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Executive Summary

S

chool-based mentoring (SBM) is one of
the fastest growing forms of mentoring in the US.
SBM programs ask volunteers from the community
to develop relationships with students by meeting
regularly with them at their school. Meetings typically take place for about an hour a week during
or after school, focus on a range of social and academic activities and continue for approximately one
school year.
Recently, SBM programs have begun to match participants with high school student volunteers. Big
Brothers Big Sisters of America (BBBSA) began
using these volunteers in earnest about seven years
ago, in 2001. Today their program has close to
50,000 high school volunteers mentoring younger
students. However, little is known about whether
and how these volunteers might benefit youth.
Their age could make them particularly well suited
to relate to younger youth; yet their own developmental needs may prevent them from investing in
a relationship that, at times, offers little in return.
These characteristics likely require distinct program
practices to support matches involving high school
mentors and may translate into distinct benefits for
mentored youth.

The BBBS School-Based Mentoring
Impact Study
To explore the quality of these matches, the program practices that support them and their benefits to youth, we drew on data from a large-scale,
random-assignment impact study of the Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) SBM program conducted by
Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) in collaboration
with BBBSA. The study aimed to assess impacts as
well as to describe the structure of these programs
and the support provided to matches. (See Herrera,
Grossman, Kauh, Feldman, McMaken and Jucovy,
2007, for the findings from the study.) Ten BBBS
agencies 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”),
while the other half did not receive mentoring
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during the study but were placed on the agency’s
wait list to be matched when the study ended, 15
months later. The youth, their teachers and their
mentors were surveyed at three time points: as
youth were beginning their program involvement
in Fall 2004 (the baseline), at the end of the 200405 school year (the first follow-up), and again in
late Fall 2005 of the next school year (the second
follow-up). We also surveyed and spoke with BBBS
staff and interviewed teachers, principals and school
liaisons.
Findings in the Herrera et al. (2007) report reflect
impacts and programmatic implications for all
youth participating in the study. However, close to
half the Littles in the study were matched with volunteers who were in high school at the time of their
involvement (a proportion that is fairly reflective of
BBBS programs at a national level). This enabled
us to use the data from the study to address several
questions specific to high school mentors and their
matches:
• How do matches with high school Bigs differ
from those with adult volunteers?
• How do the Littles and their mentors benefit
from the match?
• What are the characteristics of the BBBS
mentoring programs that use high school Bigs?
Are practices within these programs associated
with match success?
The study is one of the first large-scale, national evaluations of high school volunteers in SBM programs.

BBBS School-Based Mentoring with
High School Bigs: Key Findings
Almost half of the high school volunteers (49
percent) were juniors, and about one quarter (26
percent) were seniors when they were matched
with their Littles. An additional quarter were either
sophomores or freshman in high school. The high
school volunteers often participated with a larger
group of high school students, as part of a class or
community service requirement (two fifths received
credit for their participation).
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1.	Results from the study suggest that high
school volunteers have several valuable
strengths.

They bring to the match extensive exposure to,
and experience with, children. About half (49
percent) reported having had “a lot” of contact with youth ages 9 to 14 in the year before
they volunteered, 47 percent reported having
mentored informally in the past, and 18 percent
had previous experience mentoring in a formal
program like BBBS.
The high school Bigs showed hints of approaching their matches in ways that could potentially
be linked to match success. For example, they
involved their Littles in decision-making more
often than adults, an important indicator of
match success (Morrow and Styles 1995). And
they engaged in academic activities with their
Littles less often than adults—a type of activity
that has been linked with lower levels of mentor
satisfaction and weaker youth benefits (Karcher
2004; Karcher 2007).
Overall, Littles’ relationships with high school
Bigs were similar in length and quality to those
with adults. Their matches at the second followup were the same length as those of adults; at
the first follow-up, they were, on average, slightly
longer than those of adults. Littles matched
with high school Bigs, like those matched with
adult volunteers, reported fairly high-quality
relationships, and the high school and adult Bigs
reported similar levels of relationship quality.
2. However, high school Bigs also present
challenges.

