Heroes In Qur Time

Enter The
Mentor

And exit the student’s confusion about whether “somebody cares about me!

noa lunud spring

afternonn in an

impoverished neigh-
borhood of San Antonio,
[fvear-old Juan picks up
the phone to call Paul
Ringenbach, company histo-
rian and assistant vice presi-
dent of UISAA, 2 hizhly
respeered insurance and
firameial services firm,

Joan isn't doing research
fora Bow Scout project, ar
even loolking for a parc-time
job. What he wants fram
Fingenbach—his mentar for
the lasr seven vears—is some
advice abour o minar prob-
fem with his schoolworl,

Meanwhile, in a conler-
ence room on LSAAS pic-
tiresgue, 2o8-acre corporate
campus, Jessica Garcia, o
high school senior, is exam
ining architecrural render-
ings that show how an
abandoned bulding niear
dowentonsen might be rehalil-
itatec. John Krause, an
architece and the construcoion project manager for LISAA,
is elpang Jessica hone her communicacions skaills for a
presentation that would raise funds for the renewal elffar,
Judy Hooper, adminiscracor of che Gifred Talenced
Program for San Antonie’s Narthside Independent School
Disrrice, sits in, taking notes assiduonsly,

These are not vour typical snapshors of corparate life.

But then, San Antomio-
bazed United Services
Auromobile Association is
not your typical corporation,
These are but two examples
of USAAS astoundingly soe-
gessful mentoring program,
launched cight vears ago by
Cien. Robert MeDermott,
then CEO, and expanded
with the blessing and com-
mitted oversighr of retived
Gien, Raoberr Herres, whe
became CEO in 1993 afer
A6 vears with the Air Fares,
Such ourreach initiarives, of
course, are not unknown in
corporate America. With
the best of intentions, many
companies will, Tor ¢xam
ple, send seaffers to a local
school ance a menth 1o walk
about how halancing a
departmental budger is like
balancing your checkboaols,
ot about how malang wid-
pets helps fuel the global
econcmy, Yer LISAAS
approach is far more exren-
sive, secking one-on-one mentoring relanonships between
emplovees and scudenes that stace early and, wherever pos-
sible, last For several vears,

Both as a parent and as a military man, Herees has waorlced
with his share of motivated voung people, Siting in his
office, surrounded by artwork depicting che American

West, he reflects on his hope that USANs widely praised
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Thizse who can, do. And at LISAA, those who can, teach, too.

mentoring intiatives will lelp raise
the next generation of good citizens,
“Welve got soomnany prablems in
finding ways ro help children prepare
tor their adule life chat 1 think every-

oy ought to latch onto somerhing,™

o
Herres savs, “A lar of meney has
breen thrown at eur social problems
for wears, 5o we know a lor of chings
don’t warls, or just have marginal
benefit. Buc this program waorks,”

Tor sy the least, tangihle resulis
have been achieved, Diropout rates,
dangerously high in some San
Antonio schoals, have been almost
zero amang studencs whao have
received mentoring from USAA
emplovees. The program, which grew
frem two to 10 schools and from a0
to 875 mentors under MeDermaotr,
noow involves 14 sehools and 1,081
mentars—USAA emplovees all, Eager
o share o good ching wich like-mind-
ed organizations, USAA has sold the
concepr to 25 other San Antonio-aren
conmpanies and—nat surprisingly,
given is strong ties to the armeed ser-
vices—five milicary bases. All rold,
more than 2,100 mentors live and
work 1 greater San Antonio,

The secret to success? Well, Herres
the business executive sees the 1ssue in
management as well as human cerms.

With mentoring, ivs instilling the
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Dropout rates, danger-
ously high in some San
Antonio schools, have
been almost zero
among students who
have received mentoring
from USAA employees.

heliet in a child that ‘samebody cares
about me,” he savs passionately,
“Almost every one of the menters
e talleed o savs the wery same
thing, It warks because the mentor
cares ahout whar kind of adule that
child is poing to be. Stodents know
these are people who are volunteering
o conme into the classeeom and spend
time with them, and thus, they're
exposed to caring abour their furare.”
Befitting its spectal method of

community cutreach, USAA 15 a
urigue entity in corporate America,
Founded in 1922 as an insurance

provider Tor active and redred mili-

tary officers, i is today one of the

natien’s largest home and puto msur-

ers; its 80 subsidiaries and affiliaes

own and manape over $37.7 hillion

in assces, Mot a traditional forprofi
corporatien, i is sell-defined as a .
“reciprocal inter-insurance exchange”
where members insure one anacher
and share in profirs.

