Teenagers find confidence and improve school attendance by mentoring toddlers in innovative programme
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Siena, a 13-year-old struggling with anxiety, never expected to learn communication and confidence skills from a three-year-old. Yet, through an innovative mentoring programme, she has experienced just that. The scheme, run by the charity Power2, pairs teenagers with toddlers in local nurseries to foster responsibility and improve school attendance among adolescents. Initially sceptical, Siena found that her attendance more than doubled as she developed a meaningful bond with the toddler she mentors, illustrating the profound impact of this unique approach.
Since the COVID-19 pandemic, school absence rates have surged dramatically, with nearly 18% of pupils persistently absent in the 2024/25 academic year, defined as missing 10% or more of school sessions. Research demonstrates that missing as few as 10 days can halve the likelihood of students achieving good grades in core subjects such as English and Maths. Miller, another participant in the programme, shared how the responsibility of mentoring a three-year-old has helped him manage his energy levels and focus better in school. Despite initial shyness, Miller formed a close connection with the toddler, highlighting the emotional benefits of the scheme.
Power2’s director of services, Sam Marcus, explains that the teenager-toddler pairings are carefully matched to complement each other’s personalities—for example, pairing shy teens with vibrant toddlers or lively teens with more timid children. This dynamic nurtures empathy and accountability, encouraging the teens to develop a sense of responsibility often lacking in their academic lives. Reflective sessions following nursery visits further support the teenagers in building healthy relationships and positive attitudes. According to Power2, 78% of participants show improved attitudes towards learning and 83% experience boosted self-esteem through the programme. The toddlers, many of whom face challenges such as speech and language delays or social difficulties, also thrive with the individual attention from their teenage mentors.
Power2’s broader mentoring initiatives further reflect these positive outcomes. Their Progress peer mentoring programme, supporting Year 6 and Year 8 students, reports impressive statistics, including 91% of Year 8 participants improving their attitude towards education and 80% enhancing their attendance. Such findings reinforce the value of consistent support and responsibility in encouraging young people to engage with their education.
These results align with wider research underscoring the role of mentoring in addressing school attendance issues. For example, a study of the Check & Connect programme in Chicago found that mentees reduced their absences by over three days, or 20%, and experienced fewer course failures. The key was the relationship fostered between mentors and students, which encouraged commitment to school. National data from MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership also shows that students who meet regularly with mentors are significantly less likely to skip school or classes and more likely to aspire to higher education.
Mentoring benefits extend beyond attendance. Various programmes have demonstrated improvements in young people’s self-esteem, behaviour, and relationships with teachers, parents, and peers. For instance, participants in the Across Ages programme in the US gained over a week’s worth of additional school attendance compared to their peers. These programmes highlight the potential of carefully designed mentoring to address multiple challenges teenagers face in their education and social development.
Power2’s 2022-23 Impact Report showcases their successful reach, supporting over 1,000 vulnerable children and young people, with 86% reporting increased wellbeing and 73% becoming more engaged in learning. The charity’s work demonstrates that integrating responsibility for younger children into mentoring can be a powerful tool to help disengaged teenagers reengage with school, build confidence, and develop crucial life skills.
As the new school year starts, Power2’s innovative Teens and Toddlers programme offers a promising model for tackling persistent attendance challenges and helping young people like Siena and Miller find confidence and purpose through the unexpected guidance of toddlers.
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