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Digital Corps 
Mentoring Manual 

Chapter 1:  What is Mentoring? 

A mentor is a wise and trusted friend and guide. Along with parents or guardians, mentors provide 
young people with support, counsel, friendship, reinforcement, and a constructive example. 

Mentoring is a structured and trusting relationship that brings youth together with caring adults 
who offer guidance, support, and encouragement aimed at developing the competence and 
character of the youth.  

Mentoring can take many forms, ranging from traditional one on one mentoring to virtual 
mentoring via email and online chat. As part of the Digital Corps, you will be responsible for what 
is called "group mentoring" which brings one adult together with multiple kids. 

You will be teaching groups of youth digital skills in settings that empower children to take charge 
of their learning and development. By helping kids connect to their digital life while in a trusted 
environment, you will have the chance to “meet youth where they are” and help them learn the 
skills they need to excel in the 21st century.  

It is important to remember that mentoring is not one-size-fits-all. Every child you work with has 
individual needs. To be an effective mentor and educator you will need to offer enough flexibility 
to help meet each mentee’s personal needs, while allowing the mentoring relationship, as well as 
the digital education, to flourish within a safe structure.  
 

What You Can Give Your Students 

Advice: You bring a wide range of life experiences to your mentoring relationship. As a result, you 
can be a great source of advice and information. From time to time, the kids in your sessions may 
need a second opinion or a different perspective. You can provide that! Share your experiences-- 
just make sure the student you are speaking with is interested first). 

Access: One of the most valuable things you can do is provide access to resources the kids you 
work with wouldn't normally have. By teaching the skills that the Digital Corps focuses on, you are 
doing just this. You can also provide your students access by connecting them with people, 
opportunities, and information that are otherwise out of reach. That’s what access is all about — 
helping kids find new resources and get involved in new situations.  

Advocacy: Has someone written a letter on your behalf? That’s advocacy! That’s powerful! If one 
of your students needs a job reference or a college recommendation, you can help. But 
remember, to be an effective advocate, you need to know your kids well. As an advocate, the 
mentor speaks up for the student in a situation where a caring adult is needed and is missing. In 
this role, mentors link the kids they work with to resources to which they have a right to access 
but might not know exist or be able to take advantage of. As an advocate, you can take advantage 
of the connections and associations you have in school, in the community, or with businesses.  
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Did You Know? 

• Mentored young people are 46% 

less likely to get involved with 

drugs.  

(Big Brothers Big Sisters of America) 

• 59% improve their grades. 

(Career Beginnings)  

• 86% go on to higher education. 

(Proctor & Gamble) 

• 80% of youth involved in the 

juvenile detention system who 

received a mentor did not return 

to that system. (Prison Fellowship) 

Benefits of Mentoring 

Adults find that mentoring youth provides them with a form of “social capital” that helps them 
make sense of their own experiences and current challenges as well as their past. Mentoring also 
gives adults insight into the day-to-day lives of modern kids and helps them develop positive, 
more reciprocal relationships with youth.  

A survey conducted by The Commonwealth Fund found that three out of four mentors surveyed 
felt that mentoring had a “very positive” effect on their lives by providing them a chance to give 
back and strengthen their community. The same study found that about four out of five mentors 
gained something personally from their mentoring experience such as increased patience, 
feelings of self-worth, and new friendships. 

Of course, children benefit greatly from proper 
mentoring as well. In addition to the real-
world digital skills you will help Pittsburgh kids 
develop, your mentoring will support in-
school education as well.  Students who meet 
regularly with their mentors are half as likely to 
skip a day of school than their peers and two-
thirds less likely to skip class. 

You will also help improve your kids' self-
esteem. Youth who meet regularly with their 
mentors are 46% less likely than their peers to 
start using illegal drugs and 27% less likely to 
start drinking (Public/Private Ventures study of 
Big Brothers Big Sisters). Mentors empower 
young people by strengthening their 
communication skills and sense of self-worth. 
As a result, children are better able to relate to 
all kinds of people and develop the ability to 
face new life challenges in a safe and healthy 
manner.  

Lastly, you'll be helping young people prepare for the 21st century world. Digital literacy has 
become as essential as reading, writing, and arithmetic. You will help kids develop the skills they’ll 
need to thrive in school, college, the workforce, and life. 

Mentoring is a bridge. Pittsburgh youth are eager to connect with adults who are willing to listen 
and be available to them. In fact, mentoring is one of the most powerful ways to combat the 
generational, racial, cultural, and financial gaps between people in our society. 
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Chapter 2:  What is Mentoring? 

