
	
	
	



Cross-Age Peer Mentoring of Mentees (grade 4-8) by Teenage Mentors (grades 9-12)


Why cross-age peer mentoring?

The first thought that might come to the minds of many in response to the prompt, “Why cross-age peer mentoring,” could be “Why not? The mentors are there on site in most schools, so it’s easy to get mentors, and likely cheap to run—just have a school counselor run the program, for free.” These thoughts are naïve and could result in harmful program outcomes for many youth, mentees and mentors alike, if allowed to guide the development of a cross-age peer mentoring program. Yet many adults, including parents, school professionals, and even some experienced mentoring researchers have fallen victim to this simplistic, dangerous belief. It’s easy to see why. A 2017 report by MENTOR reported that just 7% of youth mentoring programs in the U.S. were cross-age peer mentoring, and those running these programs (often school personnel) reported their costs to be lower than other programs.[footnoteRef:1] This finding is misleading for multiple reasons; running impactful cross-age peer mentoring programs likely requires two to three times the amount of programmatic infrastructure, support, planning, and oversight of a regular adult-with-youth mentoring program in the community or in a school setting. “Uh, so, why use cross-age peer mentoring?” you might ask.  [1:  Garringer, M., McQuillin, S., & McDaniel, H. (2017). Examining youth mentoring services across America: Findings from the 2016 Mentoring Program Survey. Boston, MA: MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership. Retrieved from http://www.mentoring.org/new-site/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Mentor-Survey-Report_FINAL_small.pdf] 


Cross-age peer mentoring can yield twice the impact of more traditional and familiar adult-with-youth mentoring programs. That is both because, when fully supported, a recent meta-analysis[footnoteRef:2] found the average effect of cross-age peer mentoring programs was twice that of the average adult-with youth program; but it is also because for each match, there are two youth who benefit. Cross-age peer mentoring programs afford teens critical development-enhancing opportunities they can’t get as mentees in traditional mentoring programs, and program participation can increase both mentees’ and mentors’ webs of support (at school and beyond), and thereby provide a “safe haven” and offers a unique, alternative extracurricular experience. It has the potential to be the ultimate youth development intervention, but only when adequately staffed, rigorously implemented (with careful screening, initial and ongoing training, activity guidance, supervision, and ongoing evaluation), and consistently delivered over time. Finally, when programs allow youth to matriculate through various roles in the program over time, cross-age peer mentoring programs provide a context for continued growth and development.  [2:  Burton, Samantha, "Cross-Age Peer Mentoring: A Meta-Analysis" (2020). Graduate Doctoral Dissertations. 591. https://scholarworks.umb.edu/doctoral_dissertations/591] 


More simply, as described elegantly by Berger (2016), changes in education and social structure over the past century have made cross-age opportunities for older peers to provide younger youth modeling of prosocial values, encouragement for undertaking challenges, and support and guidance to master essential skills and create more developmentally mature relationships. Cross-age peer mentoring, effectively, recreates the multi-grade school house that preceded the grade-segregated educational system in place today. Despite the benefits of today’s approach to education, what was lost in the bargain are the regular, ongoing social interactions between youth across grade levels that provide the necessary ingredients for developmental growth that adults are hard pressed to emulate, even when serving as mentors to youth. Cross-age peer mentoring thereby allows schools and communities to re-establish these cross-age bridges of care and support for younger youth while simultaneously allowing older youth to assume adult-like roles and responsibilities, such as the expressions of care and generativity, in their community that can help older youth more effectively bridge secondary and post-secondary settings, and become more effective adults in society. 

What are the key program characteristics and practices?

