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Abstract. Students in primary school often encounter a limited range
of careers which are one or two degrees separated from their parents
and schools. This means that students’ exposure to STEM careers is of-
ten limited to people who live nearby, often with a restricted range of
socio-economic status and experiences. As a result, high socio-economic
students are more likely to find STEM role models and first-hand knowl-
edge about STEM career requirements and opportunities. The Mentor-
Pal project is building a virtual version of a career fair where students can
have a dialog with virtual agents, where each is constructed from videos
of a real human STEM mentor. In a recent STEM event, approximately
80 students interacted with two interactive mentors. This demonstrated
advantages to this approach, such as high engagement, drawing in stu-
dents, and an apparent improvement in question quality for successive
questions. However, it also showed limitations, which included the in-
ability of the virtual mentor to ask the student questions, problems with
mentor response misses (misunderstanding a question) and usefulness
(giving a reasonable but less-informative answer to a vague question),
and the difficulty for students to start asking questions initially. Poten-
tial solutions to these problems are outlined, such as a more advanced
dialog system, employing a panel of multiple mentors, embedding the
activity into a larger teacher-led lesson plan, and a structured activity
led by the virtual mentor to ask questions from the student.
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