Talking and communicating are not the same thing. It is very easy to talk. It can be more difficult 
to effectively communicate, especially when problems arise. This chapter focuses on helping you 
achieve productive communication with your kids as a member of the Digital Corps. The topics 
discussed in this chapter are also useful for achieving better communication with people in your 
day to day life.  

Communication typically falls into two 
categories. The first is verbal 
communication. Verbal communication is 
different when speaking with kids than it is 
with people your own age. Think back to 
when you were a teen. Do you remember 
the language you spoke? Remember how 
adults criticized your language, dress, and 
music? The same is true today. Does that 
mean that you should be trying to talk like 
the kids you work with? Absolutely not! If 
you do you will probably look foolish and 
lose your credibility with your mentee. Also, 
every job has its own jargon. What 
words/terms do you use in your job that others might not understand? Make sure you don’t 
confuse the children with words only you know. In our daily lives our language may vary based on 
our audience. As a mentor, you have an opportunity to help youth understand that we use 
different manners of speech in different environments. Be sure to clearly define ideas like maker, 
remix, STEAM and other terms that have specialized meaning within the context of the Digital 
Corps. 

Body language (also known as non-verbal language) is the second category. It is a powerful way 
to communicate, often more powerful than verbal communication, though many people don’t 
realize it. For example, if someone is telling you that she is really glad to have met you, but her 
arms are folded across her chest and she is looking behind you at someone else, do you believe 
what she is saying, or do you doubt her sincerity? Make it a point to give your students your 
undivided attention — that means don't check your watch, respond to e-mails or phone calls, or 
twiddle your thumbs. Show your students that you are interested in what they have to say. Young 
people will watch you and judge your sincerity. If your actions are contrary to your words, you will 
lose the respect and understanding you have tried to build with the youth in your sessions.  
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Important Communication Skills 

The following four skills are very helpful for mentors to develop and practice in order to foster 
better communication, particularly with young people. They are also useful skills that you can help 
the kids you work with develop. Perhaps most importantly, these skills help you and the kids you 
work with develop the mutual respect and empathy necessary for effective learning and problem 
solving.  

Practice Active Listening  
Active listening is an attempt to truly understand the content and emotion of what the other 
person is saying by paying attention to verbal and non-verbal messages. Focus on hearing, 
respecting, and communicating your desire to understand what the other person is telling you. 

Active listening is not planning a response or conveying how you feel while the other person is 
speaking. Doing so interferes with your ability to receive and understand the information the other 
person is telling you. Active listening is also not nagging, cajoling, reminding, threatening, 
criticizing, questioning, advising, evaluating, probing, judging, or ridiculing.  

When practicing active listening, be sure to make eye contact and be mindful of your body 
language. Keep an open and relaxed posture, forward lean, appropriate facial expression, and use 
positive gestures. You can also use verbal cues such as “um-hmmm,” “sure,” “ah” and “yes.” All of 
these tactics help show the other person that you are genuinely interested in what they have to 
say. 

Done properly, active listening will help develop the respect and affection critical to your 
relationship with the children you are mentoring. Active listening encourages honesty by helping 
people freely express troublesome feelings openly. This in turn helps people become less afraid of 
negative feelings. Finally, active listening increases acceptance and promotes a feeling of 
understanding between you and the kids in your sessions. When you actively listen, you cooperate 
in solving problems — and in preventing future problems.  
 

Use “I” Messages  
"I" messages are statements that focus on you 
and explain your feelings in response to 
someone else’s behavior. “I” messages don’t 
accuse the other person, point fingers, or 
place blame. They avoid judgment and help 
keep communication open. At the same time, 
“I” messages continue to advance the 
situation to a problem-solving stage.  

This is a good example of how to use "I" 
messages: “I was really sad when you didn’t 
show up for our meeting last week. I look 

forward to our meetings and was disappointed not to see you. In the future, I would appreciate it 
if you could call me and let me know if you will not be able to make it.”  

"I" messages help you avoid unproductive discourse such as this: “You didn’t show up, and I 
waited for an hour. You could have at least called me and let me know that you wouldn’t be there. 
You are irresponsible.” 
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Examples 
 
“How do you see this 
situation?” 

“What are your reasons for…?” 

“Can you give me an 
example?” 

“How does this affect you?” 

“How did you decide that?” 

“What would you like to do?” 

“What part did you play? 

Take care to avoid body language like slouching, turning away, or pointing a finger and facial 
expressions like squirming, raising eyebrows, or gritting teeth. The way you speak is important as 
well; do not speak too fast or too slow and avoid shouting, whispering, sneering, or whining. 
Finally, "I" messages don't work if your choice of words is biting, accusative, pretentious, or 
emotionally laden.  When using "I" messages with your students, make sure your language, 
movements, and tone are congruous with an open, supportive heart. 

