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For over 30 years, MENTOR has supported and partnered with various stakeholders to 
ensure that young people have the positive adult support they need to thrive. This work 
has happened in-person and online, through advocacy, research and practice, and in all 
places where young people work, play, live, and learn. Programs and communities have 
always been innovative in their approaches to this work across many contexts. Still, the 
COVID-19 pandemic from 2020-2022 brought a greater spotlight on how vital it is to 
protect relationships with adults for youth during the most trying times. For programs 
and institutions working with youth, navigating the pandemic required advocating for 
key investments such as internet access for all families; adopting emergency response 
plans to help meet the immediate needs of students and families; investigating 
technological solutions that supported staying connected; and deep creativity from 
programs around how and when to sustain programming that youth and families 
depend on. 

In this brief, MENTOR highlights a few key themes for organizations considering or 
beginning to integrate strategies for keeping youth connected virtually. This guide 
spotlights the resources needed and the approaches to consider when building 
infrastructure to support connections, especially during the most challenging times. 
Though in-person programs are vital, virtual programming has proven to play an 
important role in cultivating connection and learning for youth when in-person 
connections are impossible.

This resource is broken down into the following: 
 

- CHECKLIST TO REVIEW VIRTUAL OPTIONS 
- RELATIONSHIP EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLAN  
- RESOURCES TO SUPPORT TRANSITION TO VIRTUAL STRATEGIES 

*The referencing of any tools in this guide is meant for educational purposes and 
examples. This is not a formal recommendation by MENTOR, its partners, or its funders. 
We encourage programs to do their own vetting in alignment with their specific 
programmatic needs, goals, and resources. For additional support with assessing and/or 
integrating e-learning options, please review  
MENTOR’s Virtual Mentoring Portals or OJJDP’s National Mentoring 
Resource Center. This resource was created with the generous support 
of AT&T.

https://www.mentoring.org/virtual-mentoring-portals/
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/
https://about.att.com/csr/home/society/education.html
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The goal of this guide is to support mentoring programs that have established their 
readiness to incorporate e-mentoring into their program design and want to navigate 
the technological resources available and determine the best fit for their program 
model. MENTOR has leveraged learnings from the past three years and knowledge of 
existing technology solutions to develop a set of questions to consider when selecting a 
technology partner. The guide will also include examples of different technology solutions 
and describe various features and information on important safety considerations. In 
reviewing virtual platforms and tools to support mentoring and connection, here are key 
questions to consider:

• Are the tools in alignment with the Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring™ 
and your programmatic goals/norms/theories of change?

• What is the core function of the tool (i.e., communication, recruitment, training, etc.)?

• Do the tools and platforms support monitoring, privacy, and safety for youth? Do they 
support your program aligning with local, state, and national laws around safety and 
public health standards (i.e., social distancing)? 

• Does the platform provide training and orientation for each audience on how to use 
the platform for engagement and monitoring (i.e., use of chat boxes, how to input 
activities, etc.)?

• Will you need to integrate multiple platforms into your strategy? An example may be 
using one platform for its curriculum but leveraging a platform like Zoom for video 
interaction between matches. 

• What is your program context? (school, community-based organization, workplace, 
etc.)

• What platforms or platform features are free, and which come at a cost?

• What platforms provide IT support or staff training, and how comprehensive is their 
customer support?

CHECKLIST TO REVIEW VIRTUAL OPTIONS

https://www.mentoring.org/resource/elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/
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BELOW ARE A FEW ADDITIONAL CATEGORIES TO WALK THROUGH 
IN PREPARATION FOR INTEGRATING VIRTUAL OPTIONS. 

Required Tools Checklist What other tools might be needed? 

Note which additional tools are needed to 
support integration of virtual platform(s). 

• Smart Phone

• Tablet

• Laptop

• Hardwire Internet Access

• Wifi-Based Internet Access

• Email Address

Create a list of optional enhancements 
or additionally required tools. Examples 
include:

• Computer Lighting

• Headphones

• Mouse / Mouse Pad

• Telephone (Landline or Cell)

• Other: _______________ 

Mobile / Cloud-Based Communication Application or Software

• Ability to download/update mobile applications required.

Website

• Reliable internet access

Online Module / Learning Management System

• Focus on engaging in curriculum-based activities 

Assess Required Tools 
What tools are required for functional use of the platform? 
Are staff, volunteers, and youth trained or experienced in  

using these supporting tools?