Youth mentoring programs can be characterized along the dimensions of context, structure, and goals (Karcher et al. 2006).  Program contexts refer to the location of the meetings, and cross-age peer mentoring programs have been delivered in both school (or after-school) settings and in community agencies or programs. Some research suggests that the cross-age peer mentoring programs delivered in the community are more effective than those in schools, but this finding may reflect the fact that most of the school-based programs studied to date (BBBS/IES) lacked sufficient structure,[footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] as highly structured cross-age peer mentoring programs[footnoteRef:5] in schools yield much larger benefits.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Herrera, C., Kauh, T. J., Cooney, S. M., Grossman, J. B., & McMaken, J. (2008). High school students as mentors: Findings from the Big Brothers Big Sisters school-based mentoring impact study. Philadelphia, PA: Public/Private Ventures.]  [4:  Hwang, N. (2015). Mentor age and youth development outcomes in school-based mentoring program. Presentation at the annual conference of the Society for Research on Educational Effectiveness. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED562351.pdf]  [5:  Karcher, M. J. (2012). The Cross-age Mentoring Program (CAMP) for children with adolescent mentors: Program Manual.  San Antonio, TX: Developmental Press.]  [6:  Karcher, M. J., Davis, C., & Powell, B. (2002). The effects of developmental mentoring on connectedness and academic achievement. School Community Journal, 12, 35–50. ]  [7:  Karcher, M. J. (2005). The effects of school-based developmental mentoring and mentors’ attendance on mentees’ self-esteem, behavior, and connectedness. Psychology in the Schools, 42, 65–77. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20025] 


The structure of a youth mentoring program refers to the defining characteristics of the mentee–mentor relationships in the program, such as whether they are one-on-one as compared to group mentoring relationships, and whether they are youth-with-youth or adult-with-youth matches. Some investigations find no difference between the effectiveness of adult-with-youth and class of peer mentoring programs while other studies have reported mentoring by adults to be more effective than mentoring of youth by youth when the teen and adult mentors receive generally the same amount of training and support (again, BBBS/IES). This is probably true, because the minimal level of support necessary for adults to mentor youth is not nearly sufficient for teens to effectively mentor younger youth. MENTOR’s Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring Supplement for cross-age mentoring programs[footnoteRef:8] makes this point succinctly—" These programs require more planning, coordination, and monitoring than most other models” (p. 15).  [8:  Kupersmidt, J., Stetler, R., Karcher, M.J., Garringer, M. & Shane, J. (2020). Peer mentoring: Supplement to the Elements of Effective Practice. MENTOR: National Mentoring Partnership, Boston, MA. https://www.mentoring.org/resource/peer-mentoring-supplement-to-the-elements-of-effective-practice-for-mentoring/] 


Teens cannot effectively mentor youth with only the standard level of support, guidance and oversight provided to adults in adult-with-youth dyadic mentoring programs. A key assumption of this program logic model is that teens require much more supportive infrastructure (activities, training, support, and on-site guidance) to be effective. This logic model incorporates what MENTOR’s Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring (EEPM) Supplement for cross-age mentoring programs identified as the core practices for peer mentoring. We also describe common and unique elements of cross-age peer mentoring programs, with specific attention to issues of infrastructure (support, training, activities) and dosage. But before details about infrastructure are laid out, it is critical to discuss the defining role of goals and how goals effectively structure the program. 

The goals of a program are the explicitly stated intentions of program developers, and are key to influencing how the public but also what the mentors and mentees come to believe are the essential ingredients of success. Goals also influence the selection of which activities will be encouraged and given priority in the match. The field has consistently seen that youth mentoring activities fall along one key continuum related to the focus of activities, ranging from being predominantly task- or skill-focused to relational and developmental in nature. 

The absence of evidence of the program prioritizing the development of the mentoring relationship is the main reason that a large number of “peer mentoring” programs were excluded from several of the reviews reported here. MENTOR’s EEPM Supplement for cross-age mentoring programs affirms this: “If a peer mentoring program’s logic model does not include something about the development of a close, trusting relationship between the mentor and mentee as a central mediator or mechanism by which the program achieves its intended outcomes, then it is likely not a peer mentoring program in practice” (p. 24).  Authors of multiple prior reviews of cross-age peer mentoring, have searched the literature using the terms “peer mentoring,” identified several thousand studies, but excluded all but a handful, because the moniker of peer mentoring had been applied to programs that focused exclusively on learning or skill-focused activities or that primarily used older peers as tutors, teachers, educators or counselors.  For a program to constitute true mentoring a relationship must be developed and given primacy as one, if not the singular, program goal.