Paraphrase What the Other Person Said 
Paraphrasing focuses on listening first and then reflecting the two parts of the speaker’s message 
— fact and feeling — back to the speaker. Often, the fact is clearly stated, but a good listener 
listens between the lines for the “feeling” part of the communication. Using this skill helps you 
accurately interpret what your students say. This skill is even more important when dealing with 
the children you'll be working with because youth culture and language change constantly. Words 
that meant one thing when you were young could have an entirely different meaning for the kids 
you are teaching today.  

Statements that paraphrase facts often begin with phrases like “So you’re saying that __” , “You 
believe that __” , or “The problem is __”. Statements that paraphrase feeling often begin with 
phrases like “You feel that __”, “Your reaction is __”, or “And that made you feel __”. 

Paraphrases are not an opportunity to respond by evaluating, sympathizing, giving an opinion, 
offering advice, analyzing or questioning. These behaviors impose your thoughts and opinions 
onto your kids and get in the way of effective communication. 

Paraphrasing enables you to gather information a person tells you and simply report back what 
you heard in the message, focusing on the facts and feelings that were expressed. This behavior 
lets the other person know that you hear, understand, and care about his or her thoughts and 
feelings. 

Ask Open-Ended Questions  
Open-ended questions help you collect information by 
exploring feelings and attitudes about how the other 
person views a situation. Open-ended questions are 
extremely helpful when dealing with young people. 
Youth, teenagers especially, tend to answer questions 
with as few words as possible. To maintain an active 
dialogue without interrogating, try to ask a few questions 
that cannot be answered with “yes,” “no,” “I don’t know,” 
or a grunt.  

Be careful using the question “Why did you do that?” as it 
may sometimes yield a defensive response rather than a 
clarifying response.  

Because open-ended questions require more time and 
thought to answer than close-ended questions 
(questions that can be answered by “yes,” “no,” or a brief 
phrase), they give the person a chance to explain and 
promote introspection. Open-ended questions yield 
significant information that can in turn be used to problem solve.  
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Giving Feedback 

Be timely: Feedback should be well-timed. Since you will be working with a group of kids all 
trying to learn the same things it is important you don't single any one student out in way that 
embarrasses them in front their peers or other adults. Even positive feedback needs to be timely. 
Commenting on program performance in front of peers could be embarrassing, or make other 
students feel badly about their own abilities. Be aware of each student's individual needs, but also 
don’t let too much time pass “looking” for the right moment.  

Be Specific: Whether praising or working through problems, always be specific. For example, 
telling a student they are doing a good job understanding how circuits work, or which 
programming function to use is much more powerful than a simple "Good work." The former is 
something specific that the student will remember —and build from. 

Be Empathetic: When your students have problems, they are not looking for pity, or even 
sympathy. Offer them an opportunity to have someone willing to listen with a sensitive ear who 
will also try to understand their perspective. Trouble in Digital Corps sessions may be related to 
any number of factors in the child's life. By being empathetic, you open the gateway for 
communication about the child's stressors. This enables you to help the student learn better by 
better understanding them. 

Eliminate Distractions: Make sure your mentee understands that he/she has your undivided 
attention. Think about the physical space of your host site. What aspects of the environment help 
to open communication up and what cause communication to be shut down? 

Successful Communication Outcomes 

Every person has different ideas about what “ideal” communication looks like and consists of in a 
group mentoring relationship. However if the following statements are expressed at the end of the 
mentoring program, chances are you probably exercised effective communication on a regular 
basis.  

• My mentor listened to me  

• My mentor respected me 

• My mentor was demanding, but 

realistic 

• My mentor helped me 

• My mentor was firm, but fair 

• My mentor was consistent 

• My mentor set a good example for 

me 

• My mentor made me stretch and 

grow 

• My mentor was interested in what I 

had to say 

 
You should take a moment to consider these statements following each program session through 
written reflections. Could the youth in your session describe you with statements like these? 
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Tips for Effective Communication 

Talking and communication are not the same! Remember these tips for effective 
communication:  

Listening  

• Pay attention  
• Don’t think ahead to what you are going to say  
• Don’t interrupt — let your students finish what they say  
• Listen for feelings underneath the words — read “between the lines”  
• Keep an open mind — don’t judge immediately  
• Encourage the speaker to continue and clarify what has been said  

Looking 

• People communicate both verbally and with body language, pay attention to 
the whole person.  

