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High School Mentors In Brief:
Findings from the Big Brothers Big Sisters School-Based Mentoring Impact Study

By Linda Jucovy and Carla Herrera

With growing pressure to improve student performance, 
more and more schools are partnering with school-based 
mentoring (SBM) programs in the hope that they will help 
address the academic and social needs of their students. 
Hundreds of thousands of children already participate in 
SBM,1 and the numbers are likely to grow. As budgets shrink 
during the current economic recession, school districts may 
be forced to increase class size. Children will receive less 
individual attention from their teachers2; as a result, there 
may be even more demand for supports such as SBM.

In SBM, mentors meet with students on the school cam-
pus, typically for one hour a week during or after school, 
to provide one-on-one friendship and support. The smaller 
time commitment and more structured setting of SBM 
have allowed programs to recruit adult volunteers who 
may be reluctant to commit to the greater demands of 
community-based mentoring. More recently, programs 
have also been reaching out to high school students to 
serve as mentors. This approach—often called cross-age 
peer mentoring3—is becoming increasingly popular. In 
2008, approximately 40 percent of the 129,000 mentors in 
Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) SBM programs were high 
school students.4

These volunteers often attend nearby schools, and they 
are uniquely positioned to provide friendship from an older 
peer, making the approach a promising way to reach many 
children. In addition, high school students themselves are 
likely to benefit from the experience, enabling programs 
to touch the lives of two young people with each match. 
At the same time, however, high school volunteers’ own 
developmental needs may influence how they perform as 
mentors. How does their age affect their capacity to be 
consistent, positive role models? What are the benefits 
to the children they mentor? What program practices are 
associated with match success?

To explore these issues, Public/Private Ventures’ report, 
High School Students as Mentors,5 draws on data from 
our large-scale, random assignment impact study of the 
BBBS school-based mentoring program.6 Ten BBBS agen-
cies participated in the evaluation, involving 1,139 youth 
in 71 schools nationwide. Half of the youth (the “Littles”) 
were randomly selected to be matched with volunteer 
mentors (their “Bigs,” who were almost evenly divided 
between adults and high school students), while the other 
half did not receive mentoring. The youth, their teachers 
and their mentors were surveyed at three points during the 
15-month study. We also surveyed and interviewed BBBS 
staff and interviewed key school personnel.7

Major Findings

Our findings suggest that high school volunteers bring 
inherent strengths to their role as mentors, but these volun-
teers may also present challenges for programs. The vol-
unteers’ attention and friendship can be an important asset 
for the many children lacking in peer social skills or experi-
ences. And high school Bigs showed hints of approaching 
their matches in ways that could potentially be linked to 
benefits for their Littles. For example, they involved their 
Littles in decision-making more often than adults, an impor-
tant indicator of match success. They also engaged their 
Littles in academic activities less often than adults—past 
research has linked academic activities with lower levels of 
mentor satisfaction and weaker benefits for children.8

In addition, matches with high school mentors were, 
on average, fairly similar to adult matches in both their 
length and quality9—two key precursors to strong out-
comes. However, there are several important caveats. 
The high school Bigs tended to be quite involved in extra-
curricular activities, and almost two fifths had paying jobs. 
Perhaps because of how busy they were, they were less 
consistent than adult Bigs in attending match meetings, 
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missing an average of 4.8 meetings over the course of 
the school year, compared with an average of 3.5 missed 
meetings for adults. High school Bigs were also less likely 
to carry over their matches into the following school year.

Carryover was particularly infrequent in three groups. 
About one quarter of the high school volunteers were 
seniors when they were matched with their Little, and, not 
surprisingly, they were less likely than younger high school 
Bigs to carry over their match. In addition, high school Bigs 
often participated in SBM as part of a class or community 
service requirement and received school credit for their 
participation; these Bigs were less likely to carry over their 
matches than students who did not receive credit. Finally, 
Bigs in programs with only high school mentors were less 
likely to carry over their matches than those in programs 
with both high school and adult Bigs.

Practices differed among the programs in this study, and 
several practices were associated with longer and 
higher-quality matches. High school volunteers who 
received at least two hours of training, as well as those 
who had high-quality support from BBBS staff, reported 
experiencing stronger and closer relationships with their 
Littles than those who received less training or had less 
support. In addition, volunteers who reported receiving 
higher-quality training were more likely to carry over their 
match into a second school year.

One other program characteristic appeared to make a dif-
ference. More than three quarters of the matches with high 
school Bigs met in the presence of other matches in one 
large space, such as the school gym. Meeting in this setting 
had both benefits and drawbacks. The matches lasted lon-
ger than those meeting independently. However, the Littles 
reported lower levels of youth-centeredness, possibly result-
ing from high school Bigs having difficulty focusing on the 
children’s needs while in the presence of their own peers.