Based on this discussion of programs defined in terms of these three criteria-- context, structure, and goals—we can see there are some ways in which cross-age peer mentoring programs differ widely, but other ways in which they each reflect a common, narrowly focused definition of cross-age peer mentoring. The table below separates out what are essential and unique elements of cross-age peer mentoring (that differentiate it from peer education, counseling, teaching, and tutoring) as well as variability in the nature of peer mentoring programs reported in the field. For all of these, it should be clear, both mentors and mentees are youth, separated in age by 2 or more years or evidence of maturity, and where no mentors are of adults and most of mentees preteens (not under the age of 8).  
	
	
	

	
	Essential Program Elements
	Variable Elements

	Context
	Adult oversight of program activities
	Context (community, in/after school)

	Structure
	Youth (teenage) with youth (preteen)
	1-to-1 (dyadic) or hybrid (w/in group

	Goals
	Development of trusting relationship coupled with learning/skill-building activities
	Order of activities serving relational- and goal-focused




The definition used for this logic model is drawn from the 2017 NMRC Model Review on Cross-age Peer Mentoring, which utilized the same definition as did the Elements of Effective Practice Supplement on Cross-age Peer Mentoring in 2020 and an independent, recently conducted meta-analysis of cross-age peer mentoring programs.  This has been MENTOR’s definition since at least 2007, when first articulated and defended in the Research in Action Series defining various programs and key practices in the field of youth mentoring. 

Older and/or wiser, plus highly relational: What are the characteristics of effective cross age mentors?

In a 2017 NMRC Model Review[footnoteRef:9], cross-age peer mentoring was defined in two critical ways first denoted ten years prior[footnoteRef:10]; first, as the “matching of an older youth (the mentor) with a younger youth (the mentee), in which there is a difference of two or more years in age between mentor and mentee” and, second, where program descriptions, materials, and implementation make clear “the mentoring relationship is given primacy over learning the curriculum” (pp. 2-3). Therefore, and explained in greater detail in their report, this definition and the logic model and theory of change presented here, are not intended to apply to group mentoring by same-age peers or to peer mentoring delivered by either college-age (adult), pre-teens, or childhood aged mentors (as studies of these models were not utilized for this logic model). However, we believe peer mentoring programs matching youth closer in age than two years, but who are differentiated by maturity, life-experience, or the “wisdom” of the mentor may be equally impactful, and may effectively utilize this logic model and theory of change, as long as in those programs the relationships are given primacy. But, by drawing exclusively on research on program prioritizing the relationship over the activity-specific activities and learning goals, this model is not intended to apply to other cross-age peer programs which are more accurately peer education, leadership, coaching, teaching, tutoring or counseling, and wherein relationship development is not central to achieving outcomes.  [9:  Karcher, M. J., & Berger, J. R. M. (2017). One-to-one cross-age peer mentoring. National Mentoring Resource Center (NMRC), Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP). https://www.nationalmentoringresourcecenter.org/index.php/component/k2/item/432-one-to-one-cross-age-peer-mentoring.html]  [10:  Karcher, M. J. (2007). Cross-age peer mentoring. Youth Mentoring: Research in Action, 1(7), 3-17.] 


What are the outcomes of rigorously implemented cross-age peer mentoring programs?