• Take note of facial gestures and body movements. 
• Make eye contact  
• Show that you are listening by leaning forward in your chair, saying “Uh huh” or 

“Go on”  
• Make sure you understand what your student is saying — repeat back what you 

think you heard  
• Don’t be afraid to ask your student for clarification on what they said  
• Keep an open posture — don’t cross arms.  

Leveling 

• Be honest in what you say.  
• Speak for yourself.  
• Use “I” statements instead of “you” statements.  
• Deal with the other person’s feelings. Don’t give unwanted advice or try to 

change someone’s feelings. Just listen and try to understand. 
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Chapter 3:  Understanding and Avoiding Adultism 

You probably signed up to be a mentor in the Digital Corps because you care about young people 
and their futures. To successfully foster an environment that 
encourages respect and open communication, you must 
understand that young people are often mistreated and 
disrespected simply because they are young. "Adultism" refers 
to behaviors and attitudes based on the assumption that 
adults are better than young people, and entitled to act upon 
young people without their agreement. This mistreatment is 
reinforced by social institutions, laws, customs, and attitudes. 
Our society, for the most part, considers young people to be 
less important than adults. It does not take young people 
seriously and does not include them as decision makers in 
the broader life of their communities. 

Not everything the adult world does in relation to young 
people is adultist. It is certainly true that children and young 
people need love, guidance, rules, discipline, teaching, role 
modeling, nurturance, protection. Childhood and 
adolescence are a steady series of developmental stages, 
each of which has a different set of needs, issues, and 
difficulties. For example, a three year old needs a different 
amount of sleep than a fifteen year old. What works to handle 
a distraught seven year old will not work with an eighteen year old. How you explain conception 
and birth to an inquisitive toddler will be quite different from how you explain these to a sexually 
active teenager. 

Efects of Adultism 

No one act, policy, custom, or belief is necessarily adultist. Something can be labeled adultist if it 
involves a consistent pattern of disrespect and mistreatment that  undermines young peoples' 
self-confidence and self-esteem, or increases any feelings they may have of worthlessness or 
powerlessness. Actions that consistently make youth feel they are not being taken seriously, 
diminish their ability to function well in the world, or make them feel unloved or unwanted are 
also adultist. Adultism can contribute to a number of youth problems such as growing negative 
self-concept, increased destructive acting out, or increasing self-destructive acting "in" such as 
getting sick frequently, developing health conditions, attempting suicide, or developing 
depression. 

Certainly these serious conditions do not entirely stem from adultism. Other factors like sexism, 
racism, poverty, physical or mental disability, and so on, may also contribute to these results. 

Recognizing Adultism 

Consider how the comments below are essentially disrespectful. What are the assumptions 
behind each of them? Do you remember having heard any of these as a younger person? 

• You’re so smart for fifteen! 

• When are you going to grow up? 
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• Don’t touch that, you’ll break it! 

• You’re being childish. 

• You’re so stupid (or clumsy, inconsiderate, etc.)! 

• You're too old/not old enough for that! 

• What do you know? You haven’t experienced anything! 

 

A handy mirror for reflecting what may be adultist behavior is to ask oneself questions like the 
following: 

• Would I treat an adult this way? 

• Would I talk to an adult in this tone of voice? 

• Would I grab this out of an adult’s hand? 

• Would I make this decision for an adult? 

• Would I have this expectation for an adult? 

• Would I limit an adult’s behavior this way? 

• Would I listen to an adult friend’s problem in this same way? 

 
Sometimes your answer may be “no” for good reason. For example, taking a stern, authoritative 
tone of voice with a student whose behavior is disrupting the learning session may be warranted. 
However, many times there is no justifiable reason for treating a younger person differently except 
habit.  

The behaviors, attitudes, policies, and practices that make up adultism get in the way of more 
effective youth-adult partnerships. It is useful to reflect on your interactions with the kids in your 
sessions and look for signs of unintended disrespect in tone, content, or unspoken assumptions. 
 

  Good Policy 

There are two extremes you need to avoid while working in the Digital Corps program. One is the 
permissive attitude that says, “Anything young people want is OK.” The mistreatment of and 
disrespect for young people in conjunction with individuals' own life stressors may leave them 
with, to varying degrees, irrational feelings, misinformation, and tendencies to act out. You must 
not abdicate your responsibility to provide effective leadership and set a good example. 

The other extreme is the attitude of ultimate, unquestionable authority best exemplified in a quote 
from the movie Matilda: "I'm smart, you're dumb; I'm big, you're little; I'm right, you're wrong, and 
there's nothing you can do about it." Adults, likewise, have their share of irrationality, which is 
often a product of the adultism they experienced when they were young. Your students need 
policies and practices that protect them from this kind of harmful interaction. 

