by Juergen Kneifel
March 2009

Introduction
In mentoring circles, there is ongoing concern over the sustainability of mentoring programs. 
Given budget constraints and a very challenging economy, the conversation usually turns to 
budgets, fundraising, and full-time equivalents (FTEs). Money is certainly important—but pro-
grams should also consider delivery models that are less cumbersome, more streamlined and, 
therefore, easier to fund. Evergreen Elementary School did just that. Although they did not 
receive special funding to launch a mentoring program, the school’s leadership felt strongly 
that mentoring was an effective way to better serve their student population and decided to take 
action. 

Situated north of Seattle, Washington, in the Edmonds School District, Evergreen Elementary 
is a small school serving 278 students grades K through 6. The Lunch Buddies mentoring 
program was started at the school in 2007 to provide support to children who want and need a 
mentor. The school has a transient population and serves a number of special needs students on 
the campus. In January 2009, 48 percent of the student body—including nearly all the children 
in the Lunch Buddies program—qualifi ed for free or reduced-price lunch.

A Shoestring Budget and a One-Week Window for Application to Match
It’s no surprise that Evergreen Elementary School’s Lunch Buddies program has had great 
success engaging community volunteers and supporting student learning. The program was  
initiated by school administrators determined to help students who needed and wanted to spend 
time with a mentor one-to-one—without losing valuable instructional time in the classroom. 
The Lunch Buddies program provides a meaningful one-to-one encounter during students’ 
lunch break and subsequent recess time. Volunteers visit with students on a weekly basis, offer-
ing a consistent meeting regimen. 
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The program is unique in two key areas that contribute to sustainability: 1) simplifi ed volunteer 
intake processing turnaround, and 2) low cost of operations. At Evergreen, a volunteer who 
submits his or her application materials and receives orientation on a given Monday, will likely 
be matched by Monday of the following week. Over 95 percent of volunteer candidates experi-
ence this speedy turnaround, according to Debbie Johnsrud, Evergreen’s Volunteer Coordina-
tor. Because matches meet only on site and are always closely supervised by school staff, the 
program can streamline and simplify their screening process without increasing exposure to 
risk. And by using the school’s existing volunteer application and screening system, the pro-
gram cuts down on both time and cost.

Keeping costs low is vital to the ongoing success of the Lunch Buddies program. At its incep-
tion, more staff hours were necessary to develop systems for processing volunteer applicants 
and overall program infrastructure. The fi rst year, the cost per match was much higher than 
current fi gures, but has decreased as systems  have been put in place to make the program as 
effi cient as possible. Today, Lunch Buddies is truly on a shoestring budget with an annual cost 
per match ranging between $45 and $50, based on the 28 matches in 2008–2009 and approxi-
mately 2.5 hours per week of Ms. Johnsrud’s staff time. When people ask how this can be done 
while adhering to best practices, Ms. Johnsrud’s answer is simple: “Find people with a passion 
and commitment to serve the kids!”

There’s a Champion of Mentoring at the Site 
It all begins with a committed coordinator who believes in the power of mentoring. Johnsrud 
is that champion and the face of the Lunch Buddies program at Evergreen. She administers all 
the paperwork, interviews, and background checks and she’s able to effi ciently process vol-
unteers, knowing that there are plenty of students ready to be matched. The school principal, 
Susan Ardissono, appreciates the work done by Johnsrud and the many community volunteers: 
“We couldn’t enjoy the success and improved performance of these students without the com-
mitment of those who volunteer to serve our kids. They’re making a tremendous difference in 
these children’s lives. The Lunch Buddies program has helped struggling or underachieving 
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students turn things around simply by providing a meaningful connection with caring adult role 
models.” 

Ms. Johnsrud admits that the project is challenging at times: “We have so many children who 
ask for a lunch buddy after they see their classmates enjoying time with a mentor.” And the 
number of youth waiting to be matched is no different from other programs—there are always 
more children than there are mentors. But the numbers she’s most concerned with are the 
matches and success they represent. 

There Are Champions of Mentoring in the Community
If the on-site mentoring champion is the heart of the program, then volunteers are the lifeblood 
of Lunch Buddies. Recruiting volunteers is certainly a major contributor to the overall success 
of any mentoring program; Lunch Buddies is no exception. In the fall of each school year infor-
mation packets are sent home for parents and guardians to review. Several volunteer opportuni-
ties are presented in the packets--including Lunch Buddies; there are also ongoing appeals in 
newsletters throughout the school year. The newsletter and the school’s Web site feature photos 
of matches and stories of student success (with permission, of course).