The 2017 NMRC Model Review3 of outcomes of cross-age peer mentoring programs, restricted to the stated definition above, also found (based on a small sample of fewer than 10 studies) the strongest effects for mentees in school attitudes (e.g., connectedness), relationships with adults (e.g., teachers and parents) and peers, as well as on improvements in internal affective states (e.g., self-esteem). The meta-analysis cited earlier (which also used this same definition and retained only a half-dozen qualified programs) also identified academic performance and engagement (i.e., connectedness), better mental health, and greater social support from for mentees in cross-age peer mentoring programs. Cross age peer mentoring programs also have been shown to directly affect health [footnoteRef:11] and long-term academic outcomes.[footnoteRef:12]  Using a less restrictive definition that also included college-age peer mentors, the EEPM supplement for cross-age peer mentoring12 reviewed 155 studies and reported a “wide range” of benefits for mentees on academic, developmental, and social outcomes. Unique to their review was the finding of the benefits of peer mentoring in facilitating the successful transition of the mentees to college, as well as increasing belonging and persistence for women, racial/ethnic minorities and first- generation students, and numerous benefits for both the mentors and the institutions who support them in their mentoring efforts. [11:  Smith, L. H. (2011). Piloting the use of teen mentors to promote a healthy diet and physical activity among children in Appalachia. Journal for Specialists in Pediatric Nursing, 16, 16–26. doi: 10.1037/0278-6133.24.3.235]  [12:  Johnson, V. L., Simon, P. P., & Mun, E-Y. (2014). A Peer-Led High School Transition Program Increases Graduation Rates Among Latino Males. The Journal of Educational Research, 107, 186–196. doi:10.1080/00220671.2013.788991] 


What makes programs work?

What makes cross-age peer mentoring somewhat unique, aside from both mentor and mentees being themselves youth, is, first, the essential nature of key mentoring program practices.  Recruitment, training, mentor support (including in activity planning), and program oversight all serve to moderate or enhance adult-with-youth mentoring program effectiveness.[footnoteRef:13]  But these are essential for cross-age peer mentoring programs, and their absence can be disastrous, at worst, and effectively hide any evidence of program benefits, at least.[footnoteRef:14] So these are not optional supports or “enhancements” in cross-age peer mentoring; they are essential practices.  The NMRC Model Review suggested the most significant moderators of program effectiveness for cross-age peer mentoring appear to be the degree of clear programmatic infrastructure and fidelity of its implementation. In addition, they highlight the importance of recruitment of the mentors’ with explicitly positive attitudes towards and the motivation to exercise or express their social interest. They also note program involvement of parents in activities seemed to yield larger benefits, and that securing support from school administrators and teachers also directly influenced effectiveness.  [13:  DuBois, D. L., Portillo, N., Rhodes, J. E., Silverthorn, N., & Valentine, J. C. (2011). How effective are mentoring programs for youth? A systematic assessment of the evidence. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 12(2), 57–91.]  [14:  Herrera, C., Kauh, T. J., Cooney, S. M., Grossman, J. B., & McMaken, J. (2008). High school students as mentors: Findings from the Big Brothers Big Sisters school-based mentoring impact study. Philadelphia, PA: Public/Private Ventures.] 


Recent meta-analytic findings confirmed some but not all of the key moderators found in such narrative reviews, and also revealed additional considerations.[footnoteRef:15]  Specifically, the effects of cross-age peer mentoring programs were larger in programs that are community-based and conducted in urban settings (vs. rural communities), as well as programs reporting high levels of adult oversight and supervision, target specific youth outcomes, and have smaller sample sizes. The concept of targeting specific youth outcomes, might be misleading and inferred as suggesting bigger outcomes in programs emphasizing goal-focused curricular activities, but keep in mind, all of these programs (by the selection criteria definition used) emphasized relationship building as primary or equal to any goal-specific outcomes. Most likely this finding reflects the benefits of providing clear activity guidance to mentors, whether the activity goals were relational or skills/learning specific.   [15:  Burton, Samantha, "Cross-Age Peer Mentoring: A Meta-Analysis" (2020). Graduate Doctoral Dissertations. 591. https://scholarworks.umb.edu/doctoral_dissertations/591] 




What to focus on most?

Garringer, whose own writing on peer mentoring over the past two decades have made significant contributions to the body of available materials and guides to support peer mentoring programs, listed these key “implications for practice” at the conclusion of MENTOR’s review of this model (p. 17)[footnoteRef:16]: [16:  Garringer (2017). Implications for practice. In Karcher, M. J., & Berger, J. R. M.. One-to-one cross-age peer mentoring. National Mentoring Resource Center (NMRC), Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP).] 