A sound policy for behavior in your work with your students needs to include mutual expectations 
that apply to all people, regardless of age. Treat your students with nothing less than complete 
respect and encourage them to treat each other with the same. Show your students that they can 
think independently and not just react. Be trustworthy, honest, and reliable in relations with each 
other, and to think about the well-being of the whole group. Remember that being a role model 
for these attitudes and behaviors is one of the most powerful tools you have to get your students 
to do the same. 
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Tips for Avoiding Adultism 

Here are a few general guidelines might improve our relationships with young people: 

• Listen attentively when they talk about their thoughts, experiences, and feelings 

about being young. 

• Ask questions, especially as they relate to your students' thoughts about what 

you are teaching. 

• Validate their thinking by welcoming their ideas.  

• Change the power relationships wherever appropriate Look for opportunities to 

let your students make decisions. 

• Do not force young people into decision-making, leadership positions without 

training, practice, and an understanding of their responsibilities. 

• Always respect all young people, no matter their age, and expect them to 

respect each other, at all ages. 

• Have high expectations of their potentials, and positively assess their current 

abilities. 

• Never sell your students short and always be prepared to lend a hand with a 

difficulty. 

• Do not take feelings of frustration or anger out on your students, especially if 

they are they cause. 

• Give young people accurate information where appropriate about the way the 

world works, your experiences, relationships and sex, the contributions of 

young people to humankind, and other issues that interest them. 

• Talk openly about how the skills they are learning help can help them positively 

affect their futures and communities. 

• Be patient with yourself when you unconsciously slip into old, adultist habits. It 

will take time to undo them. 

• Never lie to them. 
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Chapter 4:  Exploring and Valuing Diversity 

This chapter addresses one of the most critical training needs of mentors and volunteer 
coordinators: the need to help mentors deal with diversity. Diversity is the differences between 
how we express ourselves and associate with other people. As a volunteer with the Digital Corps 
you will be responsible for teaching technology to children from different walks of life; to do this 
effectively you must be able to bridge gaps of age and upbringing. Understanding and 
appreciating diversity are essential prerequisites for this task.  

Some mentors report feeling apprehension when initially interacting with youth. This "culture 
shock" is often described as coming from a lack of familiarity with and/or understanding of the 
world from which their students come. It is normal and natural to feel a certain amount of 
apprehension about meeting someone for the first time, especially when you are responsible for 
teaching them skills that will help them succeed in today's world. Add to that a significant 
difference in age, socioeconomic status, and/or racial and ethnic background and it is easy to 
understand why this is such a critical issue for mentors.  

Stereotyping 
Although we try to be objective, we all 
have thoughts, responses, and 
assumptions about people based on 
stereotypes of gender, size, clothes, 
etc. Be aware of the effects of 
stereotypes as you work with others 
and encourage others to do the same. 
Supporting an environment that 
welcomes differences in abilities, 
individual attributes, and personalities 
allows people to contribute their best 
every day. Do not let stereotypes get in 
the way of understanding the kids in 
your sessions. 

The best way to combat the effects of stereotypes is to understand and appreciate your students' 
different cultures. Culture, in this sense, is more than race or ethnicity. It encompasses values, 
lifestyle, and social norms. It includes issues such as different communication styles, mannerisms, 
ways of dressing, family structure, traditions, time orientation, and response to authority. These 
differences may be associated with age, religion, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background. A lack 
of understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity can result in mentors becoming 
judgmental, which may prevent the development of a fun, effective, and respectful workshop 
session. 

Different Kinds of Diversity 

As in many other situations, knowledge is the key to understanding. Below are descriptions and 
examples of different diversity issues. Each has the potential to cause misunderstandings between 
you and your students. However, cultural understanding is not something you can learn 
exclusively from a textbook. Get to know the kids in your sessions. Talk to them about their 
background and ancestry, about what life is like at school or home, or with their friends. Find out 
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the reasons for what they do. Your program director, other mentors, friends, and coworkers may 
also have insights into cultural differences.  

Socioeconomic Background 
It is likely that you will come from a different 
socioeconomic background than at least some of your 
students. One of the kids in your session may have grown 
up in a rural suburb while another may never have been 
outside of the city. One may own a house, while another 
may not know anyone personally who owns a new car, let 
alone a house. A child's family may move frequently, 
perhaps every few months, and may not have a consistent 
telephone number, or they may have to share a very small 
apartment with many people. As a mentor you must learn 
that many things you may have taken for granted are not 
necessarily common to all. These types of cultural 
differences are common between mentor and mentee 
and require time and understanding for an appreciation of 
their significance. Remember, however, that poverty is 
color-blind. Many white people are poor, many people of 
color are not, and dysfunction can occur regardless of 
income, geographic location, or level of education. Do not 
make assumptions.  