Assess Platform Type 
What platform(s) needs to be accessed to engage effectively?
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Asynchronous, Synchronous, or Hybrid

Review whether the tool allows matches to engage with or without live interaction. Some 
tools enable asynchronous messaging or matches to complete activities that their match 
or program staff members can review/approve later. Synchronous interactions require live 
and sometimes monitored interaction between matches. Decide which of these modes 
best align with your programmatic goals.  

• Asynchronous  

• Monitored/Approved Messaging

• Activity/Project/Curriculum-Based Interaction 

• Access to uploading activities or messages at any time

• Synchronous

• Instant Messaging

• Audio/Visual Live Engagement

Program Model Alignment Options include

• One-to-One Matching

• Group Mentoring

• Peer Mentoring 

• School-Based Mentoring

• Workplace-Based Mentoring

• Organic interactions initiated and executed by mentors and mentees

Assess Communication Modality 
In what ways must users engage with the platform?

Assess Program Model Alignment  
What program model does this platform support?
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INTRO

Program Model Alignment Options include cont.

Review the platform for program structure and goals alignment. Check if the platform is 
built specifically for programmatic application of messaging and curriculum or for organic 
interactions between users. Organic-use platforms may need more monitoring support 
built in for program staff. Approaches like text messaging between matches will require 
developing policies and protocols created by programs and presented to volunteers, 
guardians, and youth.

Assess whether the virtual option is a comprehensive program or a curriculum unto 
itself or provides tools for programs to embed their own customized programming.

• Assess intended use of the platform and alignment with programmatic goals  

• Virtual Internships

• Project-Based Learning

• Instant Coaching 

• Trainings and Virtual Tours

• Curriculum & Activities for Matches (Example Themes: Social-Emotional  
 
Learning, College and Career Readiness, Relationship Mapping)

• Mentoring Support and Check-Ins

• Platforms may come with topics/themes embedded, review them for alignment with 
your program. Check on what may be customizable and required features, if any.

Assess Activity Options 
Does the platform come with in-house curriculum options and activities? Does the 
platform allow programs to embed their own custom programming for matches?
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How do you want to integrate audiences outside matches and staff monitoring the 
content?

• Staff

• Volunteers

• Mentors

• Mentees

• Parents/Guardians 

• Special Guests  

Review whether the tool allows matches to engage with or without live interaction. Some 
tools enable asynchronous messaging or matches to complete activities that their match 
or program staff members can review/approve later. Synchronous interactions require live 
and sometimes monitored interaction between matches. Decide which of these modes 
best align with your programmatic goals.

Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring™

• Does this tool support Recruitment?

• Does this tool support Screening?

• Does this tool support Training?

• Does this tool support Matching and Initiating?

• Does this tool support Monitoring and Support?

• Does this tool support Closure?

Assess Integration of Intended Audiences 
Which aspects of the platform is for which audience?

Assess platform alongside stages of the  
Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring™ 

Which aspects of Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring™  
are supported through integration of this platform?
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Modality 

 
Example Platform

 
Summary 

 
 Mobile / Cloud-Based        
Communication Application

 Website 
 
 Synchronous 

  
Zoom

 
A cloud-based video 
communications app with 
features including virtual 
video and audio conferencing, 
webinars, live chats, 
screen-sharing, and other 
collaborative capabilities. 
Zoom exists as a mobile app 
as well as a website link. 

 
 Asynchronous  
 
 One-to-One Mentoring

 Group Mentoring

 Peer Mentoring

 School-Based 

 
iCouldBe & Cricket Together

 
The Virtual Mentoring Portals  
For youth 13 and older: 
iCouldBe provides 
unstructured (internal, 
monitored email) or 
structured (research-backed 
curriculum) communications 
and provides mentoring 
programs with virtual 
mentoring access for existing 
mentees and their mentors. 
The platform is constructed 
for best practices, safety, and 
data privacy.  
 
For youth 12 and under: 
CricketTogether connects 
mentors and students 
virtually through a structured 
relationship-building 
curriculum that supports the 
mentee’s academic, social, 
and emotional connection. 

 
 Workplace-Based

 
Symba

 
All-in-one solution with 
program management & 
data analytics capabilities 
to support workplace virtual 
internships. 