1. Lay a strong foundation for the program by selecting the right coordinators and right mentors.
2. Select the right match activities to scaffold relationship building
3. Provide lots of training and supervision to peer mentors
4. Let the youth lead as much as possible

Following Garringer’s recommendations is the quickest way to assess the likelihood that a given peer mentoring program is being implemented in the safest and most rigorous manner, and thereby ensure a maximum impact of program delivery. However, more specifics are illustrated in the logic model.

How does the research support the associated logic model?

The logic model tied to this theory of change is consistent with Garringer’s suggestions, conforms to and unpacks the definition provided earlier, and illustrates the logic linking the key infrastructure components of cross-age peer mentoring programs to the specific types of outcomes that have been demonstrated in the literature. Each of these logic model elements is laid out below, starting from left (inputs) and moving to the right (outcomes), providing additional information and references that may assist the user of this theory of change to develop a strong, cross-age peer mentoring program. 

What are the logical elements for a model of cross-age peer mentoring programming?

Elements of the Program Modeling
The following definitions of key terms in the logic model come from a framework for classifying mentoring programs, drawing from work by Borich and Jemelka on program modeling.[footnoteRef:17] Inputs are the resources (e.g., participants, materials, facilities) which stimulate the program activities into action and thereby produce the outcome. Activities are planned elements of a program for which there is a measurable outcome or evidence of occurrence (i.e., output). Outputs are the enabling processes or proximal outcome expected to occur following activities, where an enabling process output is a behavior produced by a program activity that is prerequisite to subsequent program elements or for the attainment of proximal outcomes, and proximal outcomes are the behaviors which the program participant is expected to exhibit at the completion of the program). In this final section of this theory of change, just the inputs and activities from the logic model are elaborated. The Outputs and Outcomes will be, of course, somewhat program specific, and they are described more fully in the several easily accessible resources drawn upon for this theory of change. [17:  Karcher, M. J., Kuperminc, G., Portwood, S., Sipe, C., & Taylor, A. (2006).  Mentoring programs: A framework to inform program development, research, and evaluation.  Journal of Community Psychology, 34, 709-725.] 


Inputs

· Setting-based Inputs. The setting for program activities is critical, and space to meet and engage in dyadic/group activities needs to be secured in advanced with high-level approval and provides documentation of institutional buy-in, commitment, and allocation of needed space and other resources.  If funding is needed for materials, food, transportation, program materials, or staffing of any kind, this needs to be secured first. The plans for goal-directed & relationship building activities/curricula should be developed in sufficient detail so that there are lesson guides for leaders,[footnoteRef:18] activity guides for mentors to use with mentees, and some process measures to objectively determine when a given program activity has/has not been implemented, how fully, and how participants reacted (rated) the activity. [18:  For example, see Karcher, M. J. & Judson, B. J. (2012). The Cross-age Mentoring Program (CAMP) for children with adolescent mentors: Connectedness Curriculum.  San Antonio, TX: Developmental Press.] 


· Infrastructure. Each of these forms of infrastructure needs to be anticipated and developed in advance of launching any program, and should be considered for all relevant stakeholders/participants, including not just the youth, but the staff, program leaders, parents and teachers who are involved (even minimally). This starts with plans for participant recruitment (i.e., where and how to disseminate recruitment materials; what info will be shared to recruit and how that will attract youth with the right attitudes and motivations). Other considerations include determining what screening criterial/tools will be used to sort through applicants, what forms, methods of delivery, and content will be used for training participants in the procedures/tools related to their roles, and what is needed for ongoing support activities (for mentors, for matches, for parents, etc.). Finally, and “last but not least” how will match closure (and possible re-matching, e.g., after summer) happen, how its necessity is communicated and procedures implemented needs to be known from the start and communicated to all stakeholders repeatedly during the year. 