It is important to realize that there are psychological 
effects of chronic poverty. Some of your students may develop a short-term, “culture of survival” 
attitude. Poverty often prevents people from believing that their future holds any promise of 
getting better. Saving money and investing in the future is a luxury they don’t believe they have. 
Buying a pair of $100 jeans when you don’t have enough food to eat may very well be a function 
of the “take what you can get while you can get it” perspective of chronic poverty. One of your 
opportunities as part of the Digital Corps is the ability to help show students afflicted with this 
perspective they can better their future. You can show them that by learning the skills you teach 
them, they will be able to take charge of their future and achieve things they may have only ever 
dreamed of. 

Youth Culture 
Many of the kids you work with will be adolescents. The characteristics of adolescence are 
normal, common, developmental traits and consequently don’t vary significantly from one 
generation to the next. For instance, while many adults believe that teenagers are exceedingly 
more rebellious than they themselves were as young people, rebellion is a common (and perhaps 
necessary) ingredient in an adolescent’s transition into adulthood. We did things our parents and 
grandparents didn’t do, spoke differently, and probably dressed very differently — perhaps even 
outrageously.  

Take time to remember what it was like when you were growing up. When you were your 
students' age what was a typical day like? What was really important to you? What were your 
parents like? Did you get along? Were you close? Think of your friends. Were friendships always 
easy or were they sometimes hard? Perhaps most tellingly, did you feel like adults typically 
understood you? 
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Cultural Reciprocity 
Cultural diversity goes both ways. We call this "cultural reciprocity". This phrase refers to how both 
you and your students can benefit from your increased understanding of others who may at first 
seem unfamiliar. For the mentor, a greater breadth and depth of understanding of others can 
facilitate better relationships at work, at home, and in other social situations. As the kids in your 
sessions begin to trust and know you, they will begin to learn about life outside a limited circle of 
peers and discover new opportunities and ways of doing things. You can be a model for your 
students. What kind of model will you be? 

Relating With Your Students 

While being mindful to avoid adultism, remember that you are the adult — you are the 
experienced one. Young people of all ages, but particularly teens, generally believe they are not 
respected by adults and worry about whether a mentor will like them or think they’re stupid. They 
may already feel insecure and embarrassed about the problems in their lives. Thus, it is your 
responsibility to take the initiative and make the child feel more comfortable in the relationship.  

Remember to be yourself. Sometimes, with the best of intentions, we try to “relate” to young 
people by using their slang or act like “one of the gang.” Your students will see through this facade 
and may find it difficult to trust you. 

Furthermore, while you will hopefully learn a lot about another culture, lifestyle, or age group, 
remember that you will never be from that group. Don’t over identify with your students. They 
realize you will never know exactly what they feel or experience. A student may actually feel 
invalidated by your insistence that you know where s/he is coming from. There is a big difference 
between “I know exactly what you’re feeling” and “I think I have a sense of what you’re going 
through.” Looking for common ground by paraphrasing what you think a student says is helpful, 
but insisting you know what they are feeling is not. 

Helping Troubled Youth 

If something about one of your students is bothering you, first determine whether the behavior is 
simply troubling to you because you would do it differently or if it is truly an indication of a more 
seriously troubled youth. If you feel that a troublesome situation is harmful to the child or the rest 
of your students, you have an obligation to discuss this with the Digital Corps program manager. 
The program manager will facilitate possible next steps in consultation with the host site. 

Know what you should and should not do or say to the kids you work with. You are not expected 
to solve their problems or to be a therapist, but there may be situations where you can help. For 
instance, the Digital Corps program manager might suggest that you actively support a child's 
attendance and participation in support groups, or s/he might suggest that you talk with the youth 
about similar situations that you have either experienced or heard about and the ways in which 
these problems were successfully overcome. Get suggestions from other Digital Corps mentors 
about ways in which you can be helpful and supportive. 
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Remember 

• Youth culture has unique rules. Young people often experiment with dress and 

behavior. You will need to distinguish typical, rebellious adolescent behavior 

from broader cultural differences.  

• You will encounter differences. Your students will differ from you in age, racial, 

or ethnic background and/or in socioeconomic status.  

• Diversity is a two-way street. You may represent a different world to the 

children in your sessions. For example, your students may not know anyone 

else with a career like yours.  

• Be understanding and nonjudgmental. Your students may come from a world 

very different from your own. Taking time to share your world and learn about 

theirs is a win-win.  

• Share your culture. Young people are curious. Answering their questions with 

patience helps build trust.  

