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Mentoring ToDAY,
(Mentoring To Develop
the Aspirations of Our
Youth), a comprehen-
sive mentoring program
for teens returning
home from Oak Hill
Youth Center, found its new office
home across from Watts Branch Park
thanks to a young American University
law student who talked 17-year-old
Andre* from taking revenge with a gun.

Penelope Spain was in her third
year of law school and had established
a relationship with Andre when he was
locked up at Oak Hill Youth Center,
the District of Columbia’s detention
facility for juveniles. Spain, along with
other AU students, had developed a
tutoring program at Oak Hill and
quickly realized there was a need to
mentor the teens when they returned
home, so Spain continued to work
with Andre and his family after he left
Oak Hill. 

This year, with fellow classmate
Whitney Loucheheim, Spain devel-
oped Mentoring ToDAY, a 501(c)(3)
community-based organization.
While volunteering 100 percent of
their time and operating on a
shoe-string budget that covers
programming costs, the two twenty-
something-year-olds have brought
additional services to formerly
incarcerated youth returning home,
primarily in Wards 7 and 8.

Although Andre is not a mentee
with the program, the relationship and
experience helped shape the vision of
Mentoring ToDAY. “He trusted us,”
says Louchheim. “We were there every
week for a year [providing mentorship
and linking him to services].”  So when
a neighborhood beef heated up,
Andre called Spain to let her know that
he was going to take care of the prob-
lem. Spain met up with Andre, and he
decided on another option.

“Him calling me…he wanted
another solution,” says Spain.

Through their relationship with
Andre, the young lawyers quickly
realized that successful mentoring
requires a trusting relationship that
begins while the young men are still

incarcerated. “The [teens] we had
more time with in Oak Hill; we did
better with.” Because of these experi-
ences, they developed a program model
that requires mentors to devote two
months of weekly visitation to the
teens while they are still at Oak Hill.

Mentoring ToDAY, recruits volun-
teer mentors to help teens see a myriad
of options for their life other than 
returning to incarceration. The
mentors include people like Ajeenah,
a kindergarten teacher; Matthew, a
British diplomat; Jackie, a mother and
grandmother; Aubrey, a physicist at a
government lab; Jake, an analyst for
the Department of Justice; and
Kenyetta and Kate, both pursuing
master’s degree in social work.

“We are thankful for the support
from the community,” says both Spain
and Louchheim, as they alternately
finish one another’s sentences.
Riverside Community Center imme-
diately donated space at the corner of
Division Avenue and Foote Street to
the program after hearing of Spain’s
emergency intervention with Andre. 

Mentoring ToDAY is constantly
looking for community support and
recruiting mentors, particularly those
who have an understanding of the
challenges these teens have to over-
come. Volunteers can serve in other
ways as well. “We would like to have
the corporate executive who will open
his office to show how he got to where
he is,” says Spain.  “…A restaurant that
is not afraid of our kids…where the
mentee could have a free lunch while
the mentor pays.”

Spain reminds us, “Kids may look
like big men, but they are like kids
inside - that need to be welcomed back.”

*Name has been changed to
protect confidentiality.

For more information about
Mentoring ToDAY, visit www.mentor
ingtoday.org, or call 202-398-7275.  ■
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