
 

Foster Grandparents At-Home Training Articles 

The articles shared here are not written by UServeUtah and do not denote an endorsement.  

Child Development Overview  

CDC.GOV 

Preschoolers (3-5 years of age) 

As children grow into early childhood, their world will begin to open up. They will become more 

independent and begin to focus more on adults and children outside of the family. They will 

want to explore and ask about the things around them even more. Their interactions with 

family and those around them will help to shape their personality and their own ways of 

thinking and moving. During this stage, children should be able to ride a tricycle, use safety 

scissors, notice a difference between girls and boys, help to dress and undress themselves, play 

with other children, recall part of a story, and sing a song. 

Middle Childhood (6-8 years of age) 

Middle childhood brings many changes in a child’s life. By this time, children can dress themselves, 

catch a ball more easily using only their hands, and tie their shoes. Having independence from 

family becomes more important now. Events such as starting school bring children this age into 

regular contact with the larger world. Friendships become more and more important. Physical, 

social, and mental skills develop quickly at this time. This is a critical time for children to develop 

confidence in all areas of life, such as through friends, schoolwork, and sports. 

Here is some information on how children develop during middle childhood: 

Emotional/Social Changes 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Show more independence from parents and family. 

●​ Start to think about the future. 

●​ Understand more about his or her place in the world. 

●​ Pay more attention to friendships and teamwork. 

●​ Want to be liked and accepted by friends. 
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Thinking and Learning 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Show rapid development of mental skills. 

●​ Learn better ways to describe experiences and talk about thoughts and feelings. 

●​ Have less focus on one’s self and more concern for others. 

Middle Childhood (9-11 years of age) 

A child’s growing independence from the family and interest in friends might be obvious by now. 

Healthy friendships are very important to your child’s development, but peer pressure can 

become strong during this time. Children who feel good about themselves are more able to resist 

negative peer pressure and make better choices for themselves. This is an important time for 

children to gain a sense of responsibility along with their growing independence. Also, physical 

changes of puberty might be showing by now, especially for girls. Another big change children 

need to prepare for during this time is starting middle or junior high school. 

Here is some information on how children develop during middle childhood: 

Emotional/Social Changes 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Start to form stronger, more complex friendships and peer relationships. It becomes more 

emotionally important to have friends, especially of the same sex. 

●​ Experience more peer pressure. 

●​ Become more aware of his or her body as puberty approaches. Body image and eating 

problems sometimes start around this age. 

Thinking and Learning 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Face more academic challenges at school. 

●​ Become more independent from the family. 

●​ Begin to see the point of view of others more clearly. 

●​ Have an increased attention span. 
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Young Teens (12-14 years of age) 

This is a time of many physical, mental, emotional, and social changes. Hormones change as 

puberty begins. Most boys grow facial and pubic hair and their voices deepen. Most girls grow 

pubic hair and breasts, and start their period. They might be worried about these changes and 

how they are looked at by others. This also will be a time when your teen might face peer pressure 

to use alcohol, tobacco products, and drugs, and to have sex. Other challenges can be eating 

disorders, depression, and family problems. At this age, teens make more of their own choices 

about friends, sports, studying, and school. They become more independent, with their own 

personality and interests, although parents are still very important. 

Here is some information on how young teens develop: 

Emotional/Social Changes 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Show more concern about body image, looks, and clothes. 

●​ Focus on themselves; going back and forth between high expectations and lack of 

confidence. 

●​ Experience more moodiness. 

●​ Show more interest in and influence by peer group. 

●​ Express less affection toward parents; sometimes might seem rude or short-tempered. 

●​ Feel stress from more challenging school work. 

●​ Develop eating problems. 

●​ Feel a lot of sadness or depression, which can lead to poor grades at school, alcohol or drug 

use, unsafe sex, and other problems. 

Thinking and Learning 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Have more ability for complex thought. 

●​ Be better able to express feelings through talking. 