Asynchronous/Synchronous 
Hybrid

CoLabL Leverages in-person, 
synchronous, and 
asynchronous strategies to 
prioritize relationships and 
expand networks.

https://www.mentoring.org/virtual-mentoring-portals/
https://symba.io/
https://www.colabl.com/about/
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RELATIONSHIP EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLAN 

Whether a program has a structured virtual component or facilitates activities in-person, 
the COVID-19 pandemic brought into view the possibility of unexpectedly disrupting 
connection. Developing a protocol for engagement in the event of an emergency 
emerged as a point of practice – or for some programs, this may mean suspending 
programming. For others, it may mean having a virtual option as a backup plan. And 
for others, it may mean going completely virtual or adopting a hybrid approach. 
Some programs found that their mission had to shift to best serve the needs of their 
communities and families. Whatever your situation, make sure your programmatic goals 
and resources are aligned and work as a team to decide how to approach sustaining 
connections in the event of any future emergencies. Below are a few checkpoints to 
consider in creating response plans: How does your program communication strategy 
currently reach youth and families? 

• Mailing to Addresses (Work, School and/or Home)

• Emailing 

• Phone Numbers for calling

• Phone Numbers for texting

• Social Media Platforms

• Invitations to on-site programming – Which youth and families have    transportation access?

• Other? 

Assess which aspects of your program that you are able or would like to maintain 
virtually. Are you able to execute your full mission if operating virtually? Will aspects of 
your program need to be suspended if unable to meet in-person? 

• Learning goals. If your mission is centered around themes such as social-
emotional learning or career readiness, which tools and platforms can help you 
maintain the goals of your curriculum?

• Which activities can be executed either online or with proper social  
 distancing? 

• Are training, monitoring, and support activities effective with the 
available tools and platforms? 
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• Will your virtual program mirror your in-person programmatic structure? 
For example, you might be running a program focusing on 1 to 1 
matches. Still, due to financing/resourcing (i.e., # of licenses for an 
online platform), you might do group gatherings online to maximize 
face-to-face time and honor available resources. Adjust your curriculum 
if the structure of your program needs to be different from your in-
person programming. 

• Connection goals. An important aspect of mentoring is the relationship-
building process, including how mentors can show up for mentees and staff 
can show up for the people they serve.

• Which tools and platforms allow for effective engagement between all 
parties?

• Will your approach to virtual connections focus on relationships, 
programming, or both?

As a staff, examine which aspects of your curriculum and programmatic goals can be 
supported by virtual connections. For example, you might decide that tutoring is best 
in-person and focus virtual strategies on goal-setting and relationship-building. 

• Program mission and vision goals. Programs may have other aspects of their 
mission that complement the mentoring program such as providing other 
forms of support to students (i.e., tutoring, comprehensive parent/community 
engagement strategy). 

• Will you need a platform to support aspects of your program that 
complement the mentoring program? 

A plan or protocol is essential to help ensure that as many youth as possible remain 
connected during challenging times. A protocol might include ensuring every young 
person has a laptop or tablet; a norm might include instructions for being on- or 
off-camera. There are a variety of decisions to manage in the transition to virtual 
engagement.
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RESOURCES TO SUPPORT TRANSITION  
TO VIRTUAL STRATEGIES 

This resource reviewed the experiences of programs and mentors during COVID. Here, 
you will find examples of the strategies leveraged to maintain connection in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Takeaways include how to:

• Assess the concerns of families, mentors, and mentees regularly during check-
ins, pivotal during transitions or emergencies to understand the top priorities. 

• Support and acknowledge the myriad ways mentors go above and beyond 
in their roles. Examples of mentor involvement that go above and beyond 
can include providing a range of instrumental support, being there during 
challenging mental/emotional health moments for youth, notifying families 
of where to find access to resources, and dropping off packets to families in 
need. Collaborate with mentors as they respond to the needs of their mentees. 

• Create clear protocols and boundaries around how mentors can support 
mentees, especially outside the typical programmatic mentoring activities 
and curriculum. Mentors often question how best to help mentees or preserve 
their boundaries. If your program has protocols during emergencies that are 
different from normal programming, make these protocols explicit to mentors, 
mentees, staff, and families.

• Implement mentor support strategies that allow mentors to support each 
other and receive support from staff. Look into ways to train mentors to 
connect with youth using traditional methods and the diversity of technology 
available. Make clear protocols around which tools and platforms your 
program encourages using and rooting this approach in the knowledge of 
what is culturally relevant to youth and appropriate, given both safety and 
programmatic considerations. 

Mentoring in the Time of COVID-19

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ajcp.12543
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One of the benefits of virtual tools is the ability to maintain connection. Youth can 
connect with peers and adults, and programs can make sure youth don’t disappear and 
have a degree of access to support and resources. The simplest tools can go under the 
radar in light of options to integrate dynamic software. One tool that remains simple and 
relevant is leveraging text-based communication. This resource provides an overview 
of how mentors can use text to initiate, build, and/or continue relationship-building 
with youth and serves as a reminder of the diverse ways of staying connected that are 
available to programs and matches. A few takeaways include:

• Take the time to assess the strengths and weaknesses of each mode of 
communication, including the current comfort level with those modes by staff, 
youth, and mentors. 