Relative to adults, high school Bigs were less
consistent in attending match meetings and less
likely to “carry over” their matches into the subsequent school year. High school Bigs missed significantly more match meetings over the course
of the school year (an average of 4.8 meetings)
than adult mentors (an average of 3.5 meetings).
High school seniors and those who received
school credit for their participation were less
likely than younger high school mentors and
those who did not receive credit to carry over
their match. Bigs in “high-school-only” programs

(90 percent of our sample) were also less likely
to carry over their match than those high school
Bigs in programs with both high school and
adult volunteers.
Littles matched with high school Bigs improved
relative to their non-mentored peers in only one
measure, teacher-reported social acceptance.
By contrast, youth matched with adult Bigs performed better than their non-mentored peers in
12 of the 31 outcomes tested, including academic
performance, school behavior and attendance.
Additionally, when directly comparing the size
of these impacts, youth matched with adult
Bigs benefited significantly more than those
matched with high school Bigs in six social and
school-related outcomes: college expectations,
youth-reported grades, parent-youth relationship quality, classroom effort, positive social (i.e.,
“prosocial”) behavior and classroom misbehavior.
Youth matched with high school Bigs benefited
more than those matched with adults in only two
social outcomes: social acceptance and assertiveness. Thus, on average, those youth matched with
high school mentors in the first year of their program involvement benefited very little from their
mentoring experience, at least in those outcomes
we tested (most of which focused on schoolrelated areas). However, this was not true across
all high school Bigs programs.
3. Practices varied among the high school
Bigs programs in this study, and particular
practices were linked with match success.

Those high school Bigs who met in the presence
of other matches in one large space, such as the
school gym, (78 percent of all high school Bigs)
reported several benefits to this meeting structure, and their matches lasted longer than those
meeting independently. However, their Littles
reported lower levels of youth centeredness, possibly resulting from high school Bigs having difficulty focusing on their Littles’ needs while in the
presence of their own peers.
High school Bigs who received at least two hours
of training (42 percent of all high school Bigs)
reported experiencing higher-quality and closer
relationships with their Littles than those who
received less training. Their Littles also reported
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higher-quality relationships. Additionally, by the
second follow-up, their matches had lasted longer
than those with Bigs who had received less training.
Those high school Bigs who reported receiving
higher-quality training were more likely to carry
over their match into a second school year and
had longer matches by the second follow-up.
High school Bigs’ reports of higher training quality were also associated with their own reports
of higher-quality relationships at the first followup. Bigs’ reports of higher-quality support from
BBBS staff yielded similar associations.
Frequent communication with BBBS staff was
associated with positive outcomes for Littles
matched with high school Bigs. Relative to Littles
in programs where the high school Bigs had
infrequent communication with BBBS staff, Littles in programs with more frequent communication experienced larger benefits in five social and
academic outcomes.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Although there are challenges in using high school
volunteers, there are also many indications that
carefully outlining the parameters of high school
mentoring programs could improve their ability to
benefit youth. This suggestion is in line with past
work that found more consistent impacts yielded by
high school mentors. For example, Karcher (2005)
found that high school volunteers benefited their
mentees in both school and parent connectedness.
However, the focus of his evaluation was a very
structured program that involved extensive orientation and training, relied on structured activities and
a curriculum focused on connectedness, involved
parents in the program and provided extensive
support to the high school volunteers (Karcher, in
press).
The high school Bigs programs in this study were
not drastically different from those involving adult
Bigs. Yet high school students come to the program
with their own set of developmental needs, including facing a major developmental transition (for
seniors) and a desire for peer interaction that,
in some cases, appeared to have been met at the
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expense of focusing on their Littles. Although a
few of the programs involved in this study were
structured to accommodate some of the differences
between adult and high school volunteers, the programs do not have a standardized set of practices
that reflect the distinct needs of these younger volunteers. Our analyses suggest that young volunteers
may need very different types of support, training
and structure to be successful in their matches.
Our recommendations are as follows:
1.	Consider how to use high school Bigs’
natural strengths.

Although the Littles matched with high school
Bigs improved relative to their non-mentored
peers in only one area (social acceptance), their
impacts in one additional peer-related area
(assertiveness) were significantly bigger than
those experienced by Littles matched with adults.
These benefits correspond with mentor reports
of what they focused on in their match meetings:
Adult mentors reported focusing on academics
more than the high school Bigs, whereas the high
school volunteers focused more on improving
the Littles’ relationships with others. High school
Bigs’ understanding of how to help their mentees
improve in peer-related areas—or helping them
improve in these areas simply by virtue of their
age and status—may be an important strength
that programs should try to capitalize on.
2. Ensure that young volunteers understand
the importance of consistency.