• You can help young people with their problems. Mentoring programs are not 

intervention programs, but you can help young people make decisions or seek 

professional help regarding serious issues that they may be facing.  

• Communication styles can vary from culture to culture. In some cultures people 

opt for a subtle approach to resolving conflict while others cultures encourage 

direct confrontation. 

• And most importantly: Our lives are enriched by diversity! 
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Chapter 5:  Mentoring Different Age Groups 

In your sessions you will be responsible for teaching children of a variety of age groups. Ten-year-
olds and fifteen-year-olds usually do not share the same levels of maturity, mental development, 
or academic skill. It is important that you understand reasonable expectations for the behaviors of 
children at different ages. What follows is an overview of the three major age groups you will be 
working with, and strategies for how best to engage them. 

Eight to Ten Years Old 

In general, kids aged eight to ten are busy, active, and full of enthusiasm. This exuberance can 
necessitate occasional breaks from tasks to do things that are fun for them and involve use of 
energy. Being accepted by their friends becomes quite important, and they are choosy about who 
their friends are. Team games become popular, and eight to ten year olds can be very 
competitive. 

They are interested in people and aware of 
differences between them. This is the age when 
they worship their heroes, TV stars and sports 
figures most commonly. They are willing to give 
more to others but will often expect more in return. 
They are very sensitive to praise and recognition, 
and the idea of fairness becomes a big issue. Their 
feelings are hurt easily and they are sensitive to 
criticism. They recognize failure, and are developing 
a capacity for self-evaluation. They may try too 
much, may be accident-prone, and are likely 
developing an interest in money and its value. 

Children aged eight to ten are decisive, dependable, reasonable, and have a strong sense of right 
and wrong. They are capable of prolonged interest, and may make plans on their own. They want 
more independence, but know they need guidance and support. They are eager to answer 
questions, will spend a great deal of time in talk and discussion, and are often outspoken and 
critical of adults although they still depend on adult approval. There are wide discrepancies in 
reading ability. 

Suggested Mentor Strategies 
Recognize their allegiance to their friends and their “heroes.” Remind each child of their 
responsibilities in a two-way relationship. Offer enjoyable learning experiences; this is a great time 
to teach about different cultures, especially in the context of the tool you are teaching. If your kids 
ask you about puberty, provide frank answers. 

Eleven to Thirteen Years Old 

At eleven to thirteen years old children begin to test their limits, and may develop a “know-it-all 
attitude.” This is related to feelings of vulnerability, emotionally insecurity, and a fear of rejection. 
This age group, boys especially, may use loud behavior or “show off” to hide their lack of self-
confidence. They are very concerned about what others say and think of them. Being accepted by 
their friends continues to be important and cliques start developing outside of school. Their 
friends set the general rule of behavior. Team games are popular.  
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Mood swings are common. They are very sensitive to 
praise and recognition. Children in this age group may 
set high expectations for themselves. If they try to 
attempt too much, they may feel frustrated and guilty. 
Feelings are hurt easily. At eleven to thirteen, kids' 
bodies are going through physical changes that affect 
personal appearance, something they are very 
concerned with. They are self-conscious about 
growth. Diet and sleep habits can be bad, which may 
result in low energy levels. Crushes are common. Girls 
begin menstruation, and may begin sexual activity. 

At this stage interest in art, crafts, models, and music grows. Kids in this age group also want to 
earn their own money, and have a tendency to manipulate others. These behaviors are indicative 
of the way eleven to thirteen year olds want more independence. Even while they desire to be 
their own people, they know they need guidance and support. 

Suggested Mentor Strategies 
Offer your students alternative opinions without being insistent. Be accepting of different physical 
states and emotional changes. Give frank answers to questions. Share aspects of your professional 
life and talk about the rewards of doing good work in the "real world", especially as it relates to 
your curriculum. Do not tease them about their appearance, clothes, boyfriends, girlfriends, or 
sexuality. Affirm often. 

Fourteen to Eighteen Years Old 

Children in this stage are solidly teenagers. They continue testing limits, and will often exhibit a 
“know-it-all attitude.” Despite this, fourteen- to eighteen-year-olds often deal with feelings of 
vulnerability, emotional insecurity, fear of rejection, and mood swings. They often feel a real need 
to conform. Their friends set the general rules of behavior, and they fear being ridiculed or 
unpopular. They dress and behave alike in order to belong. As a result teens are very concerned 
about what others say and think of them. These traits also often lead to feelings of identification 
with admired adults.  

Physically, children in this age group are going through body changes that affect personal 
appearance; very self-conscious about growth. Their diet and sleep habits can be bad, which may 
result in low energy levels. At beginning of adolescence rapid weight gain and an enormous 
appetite are common, especially in males.  