· Participants.  Characteristics of program participants from the research literature make clear these qualities and balances of characteristics are optimal: (1) Heterogeneous groups of pre-teen mentees (with no-more than 20% “at-risk” so that in each grouping, if dyads meet together, youth sharing specific risk characteristics won’t be grouped so as to minimize deviance effects); (2) a balance of male and female teen mentors (2-3 years older than their mentees, who are socially interested, drawn to younger youth as their primary motivation, and who are not otherwise committed to competing extracurricular activities); (3) highly committee program leaders (coaches/ volunteers; teenage lead mentors) and program staff (adult[s] supervisors, planners) are given necessary time, support and authority to fully deploy planned program; (4) Stakeholders/Institutional representatives are involved in the planning and plans for ongoing communication are established to maintain a known presence of the program and commitment by these stakeholders is in place at the start; (5) a monitoring/evaluation plan for assessing change on theory-based measures of key processes and outcomes is in place, with key roles designated, data-collection authority secured, and necessary resources to implement established at the start of the program. 

Activities

There are three types of activities listed in the logic model. These include activities that give structure to the program, and include re-occurring and ongoing practices for recruiting, screening, matching, monitoring and closing matches. Then there are dyadic activities provided for mentor-mentee dyads, which include both relational and goal-directed activities. Whether programs should start with relationship building first (taking on a “developmental mentoring” style) or begin with goals in mind, and build close relationships through collaboration and relationship reflections later in the match (i.e., the “instrumental mentoring” style, will depend on the nature of the program, its goals and participants.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Karcher, M. J. & Hansen, K. (2014). Mentoring activities and interactions. In D. L. DuBois, & M. J. Karcher (Eds.), Handbook of youth mentoring  (2nd Edition; pp. 63-72). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications] 


· Program Structuring Activities. First are macro, whole-program, activities that reflect standard mentoring support practices (e.g., for match forming, monitoring, closure, and re-matching, as well as participant recruitment and retention).  Second, there are key, predictable planned activities, and events that give the program its essential, unique quality and that can be replicated each cycle or annually to allow a consistent multi-year program experience for participants. This may include specific types or “rituals” for group interaction (including the opportunities for scaffolded peer support and collaborative group interactions of the dyads) and dyadic activities (both described below), but that will be used to engage parents and/or teachers, either formally in program activities or simply through ongoing communication about the goals and ongoing progress of the program. Finally, there are essential activities for program monitoring and evaluation. Consistent with prior research,[footnoteRef:20] MENTOR’s EEP Supplement for cross-age mentoring programs recommends additional training for peer programs for mentors, mentees and parents, and training specifically in the use of curricular activities when included in programs and related to intended program outcomes. [20:  Karcher, M. J., Hansen, K., Herrera, C., & Crisp, G. (2011). The right focus: How mentor, mentee and program characteristics contribute to program and relationship quality. Poster presented at the 2011 Biennial Meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development. Montreal, Quebec, Canada.] 


· Dyadic Activities. Distinguishing cross-age peer mentoring from other peer programs requires the presence of relationship-building as well as goal-focused activities and a clear communication to all stakeholders of their priority. Relationship building & experiences include time and tools to learn about partners, others in the program, and oneself; ongoing invitations for mentors and mentees to share their own experiences, perspectives, and learning; Ongoing and repeated opportunities to reflect on and discuss match quality. Goal-focused activities for dyads refers to skill-development activities based on clearly communicated program goals; Opportunities to learn, apply, and practice the use of new information and skills

Which of these two activity types should be prioritized first depends on multiple factors, including the overall theme or goal of the program, but also based on the age of the mentees and degree of racial, cultural, class, gender or program-theme-related background similarity between mentors and mentees. Where similarity in backgrounds or personal/demographic characteristics is relatively high, less time may be needed early on in relationship building activities to establish trust and ensure the comfort necessary engage in focused relationship building activities. At the same time, complex and challenging goal-directed activities (e.g., in a STEM peer mentoring program) may evoke resistance out of participants insecurities and lack of familiarity with the materials. 