High school Bigs were more likely than their
adult counterparts to miss meetings, and a majority of BBBS staff working with high school Bigs
reported that consistent attendance was a challenge for them. Inconsistent mentoring, in many
cases, could be worse for a child’s self-esteem
than no mentoring at all (Karcher 2005). Thus,
training for high school volunteers should make
this a central focus, and, if the students receive
school credit for volunteering, this credit should
be made contingent on consistent attendance.
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3. Provide matches with opportunities to
interact with other youth; however, use a
group setting for match meetings only with
significant supports in place.

Although the high school Bigs reported many
benefits to meeting in the presence of other
matches, their Littles reported lower levels of
youth centeredness than those who met outside
of this context. This type of meeting structure
may require significant supervision to ensure that
the high school volunteers focus attention on
their Littles as opposed to their own peers.
4. Provide significant communication with, and
support for, high school Bigs.

Both adults and high school Bigs appeared to
benefit from strong training and support. However, support seemed to be particularly beneficial
to matches with high school Bigs. For example,
stronger support by program staff was associated
with match length only in the high school sample. In addition, Littles matched with high school
Bigs in programs with relatively frequent communication with BBBS staff benefited more than
their non-mentored peers in several outcomes,
and many of these benefits were significantly bigger than those received by Littles in programs
with less staff communication.
5. Provide a minimum of two hours of
training (pre-match and ongoing) to high
school mentors.

Those high school Bigs who had received at least
two hours of training by the first follow-up had
longer lasting matches by the second follow-up
and had higher-quality and closer relationships
with their Littles. Training content should be
carefully considered to ensure that high school
volunteers not only feel prepared to mentor a
child but also have the necessary skills, attitudes
and knowledge base.
6.	Try to involve high school mentors before
their senior year.

Not surprisingly, seniors were less likely than
younger high school students to carry over their
match into a subsequent school year. Programs

that want to keep their volunteers past one
school year should make this goal explicit to
seniors to ensure that this is possible for them.
7.	If providing high school Bigs with class
credit, consider providing credit only after
two semesters of service or after they carry
their match over into a subsequent school
year.

In this study, those high school Bigs who received
class credit were less likely to carry over their
match than those who did not. It is likely that
students volunteered until the end of the commitment required for receiving credit, but no
longer. Thus, making credit contingent on a full
year (or more) of service may be important in
keeping young volunteers on board.
8.	Consider mixing adult and high school
programs.

High school Bigs in programs that also used adult
Bigs stayed with the program longer than those
with only other high school volunteers. Perhaps
this difference reflects differences in mentors’
original motivation for volunteering (e.g., high
school volunteers may have participated in large
part for the group experience). However, the high
school volunteers could have also been positively
influenced by the presence of adults, who tended
to be more consistent mentors. In mixed programs, adults could also be trained to serve as role
models to the high school Bigs.
These types of changes in the BBBS high school Bigs
model will require significant effort and may increase
the cost of the high school Bigs program. However,
there are several reasons to invest such efforts in the
program. First, and most importantly, high school
volunteers have the potential to make a substantial
difference in their Littles’ lives, as evidenced both
in evaluations of more structured programs and
in those programs in the current study with very
strong staff support. Second, high school volunteers
represent an efficient way to reach many children
through school-based programs. And although they
do require more and different kinds of support than
adults, they also have many unique strengths. Finally,
high school volunteers may also benefit from the
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experience themselves and are more likely to volunteer in the future than their peers without volunteering experience (Toppe et al. 2002).
Although findings from this study suggest several
strategies for improving SBM programs, they should
be considered preliminary until further studies can
confirm that their implementation significantly
improves outcomes for youth mentored by highschool-age volunteers. SBM programs that do not
yet recruit high school mentors should wait to start
such programs until clear guidelines are put in
place. Similarly, those that are currently using high
school volunteers should wait to expand until the
field can provide guidance on how to design these
programs and shape their expansion.
BBBSA is already initiating several of the changes
suggested in this study in its high school Bigs program. The organization has convened a group of
six of its strongest BBBS agencies to review these
and other findings and share their own experiences
and strategies to improve their current model. Our
findings suggest that these changes will be well
worth the effort.
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