
If it weren’t for you I wouldn’t be where I am today running my own business 
and loving what I am doing.

—Khaled, a high school student

Mentoring transforms lives. I have learned this firsthand through the eyes 
of some six hundred inner-city high school students I have had the privilege 
of mentoring over the last fifteen years. In Teach to Work, I will show how 
you can improve the lives of high school, community college, or university 
students—while simultaneously enhancing your own.

A breakdown exists between the preparation students receive in America’s 
schools and the skills they need to enter and succeed in the twenty-first-
century job market. This is particularly true in low-income communities, 
where economic conditions can be predictors of failure, and where a vicious 
cycle is often fed by rampant poverty and single-parent households. In these 
expanding pockets of our society, a deficit of success can easily exist: students 
rarely meet role models to emulate. This population of youth often reaches 
adulthood without ever encountering successful, fulfilled adults who inspire 
the belief: “I could be doing some version of what they are doing.”

Students often lack the soft skills usually gleaned from role models. This 
problem is enhanced by the advent of Internet communication and the way 
we interact business to business and person to person. As Claire Cain Miller 
pointed out in her October 2015 New York Times article, “Best Jobs Require 
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Social Skills,” to better prepare students for the workforce, traditional schools 
may need to revisit what they are teaching. In describing today’s education, 
she writes, “To prepare students for change in the way we work, the skills 
schools teach many need to change. . . . Social skills are rarely emphasized.”1

Tim Kautz and James J. Heckman, a Nobel Prize–winning economist, did 
research on what they call non-cognitive skills, such as character, motivation, 
and goals, which are considered extremely valuable traits in the labor market. 
Their studies suggest that “character” is a skill, not a trait; that its development 
is a dynamic process that can be taught; and that non-cognitive skills (social 
skills) are as important as cognitive skills. Last, they concluded that successful 
educational interventions should emulate mentoring environments.2

The big idea I am proposing in this book is that we close the chasm 
between the worlds of business and education. America is abundantly rich 
in adults with know-how. By connecting mentors—educated adults with 
expertise and knowledge to share—and mentees—teens and young adults 
who lack motivation, experience, or successful role models in their lives—we 
can begin to close the skills gap dramatically. As I see it, we can prepare the 
next generation for the jobs of tomorrow by adding real world, project based 
experience to their education.

Imagine building a corps of mentors who give back expertise—both hard 
and soft skills—to America’s youth. This book offers guidance on being a 
mentor with an easy to follow, step-by-step path that incorporates Why, 
How, and Where you can mentor.

My idea for Teach to Work began to develop when I was a board mem-
ber for the Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship (NFTE, pronounced 
“nifty”). I believed so deeply in this mentorship concept that I stepped 
off the board, wrote a consulting proposal, and for two and a half years, 
part time, developed and ran a program called Adopt-a-Class. I introduced 
business mentors to NFTE’s entrepreneur students in my hometown of 
Washington, D.C. Between 2001 and 2014 (the most recent tabulation) 
the Adopt-a-Class program grew to eleven cities across the United States 
from the corporate, business, or retired sectors. Today, as NFTE scales its 
growth, there are many levels of volunteerism, be it for an hour or a day, 
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to guest speak, or to judge a business plan. However, this book highlights 
a more in-depth mentor-mentee experience with recurring visits. Teach to 
Work expands upon this entrepreneurship model to include all fields: why 
can’t—bankers, lawyers, scientists, engineers, computer specialists, accoun-
tants, artists, and others—take on mentoring roles as well?

In Teach to Work, we have created a framework for bringing an organiza-
tion or a person like you, interested in mentorship, to a classroom of approxi-
mately twenty-five to thirty students in a high school, community college, 
or university, or even in an after-school program. You, with the leadership of 
your classroom teacher, would challenge each mentee to design her own proj-
ect, develop a master plan to execute it, and focus on a real‑world problem or 
need, hence the new term Project Based Mentoring (see chapter 4). You would 
commit to recurring visits to coach and monitor progress throughout a semes-
ter or full school year (based on your schedule). You would meet students one 
on one and provide skill-based coaching, strategic oversight, logistical sugges-
tions, and guidance when it comes time to give a formal project presentation.

The most fulfilling part of the experience, and what keeps me coming 
back year after year, is the reaction I receive from the students. I believe 
there’s no higher value than sharing your knowledge and touching a young 
person’s life. Imagine helping a teen apply his own new concept to a real-
world problem, learn marketable skills, and develop the confidence to pursue 
future opportunities. That is my raison d’etre for writing Teach to Work. 
When students I have mentored come back ten years later and share their 
continued successes—graduations, new ventures, life passages—I fully real-
ize and embrace the importance of this work. You can too!

I am but one business-minded individual who has experienced great joy and 
creativity in my role as a mentor. I have received rich rewards, built friendships, 
and enjoyed successes through this experience. The thousands of letters I have 
received over the years from students have genuinely touched my heart. Indeed, 
they have motivated me to explain and promote this concept far and wide.

Consider one student, Khaled, who came from Egypt and started class 
four months late. On a December day, in Arlington, Virginia, he entered 
a NFTE entrepreneurship class, though he had little interest in business. 
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Only fourteen, the youngest freshman in a class of thirty upperclassmen, 
the then-shy young man clearly lacked confidence. I remember the first day 
Khaled was there, a new face in the back of the classroom. At the time, my 
co-mentor, venture capitalist Phil McNeill, and I were eliciting business 
ideas from all the students, following our own introductions.