●​ Develop a stronger sense of right and wrong. 
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Teenagers (15-17 years of age) 

This is a time of changes for how teenagers think, feel, and interact with others, and how their 

bodies grow. Most girls will be physically mature by now, and most will have completed puberty. 

Boys might still be maturing physically during this time. Your teen might have concerns about her 

body size, shape, or weight. Eating disorders also can be common, especially among girls. During 

this time, your teen is developing his unique personality and opinions. Relationships with friends 

are still important, yet your teen will have other interests as he develops a more clear sense of 

who he is. This is also an important time to prepare for more independence and responsibility; 

many teenagers start working, and many will be leaving home soon after high school. 

Here is some information on how teens develop: 

Emotional/Social Changes 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Have more interest in romantic relationships and sexuality. 

●​ Go through less conflict with parents. 

●​ Show more independence from parents. 

●​ Have a deeper capacity for caring and sharing and for developing more intimate 

relationships. 

●​ Spend less time with parents and more time with friends. 

●​ Feel a lot of sadness or depression, which can lead to poor grades at school, alcohol or drug 

use, unsafe sex, and other problems. 

Thinking and Learning 

Children in this age group might: 

●​ Learn more defined work habits. 

●​ Show more concern about future school and work plans. 

●​ Be better able to give reasons for their own choices, including about what is right or wrong. 
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What are some similarities or common themes that you see in the changes between middle 

childhood and teenagehood?  

​​  

 

 

 

How does being informed about the influence of hormones and puberty give you compassion 

for children and teenagers as they navigate all of the challenges in mental health, emotions,  

independence, confidence, etc.? How can you remember these things to be more 

compassionate and patient in your interactions?  

​​  

 

 

 

 

 

What can you take from your own experiences growing up and/or being a parent that can help 

you in your role as a foster grandparent? 

 

 

 

 

Working with Youth at Different Ages 

Children of the same age may resemble each other in certain respects but they also differ from 

one another in many ways. A combination of physical, emotional and environmental forces 

plays a role in every child's growth. As a Foster Grandparent volunteer, you can support children 

most effectively when you recognize important characteristics of their development. 

This tool describes children in three age ranges: five- to seven-year-olds, eight- to ten-year olds, 
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and 11- to 13-year-olds. Each section includes characteristics typical of that age group along 

with suggestions for volunteers. Note that a suggestion about working with an eight- year old 

may also apply to an 11-year old. Since each child is unique, there's no substitute for 

understanding the individual child(ren) you work with. 

Five- to Seven-Year-olds 

In general, children in this age group: 
 

●​ Are very active; need frequent breaks from tasks to do things that are fun 

●​ Need rest periods—good quiet activities include reading books together or 

doing simple art projects 

●​ Like to talk and are rapidly increasing their vocabulary 

●​ Have difficulty making decisions 

●​ Are very imaginative and involved in fantasy-playing 

Respond to the shifting interests and short attention spans of five- to seven- year-olds with 

patience and flexibility. Observe the child's energy level for cues about when to shift gears. 

Stimulate interest by starting a new activity, taking a five-minute break, stretching, or taking a 

walk down the hall. 

Provide opportunities for the child to express himself and for you to express your interest in 

him. Share something about yourself and then ask the child about himself. For example, I had a 

delicious chocolate milkshake today. Chocolate is my favorite flavor, do you like milkshakes? Ask 

the child if anything good or bad happened at school that day. The more open-ended a question 

is, the easier it will be to continue the conversation. Some openers might be: 

•    I bet your teacher reads stories to your class. One of my favorites is The Cat in the Hat. 

What are some of your favorite stories? 

•    I love all different animals. My favorite is the cheetah because it can run very fast. Are 

there any animals that you like? 

•    I know lots of kids watch television. What are some TV shows that you like to watch? 

•    Offer your ideas but focus most on what the child says. The goal is to encourage the child 

to speak. A good prompt is, That's interesting— tell me more. 