The mentees’ age also can affect whether a fun/relational or goal/skill-focused approach (i.e., which dyadic activity sequence pathway) is best to emphasize early in the match, as well as their ability to benefit from specific types of goal-focused activities; Both are essential. Similarly, mentors’ age can affect mentors’ ability to recognize opportunities for relationship deepening, their willingness to “drop the prop” (forgo curricular activities) to maximize opportunities is key; staff views on the role of program activities as essential vs. supporting also shape mentors’ actions; staff who don’t truly appreciate the role of relationship development or who truly believe the essential ingredient of the program is in its curricular activities (info or skill building) may discourage the very element of the program that makes it a mentoring program. Generally, older youth tend to appreciate task-focused (more, objectively “purposeful”) activities early in the match (i.e., think, “apprenticeships” and the “instrumental” approach to mentoring), whereas younger youth tend to value fun activities and relationship-based play/interactions to establish the friendship before tackling any deficits or problems (the “developmental style”). And boys, as well as girls, tend to appreciate having something “to do” and not just talk, in general, as do younger kids.  But which to emphasize is highly dependent on the nature of the curricular activities and mentees’ openness to discussing the topics it targets.

· Group-based Activities. For some programs, the inclusion of group-based activities, wherein dyads interact with other dyads, is possible and should be considered as it has been found to be beneficial in research and as reported by experienced practitioners.[footnoteRef:21] These activities, for example, should be sufficiently structured to ensure the development of a positive group-climate and allow relationship building that yields a sense of collective belongingness within the program and which can allow new relationships to expand mentors and mentees webs of support. MENTOR’s EEP Supplement for peer mentoring recommends including parents in one or more group meetings each year, especially to recognize the contributions of mentors and parents to program success (E.5.2-E.5.4, p. 42).
 [21:  References are to dissertation by Burton (2020) and to Carlo Kriekels, personal communication 5/18/20.] 


Getting to Outputs and Outcomes

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Theories Supporting Processes of Change. Three theories help reveal the sequence of changes that cross-age peer mentoring programs can expect to see unfold in mentors and mentees over time, depending on whether participants receive a fully implemented, highly structured program.[footnoteRef:22] In route to the outcomes of prosocial identity development, increased academic efficacy and connectedness, and demonstrations of expanded social skills (like empathy, cooperation) and perspective-taking abilities constitute the basic sequence of identity development as described first by Erikson. That sequence begins with the exploration of activities, beliefs and values of different social groups (peers, adults, different social classes); which is followed by a deliberate commitment to adopt, engage in, and pursue some of these in a consistent manner over time.[footnoteRef:23] This provides a foundation on which identity is established and later contributes to effectiveness in adulthood through one’s capacity to care for others and contribute to society.  [22:  Karcher, M. J. (2014). Cross-age peer mentoring. In D. L. DuBois, & M. J. Karcher (Eds.), Handbook of youth mentoring (2nd Edition; pp. 233-258). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.]  [23:  Marcia, J. E. (2014). From industry to integrity. Identity: International Journal of Theory and Research, 14: 165-176. ] 

	
Theories of self-development and adolescent connectedness[footnoteRef:24] suggest that youth become motivated to engage in new behaviors and consider new beliefs, values and goals when they experience dyad relatedness and group belongingness. These experiences of social support trigger reciprocal engagement (commitments) by youth, specifically to the kinds of activities and attitudes that reflect that types of interactions that are embraced or endorsed by the individuals providing the social support. So curricular content is one way that attitudes and behaviors are influenced through program participation, so mentoring activities (dyadic and group) should include specific content and developmentally salient opportunities for youth to experience efficacy and competence in areas related to a programs long-term goals. When integrated, these forms of social capital (social support and instructional resources linked to participation in these relationships) constitute a web of support that can catalyze identity processes.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Karcher, M. J., Holcomb, M. & Zambrano, E. (2008). Measuring adolescent connectedness: A guide for school-based assessment and program evaluation. In H. L. K. Coleman & C. Yeh (Eds.), Handbook of School Counseling (pp. 649-669). Erlbaum.]  [25:  Varga, S. M. & Zaff, J. F. (2017). Webs of Support: An Integrative Framework of Relationships, Social Networks, and Social Support for Positive Youth Development. Adolescent Research Review. Adolescent Research Review. DOI 10.1007/s40894-017-0076-x] 