• Put unique effort into the initial messages as these lay the foundation and the 
expectations with youth. Special effort at the onset is critical. Take some time 
as a program to normalize virtual communication between matches. 

• Create consistency and structure around text-based communication. Rather 
than rely on chance, work to develop a routine for mentors to follow. Include 
some different strategies for how to reach out.

This scale provides key points for programs to consider when considering virtual or 
e-mentoring services for youth. These research-informed questions can serve as an 
additional planning tool for staff and other key program stakeholders before shifting to 
a virtual strategy or adding virtual components to existing in-person services. Themes in 
these questions include:

• Reviewing contextual questions such as whether your virtual options will serve 
as primary or complementary sources of connection for matches.

Tips for Mentors Shifting to Text-Based Communication  

E-Mentoring Capacity Assessment Scale

https://www.mentoring.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Tips-for-Mentors-Shifting-to-Text-Based-Communication.pdf
https://www.mentoring.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Gates-Report-Scale.pdf
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• Program model and setting questions as you examine your theory of change 
for e-mentoring service delivery. 

• Review participant experience, program and staff capacity, and technology 
choice.

• Leverage the Capacity Assessment Scale to continue examining your 
e-mentoring capacity and readiness.

If your program is ready to engage with virtual solutions and would like to leverage 
platforms that come with curriculum and tools for communication, consider the 
Virtual Mentoring Portals led by iCouldBe and Cricket Together in partnership with 
MENTOR. This platform offers options to align matches with curricula and asynchronous 
messaging that support programmatic goals.

The NMRC provides no-cost technical assistance to programs. Leverage this resource 
to collaborate with MENTOR and TA providers who will support your program in many 
aspects of e-mentoring services, including choosing the right technical solution, tips 
for online engagement, and guidance on training staff and volunteers in leveraging 
technological solutions. 

This supplement is helpful to developing programs or those looking to strengthen 
practices. E-mentoring elevates the unique intersection of mentoring and technology by 
providing mentees and mentors with a diverse field of programs that center availability 
and accessibility of platforms, eliminate geographic barriers for matches, encourage 
improving social and relationship skills, and offer specialized academic or career-
related support. MENTOR’s e-mentoring resource offers best practices for e-mentoring 
programs. It is a necessary accompaniment to the cornerstone publication Elements of 
Effective Practice for Mentoring™.

Virtual Mentoring Portals

National Mentoring Resource Center, Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention

MENTOR’s E-Mentoring Supplement to the Elements of Effective 
Practice for Mentoring™

https://www.mentoring.org/resource/elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/
https://www.mentoring.org/resource/elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/
https://www.mentoring.org/virtual-mentoring-portals
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/how-we-can-help/no-cost-assistance/
https://nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/how-we-can-help/no-cost-assistance/
https://www.mentoring.org/resource/e-mentoring-supplement-to-the-elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/
https://www.mentoring.org/resource/e-mentoring-supplement-to-the-elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/
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This guide can serve as a starting point or complement for programs as they continue to 
implement and iterate on lessons learned, plan emerging programmatic goals, and test 
innovations coming through the pandemic. Use the resources referenced in this guide 
to help create a custom checklist that covers your needs as an organization and add to 
your policies and practices an emergency response plan that all key stakeholders are 
aware of when in-person connections are impossible. Challenges to virtual connections 
may also emerge, so review options incorporating technology like phones, computers, 
and the internet. Also, consider non-technology-based solutions such as care packages, 
mail-based curriculum, or socially distanced 
outdoor programming where appropriate. 
Mentoring programs and youth-serving 
institutions will continue to play an important 
role in communities supporting youth 
development and success. Having virtual 
and socially distanced relationship-centered 
practices will only support the important 
mission of helping all youth have the network 
and skills they need to succeed and support 
adults with adopting a mentoring mindset 
(see Becoming A Better Mentor: Strategies 
to Be There for Young People) wherever 
youth are and in every interaction in person 
and online. At the same time, in many 
cases and in challenging times, we need 
connection, someone to check in on us, and 
a little assistance, and having these tools and 
plans in place will support preserving those 
connections. 

CONCLUSION

https://www.mentoring.org/resource/becoming-a-better-mentor/
https://www.mentoring.org/resource/becoming-a-better-mentor/
https://www.mentoring.org/resource/becoming-a-better-mentor/

