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A Mentor’s
Conversation Guide
How to make an hour count, for mentors and mentees.
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A B O U T  T H I S  R E S O U R C E

A Mentor’s Conversation Guide

A practical guide for mentors and mentees: what mentoring is and is not, how

to prepare, a simple four-part structure for each conversation, forty questions,

honest feedback, safeguarding basics and a session log.

Use it in schools, churches, community programmes, workplaces or informal

one-to-one relationships.

P L E A S E  N O T E

This guide offers general good practice. If you mentor through an organisation, its policies take

priority. Safeguarding requirements differ between countries and states; check the rules that

apply where you live.

C R E D I T S

Written by Owen Magocha. Cover photograph by Phil Desforges on Unsplash (unsplash.com/photos/a-couple-of-people-

sitting-at-a-table-with-a-cup-of-coffee-f W6QnFdkJww), used under the Unsplash Licence. Typeset in Newsreader and Inter

Tight.

U S E

You are welcome to print this for personal use, and to share it with a friend, family, small group or classroom, free of charge.

Please keep it intact and do not sell it.

© 2026 Owen Magocha · owen-magocha.netlify.app
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— B E F O R E  Y O U  B E G I N

Why the hour matters
Some of the most important hours in my life have looked unremarkable from the outside: a

coffee, a phone call, a conversation in a car park after a meeting, where someone a little further

along took my question seriously. I have also sat on the other side of the table, and I have learnt

that good intentions are not enough to make that hour useful.

Mentoring works best when both people come prepared, when the conversation has a shape, and

when there is a clear next step at the end. Without those three things, even a warm relationship

can drift into pleasant catch-ups that change very little.

This guide is for mentors and mentees alike. It covers what mentoring is and is not, how to

prepare, a simple structure for each conversation, forty questions worth asking, how to give

honest feedback without crushing someone, and the boundaries that keep everyone safe,

especially when the mentee is young.

Use it as a reference, not a script. The best conversations wander a little. The structure is there so

that, after the wandering, you still arrive somewhere.

I N  T H I S  G U I D E M O S T  U S E F U L  F O R

01 What mentoring is, and is not Both

02 Before the first meeting Both

03 A shape for every conversation Mentors

04 Forty good questions Both

05 Honest feedback, kindly given Mentors, with a note for mentees

06 Boundaries and safeguarding Mentors and organisations

07 Session log Mentees
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01 S E C T I O N  O N E

What mentoring is, and is not
M E N T O R I N G  I S M E N T O R I N G  I S  N O T

Mentor, coach or counsellor?

Mentor

Shares experience and

perspective across a broad range

of questions. Usually voluntary

and relational.

Coach

Works on specific goals or skills

through structured questioning.

Often paid and time-limited.

Counsellor or psychologist

Trained and registered to support

mental health. If a mentee needs

this, help them find it rather than

trying to be it.

S I G N S  I T  I S  W O R K I N G S I G N S  I T  N E E D S  A  R E S E T

The simplest test of a good mentoring relationship: over time, the mentee needs

the mentor a little less.

A relationship in which one person shares

experience to help another grow

Mostly listening, with occasional advice

Focused on the mentee’s goals, not the mentor’s

Regular enough to build trust, with an agreed

rhythm and an end date to review

Honest, including about the mentor’s own

mistakes

Aimed at making the mentee more capable, not

more dependent

Therapy or counselling

A promise of a job, a reference, a visa sponsor or

an introduction

The mentor solving the mentee’s problems for

them

A platform for the mentor’s ego, recruiting or

selling

Unlimited access at any hour

Secret

The mentee arrives with their own agenda

Next steps are being taken, not just

discussed

Both people can be honest without strain

The mentee is making better decisions on

their own

Meetings keep being moved or cancelled

The mentor does most of the talking

The same problem returns every month

unchanged

Either person feels uneasy about a boundary
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02 S E C T I O N  T W O

Before the first meeting
Most mentoring relationships that fade do so because nobody said out loud what they were

for. Twenty minutes of preparation on both sides prevents months of drift.

F O R  T H E  M E N T E E

Write down one or two things you want

help with. Be specific.

Think about what a good outcome from

this relationship would be in six months.

Be ready to share some context: where

you are, what you have tried.

Decide how you prefer to receive

feedback, and say so.

Arrive on time, with a notebook.

F O R  T H E  M E N T O R

Read anything the mentee has sent ahead

of time.