	
Finally, this cross-age peer mentoring program theory of change also considers how to minimize delinquent/authority-undermining behaviors through program participation, such as by how a successful program implementation effectively lessens peer activity outside of the program through time commitments as well as the creation and strengthening of prosocial webs of support. Problem behavior theory[footnoteRef:26] compliments the connectedness formation processes described above, but suggesting that youth with weak ties and insufficient support from prosocial adults and peers experience alienation, loneliness, and depression; to cope with these feelings they engage in acting-out behaviors that reflect antisocial interactions that place them at risk for delinquency and long-term problem behaviors. This expected theoretical sequence explains how negative outcomes are lessened through engagement in well-structured peer mentoring programs. Conversely, it also explains how poorly run and monitored programs, such as those where participating mentees (and mentors) may misbehave in the absence of clear and engaging activities, and where either partner may feel abandoned and rejected when the other fails to show up or give them the attention promised by the program. When a lack of structure allows alienation, rejection, or loneliness to be commonly experienced during the program, coping responses that reflect increased problem behavior also should be expected to increase.  [26:  Jessor, R., & Jessor, S. L. (1977). Problem behavior and psychosocial development: A longitudinal study of youth. New York: Academic Press.] 




Conclusion
In summary, cross-age peer mentoring is unique from adult-youth mentoring by its increased need for infrastructure (including curriculum/activities), and most especially by the need for additional support roles played by people other than mentors. As a result, participant-specific inputs need to be carefully selected and planned in advance of program implementation to prepare/direct all stakeholders (Program staff, Coaches/ Volunteers, Lead mentors, Mentors, Mentees, Parents and Teachers) to their role in the program. Failure to fully plan for and deliver supports to any one participant can severely undermine program effectiveness. 
	
Most peer mentoring programs reported in the literature reflect a hybrid approach, wherein one-to-one matches are nested within a group meeting structure, often incorporating specific activities that allow structured and unstructured interactions with the larger group. There is evidence that programs that do this yield bigger impacts. But the risks of youths’ need for socialization leading unstructured time to be used in ways that may reinforce authority-undermining social behaviors means that even “unstructured, social time” that is intended to build group belongingness should be somewhat scripted and always planned and monitored. This point is affirmed by experienced professionals in the field.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  References are to the dissertation by Berger (2017) and to Carlo Kriekels, personal communication 5/18/20.] 

	
A final takeaway provided in the justification by authors of MENTOR’s EEP Supplement for cross-age mentoring programs of their recommended enhancements to the Elements of Effective Mentoring for peer mentoring programs is that selecting the “right” mentors is critical to program success. Teens need to want to mentor,[footnoteRef:28] anticipate time with mentoring a youth will be enjoyable[footnoteRef:29] and also have sufficient social interest to be able to persist during challenging times.[footnoteRef:30] So they underscore the value of recruitment, screening, and training to successful peer mentoring programs, noting mentors need to be interested, primarily, in building a friendship with a younger youth (e.g., rather than in resume building). This will increase the likelihood the mentors will reject competing opportunities for their extracurricular time, be willing to work with challenging mentees, and will draw upon program supports when needed.   [28:  Cavell, T. A., Gregus, S. J., Craig, J. T., Pastrana, F. A., & Hernandez Rodriguez, J. (2018). Program-specific practices and outcomes for high school mentors and their mentees. Children and Youth Services Review, 89, 309-318.]  [29:  Karcher, M. J., Davidson, A., Rhodes, J. E., Herrera, C. (2010). Pygmalion in the program: The role of teenage mentors’ attitudes in shaping their mentees’ outcomes. Applied Developmental Science, 14, 212–227.]  [30:  Karcher, M. J., & Lindwall, J. (2003). Social interest, connectedness, and challenging experiences. What makes high school mentors persist? Journal of Individual Psychology, 59, 293-315.
] 



Additional Reading and Resources

The National Mentoring Resource Center (NMRC) website offers a few guidebooks and resources that
will be helpful to those managing a cross-age peer mentoring program:

· Peer Mentoring Handbook
· Building Effective Peer Mentoring Programs in Schools: An Introductory Guide
· Key topic page: Peer Mentoring
· Webinar: Peer Mentoring: A Discussion with Experienced Practitioners
· Blog post: School-Based Peer Mentoring: A Powerful Tool to Help Close the Mentoring Gap
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