Ask your child for their ideas for writing or drawing. Provide some suggestions, if 
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necessary, to spark his thinking, but avoid guiding him through every step of the process. 

Give explicit praise to reinforce his efforts: 

•   I noticed you corrected yourself when you realized that sentence didn't make sense. 

Good readers are always checking to make sure their reading makes sense. 

•    I see you looking at the pictures to help you make a prediction about what will happen 

next. That's a great strategy. 

•    Nice Job sounding out the word, vowel, etc. 

•   I can tell by the way you were reading that you were really paying attention to the 

punctuation. 

What stands out to you in the suggestions of how to praise the child you work with? 

Why might that specific praise be more powerful for the child than just “Good job!”?  

​​  

 

 

 

 

Eight- to Ten-Year-olds 

In general, children in this age group:  

●​ Are capable of prolonged interest 

●​ Are eager to answer questions 

●​ Want more independence while knowing they need guidance and support 

●​ Exhibit wide discrepancies in reading ability 

●​ Show interest in people; show awareness of differences; show a willingness to give more 

to others but also expect more 

●​ Often idolize heroes, television stars, and sports figures 

●​ Spend a great deal of time in talk and discussion 

Recognize eight- to 10-year-olds' increasing independence by offering choices in your tutoring 

sessions. Providing choices promotes independence, responsibility for learning, and personal 

investment in the activity. The language you use when offering choices is critical. Avoid asking 

yes-or-no questions unless you're willing to accept no as an answer. If you decide to work on a 

phonics game in the session, present it to the child as a plan rather than a choice: Now we're 
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going to play a matching game versus do you want to play this matching game now?  

There are many instances when it is appropriate for you to decide the content and sequence of 

a lesson. 

 

Invite children to make suggestions and share their feelings about the work you do together. 

Look for ways to integrate the child's personal interests into your lesson. If the child is very 

interested in dogs, bring some books about dogs that are on the appropriate reading level. If 

your tutee lives with his grandmother, read books about other children who live with their 

grandparents or ask him to draw or write about his grandmother. 

Choose your words carefully when offering praise or suggestions for improvement. Since eight- 

to 10-year-olds can be very critical of themselves and others, convey your support clearly and 

consistently. Positive and honest feedback is important and, as with children of all ages, it is 

best to give explicit praise to reinforce the child's good behavior or performance. 

Imagine creating a tutoring session for kids aged eight to ten for reading, using the 

information above. How would you set it up? List the important parts and the methods you 

would use to make sure the kids are interested and get the help they need. 

​​  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eleven- to Thirteen-Year-olds 
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In general, children in this age group: 

●​ Need help with organization—thoughts, schoolwork, writing 

●​ Have more interest in current events and social issues 

●​ Love to argue and can begin to see more than one side of an issue 

●​ Feel challenged rather than defeated by reasonably hard work 

●​ Tend to be perfectionists; if they try to attempt too much, may feel frustrated 

●​ Can be both playful and serious 

●​ May have bad diet and sleep habits and, as a result, low energy levels 

●​ Enjoy testing limits; may exhibit a know-it-all attitude 

●​ Are very concerned with what others say and think about them 

Eleven- to 13-year-olds are at a challenging crossroad. No longer children but not yet adults, 

they waver between a growing need for independence and a continuing need for support. 

Collaborate with 11- to 13-year-olds so they feel some control over what takes place in your 

tutoring sessions. While you still need to establish and maintain your role as the authority 

figure, you can accomplish this while giving children choices and asking for their suggestions 

about how you spend your time together. 

 

By this age, children may have experienced frustration with their academic experiences. Eleven- 

to 13- year olds often lack interest in subjects of classroom study and they may not get enough 

exposure to compelling books at the appropriate reading level. 

Eleven- to 13-year olds may have diminished self-confidence, which hinders their willingness to 

take risks in their learning. Be supportive by honestly sharing some of your own challenges and 

successes. Cite examples from your own life or the lives of others and you can also find 

well-written books that tell inspiring personal tales.  