Recall what it felt like to be at their stage.

It is easy to forget.

Decide what you can genuinely offer, and

what you cannot.

If the mentee is under 18, confirm the

organisation’s arrangements first (see

section six).

Clear your phone and your mind for the

hour.

A G R E E  T O G E T H E R ,  A N D  W R I T E  I T  D O W N

How often

e.g. monthly, for an hour

Where

an appropriate, agreed setting

For how long

e.g. six months, then review

Contact between meetings

which channels, and when

Confidentiality and its limits

safety always comes first

If it isn’t working

either person can end it, kindly
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03 S E C T I O N  T H R E E

A shape for every conversation
Sixty minutes, four movements. The timings are a guide, not a rule; the order matters more

than the minutes.

1
1 0  M I N

Check-in

Arrive as people before you arrive as a project. Ask how they are, and listen to the answer.

Follow up on last time’s next step without judgement.

“How have the last few weeks been, honestly?” “What happened with the step you chose last time?”

2
2 0  M I N

The real question

The first topic raised is often not the real one. Keep asking until you reach what actually

matters to the mentee. Resist the urge to solve too early.

“What is the real challenge here for you?” “What makes this hard?” “What else?”

3
2 0  M I N

Options

Help the mentee generate possibilities before evaluating them. Offer your experience as

one option among several, clearly labelled as yours.

“What could you do?” “What would you tell a friend?” “When I faced something similar, I tried…”

4
1 0  M I N

One next step

End with a single, concrete action the mentee chooses, with a date. The mentee says it

aloud and writes it down. Agree when you will next meet.

“What will you do before we next meet?” “What might get in the way?”

A F T E R  T H E  H O U R

The mentee sends a short note within two days: what they took from the conversation and the next step they chose. It

takes five minutes, and it is often where the learning settles.
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04 S E C T I O N  F O U R

Forty good questions
A good question does more work than good advice. Choose one or two per conversation;

you will not need them all. The faith questions are for mentees who want to go there, and

only then.

G E T T I N G  T O  K N O W  E A C H  O T H E R

01 What are you hoping to get from our time

together?

02 What has shaped you most in the last few

years?

03 Who do you admire, and what specifically do

you admire about them?

04 What are you proud of that most people

don’t know about?

05 How do you prefer to receive feedback?

D I R E C T I O N  A N D  P U R P O S E

06 If things go well, what will be different in a

year?

07 What kind of work makes you lose track of

time?

08 What would you like to be known for?

09 Which of your goals are truly yours, and

which have you inherited?

10 What would you attempt if you knew you

would be supported?

W O R K  A N D  S T U D Y

11 What part of your work energises you, and

what drains you?

12 Which skill would make the biggest

difference if you improved it?

13 Who could open a door for you, and what

would you ask them?

14 What did your last setback teach you?

15 How will you know when it is time to move

on?

D E C I S I O N S

16 What are all the options, including the ones

you have dismissed?

17 What would you advise a friend in your

position to do?

18 What is the cost of waiting?

19 What information would change your mind?

20 Which choice fits the values you care about

most?

O W E N - M AG O C H A . N E T L I F Y. A P P A  M E N TO R ' S  C O N V E R S AT I O N  G U I D E    0 7



0 4  ·  F O R T Y  G O O D  Q U E S T I O N S ,  C O N T I N U E D

C H A R A C T E R  A N D  H A B I T S

21 Where are you most tempted to cut corners?

22 Which habit, kept for a year, would change

the most?

23 How do you handle being wrong?

24 What does real rest look like for you?

25 Who holds you accountable, and how?

R E L AT I O N S H I P S

26 Who are the three people you rely on most?

27 Is there a conversation you are avoiding?

28 How do you show people they matter?

29 Where do you need to ask for help?

30 Who are you helping along the way?

FA I T H  A N D  M E A N I N G

31 What gives your life meaning outside your

work?

32 Where do you find hope when things are

hard?

33 What practices keep you grounded?

34 How do your convictions shape your

decisions?

35 What questions about purpose are you

carrying right now?

R E F L E C T I O N  A N D  R E V I E W

36 What has changed since we last met?

37 What did you try, and what happened?

38 What surprised you?

39 What do you want to focus on next time?

40 How could these conversations be more

useful to you?

T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S  T H AT  W O R K  A L M O S T  E V E R Y  T I M E

“What else?”  ·  “What is the real challenge here for you?”  ·  “What would make this

hour worth it?”