Beyond the school community, Evergreen administrators reached out to a local church with 
an established faith-based mentoring program called mission2mentor. When mission2mentor 
volunteers agreed to help with Lunch Buddies by recruiting volunteers from the church, match 
numbers more than doubled. The church provides mentors who attend the school’s orientation 
and complete the Evergreen (Edmonds School District) volunteer application packet. There is 
no duplication of effort; it’s simply a partnership that helps to match more children with a car-
ing adult.

Local businesses feed volunteers to the school as well. A group of mentors from Costco Whole-
sale come once a week and work with students who need academic support. For a time, Costco 

provided paid release time—an incentive that led many employees to sign up as volunteers. 
While the paid release incentive is no longer available, many of these volunteers remain active 
at the school! 

Other volunteers have been recruited by word of mouth through relationships that current men-
tors have with folks in the community. In fact, once volunteers are established in the routine of 
being lunch buddies, they’re encouraged to recommend friends or coworkers that may be able 
to make the time once a week to visit with a student at the school. “It’s amazing to think of the 
people I know who could be doing this,” says one volunteer who recently started as a lunch 
buddy. Having raised her own children who have now moved out of the home, she feels great 
to have a chance to interact with youngsters. “I was always busy running my kids from place to 

For a time, Costco provided paid release time—an 
incentive that led many employees to sign up as 
volunteers. While the paid release incentive is no longer 
available, many of these volunteers remain active at the 
school!
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place and making time for PTA meetings and kids’ sports. Now I have time where I can choose 
to be involved and mentoring allows me to spend quality time with a child that is measured and 
meaningful. I’m happy to share the need for more mentors with my friends and family.”

Under-Promise and Over-Deliver
Managing expectations is very important to the success of any mentoring program. There are 
programs across the country maintaining waiting lists that run into the hundreds--and to be 
honest, many waiting-list youth never get matched! Rather than maintain a waiting list, Ever-
green staff make their assessments based on the volunteers available. Students are identifi ed 
and invited to be matched with a mentor based on the talents, skills, interests, and background 
of the newly processed volunteer. Once a student has expressed interest and received a review 
of the Lunch Buddies expectations, a letter is sent home to the parent/guardian explaining that 
the student is joining the Lunch Buddies program. The letter provides a brief explanation along 
with Ms. Johnsrud’s contact number for any questions. This process allows matches to be made 
quickly.  

Volunteer expectations are equally important. Many programs lose prospective volunteers due 
to the time it takes from application to match. Evergreen’s model is simple: application, orien-
tation, and interview at the time of the fi rst visit. Then, unless you hear otherwise, return the 
following week on the day you’ve selected and you’ll be matched with a student.  

Admittedly, there are several streamlined processes in place to move applications along quick-
ly. Each school in Washington state has instant access to the State Patrol Criminal Database 
through a secured Web site. This allows immediate feedback for the school to move forward. 
Volunteers are screened in the same way that any supervised school volunteer such as a tutor, 
playground monitor, or classroom helper is screened--and child safety is not compromised. 

Ongoing support for mentors is built into the structure of the Lunch Buddies program. Because 
several volunteers meet with their mentees during each lunch hour, they are available to sup-
port one another with student issues. And the support of Ms. Johnsrud is very much a benefi t. 
Johnsrud’s schedule includes time during the lunch hour to run the Lunch Buddies program—
time to meet and greet volunteers as they arrive and to also coordinate any new matches being 
made. In fact, the success of the Lunch Buddies program in reducing disciplinary problems 
allows her to spend more time providing positive support to matches.
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Mentoring Made Easy in Room 24
Students who receive a school lunch bring their tray to the Activity Room—room 24. Mentors 
often bring their own sack lunch to eat while visiting. The room has plenty of puzzles, games, 
books, and craft materials, but many mentors come with a bag of games, cards and other craft 
projects. Matches engage in conversation while playing chess or checkers. Others work on a 
craft project while sharing how school is going. The children simply enjoy having someone to 
talk with: someone who will listen. And if the weather cooperates—sometimes a challenge in 
the Northwest!--some matches venture out to the playground for the remainder of lunch recess. 
It is amazing how popular these kids become when they have their mentor in tow. Every kid on 
the playground takes notice--and those on the basketball court want the mentee on their team, 
hoping to get a 2-for-1 deal and land a tall grown-up. Some mentors have been seen climbing 
monkey bars and playing kickball; others have been seen on the fi eld playing sharks and min-
nows. 

The lunch buddy volunteers report that the experience is surprisingly rewarding, and nearly all 
of the mentors recruited in the fi rst year returned the following fall to be matched again. The 
youth, according to teachers, are becoming better students and they’ve also noticed a reduction 
in behavioral problems. Administrators feel that the program offers a bridge to engage the com-
munity at large with the school, which helps all its students.