I was sharing my experience of developing my commercial construction 
company. I often like to backtrack and describe my struggle of starting as a 
“lost” high school student, not loving studying or ever getting great grades. 
It wasn’t until later that I lucked into business. My husband pleaded with 
me to use my marketing expertise to help him launch an interior project 
management / construction company, a challenge that was pivotal in my 
growth. I loved building something from nothing. I shared with the students 
that it was the first time I had ever used “all” my resources—my blood, 
sweat, and tears. I learned to absolutely love business—the risk, signing on 
the dotted line, the strategic thinking, learning the competition, differentia-
tion, winning new clients, and making a profit. I relished our growth, from 
three to a hundred management-level employees in four years. Oh, how I 
wished I had learned about business when I was in high school—“This is an 
opportunity you should not pass up!” I proclaimed.

As I was sharing my story, I had no idea, of course, of the full impact it 
would have on Khaled or any other student. That is, until I received this 
letter at the end of the school year:

Miss Patty, I remember the first day I was in class and you were 
asking everyone to describe their business. I was the only one who 
didn’t have one, and I really didn’t care. At that time, business was 
not one of my goals, but the way you talked about it and gave every-
one advice, because of that I decided to accept the challenge . . . If 
it weren’t for you I wouldn’t be where I am today running my own 
business and loving what I am doing.

Khaled overcame his obstacles in full glory. Between his NFTE teacher, 
Maureen Naughton, an outstanding entrepreneurship curriculum, and 
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dedicated mentors, his business creation, Delicious New York Honey-Made 
Cookies, got traction. Serious traction! His motivation was to make delicious 
cookies that were also healthy. He substituted honey in place of sugar to 
reduce the calories. His five-inch round cookies were only 106 calories each, 
and were truly delicious, I might add. After months of one-on-one coaching 
coupled with his diligent, go-for-it spirit, Khaled won the in-class business 
plan competition, with its prize of $150. He went on to win the regional 
competition and an award of $1,500, and ultimately finished fifth in the 
national competition, winning $3,000. Khaled worked arduously and con-
quered his fear of public speaking as he slayed the judges with his knowledge, 
detailed answers, and tasty treats. His new niche: cookies that helped battle 
overweight inclinations by offering a healthier, lower-calorie alternative.

By the time Khaled was sixteen, he had negotiated with Harris Teeter to 
use its commercial kitchens and sell his cookies—and had landed Target and 
Giant Foods as outlets. In those two years, Khaled sold close to thirty-two 
thousand cookies with a gross mark up of 75 percent.

In Teach to Work, you will discover many success stories similar to Khaled’s 
that illustrate these underlying principles and the value-add of having adjunct 
mentors work with students. This comprehensive guide is written for the 
potential mentor who has so much to offer but feels reticent, wondering, 
“How would I work with kids?” Various chapters address meeting the teacher, 
overcoming first-day jitters, building one-on-one rapport with students, and 
maintaining motivation—also included are easy-to-follow lesson plans. You 
will learn how a Project Based Mentoring experience provides tremendous 
opportunities for corporations, mentors, students, and teachers, and you 
will see how each mentee develops and presents a proposed plan to a panel 
of judges, which helps the student build self-confidence and reimagine her 
future. You will discover that, inevitably, an awakening occurs from this experi-
ence. You will explore how creativity can flourish when a mentor truly engages 
a mentee, how ideas begin to flow, and how students begin to aim high.

Finally, in “A Call to Action” at the end of the book, you will find a national 
mentoring guide to scores of nonprofit and educational establishments across 
the country, where mentors can seize the opportunity to share their knowledge 
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based on their own expertise. The United States is so rich in resources that 
can be channeled toward a Project Based Mentoring experience, whether in 
school settings or outside. Imagine if these vast pools of skilled mentors could 
tap into their valuable work knowledge, share it and transform students’ lives.

Consider what could happen if you told your story to a young person 
who might never have met a successful adult in your area of expertise. Think 
about what it would be like if your presence and input helped spur growth 
that leads your pupil to innovation or an unimagined path. Unfortunately, 
you may not recognize your own potential to assume this role, or if you have 
such an inkling, you are not sure of how to put your desire into action.

I have written Teach to Work to provide a step-by-step guide, based on my 
own fifteen years of mentoring experience, that will help you learn how to 
connect with youth, potentially find a not-for-profit organization or school 
to engage with, unleash your mentee’s potential, and ultimately help close the 
skills gap in America. I will show you why, how, and where mentors can mentor. 
I want to motivate thousands—no, millions—to share their know-how with 
high school, community college, and university students, or even to launch 
 student-mentored projects on their own. I hope this book will be used as col-
lateral training information for mentors from a peer-to-peer perspective and 
possibly inspire ideas for creating innovative student projects through a Project 
Based Mentoring formula. I want to launch the ideas in Teach to Work across 
America and share the valuable lessons I have learned. I know this concept works 
and will show you how to implement it in the following pages. Join me on this 
journey and learn how you, too, can transform lives, one student at a time.

Notes

1. Claire Cain Miller, “The Best Jobs Require Social Skills,” New York Times, Octo-
ber 18, 2015.

2. James Heckman and Tim Kautz, “Fostering and Measuring Skills: Interven-
tions That Improve Character and Cognition,” Working Paper 19656, National 
Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, 2013.

15031-0637-FullBook.indd   26 12/6/2016   3:23:37 PM