Despite promising findings about the length and quality 
of the matches, children with high school Bigs benefited, 
on average, very little from their mentoring experience, at 
least in those areas we assessed. Our impact study mea-
sured the benefits of SBM for children across 31 outcomes 
in such broad categories as academic performance and 
classroom and social behavior. Overall, Littles matched 
with high school Bigs improved relative to their non-
mentored peers in only one outcome: teacher-reported 
social acceptance. In contrast, Littles matched with adult 
Bigs performed better than their non-mentored peers in 12 
outcomes, including teachers’ reports of classroom effort, 
positive social behavior, quality of class work, number of 

assignments completed, written and oral language, skipping 
school, classroom misbehavior and serious school miscon-
duct (such as fighting); and children’s reports of their grades, 
their perception of their academic ability, skipping school, 
and expectations about going to and finishing college.

In SBM, program staff are able to be present in the schools 
during match meetings to provide supervision and sup-
port. In our study, 62 percent of the high school Bigs had 
BBBS staff either always or often present at their match 
meetings. How often high school mentors talked with 
BBBS staff was the one program practice associated 
with positive outcomes for the children in our study. 
Relative to Littles in programs where their high school Big 
had infrequent communication with BBBS staff, Littles in 
programs with more frequent communication experienced 
bigger gains in five outcomes: social acceptance, asser-
tiveness, positive classroom affect, classroom effort and 
school preparedness. In addition, Littles in these high-
communication programs performed significantly better 
than their non-mentored peers in the first three of these 
outcomes, as well as in overall academic performance and 
performance in reading and in science, task orientation, 
teacher-reported teacher-student relationship quality, and 
unexcused absences.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Although, on average, high school Bigs were much less 
effective than adults at yielding impacts for their Littles, 
our findings indicate that they bring unique assets to 
their matches. While their Littles improved relative to their 
non-mentored peers in only one area (social acceptance), 
impacts in one additional peer-related area (assertiveness) 
were significantly bigger than those received by Littles 
matched with adults. High school Bigs’ inherent under-
standing of how to help their Littles improve their relation-
ships with others may be a valuable strength that programs 
should try to capitalize on.

Importantly, our findings also suggest that targeted 
program practices may help high school Bigs become 
more effective mentors. To ensure that matches last long 
enough—and mentors are consistent enough—to make 
a difference in the lives of children, programs should be 
attentive to at least two factors when recruiting high school 
volunteers. First, because many students who volunteered 
as part of classes or service requirements remained as 
Bigs only until the end of the commitment required for 
receiving credit, making credit contingent on a full year (or 
more) of service may be important. Credit should also be 
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contingent on Bigs’ consistent attendance at match meet-
ings. Second, programs that want matches to last longer 
than one school year should make this goal explicit when 
recruiting volunteers and try to involve high school stu-
dents before their senior year. In addition, where possible, 
programs should explore how to incorporate adult volun-
teers into high school Bigs programs. High school Bigs in 
programs that used both high school and adult volunteers 
had longer matches, suggesting that they may have been 
positively influenced by the presence of adults.

Programs should also shape their pre-match and ongoing 
training to address the specific needs of high school Bigs. 
Two hours of training was the minimum necessary for them 
to have longer and higher-quality relationships with their 
Littles. The content of trainings should be tailored to ensure 
that volunteers have the necessary skills, attitudes and 
knowledge to mentor a child. For example, high school Bigs 
missed more match meetings than adult Bigs, and inconsis-
tent mentoring may be worse for a child’s self-esteem than 
no mentoring at all.10 Thus, training for high school volun-
teers should address the importance of consistency.

Another key practice involves providing significant com-
munication with, and support for, high school volunteers. 
Littles in programs with relatively frequent communication 
between their high school Bigs and BBBS staff benefited 
more than Littles in programs with less staff communica-
tion. Particularly strong supports should be in place for 
matches that meet in a group setting, such as the school 
gym. While the high school Bigs preferred meeting in the 
presence of other matches, and meeting in this context 
seemed to help retain mentors, this type of meeting struc-
ture may require significant supervision to ensure that the 
Bigs focus attention on their Littles.

These types of changes will require substantial work on 
the part of SBM programs and may also increase their 
costs. But those costs are an investment in quality. In times 
of budget crises, such as those that school districts are 
currently facing, it can be tempting to look for quick solu-
tions to the challenges created by cutbacks in spending. 
School-based mentoring with adult Bigs has been shown 
to have benefits for children. However, as this study sug-
gests, when an established program model is altered—in 
this case, by using high school Bigs—it is essential to 
understand whether it is still achieving its intended out-
comes and how program practices may need to be modi-
fied to ensure its effectiveness. Big Brothers Big Sisters 
of America is currently undertaking such efforts, by creat-
ing and testing an enhanced high school Bigs model that 
reflects many of the recommendations made here.

High school volunteers may have the potential to benefit 
thousands of children, especially children with difficulties 
socializing, but these volunteers require more and differ-
ent kinds of support than adults. Recognizing—and act-
ing on—these differences can help ensure a positive and 
productive experience for the many young volunteers being 
mobilized around the country to serve in school-based 
mentoring programs.
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