Make the Volunteer a School Hero
Mentors are people. People enjoy being appreciated. It’s a part of the school culture to thank 
volunteers on a regular basis with notes, e-mails, and special volunteer appreciation events. If 
you add the hours, the gas, managing the personal schedule, and sacrifi ces mentors make to en-
sure that there is a consistent pattern to the weekly visits, these mentors are heroes! The easiest 
way to grow your program is to take care of the volunteers you have. They will become your 
greatest advocate to recruit more volunteers. Conversely, if they’re fi nding a lack of support 
and low regard from school staff, they may be telling their friends, coworkers, and acquain-
tances that the program isn’t such a great deal. You can never thank them enough.
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Replicability
Although robust and diversifi ed funding is an important goal for mentoring programs, the Ever-
green Lunch Buddies program reminds us that quality mentoring strategies can thrive with just 
a little money and a lot of commitment and creativity. Here are some tips for programs seeking 
to start or maintain a “program on a shoestring”: 

Start with a straightforward model that makes sense for your budget and setting. The Lunch 
Buddies program grew out of a clear need for students to have positive role models to enhance 
their school experience. They knew funding was minimal so they developed a simple lunch-
time program that could draw on existing resources.    

Make sure you have strong commitment from school, community, and business partners. With-
out a major funding stream, mentoring programs must rely on the passion and commitment of 
school staff and leadership, their local community, and business partners. The Lunch Buddies 
program had these “champions” at the school even before it began operating, and the passion 
of the coordinator led to an outpouring of local community support.

Build an infrastructure that draws on existing resources and systems. Tapping into what is 
already in place in your school or agency keeps costs low. The Lunch Buddies program relies 
on the school’s resources to enrich the activities matches can do together, and uses the school’s 
volunteer application processes to select and screen volunteers. 

Find ways to use volunteers to carry out program support activities. Since labor is the greatest 
single line item for programs to cover, any work that is shifted from “paid time” to “volunteer 
time” will result in greater savings. Replication begins by fi nding these opportunities and build-
ing patrnerships that engage groups of volunteers from the surrounding community. Consider 
applying for an AmeriCorps member who can take the lead developing and implementing the 
program at minimal cost to your school or agency. 

Provide constant match supervision to allow for streamlined volunteer screening, selection, 
matching, and orientation processes. A key component of the Lunch Buddies program is its 
ability to get volunteers working with kids as quickly as possible. The program knows that 
safety is vital, so it adheres to the same screening requirements of any school volunteer and 
makes sure that the matches only meet during school hours in a supervised setting. Programs 
that allow matches to meet in less supervised situations need to spend more time upfront mak-
ing sure their mentors are thoroughly screened and receive more in-depth training.  

Support and reward volunteers. The Lunch Buddies program has had remarkable success fi nd-
ing and keeping volunteers. They know the value of providing ongoing support and recognition 
to mentors. Saying thank you can take many forms and doesn’t have to be costly. Find many 
ways to let your mentors know you appreciate them, from simple notes and warm greetings to 
making sure there are adequate supplies  and activities available during match meetings.   

Remember that there is no substitute for quality when it comes to matching adult volunteers 
with youth to develop positive relationships. Mentoring research over the past 20 years has led 
to the formation of important standards and effective practices that should guide the develop-
ment of all youth mentoring programs. Programs like the Evergreen Lunch Buddies can provide 
a simple, safe, and positive experience for the youth they serve by keeping those mentoring 
“bottom lines” in mind as they develop their policies and procedures for screening, selection, 
and site supervision. With everyone on board committed to its success, a program like Lunch 
Buddies can have an important impact on a shoestring budget. 
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Additional resources
Oliver, B. (with MacRae, P.). U.S. Department of Education mentoring program’s guide to 
screening and background checks. Folsom, CA: Mentoring Resource Center. http://www.ed-
mentoring.org/pubs/screening.pdf

Elements of effective practice. MENTOR, National Mentoring Partnership.  http://www.men-
toring.org/downloads/mentoring_411.pdf

For more information on AmeriCorps visit: www.nationalservice.gov

About the author and disclosure of participation
Juergen Kneifel serves as a consultant to MRC. His background includes work as Director of 
Marketing and Recruitment with Big Brothers Big Sisters of King and Pierce Counties. Kneifel  
currently serves on the BBBS Snohomish County Board and is the Founder and Director of 
mission2mentor. Kneifel serves as a lunch buddy at Evergreen Elementary and assisted with 
the recruitment efforts to grow the Lunch Buddies program. 

Note: Evergreen Elementary is scheduled to close at the end of the 2008–2009 school year as 
the student population will be split between two nearby elementary campuses.
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