What are some examples in your life or from others that you could share with the child you 

mentor in the future?  
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Reading Tutoring 

There are many different methods to tutoring a child to read.  One way we recommend is using 
Dyad Reading.  It is a simple technique where you and the child read out loud together.  Read 

below for further instructions.  
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What expectations and questions do you have with dyad reading? Share these with the teacher 

or UServeUtah staff member to help prepare you for success.   

 

 

 

How to Identify and Teach to the Child's Learning Style 

 
There are several ways in which people learn.  Here are some clues to help you find and teach 
to the child's strongest learning style. Be an observer of behavior first. 

Visual Learners 

●​ Remember words by their appearance 
●​ Enjoy pictures, books and demonstrations 
●​ Notice details 
●​ Respond well to visual order and neatness  
●​ May watch your face intently 
●​ Remember where they have seen things 
●​ May have speech problems 

As a tutor, you need to: 
●​ Take out visual distractions 
●​ Give lots of visual directions 
●​ Use matching games, charts, maps, graphs 
●​ Use color-coded clues for places to begin/end a lesson 
●​ Use sight words in context. Use pictures representing words or ideas 

 
What do you think could be a strength of visual learners?

 

Auditory Learners 

●​ Learn easily by hearing and saying 
●​ May need to verbalize while doing nonverbal tasks 
●​ Ask questions about written instructions 
●​ Remember what is said and discussed 
●​ Never stop talking 
●​ Often have poor handwriting 
●​ Can memorize the words to songs and poems easily 
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As a tutor, you need to: 
●​ Help him/her talk through the tasks 
●​ Read and spell out loud 
●​ Play lots of rhyming and phonics games 
●​ Allow him/her to talk while writing 
●​ Tape record lessons and tests 
●​ Read aloud to the child 
●​ Give instructions verbally as well as in writing 

 
What do you think could be a strength of auditory learners? 

 

Kinesthetic Learners 

●​ Learn by doing and remember what was done 
●​ May prefer hands-on learning to audio-visuals 
●​ May be restless and need frequent breaks 
●​ May draw while listening or watching 
●​ Need learning to be organized and fairly routine 
●​ Want to touch and feel everything 
●​ Are movers. That's the way they learn 

As a tutor, you need to: 
●​ Model skills and let the child try it 
●​ Plan breaks and opportunities to move around 
●​ Have the child write with fat markers 
●​ Have a standard agenda and lesson routine 
●​ Use as many concrete objects as possible for math and vocabulary 
●​ Use lots of writing. You may need to introduce writing with stencils 
●​ Clap or tap out numbers, syllables, etc. 
●​ Use number lines on the floor and move heavy objects along it for physical feedback  
●​ Teach prepositional concepts, addition and subtraction on the monkey bars 
●​ Supply concrete objects for counting, sequencing, establishing patterns, seeing 

likenesses and differences 
 

What do you think could be a strength of kinesthetic learners?  

​​  

What type of learning style do you have? Knowing that your learning style may be different 

from the child you are assigned to, how do you plan to navigate this difference to serve them?  

​​  
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10 Tips for Working with Teachers in the Classroom                                    

Volunteers support classrooms by providing needed individual assistance to students.  

Volunteers also bring a new dynamic to the classroom by sharing their own life experiences, 

compassionate manner, and calming presence.  To make the best of your experience as a 

classroom volunteer, here are some tips to help you serve with teachers. 

 

1.​ Know the responsibilities of your volunteer position in the classroom – tasks you should and 

should not be performing.   

2.​ Teachers have different ways of doing things, and different comfort levels with someone 

new in their classroom.  Some teachers may want you to jump right in; others may want to 

get to know you better before asking you to work with particular students. 

