Adventures in Peer Mentoring



I was in my sophomore year of high school when my perspective on life changed. I grew six inches, landed the star role in the next summer blockbuster, ran a half marathon, and became more self aware. Well, one out of four at least. That was the year I signed up to be a peer mentor for a DLC music class. The experiences I gained from that class would end up teaching me things about life that I could never have learned within my usual circle of friends and family.


The class was held in the orchestra room which was tucked away at the very end of the school. As I walked down the hallway, fear and anxiety started to claw at my stomach. Since I had never worked with disabled kids before, let alone have a full conversation with one, I had no idea what to expect. I was told to be prepared because, while they looked my age, they had the mental capabilities of a five year old. I knew that I could respect that, but I didn’t know if I would actually be able to handle interacting with them. Some people couldn’t do it, but I really hoped that I would be able to. It wasn’t just the fear of working with them that stalked my mind, but the fear that I would fail them if I couldn’t connect with them and help them like they expected me to. All I wanted to do was be someone that those kids could look up to, whether it be as a good role model or a friend, I just didn’t want to let them down.


Finally, I reached the class room. All I needed to do was conquer my fears of failure and make a good impression. Nothing too serious. I stopped outside of the door, tried to ignore the nervous thoughts in my head, sighed, put on a semi-genuine smile, and walked in. My stomach dropped as I saw everyone sitting down and listening to the teacher as if class had already started. So much for good impressions. Standing awkwardly at the back of the class, I gave a little wave to the teacher, Mrs. Silberman. When she noticed me, she beckoned me over and introduced me to the class. After I had smiled and waved to everyone I sat back down, relieved to be out of the spotlight for the moment. She continued on with the class, talking for a bit about music, and then asked me to help get some instruments out for the children to play with. For the rest of the class we all played with toy instruments while dancing around the room to typical upbeat children’s songs. After a while, most of the nervous feelings I had before went away and I found that I was enjoying myself. Playing with a tambourine and dancing around like I was in first grade music class again was fun. Seeing all of those happy kids swinging around their plastic maracas and dancing with each other around the room warmed my heart. As the class came to an end, I helped put away the instruments and made sure everything was cleaned off, then we all sat down and sang the goodbye song. Once everyone had left, I helped rearrange the chairs for the next class and talked to the teacher about what I was going to do in the class, and some general stuff about the kids. I left and as I walked down the hall I reflected back on the last half an hour and I was relieved that things had gone okay. My first day might have been cut short due to me being late from a schedule mishap, but considering that I though I was going to crash and burn, it turned out to be a fantastic day. 


After my first week of aiding, I was becoming more familiar with the class and more at ease with everyone. I still had to learn all of their names, which seemed like a slightly daunting task at the time because there were a lot of kids, but I ended up managing it just fine. Soon I started talking more with the kids and making connections with them, which I found to be easier than I originally thought. The class was nice and low key with a lot of singing and dancing, which helped me become more comfortable. At the start of each day we would sing the wake up song where we would start with our toes and ‘wake up’ the rest of our body. Dancing along was fun and the kids loved the chance to move around. Some days we would dance and sing, and some days we would learn a new song or read a book. Every day I would look forward to seeing them and getting to hang out with them. That class became my favorite class because of how they would smile when they saw me or when I said hello to them. I eventually realized that they looked up to me and looked forward to seeing me too. Knowing this made me happy because I wasn’t only helping these kids get enjoyment through music, but I was brightening their day, even if only for a little while. And in return, they did the same for me by brightening my day with a smile or a laugh. As long as those kids were happy, then I was happy too.


One day my friend Dori, who was another peer mentor, and I had to lead the class because the teacher was gone. Even though there was a substitute, we were both a little worried about how we would do. As we went through the usual routine of singing and dancing, we both became more comfortable in leading the class. We were able to play and dance with the kids just like any other day. The kids had a great time and so did we because our favorite part was having fun with the class. I couldn’t fake the fun that I had dancing around with scarves and drums even if I tried. After we were done dancing, the class watched a movie, which made our job a little easier. When the class was almost over we stopped the movie and sang the goodbye song, which was a bit difficult because we had to remember all of their names, but were able to do it without too much fumbling. It was nerve wracking at first, but Dori and I did a pretty good job at leading the class for the first time. We would have to do it again through out the year, but we always learned from our mistakes.


While I loved everyone in the class, there were a few who really stuck with me, and one of them was a boy named Kavin. He was in a wheel chair and his speech was limited, but he was always so happy to be in the class. Everyday he wanted either me or Dori to sit next to him so he could tell us who was picking him up after school that day. He had an iPad that had preset sentences so he could press a button and it would tell us what he wanted to say. He loved showing it off to us and showing us pictures of his family and his friends. Another one of my friends was a girl named Noemi. She was always so happy and full of excitement which made her so fun to be around. Whenever she saw me in the hallway she would say hello and ask me how I was doing. I would always say hello and asked her how she was doing in return, and seeing her brightened my day. Helping kids like Kavin and Noemi made me appreciate how good my life really is. These kids struggled day after day to overcome their issues, and their struggle showed me how strong they are and how hard they have to work at things that I take for granted. Even though I only knew these kids for a short time, they made such a big impact on my life and I consider them friends of mine. 


As I look back on it now, every day was a wonderful and I always learned something new. Whether it be about the kids or about myself, it was enlightening. It took me the length of the semester to realize what I had learned from being with them each day. When I first signed up for the class I was worried about being out of my comfort zone and that I would have a miserable time, but I couldn‘t just give up because I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it. It turned out that I could connect with them and I could help them learn and have fun. Because I challenged myself, I ended up doing something that really changed me for the better. Instead of just looking at someone and passing judgment right then and there, I learned how important it is to take it slow and to really get to know the person before I form my opinions. The other main thing that they taught me was not to take the little things for granted. I’m honored to say that they taught me these things while becoming my friends. All of those days turned into one big continuous moment, a moment that I never wanted to end. I learned so much about myself and how I view life as a whole thanks to them.