LISAA is obvicusly doing some-
ching right. In 1993, Flerres” firso
vear as CEC, the campany was lisced
in the tap five of “The 100 Bes
Companies to Waorl for in America,”
And there are probably some ste-
dents and parents around who wouold
happily second thar motion and pro-
ceed o honer Herres himself.

His distinguished career in milicary
and civilian life speaks of dedication,
focus and hard worle Sadly, chough,
rale models who can instll chese
eraits are nor found m
every setting—a bitcer realiza-
tion that was a major force
hehind the start-up of USANS
mentaring elfore,

Reaching young people
confused abour their uture is
nod a new experience for the
f3-yenr-old Herres, whose
tenure In Adr Force blue in-

cluded a scint with the Joint

Chiefs of Staff and charge of
the entive Eighrh Air Force.
“When [ was a wing commander
running a mulicary base with a lar of
families, many domestie problems
came oo my desk,™ he savs, “Plus,
throughout vour militnry career, vou
find yourself workimg wicl young
people rizht oot of high school—mos
of whon are in their first phase of
adult employment, You have ultimare
responsibilicy for rraining programs,
soa ot of things rub off an vou,”

Still, some of the approaches o
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mativarion and training that work in
the military wouldn’t be appropriate
for mentoring young people in civil-
ian life. As Herres notes, “A program
his to manifest itself by showing thar
the older generation does care, bat
that doesn’t mean by dominaring
and dictating.”

erres was already on the

USAA board when

_McDermaoct starced the men-

taring program, and he was an early
supporter. " We simply said, “We have
tor do this,”™ Herres recalls, “We
started with one school ara time,
and through his [MeDermotcs|
efforts, we expanded it by incentiviz-
ing others in the community.”

Orceasionally, Herres makes time
i a busy schedule to visit USAA
mentored schools, Hes also involved
with young people as a member of
Junior Achievement’s national board
and chairman of its South Texas
chapter. He sees the two undertakings
as different in focus but unired in
their goal.

& mentor reaches one child,
while Junior Achievement reaches 23
or M) kids at one time” he points
out, * Junior Achievement is no
going to reach the particularly crou-
bled child, bur the beaury of the men-
roring program is in s simplicity,”

Like places all across the American
landscape, portions of metropolitan
san Antonio, Texas” chird-largest ciry,
bear daily witness to many of the
tragic sacial problems of our time,
Yet rather than adopt a duck-and-run
approach, Herres views this reality as
a powerful argument for mentoring.

“Mo one person is going to make
a difference in this world,” he says,
“but some can play roles. In media
ing these social problems, you've gor
ter look for the thing vou can do,
given the resources vou have.”

For USAA, the resources include
considerable hrainpower, And with
11,0008 employees in San Antonio
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116,500 warldwidel, the ralent poaol
is especially deep and wide, A com-
mon scenatice involves matching a

stndent wich a mentor who has sime-

lir interests and skills. That's why

Jessica Garcia, who hopes to become
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“A program has to mani-
fest itself by showing
that the older genera-
tion does care;” CEO
Herres notes, “but that
doesn't mean by domi-
nating and dictating”’

an architect, was reamed with Krauose,
USANS staff liaisom 1o independent
comtractors that work on architec-
tural, construction and engimeering
tasks on the corporate campus.

The benefits of the mentoring pro-
gram actually go both ways, Disil-
lusionment about the vounger gener-
ation—a comman feehng among
alder adults—can be dissipated Dby
the direct involvement mencoring
provides, savs Herres, “Omee their
kids growe up, some adults ger discon-
nected from the school system, Then,
when bond issucs necessary to proe
vide things for the school system
come up for a vore, these people opt
out. But the people who do the men-
taring learn thar mast voung people
are not juvenile delinguents. Like cheir
own children, most want affection,

and want people to care about them.”

Russell Shaw s a business journal-
ist based i Mavietta, Georgia
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