3.​ Remember that it is not your job to discipline the students! Talk with the teacher prior to 

service to make sure you understand the discipline plan and what you should do when you 

see unacceptable behavior.  You need to understand the teacher’s rules so students get 

consistent messages. 

4.​ Try to give the teacher the benefit of the doubt even if it seems like his/her methods are 

inconsistent when dealing with different students.  Remember that the teacher knows more 

about the individual students’ abilities and behaviors than you do. 

5.​ Let the teacher know about any special skills or talents you have that might be helpful to 

students.  For example, you may have personal or professional experience with learning 

disabilities that hinder reading ability, or you may have a special knack for helping very shy 

children feel more comfortable. 

6.​ Let the teacher know if you are uncomfortable with a task or feel overwhelmed. The teacher 

does not want you to burn out either, and it may be that all you need is a few minutes of 

additional instructions, and intervention from her, or a short break. 

7.​ Communicate with the teacher on a regular basis.  It may be difficult to talk during a hectic 

school day, so try to schedule a regular time when you can meet.  When you meet with the 

teacher, ask for comments on your performance, and make it clear that you are open to 

constructive criticism.  No one learns without a little helpful honest feedback. 

8.​ Pay attention to student behavior during transition times.  Some students have difficulty 

between activities, when they need to get organized to leave or settle down again to focus 

on a task.  Individual attention from you can make transitions much smoother; be a calming 

presence that helps them adjust. 

9.​ Because you are a trusted member of the classroom and an example to students, take care 

not to say anything that sounds like gossip.  You may see behavior or hear sensitive things 

about individual teachers’ or students’ private lives; be respectful and keep it to yourself. 

10.​ Keep in mind that the teacher is always the one in charge of the classroom.  However, for 
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their part, you can expect teachers to tell you what they expect and provide clear directions. 

Volunteers should be provided adequate support and supervision. 

 

Which tips do you already feel comfortable with? Why do you think that is?  

​​  

 

 

Which tips do you feel like you need to better learn and apply? Describe your plan and 

commitment to do so.  

​​  

 

 

 

 

Reflect on the importance of maintaining professionalism and respecting the privacy of teachers 

and students. How will you make sure that you don't engage in gossip or breach trust?  

 

 

Discuss the role you can play in helping students during transition times and being a calming 

presence. What strategies will you use to support students during these moments? 

​​  

 

 

 

How will you approach the balance between your role as a volunteer and the teacher's 

authority in the classroom, keeping in mind that teachers are ultimately in charge? What 

expectations do you have for clear directions and support from the teacher? 

​​  

14 



 

 

 

 

​​ Share any special skills or talents you possess that could benefit the students. How do you 

plan to communicate these to the teacher and integrate them into your volunteer work? 

 

 

 

 

​​ Consider how you'll handle feelings of discomfort or being overwhelmed during your 

volunteer work. How will you communicate these feelings with the teacher and/or your 

program coordinator and seek support or guidance? 

 

 

 

 

 

What are Learning Disabilities? 

●​ Learning disabilities are disorders that can affect the ability to understand or use spoken 

or written language, do math, coordinate movements, or direct attention. 

●​ People may have one or more disorders, and symptoms can vary from mild to severe. 

●​ Learning disabilities are usually not recognized until a child reaches school age. 

●​ 8 to 10 percent of American children under 18 years of age have some type of learning 

disability. 

●​ Identifying the child’s particular strengths and weaknesses is the first step to getting the 

right kind of help. 
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●​ Special education involves teaching learning skills by building on the individual child’s 

abilities and strengths, while correcting and making up for disabilities and weaknesses. 

●​ Other professionals (e.g. speech and language therapists) also may be involved in the 

child’s special education. 

 

Types of Learning Disabilities 

 

Dyslexia is sometimes referred to as a reading disability or reading disorder.  A person with 

dyslexia may have trouble understanding written words and spelling, for example.  Listening to 

recorded text (e.g. books on tape) helps some people compensate. 