Q U E S T I O N S  O F  M Y  O W N

The ones you find yourself asking, or wish someone had asked you.
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05 S E C T I O N  F I V E

Honest feedback, kindly given

Kindness without honesty is flattery. Honesty without kindness is often just

impatience. A mentor owes the mentee both.

1 Ask first
“Would some honest feedback on that be useful?” Permission turns criticism into help.

2 Be specific
Describe what you saw or heard, and its effect. “Your email ran to four paragraphs before the request” is

useful. “You’re disorganised” is not.

3 Address the work, not the worth
Comment on actions and choices, never on who the person is.

4 One thing at a time
Choose the change that would make the biggest difference. A list of ten is a list of none.

5 End with belief and a step
Say why you think they can do it, then agree what they will try.

W H AT  I  N O T I C E D

“In the last two meetings you’ve

mentioned the course, but it

hasn’t been started.”

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S

“You told me it’s the main thing

standing between you and the

role you want.”

W H AT  M I G H T  H E L P

“What would make it possible to

start this week, even for thirty

minutes?”

F O R  M E N T E E S :  R E C E I V I N G  F E E D B A C K

Listen to the end before responding. Write it down.

Ask one clarifying question: “Can you give me an example?”

Say thank you, even when it stings. It took courage to say.

Decide later what to do with it. You don’t have to agree on the spot.
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06 S E C T I O N  S I X

Boundaries and safeguarding
Mentoring involves trust, and trust must be protected. Good boundaries keep the mentee

safe first, and protect the mentor too.

W I T H  E V E R Y  M E N T E E

W I T H  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  U N D E R  1 8

I F  A  Y O U N G  P E R S O N  T E L L S  Y O U  T H E Y  A R E  B E I N G  H A R M E D

Stay calm and listen. Don’t investigate or ask leading questions. Tell them they were right to tell you. Write down what

was said, in their words, as soon as you can. Report it promptly to the organisation’s safeguarding lead and the relevant

authorities. If anyone is in immediate danger, call emergency services (000 in Australia).

This page is a basic summary. It is not a substitute for safeguarding training or for the laws and policies that apply where you

live.

Meet at agreed times and places, and keep the relationship within its agreed purpose.

No money, loans, expensive gifts or business dealings between mentor and mentee.

Keep what is shared confidential, except where someone’s safety is at risk.

Know your limits. Refer to qualified professionals for mental-health, legal or financial matters.

If the relationship becomes uncomfortable for either person, raise it early or end it kindly.

Work through an organisation, such as a school, church, club or programme, and follow its child safe policies.

Hold the screening required where you live, such as a Working With Children Check in Australia, or the local

equivalent.

Involve parents or guardians. They should know who you are, when and where you meet, and how you

communicate.

Meet in open, appropriate settings: a café, a library, a church hall during activities, an office with the door

open. Avoid being alone behind closed doors, and don’t give lifts alone unless the organisation and parents

have agreed.

Communicate transparently. Use channels the organisation approves and copy in a parent or coordinator. No

private social-media messaging and no disappearing messages.

Never secrecy. Don’t ask a young person to keep a secret, and don’t promise to keep one. Explain at the start

that if you are worried about their safety, you will have to tell someone.
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07 S E C T I O N  S E V E N

Session log
Print as many copies as you need. The mentee usually keeps the log; the mentor may keep a brief note of dates and any

safeguarding concerns, as the organisation requires.

D AT E S E S S I O N  N O . W H E R E D U R AT I O N

1  ·  C H E C K- I N :  H O W  T H I N G S  A R E ,  P R O G R E S S  O N  L A S T  S T E P

2  ·  T H E  R E A L  Q U E S T I O N

3  ·  O P T I O N S  E X P L O R E D

4  ·  O N E  N E X T  S T E P

W H AT W H O B Y  W H E N

R E F L E C T I O N S  A N D  F O L L O W - U P

N E X T  M E E T I N G A N Y T H I N G  T O  R A I S E  W I T H  T H E  O R G A N I S AT I O N ?
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Ideas should inspire. Inspiration should

lead to action. Action should improve lives.

The best thanks a mentor can receive is a mentee who goes on to mentor someone

else. More essays and free resources are on the website.

I D E A S  ·  P U R P O S E  ·  P R O G R E S S

O W E N - M A G O C H A . N E T L I F Y . A P P
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