Fundamentally, this age group feels caught between being a child and being an adult. They look at 
the world more objectively, at adults more subjectively, and both more critically. Attention span 
can be lengthy, and they can better understand moral principles. They may display argumentative 
behavior as part of “trying out” an opinion. Romantic or sexual relationships and experimentation 
is common in this age group. 

Suggested Mentor Strategies 
Give your students choices and don’t be afraid to confront inappropriate behavior. Try using 
humor to diffuse testy situations. Give you students positive feedback. Be available and be 
yourself. Don't be afraid to show your strengths, weaknesses, and emotions. Be honest with 
students in this age group and disclose appropriate personal information to build trust. 
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Chapter 6:  Goal Setting 

One of the most effective ways to ensure your students internalize the lessons you teach them, 
and to build the mentor/mentee relationship, is to set clear goals for the course. Remember that 
you are teaching kids skills important for success in today's world. Your goal as a mentor in the 
Digital Corps is to give them technology skills that will raise their self-esteem, empower them to 
take charge of their learning, and spark further curiosity in science and technology. 

It is important to encourage your students to set goals that will help them achieve these things. 
Setting goals encourages discipline, opportunity, and a problem-solving approach to obstacles, as 
well as facilitating clear conceptualization of what the student wants to achieve in the afterschool 
program. You can help your students articulate their goals by having them write their goals out 
and keeping those goals SMART: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Timely. 
 

Maintaining Goals 

Build on the positive. Whenever possible, approach the goals, issues and/ or problems of your 
mentee in a positive light, building on related strengths that your students may have 
demonstrated. You can be the one to help them see the connection between their actions of 
today and their dreams and goals of tomorrow. Be as concrete and relevant as possible. Don't 
forget to encourage the kids you work with. Encouraging your students helps them build self-
confidence, self-esteem, and cultural pride to last a lifetime by focusing on their talents, assets, 
and strengths.  

Be a role model. Words consistently reinforced by behavior are 
unbelievably powerful. What you do is as important as what 
you say, so use your behavior to promote the value of learning 
digital skills and positive development. Find creative solutions 
to problems your students bring up, and help them find a way 
to engage with the course material that speaks to them. 
Engage your students in discussion of why you think the skill 
you are teaching is important to succeed in the modern world. 
This will help prompt your students to think about the value of 
digital learning, and facilitate discussion about how what you 
are teaching fits into their lives and what they want to achieve 
in the future.  

Turn everything into a learning experience. Keep an eye out 
for learning opportunities and teachable moments that 
spontaneously come up during a session outside of your 
curriculum sheet. If your mentee expresses an interest in 
someone or something, no matter how slight, take advantage 
of the situation and help them connect that interest with the 
skill you are teaching. Over time, they may learn to be aware 

of and creative with their own potential. 
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Tips for Setting and Encouraging Goals 

• Keep realistic expectations  

• Keep learning sessions as scheduled  

• Listen closely and learn from your students  

• Be positive and supportive whenever possible  

• Respect your students' point of view and their opinions  

• Keep in regular contact with the Digital Corps program manager  

• Remain patient  

• Wait for the right opportunity to ask personal questions  

• Identify your students' individual talents, strengths, and assets  

• Recognize their effort or improvement  

• Show appreciation for their contributions  

• Demonstrate confidence and faith in your students 

• Suggest small steps for achieving new or difficult tasks  

• Show your students how to use mistakes as learning experiences 



Remake Learning Digital Corps Mentoring Manual | 19 

Chapter 7:  After the Training 

As a follow-up to this training we recommend that you review the Digital Corps' statement of 
purpose and long-range plan. When meeting with the Digital Corps program manager, be honest 
about your current and new interests. This will help identify the most effective lessons for you. 
Check in with the Digital Corps program manager to see when they have scheduled meetings for 
staff and mentors so you can receive program updates and information. Identify ways to provide 
feedback on your mentoring experiences to the program coordinators. The Digital Corps needs to 
hear from you about what is working and what can be improved upon. 

Make sure you hold onto this guidebook, and refer back to it throughout your mentorship with the 
Digital Learning Corps as needed. 

If, after your sessions in the Digital Corps, you would like get more involved, talk to the Digital 
Corps program manager about how you may be able to assist them in recruiting other mentors. 
Become familiar with the eligibility and screening process for mentors, and participate in their 
program orientation so that new mentors know what to expect.  

There are so many young people in this country who desperately need a responsible, caring, and 
committed adult in their lives. Thank you for your participation in the Digital Corps!  
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