 

Dysgraphia is a disorder where a person may have trouble writing letters or writing within a 

defined space.  Using a computer to write helps some people compensate. 

 

Dyspraxia is a disorder where a person may have great difficulty planning out the steps, and 

following through with tasks that require fine motor skills (e.g. drawing, buttoning, writing, 

reading, or speaking).  They may have trouble with balance, vision, perception, or memory. 

 

Dyscalculia refers to a wide range of learning disabilities involving math.  A person may have 

trouble solving arithmetic problems and understanding math concepts. 

 

Auditory Processing Disorder affects the way the brain processes sounds.  A person may have 

trouble learning to read, remembering things they have heard, following spoken directions, 

blocking out background noise, and telling the difference between words that sound similar. 

 

Visual Processing Disorder affects the way the brain interprets what is seen.  A person may have 

trouble reading, telling the difference between things that look similar, and hand-eye 

coordination. 

10 Teaching Strategies to Keep Struggling Students Working  

from TeachHub.Com 

We have all had to struggle at one point or another in our lives. As human beings we 

understand that sometimes life can get hard and that we have to push ourselves in order to get 
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through it. As children, this is a lesson that needs to be learned. Our students who struggle in 

school must learn to persevere and move through the problem in order to get to the other end. 

As a teacher, it often seems easier to help a struggling student out, rather than use teaching 

strategies to give them the tools to get through it. We often have to fight the urge to give the 

student the answer or tell them what to do because we have 20 other students that need our 

help too. However, it is part of our job to keep our struggling students working so that they can 

learn and recognize what hard work is all about. It’s important for them to learn the lesson of 

persistence and perseverance. Here are 10 simple teaching strategies that you can use to help 

your struggling students so they can become more independent workers. 

 

1.  Fight the Urge to Tell Students the Answer 

As mentioned earlier, sometimes it is just easier to give the struggling student the answer 

rather than taking the time to give them the tools to find the answer themselves. However, as a 

teacher, this is something you should not do, ever. It is your job to teach the student and give 

them the tools that they will be able to take with them for the rest of their lives. This means 

fighting the urge to give them the answer just to save you time with your other students. 

 

2. Give Students Time to Think of the Answer 

Research has shown that teachers, on average, only wait one second or less between asking 

students a question and calling upon a student to answer the question. If teachers give students 

just a few seconds more to really think about their answer, they’re much more likely to give an 

answer and provide elaboration. 

 

3. Allow Student to Explain Their Answers 

How many times have you asked a student a question to repeatedly get the answer, “I don’t 

know”? Encourage students to come up with an answer, even if they are unsure. Teach them 

how to explain to you how they got their answer. Once you find out how they got their answer, 

it will be easier for you to figure out what they are doing wrong. Require that all students must 

come up with an answer and be able to explain how they got it. 

4. Write Down All Directions 
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Struggling students can often have a hard time paying attention and remembering things. If you 

give them oral directions, they may have difficulty fully remembering them, which means they 

will struggle to know what to do next. Make sure that you always write down everything that 

you want the students to do on the front board so there are no excuses from any student and 

they always have a resource that they can refer to. 

5. Teach Perseverance 

Teach students that when the going gets tough, they must keep on working. This means when 

they get stuck on a question, they need to try out a few different strategies until they get it. A 

simple way to do this is to keep a few tips and strategies listed somewhere in the classroom, 

preferably on a wall where all students can see it from their desks. 

6. Teach Time Management Skills 

Struggling students have a hard time managing their time and daily tasks because oftentimes it 

feels overwhelming to them. Teach students how to manage their time and their tasks by 

having them write down their whole schedule for one day. Then, have students estimate how 

long they think it will take them to do each task that they listed. Go over the list and discuss 

how much time should be spent on each task. This activity will help them understand that time 

management skills are essential, and that they must take ownership of their learning in order to 

keep them from struggling in school. 

