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PEN OR PENCIL™ (POP™) is a year-round culturally-based academic and mentoring
enhancement curriculum created by the National Alliance of Faith and Justice (NAFJ).

The principles of POP™ evolve around the link between educational experiences (PENCIL) and
delinquency (PEN) which uses various theoretical frameworks, including both control theory
(Hirschi 1969) and strain theory (Cloward and Olin 1960; Elliot, Huizinga, and Ageton 1985).
Strain theory suggests that the delinquency associated with academic failure results from an
unfilled desire to achieve conventional goals (e.g., academic success). Control theory, by
contrast, proposes that delinquency results from the failure of adolescents to internalize
conventional norms or a breakdown of the bonds between the individual and society. According
to this perspective, the school and positive behavioral strategies as a socializing agent by
introducing and endearing adolescents to conventional norms and values. Unfortunately, poor
academic performance may inhibit the attachment to conventional norms and thus break the
bond with society, separating individuals from the internal controls that discourage delinquent
behavior.

The underlying point of both theoretical frameworks is that for some students, academic failure
produces frustration and poor study habits. This, in turn, can initiate a chain of events that lead to
a withdrawal from and rejection of participation in classroom activities, prompting some youths
to become disruptive in class or even drop out of school. If left unchecked, this behavior can
eventually lead to delinquency and other serious problem behaviors (Elliot and Voss 1974).

It is well documented that often students from high-poverty, disproportionately African
American, are likely to face great stress and limited social support for academic achievement—
factors which can undermine perseverance toward a wide range of goals. In designing POP™,
NAFJ recognizes the fact that many young face a lack of critical resources, psychological
disempowerment, and disenfranchisement. These issues contribute to dramatic gaps in
achievement that are detrimental to individuals and corrosive to society as a whole. It is
especially important to design learning environments that help to provide contextual supports to
persevere through the challenges such as those perceived of schooling—mastering conceptually
difficult material, getting prepared for college, graduating high school, getting into and
completing college, and transitioning into a viable career. POP™ feels all youth should be
cognizant of the contribution of African Americans to American history, but in presenting a
cultural based mentoring methodology, promotes consciousness-raising, skill-building and
leadership development of Black youth.

POP™ is endorsed by the National Council for the Social Studies and is recognized by the
National Association of State Directors of Special Education and the National Disability Rights
Network as a rapidly evolving approach for promoting educational success and reducing
delinquency. While preparing mentees for broader adult responsibilities, POP™ integrates the
resilience, youth leadership, self-determination, and lessons learned from little and well-known
persons and stories of civil rights and Underground Railroad history as a caveat to ethnic identity
and transformational intervention.

NAFJ has partnered with the National Park Service and other national partner organizations as an
official program of the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Initiative and
maintains a cooperative agreement with the agency through the Interpretation and Education
Division to further expand a multitude of mutual agency/partner goals.

POP™ offers ongoing educational opportunities for mentees, teachers, parents, and mentors to
strategically talk about race issues. Structured mentoring activities translate into academic
enhancement for core subjects and opportunities for matches to have frequent contact in a variety
of constructive ways to including service learning.

Since 2005, POP™ has been implemented through a rapidly growing, diverse nationwide
network of autonomous affiliates who enter into Memorandum of Understanding with NAFJ
(subject to appropriate review and screening of oversight coordinators and certifications) to
provide school- and/or community-based mentoring. Research is ongoing by the Association of
Black Psychologists to ensure empirically sound outcomes. POP™ incorporates evidence-based
operational standards into sound organizational frameworks, to include faith, educational, and
community affiliate organizations.

Though open to children of all backgrounds, outreach priorities are youth who are at greatest risk
of disconnection. Special programing is also offered to children of military families between the
ages of 8-17. Youth participating in POP™ may reside in high-crime and are exposed to or
participate in acts of violence. Some are enrolled in low-performing schools. Efforts are made
to provide group and peer mentoring for those who struggle with intellectual, learning,
emotional, and behavioral challenges to include those who are court-involved, confined in
juvenile facilities, or are more likely than their peers to drop out or get pushed out of school and
thus become involved in the juvenile justice system.

POP™ is curriculum driven. It offers an extensive menu of activities, subtopics, lesson plans,
media and print tools to include orientation and basic training for mentors to include the
involvement of parents in the program, the delivery of structured activities, and the expansion of
ongoing training and support for mentors. The curriculum is adaptable for all students and is
particularly effective for use in environments where civil rights education and its applicability to
current life challenges is lacking. Selectees from each location (both mentees and mentors)
convene, network, and compete during the summer in a central location for the PEN OR
PENCIL™ Mentoring Summit.

School-based mentoring (SBM) involves the pairing of multiple student mentees with a positive
role model, often educators, in a cultural-based mentoring relationship. The group mentoring
relationship is implemented over the school year through five theme/outcome-based program
cycles. Groups at each school are encouraged to continue the relationship forward into the next

year. Mentoring may be sanctioned during normal classroom hours or beyond but in supervised
settings for an average of one hour per week under the outlay of programs officially offered by
the school. Affiliates also enter into sub-agreements with community based partners who also
provide a safe and secure environment in which POP™ activities may occur. In select locations
as part of a multi-state demonstration initiative, efforts to increase the number of African
American who become mentors occurs under the leadership of National CARES Mentoring
Movement (NCMM) Mentoring Circles.
More information can be found on our website, www.penorpencilmovement.org.

