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‘Programme connects SA Aids
Kids with US mentor families

CHRISTINA GALLAGHER

very Tuesday and Thurs-

day, Mpho Boleke (14) alts

in front of a computer,

logs on to a secure [nter.

net site, and chats with
her friend, Gail Harper (58), who
lives thousands of kilometres away
in America. "

From strikingly differsnt back-
gronnds - Bolake, a young girl who
lives in & group home outside Johan-
nesburg, and Harper a suburban
woman from a middle-class back-
ground in Pennsylvania - have
forged an unlikely friendship that
they hope will continue for a lfe-
time.

Boleke and “Aunty Gail", as she
calls her, met earlier this vear
through a US programme called
infinite Family which connecte
American ndividuals who donate
$40 (R270) 2 month and commit to at
least a vear of weekly convarsations
with disadvantaged young people in
South Africa.

The donations do not go only
towards the upkeep of the pro-
gramme, but also towards projects
for the community birthday and
Christmas presents for the children,
and a savings account for the child
that they can access once enough
meney accrues for tertiary educa-
tion or to open a business.

Two pllot programmes were
lavnched in Johannesburg at
Nkost's Haven, an NGO that support
Afds orphans, and Refllwe, an NGO
that supports disadvantaged chil-

dren and local cormmunities innead.

Although Boleke, who joined the
programme earlier this year, lives at
Refilwe with her mother and zister,
she considers Harper a friend who
she can tell all her deapest sacrets,

“It is nice to know that 1 can
share many secrets with her I Know
that my secrets will be safe,” =aid
Boleke.

If the secrets become too harrow-
ing, thevgh, thare i a chainof sup-
port put In place to Insure that the
child’s safety is not compromised.

Mentors like Harper are trained
to red-flag issues that may require
exira support, calling in the Amert-
can diractor of the programme.

If additions] help is needed, the
director will work with the head of
the South African programme to
find a solation.

Families of mentors in America
g0 through an extensive scresning
process, fellowed by eight hours of
training about South Afirican cul-
ture and the needs of children,
including Aids orphans from impey-
erished hackgronnds.

Through local sponsors such as
Internet Solution, Investee and
Bombardier the New York-basad
[nfinite Family provides video-con-
ferencing equipment and upgrades
for compurers 30 that young peopls
- mary who are using a computer
for the first time - can access their
“net baddy” with the helpof a video
carnera, headphones, and a micre-
phone, as well as through instant
messaging.

The concept was born when Amy
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A pho Boleke (14}, of the Refihwe community project in Lanseria, chats to her mentor farmily in the US via the Internet

Conrad Stolpes, founder of Infinite
Family adopted her son from Souwth
Africa in 2008, With a background in
working with teans in ganp-infogted
areas in the United States, Stokes
said she knew how significant a
solid role model was for a troubled
or neglected teenager

"It s important for a teenager o
have gt Jeast one adult in their life
who can coach them throngh deei-
gions thoy are making and to moti-
vate them to invest in themsalves
through education and work exper)-
ence” she sald.

“It became clear to me that the
United States had an asset we could
share with the children in South
Africa: caring sdults who wished to
share their experience and love.”

More than 100 kids from Scuth

Africa are currently Involved with
55 American families, but Stokes
gaid she hoped South African fami.
Hes could also become involved with
the mentoring programme.

Stokes sajd that the facetoface
component of vides confer=ncing
was “critical to building personal
bonds”.. “Direct communication
includes smilas, langhter and other
expressicns that help mentars and
teens learn gbout each other and
share thetr lives tegether” she said,

And, In the case of Boleke and
Harper, slnging.

“Has Mpho sung for you vet?”
asked Harper who has never met
Boleke in person, but who eonfi.
dently added: “She hassuch alovely
voice She sounds like an angel”

Boleke has alse benefited by

learning about customs different to
those celebrated in South Africa.

“She told me about Hallowsen, Tt
iz when people wenar masks and cos-
tumes,"” she sgid,

Stokes sald thal despite the gaps
in culture and backgrounds, the
familles involved found that there
were more similarities than differ-
ences betwaan SA and 7S teens

"They all care about navigating
relattonships with their peers, are
worried about getting ready for
future jobs and responsibiities, love
sports and music, and want to share
what is special about themselves
and their country,” she said.

Moxt year Infinite Family hopes
to extend the programme by bring-
ing it other South African NGOs.,

A new opportunity is also open-
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ing up with the mentoring of chil-
dren in their schooling. A scanner
has been put in place at Refilwe for
children to acan in their homework
and ask for help from their mentors,

“They can't do the work for them,
bt they can explain how to do it —
like a parent does for a child," said
Piet Bakers, technical snpport guide
at Fefilwa

But like any parent with a
teenage child, there are bound to be
some moments of rebellion. Lori
Allison, a mentor from Pennsyiva-
nia, said of her net buddy: “She is
warm. loving and thoughtfial, but
not afraid 1o giggle or roll her eves to
let me know when 1 have said some-
thing that is not cool. Apparently,
what s cldfashioned in the US is
also oidfashioned In South Afriea.”