7. Take it One Task at a Time 

Sometimes the easiest way for a struggling student to understand a concept better is to take it 

one question at a time. If you find that you have many struggling students, then this is the best 

option for the whole group. For example, if students are doing small group work, instead of 

giving them a list of 10 questions to answer together all at once, have them answer one 

question at a time, and after each question, have them regroup as a whole group before 

allowing them to go onto the next question. 

8. Ask Questions that Require Students to Think 

Struggling students need to practice thinking on their own. Take the time to ask questions that 

make students have to think critically about their answer. Teach them how to make inferences 

and not just blurt out any answer that comes to mind. The more they take the time to think 
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about their answers, the easier time they will have when trying to come up with solutions to 

the answer. 

9. Yield the Chronic Hand Raisers 

Students who are having a hard time often get the urge to raise their hands and ask for help 

frequently. To stop this from happening, you should come up with a strategy that will allow 

students to move on when they get stuck on a question. Some teachers find that sticky notes or 

red and green flip cards are an effective technique. Other teachers find that limiting the number 

of times a student is allowed to ask a question for each lesson works well too. 

10. Give Students Encouragement 

Effective teachers encourage students and motivate them to do well in school. They take the 

time to praise them and tell them that they can do anything when they put their mind to it. Be 

that teacher, the teacher that tells them they can do it! 

 

Consider the idea that students sometimes need to learn the valuable lesson of persistence 

and resilience when facing challenges. How does this understanding influence your decision 

to volunteer in a classroom, and why is it important? 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflect on the significance of time management skills for struggling students. How can you 

assist students in developing these skills, and what difficulties do you foresee in managing 

their tasks? How will you guide them in overcoming these challenges? 
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Ponder your own struggles that you had as a student growing up. How do you feel that these 

strategies would have helped you if someone had applied them? How does that strengthen your 

commitment to be mindful of these tips in your volunteer service?  

​​  

 

 

 

 

 

Growth Mindset 

From www.mindsetkit.org 

Youth with a growth mindset earn better grades and perform better on standardized tests. But 

research also shows that youth’s mindsets influence a host of other attitudes and behaviors that 

have consequences both at school and beyond school. Research has found that youth with a 

growth mindset about their intelligence: 

●​ Retain their confidence when faced with challenges 

●​ Are more open to taking risks and going beyond their abilities 

●​ Are more resilient when they make a mistake or suffer a setback 

●​ Emphasize learning and their development more than “showing off” 

●​ Cheat less, as they are more interested in improving than the final result 

These behaviors are part of the reason why students with a growth mindset perform better. 

And these traits have obvious value for other domains of life, such as personal relationships and 

success in the workplace. 

Other research has looked at a growth mindset of personality, finding that youth who believe 

their social skills are similarly improvable: 

●​ Feel fewer social pressures 

●​ Have less aggression and stress 

●​ Are less likely to label their peers with fixed identities (e.g., “bully” or “loser”) 

●​ Handle negative experiences, such as bullying, more effectively 
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●​ Work harder to improve their relationships with others 

●​ Handle conflict more easily as they recognize their “adversary” as being able to change 

Adopting more of a growth mindset can help a child in many ways throughout their life. When 

caring adults — parents, teachers, neighbors, and, of course, mentors — help youth emphasize 

a growth mindset, they are truly giving a gift that will last a lifetime. 

Teaching Growth Mindset to Mentees 

One of the most direct ways mentors can help mentees adopt a growth mindset, is by spending 

some time directly teaching them about the neuroscience of brain plasticity. Numerous studies 

show that people are more likely to develop a growth mindset when they learn about the 

scientific evidence for the brain's ability to rewire itself through practice. 

While most of the growth mindset strategies you’ll learn about in this toolkit are subtle ideas 

and phrases you can weave into your normal conversations, some youth may really benefit from 

sitting down and learning about the science behind growth mindset. This might be the very 

thing that gets them to see their abilities, and potential for growth, in a new light. 

There are several ways to begin the conversation about growth mindset with your mentee: 

●​ Initiating the conversation in response to a recent struggle or a declaration by the youth 

that they’ll “never get it” on a challenging topic. This might be a great way to counteract 

some negative self-talk and help the mentee see that more possibilities for growth exist 

than they may have thought. 

●​ You could be proactive and tell them about what you learned in this toolkit.  

Regardless of how you approach this direct conversation, be sure that the mentee understands 

that their brain has the ability to grow and change in these ways, and that their lack of progress 

on some challenge or topic is not a sign that there is something wrong with how their brain is 

wired. All brains have the ability to grow stronger and become rewired for greater success. And 

that happens more easily when we try our best to think from a growth mindset perspective. 

After talking to your mentee about the amazing properties of the brain, be sure to connect the 

science to specific behaviors that help them learn, like working through a challenge, practicing, 

doing homework, etc. You’ll learn more of these strategies and behaviors later in this Toolkit, 

but they will make the most sense to your mentee when you connect them back to the science 

you reviewed together. 

21 



 

 

One powerful word for growth mindset 

While remembering to offer the right type of praise to your mentee is a good starting point for 

promoting growth mindset, there are several other specific approaches that you can use with 

your mentee. This Lesson covers two simple-yet-powerful strategies you can use to further 

promote a growth mindset in a variety of situations. 

One powerful word 

There is one simple word that you should consider incorporating into conversations with your 

mentee, especially as they relate to aspects of school or life where they are trying to improve. 

Before we reveal this powerful word, take a minute to think about three things that you cannot 

do. These can be work-related, health-related, or even related to how you interact with others 

and build relationships. Write these three things down:  

 

 

 

Now let’s think about the kinds of things many kids commonly think are not possible for them. 

Think about some of the statements you might hear from your mentee: 

●​ I don’t know how to do this assignment. 

●​ I am not good at math. 

●​ I don’t have the grades to get into college. 

●​ I can’t kick the soccer ball from the corner. 

●​ I don’t know how to get a date for prom. 

●​ I can’t eat only one cookie. 

●​ I can’t go to sleep without smoking pot. 

●​ I can’t learn to solve problems with words instead of fighting. 

●​ I can’t get organized. 

So here is that powerful word: YET. Take a look at those mentee statements again. They all 

sound much better and less intimidating with the simple addition of the word “yet” at the end. 

Yet implies that something is achievable. Yet puts a person back in charge of their destiny. Yet 

hints that there is work to be done in order to get to the desired place. 
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This may sound like a bit of a trick of the mind, but reminding your mentee that they haven’t 

accomplished something “yet” really can make them feel better about where they are at 

currently and makes the pursuit of their goals, even the very lofty ones, seem less daunting. 

“Yet” can make things sound less fatalistic and more optimistic. Yet equals possibility - without 

it, those statements, and the person who believes them, are set in stone. 

Write down the word “yet” after the three things you wrote above that you cannot do. How 

does that change your perspective on those specific things?  

 

 

 

Moving beyond “yet” 

Now this doesn’t mean that your mentee won’t have some anxiety about the journey implied 

by that “yet.” They may be worried about how they can get from point A to point B and feel like 

they will be overwhelmed somewhere along the way, especially if they are already upset, 

frustrated, or panicked about a recent struggle that reinforced their fixed mindset. Yet can ring 

pretty hollow if it’s not backed up with strategies to get better. So always follow up a “yet” 

statement with a phrase like this: “Let’s figure out what we need to do to get there.” This lets 

your mentee know that there are steps to be taken and ideas that can be tried, while also 

letting them know that they have your support for the journey. 

 

To do this exercise for yourself, write out a plan of what you need to do in order to accomplish 

the three things that you cannot do yet (what you wrote above). Even if you don’t necessarily 

want to do those things, how does this empower you? Do you actually want to try to do any of 

those things according to your plan?  
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